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Since the beginning of common schools in the 

nineteenth century, American education has served the purpose 

of transmitting White Euro-American norms and culture. 1 

Social stud ies teachers and their classrooms have often been 

ground zero for perpetuating fragmented hegemonic hi storical 

accounts of United States and world hi story that portray 

White Euro-Americans as saviors of humanity. The teaching 

of distorted information from American textbooks has caused 

students of color to become disengaged with history and 

socia l studies, while denying them opportunities to explore the 

contributions of their own cultural groups.2 
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Year (NCES, 2017) 

We raise the question; how shou ld social studies teachers teach 

the new 51.9 percent non-White majority of public school 

students? According to Milner (20 12), the racial demographics 

of the new non-White majority students in public schools 

would lead most educators to label them as urban and 

different. 3 Therefore, social studies teachers must have content 

knowledge to teach multicultural lessons. They must also have 

pedagogical knowledge to know what culturally responsive 

methods work for their students, such as those outlined by 

the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS). To be 

effective, teachers must understand the social, political , 

cultural, and physical environments in which students live and 

learn . In connection with the theme of "B lack Migrations," 

this article will help teachers implement culturally sustaining 

pedagogy in social studies classrooms. 
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy 
Django Paris and H. Samy Alim's work, Culturally 

Sustaining Pedagogics (CSP), cha llenges educators to de­

center Whiteness in teaching practices.4 CSP seeks to foster 

and sustain the va lue of languages, literac ies, histories, and 

cu ltural ways of being for minority communities through 

education. The goals of CSP are built upon Gloria Ladson­

Billings 's concept of cu ltura lly responsive pedagogy (CRP), 

in which teachers use students' home culture and commun ity 

experiences as pedagogical tools, as well as to promote 

academic success. 5 The goa ls of CRP are for teachers to 

become culturally aware and to use multicultural education 

strategies in their c lassrooms. Paris, AI im, and Ladson-Bi II ings 

recognize that cu lture is constantly evolving among students, 

and that teacher pedagogy must reflect student cu ltures. 

Theory into Practice 
For the purpose of discussion , we ask the question: 

what does CSP look like in a social stud ies lesson on 

Black migrations? As noted , teachers must have content 

and pedagogical knowledge. However, teachers' content 

knowledge should expand further than the class text: it shou ld 

a lso include primary source data and additional readings and 

art ifacts to support subject matter content. How can teachers 

engage students with the topic of Black migration in a way that 

is cu lturally susta ining to minority communities? In light of 

the NCSS standards for history, which aim to enab le learners 

to develop historical comprehension so they can reconstruct 

historical events, music could be used as a pedagogical tool. 

For example, the lyrics of Big Daddy Kane's old school hip­

hop song "Word to the Mother (Land)" may be helpful in 

introducing Black migrations. 

Take a stand [in] the fight for power 

Cause we've been here before the Mayflower 

Living superior abiding by nature 

The history of the Asiatic one paid the 

Price to be paid in s lavery 

Like the name of Antonio was gave to me 

But knowledge of self broke every shackle and chain 

Now I declare myself as the Big Daddy Kane 

The teacher, teaching a lesson to be heard 

That's word, to the mother my brother 

So discover the truth of one another 

Cause here 's the real deal upon our skin color 

Lay down white, yellow, red or pink 

But the color of black is most dominant 

The rising and sizing can never cease 

[Marley Marl: what you going say now?] 

Peace! 6 

After reviewing the lyrics, the teacher could ask 

students to deconstruct the meaning of verse two of the song, 

where the author states, "Cause we've been here before the 

Mayflower." The socia l studies teacher cou ld ask what this 

phrase means to the class, and the use of this hip-hop song cou ld 

lead the social studies class into a discussion on pre-Columbus 

Black migration, which is discussed in Ivan Van Sertima's 

book, They Came Before Columbus. Van Sertima argues that 

the migration of Black Africans to the Americas began long 

before the arrival of Co lumbus and European explorers during 

the late 1400s.7 The presence of Black Africans in Centra l 

America, Mexico, and parts of the southern US can be dated 

back to as early as 800 to 700 BCE, beginning with Olmec 

culture. Archaeologists in the Americas have found detailed 

c lay and terra-cotta artifacts with images of people with African 

features , including full lips, wide noses, and kinky hair, going 

as far back as 700 BCE.8 Van Sertima argues that the Black 

Africans ' interactions within the Mexican region inspired 

researchers to investigate their artifacts. The Olmecs erected 

massive structures with god- like images in pre-European and 

pre-Columbus periods of history. Van Sertima further asserts 

that the coming of Columbus and the Transatlantic Slave Trade 

a ltered the course of Africans and people of African descent to 

the lowest form of existence around the g lobe. 

In addition to introducing pre-Columbus Black 

migration , the teacher cou ld show students photographs of 

these Black archaeologica l artifacts discovered in the Americas 

prior to the entry of Co lumbus and the Transatlantic Slave 

Trade. After they view the photographs, the teacher cou ld 

a llow students to return to the hip-hop song by Big Daddy 

Kane, "Word to the Mother (Land)." The teacher could then 

ask the students to recreate the lyrics to the song based on their 

personal interpretations. 

After the initial lesson on Black migration, socia l 

studies teachers should continue the lesson to include the 

Transatlantic Slave Trade and The Great Migration. The 

Transatlantic Slave Trade took place during the 1400s to 1800s; 

millions of Africans were ens laved and transported from their 

homelands throughout Africa to the Americas and Europe.9 

Furthermore, in 1619, many Black s laves were transported 

from Caribbean islands to Jamestown, Virginia . In fact, under 

the order of King James of England, the first Black African 

slaves arrived in North America from the island of Barbados 

in 1619. 10 The Transatlantic Slave Trade was a detrimental 

experience for African people and their descendants. Teaching 

this content from a CSP perspective involves teachers allowing 

their students of co lor to process their experiences through 

modern-day struggles with racial inequalities, segregation, 

-unemployment, and underemployment. This could help bring 

to life the class lesson on migration . 

Between 1916 and 1970, while the US was fighting 

in World War l, masses of Black people fled the Jim Crow 

South in search of better econom ic and racial conditions in 

the North and Midwest. This is known as the Great Migration. 

However, as large numbers of Blacks migrated to the North , 

they sti ll encountered racial discrimination in employment 

and housing. 11 During this time, people from the Caribbean 

also migrated to the US in great numbers to find work in 

the industrial boom of the country. 12 Many people from the 

Caribbean migrated to Florida and New York. In the 1920s, 

Harlem became the world's largest Black urban community. 

Its residents migrated from the South , as well as from Jamaica, 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Haiti , among other places, and many 

of these immigrants were a part of the Harlem Renaissance. 13 

These migrations provide important content that cou ld enrich 

a modern-day socia l studies lesson. 

Conclusion 
In closing, the purpose of this article was to provide 

an approach for implementing CSP on Black migrations in 

social stud ies classrooms. CSP seeks to enhance traditional 

classrooms through cultural enrichments and student-centered 

activities. As such , CSP can be used to help dismantle 

hegemonic structures in America's schools. 
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lesson Plan: 
Pre-Columbus Black Migration 
By Sheikia Tal ley-Matthews and Greg Wiggan 

Connections to Middle School and High School 

Goal of Lesson Plan: To teach students to critically think 

about history and Black mi gration by analyzing mu s ic and 

photographs. 

Objective: Students will examine photos of artifacts from 

the pre-Columbus time period 800 BCE- 1492 CE. Students 

will gain an understanding of various time periods of Black 

migration . 

National Council for Social Studies (NCSS) Standards: 

• History 

Enable learners to develop hi storical comprehension so they 

might reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage; 

identify the central question(s) addressed in historical 

narratives; draw upon data in historical maps, charts, and other 

graphic organizers; and draw upon visual , literary, or musical 

sources. 

• Culture and Cultural Diversity 

Guide learners as they predict how data and experiences may 

be interpreted by people from diverse cultural groups and 

frames of reference. 

• Warm up Activity (Addresses NCSS Standards: Culture 

and Cultural Diversity) 

Directions: Students will complete a Know, Want, Learn 

(KWL) activity about the topic of migration via a class twitter 

account. KWL activities address: What do students know 

about this topic? What do students want to know about this 

topic? What did students learn? 

Activity 1 (Addresses NCSS Standard: History) 

Students will be provided with a copy of the lyrics to a hip-hop 

song by Big Daddy Kane titled " Word to the Mother (Land)." 

The class will also listen to the song. After reviewing the lyrics , 

the teacher will ask students to deconstruct the meaning of 

verse two of the song, where the author states, "Cause we've 

been here before the Mayflower." The teacher will raise the 

question "What does the phrase mean?" 

--Activity 2 

The teacher will introduce students to pre-Columbus Black migration . The teacher will then provide students with photographs of 

images archaeologists discovered of Black Africans living in the Americas prior to the coming of Columbus and the Transatlantic 

Slave Trade. After viewing the photographs, allow students to return to the hip-hop song " Word to the Mother (Land)" by Big 

Daddy Kane . 

Assessment 

Informal assessment: Class participation in a discussion on pre-Columbus Black migration. Formal assessment: Students will 

recreate the lyrics to the song based on their personal interpretation of Black migration . This CSP assessment is designed to 

support the value of languages, literacies , histories, and cultural ways of being of minority students. 

• Teacher Resources: James W. Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me; Sankofa (documentary by Haile Gerima) 


