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NEW YORK STATE SOCIAL STUDIES CORE CURRICULUM, GRADES 7/8:

UNITED STATES AND NEW YORK STATE HISTORY 

UNIT SIX  Division and Reunion
Chapter III: Results of the Civil War 
http://www.emsc.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/pub/sscore1.pdf (page 64).

UNIT SEVEN  An Industrial Society
Chapter I: The Maturing of an Industrial Society in the Second Half of the 19th Century  
http://www.emsc.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/pub/sscore1.pdf (page 66).

UNIT ELEVEN The Changing Nature of the American People From World War II to the Present
Chapter I: Postwar Society Characterized by Prosperity and Optimism
http://www.emsc.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/pub/sscore1.pdf (page 86).

These questions and documents can be used in conjunction with the New York State Education
Department core curriculum for grades 7/8 Social Studies: United States and New York State
History. Students will learn about the Populist Era, 1880–1900, as a response to the overwhelm-
ing power of Big Business. Students will be able to see the connection between the results of the
Civil War and how that led to Constitutional Amendments 14 and 15 and eventually the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

FOCUS QUESTION

What were “Jim Crow” laws and how did they affect African Americans? 

MATERIALS

Political cartoons, Watson reading (“The Negro Question in the South”), Alabama State
Literacy Test, Dr. Seuss cartoon.

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

Give students the Alabama State Literacy Test telling them that it is a “pop quiz.” Give students
about 5 minutes before you tell them what it really is. 

Explain that the documents came from workbooks used by Citizenship Schools in the early
1960’s, which taught African American applicants how to pass the exams. Each applicant had
to answer four questions to successfully register to vote, but this was only one part of the appli-
cation process. An applicant had to give, under oath, information about his or her address,
employment, family members and a host of information that would be given to the applicant’s
employer, the Ku Klux Klan and other organizations. For the audacity of attempting to register
to vote, applicants could lose their jobs, be thrown off their land, and be subjected to violence
or even death. White voters received much simpler exams and were encouraged to vote. Voter
registration for whites often exceeded 100% because dead people were not removed from the
lists. 
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QUESTIONS TO THE GROUP FOLLOWING THE ACTIVITY

1. Do you think this test was fair? Why or why not? 
2. Do you think that people should have to be tested before voting?  
3. Do you think that voters should be informed about their government?  
4. Why do you think that African Americans were willing to risk so much in order to gain the  

right to vote? 
5. Do you think that voting is a right worth struggling for? 

PROCEDURE

In the 1890’s and early 1900’s Southern states imposed a series of laws to prevent African
Americans from voting, such as poll taxes, literacy tests and the “grandfather clause.” Local
governments and white supremacist mobs used violence, including lynching, to terrorize African
Americans and prevent them from voting. 

Show the students the political cartoon entitled: “How the colored voter is allowed to cast his
ballot in a state where Democrats control the election.”

Ask students to describe what is happening in the cartoon. 

SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

1. What do you think the cartoonist’s point of view was? 
2. Who would benefit from African Americans voting or not voting?  Why? 
3. Do you think this cartoon is violent? Why or why not?  Why would violence be necessary at

a voting station?

Dr. Seuss’s Campaign for Democracy

Dr. Seuss is best known for his children’s books, but during World War II he turned his pen to
politics in a New York City newspaper called PM. He drew this cartoon in October 1942, using
the democratic themes of wartime propaganda to support the expansion of democracy at home.

Have the students analyze the cartoon by Dr. Seuss on their own and discuss as a class. 

SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

1. What did Dr. Seuss mean when he entitled the cartoon “Democracy’s turnstile”?
2. What does the phrase “10 Million Americans Who Haven’t Got the Price” mean?
3. The people in the cartoon appear to be entirely white. Why do you think Dr. Seuss chose not

to have people of other races in the cartoon?
4. Why do you think that white supremacists in the South used the poll tax to exclude African

American voters? Why do you think they weren’t concerned about poor white voters?
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After the Compromise of 1877, African American men retained voting rights, but held little
political power in their states. Beginning in the 1890’s, a full-scale attack on African American
civil rights began in the South that led to the legal segregation of all aspects of everyday life,
including public transportation, education and the workplace. African American voting rights
also came under attack through legislation and organized violence, including the horrible act of
lynching, which was used to enforce white supremacy.  

Part of the reason for this violence was the political threat posed by the African American vote.
The Southern states had been under one party rule since the end of Reconstruction in 1877, but
that control came under threat in the late 1880’s and early 1890’s, when farmers who faced low
prices for their cotton crop and high levels of debt formed a third party called the People’s or
Populist Party. They attacked the power of bankers, railroads, landlords and others they felt
oppressed them. Some white members of the Populists proposed an alliance with African
American farmers who faced similar problems, including Tom Watson, a Populist member of
Congress from Georgia.

Give the students the article by Tom Watson, written in October 1892, and have them read in
pairs.

Assign half the class the reading from the point of view of a white farmer and have them take
notes on what the farmer’s reactions would be.  

Assign the other half of the class the reading from the point of view of a black farmer and have
them take notes on what the farmer’s reactions would be.  

SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

1. Why does Watson believe that blacks and whites should both support the People’s Party?
2. Why does he believe that they are separated?  
3. To what extent does he believe that whites and blacks are equal?
4. The People’s Party faded away in the early 1900’s; when this occurred Tom Watson became

an outspoken racist.  Why do you think he changed his views?

FOLLOW-UP/HOMEWORK

Ask students to conduct research concerning who votes in the United States today. Gather data
and discuss results. 
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DISCOVERING HISTORY IN TODAY’S NEW YORK TIMES

Descriptions of historic events in textbooks are often based on the original newspaper
accounts. These questions help you compare the past with current reports in The New York
Times. 

1. Find an article about a voting problem anywhere in the world as reported in The New
York Times. What was the problem and who was affected? Compare and contrast this situ-
ation with the Alabama State Literacy Test. 

2. In many countries, some groups are not permitted to vote. Check The Times for examples.
Create a large poster for the classroom, using these columns to record what you find in The
Times: name of country, group not permitted to vote, reason given for denying suffrage to the
group, how people were stopped from voting. Illustrate your poster with Times headlines
about voting rights abuses.

3. Voting conflicts often end up in the courts. Follow Times coverage of a voting rights case
in any American court. How was the case judged? Who won and why? 

(40) B

1. Yes
2. person chosen to act for others
3. Federal Bureau of Investigation
4. True

(40) C

1. search warrant
2. Legislature
3. Confederation
4. courts

(41) B

1. Yes
2. agreement between nations
3. Hoover
4. Vice President

(41) C

1. No
2. The appointment of officers
3. promoting progress
4. U.S. currency

ANSWERS TO ALABAMA STATE LITERACY TEST
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QUESTIONS FROM THE ALABAMA STATE LITERACY TEST
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From “The Colored American Republican text book: a book of facts and figures, 
showing what the Republican Party has done for the Afro-American,” c. 1899
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From the newspaper PM by Dr. Seuss, 1942.

http://orpheus.ucsd.edu/speccoll/dspolitic/Frame.htm
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. . . 

FROM THE ARENA,VI (OCTOBER 1892), PAGES 540–550
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The Negro Question in the South by Tom Watson

GLOSSARY

antagonism rivalry; opposition to a conflicting force (noun).

cultivated to be sophisticated; prepared and used for growing crops (adjective).

despotism tyranny; system of government where the leader has unlimited power (noun).

discord disagreement; active quarreling or a conflict (noun).

emasculated weak; powerless (adjective).

fleece to cheat someone; to charge excessively for goods and services (verb).

onerous difficult to handle; troublesome: to have a burden (adjective).

sordid disgusting and/or dirty; low; base level (adjective).

usurious to lend out money for exorbitant interest in return (noun). 


