
CLASS PRESENTATION PROMPT:  

RECONSTRUCTING THE NARRATIVE OF U.S. HISTORY, 1877-PRESENT 

75-minute group presentations due in class between Tues., 1 December and Thurs., 3 December  

(Group assignments available on Canvas) 

OVERVIEW 

Working in groups, you will narrate American history from 1877 to the present. Given the limitations of 

time, your presentations cannot be comprehensive. You will not be able to summarize every major 

event covered in this class between the end of Reconstruction and the Obama presidency. You will 

therefore be asked to select a particular theme, trend, or narrative that we’ve discussed throughout 

the semester, and focus on only those events, people, or incidents that pertain most closely to the 

story you’re trying to tell. 

Think of it this way: if you choose to focus on the contraction and expansion of civil rights for Americans 

of color, immigrants, women, LGBTQ Americans, and Americans with disabilities, you will likely focus on 

events like Booker T. Washington’s ‘Atlanta Compromise’ speech, the passage of the nineteenth 

amendment to the Constitution, the Stonewall Riots, and the passage of the Americans with Disabilities 

Act. But if you think of the period as one characterized primarily by shifts in income inequality, then 

events like the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, the anti-trust laws of the Progressive Era, the G.I. Bill, and 

the Reagan Revolution will likely prove far more important in your presentation. This is precisely the 

kind of trimming, pruning, tailoring, and editorializing that I want you to do.  

REQUIREMENTS 

With all that in mind, the requirements for this project are as follows: 

 Your presentation must have a distinctive and discernible argument or perspective. As such, it 

must provide concrete answers to the following questions: 

o What was the most important change or set of changes to emerge from this period in 

American history? 

o What events, people, and trends were most important in shaping this transformation? 

o Has this transformation been, on the whole, a positive or negative one? 

o What lesson should we take from this history? 

 Your presentation must tell a story. Stating discrete facts or summarizing disconnected 

incidents will not be acceptable. You must draw causal links between different events and 

trends, and with them, between different parts of your presentation.   

 Your presentation must be entertaining and engaging. This is not your grandmother’s class 

presentation. Dull recitations and boring PowerPoints will not be acceptable. Some element of 

dramatic flair is mandatory (see below for ideas). 

 Your presentation must be polished. When it’s time for your group to present, I do not want to 

see group members reading from a script. While note cards and other reference aids are fine, 

group members must nevertheless demonstrate a basic fluency with their materials. 
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FORMAT 

There are a number of different ways in which students can approach this project. One way might 

involve formatting the presentation as a newscast, with an anchor interviewing important people from 

throughout U.S. history, as well as cutaways to group scenes and/or video footage. In addition, students 

might also consider using the following resources as models: 

- Drunk History (see the following clip on Louis Armstrong) 

- The Magic School Bus (see the following episode on bees and beehives) 

- Schoolhouse Rock (see the following video on the legislative process) 

- John Green’s Crash Course U.S. History (see the following clip on the Roaring Twenties) 

- Epic Rap Battles of History (see the following episode on George Washington vs. William 

Wallace) 

Last but not least, students may also consider alternative formats altogether, like creating artwork, 

video games, interactive websites, or other media to represent the time period. Should they choose to 

do this, however, they will still be expected to present on / explain the materials in class. 

ORGANIZATION 

Each group will be divided into four subgroups of 4-5 members each. The first sub-group will be known 

as The Bosses. The Bosses will be charged with sketching out the overall narrative of the presentation 

and a skeleton of a script or storyboard. While the Bosses should sketch out their narrative in 

consultation with the group as a whole, they will wield executive authority over the other sub-groups. 

And they will be responsible for making sure that the work of these sub-groups comes together to 

constitute a coherent whole.  

The remaining members of each group will be divided into three sub-groups. Each sub-group will be 

responsible for presenting on a specific period of time (I strongly recommend the following divisions of 

time – 1877 to 1929; 1929 to 1974; 1974 to 2015 – though groups should feel free to divvy up the 

timeline as they see fit). These groups’ primary responsibility will involve translating the Bosses’ rough 

script into dramatic and comic gold. In other words, they will be responsible for transforming the 

Bosses’ storyboard into the nuts and bolts of a presentation.  

Students who are more interested in the creative dimension of this project than its analytical side are 

best suited to these subgroups. Within these subgroups, however, students may take on a variety of 

roles. These range from writing scripts to performing them; from collecting research to coordinating 

communications; from designing costumes to doing artwork; from filming footage to editing video.  

Indeed, while I would ideally like to see everyone participate in the final project, I understand that 

some students would prefer to work behind the scenes. It is crucially important, therefore, that you 

carefully document that roles that each person in your group has played in bringing the project to 

fruition. 

 

http://www.cc.com/video-clips/sakcnh/drunk-history-louis-armstrong-makes-the-horn-talk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3wd1W9b83OY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tyeJ55o3El0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfOR1XCMf7A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dl7CLaZFG1c&list=PL96675BDF95286773&index=14
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dl7CLaZFG1c&list=PL96675BDF95286773&index=14
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DEADLINES 

Week 6: Groups members will organize themselves into subgroups and submit team rosters to 
ST. 

Week 11: Bosses must schedule meetings with ST to discuss preliminary drafts of their 
storyboards. 

Week 13: Representatives from each of the sub-groups should submit a summary or rough draft 
of their presentation materials. 

Week 15: Groups must present. 

LOGISTICS 

I will set up a closed message board for each group on Canvas (under the ‘Course Discussion’ module) to 

help facilitate brainstorming and exchange outside of the classroom setting. But you should also feel 

free to use alternative electronic tools of your choice (GroupMe, Facebook, Twitter, etc.). And, of 

course, in-person meetings remain an effective, if low-tech, solution. The important point is that you 

communicate. How you choose to do so is secondary.   

Please note: it is neither required nor expected that groups will meet outside of class. Should you 

choose to do so, that is fine. But it not mandatory. There will be plenty of opportunities for groups to 

meet during class sessions. 

EVALUATION 

Groups will be evaluated on three criteria: 

1. Historical Accuracy (i.e. how accurately does your group treat the events / themes included in its 

presentation?). 

2. Interpretive Clarity (i.e. how clearly has your group presented its argument? Have you selected 

appropriate evidence to substantiate the story you are trying to tell?). 

3. Creativity (i.e. has your group attempted to present its findings in a compelling and/or unusual 

fashion?). 

Each component will be worth one-third of your group’s grade.  

Finally, please be prepared to provide materials that will allow me to re-evaluate your presentation after 

you have presented it to the class as a whole. Recorded videos or music, scripts, outlines, posters, and 

other materials will allow me to discover nuances and conclusions that I may have missed during the 

initial presentation.  


