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Lesson Plan  
 
Teacher:  
Mr. Mike Meyer 
 
 
Lesson Title:  
The African American Soldier during the U.S. Civil War 
 
 
Grade Level:  
Eighth Grade 
 
 
Lesson Time Length:  
Five Class Periods 

 
Big Idea:  
Students will understand that approximately 200,000 African American soldiers and sailors (both 
free and slave) had the opportunity to fight in the U.S. Civil War. 

 
Lesson Abstract:  
This lesson is designed to give students a personal connection to the impact African-American 
soldiers had on the Civil War including the state of Kansas.  Students will use a variety of 
primary source documents and Internet to examine key elements of the topic. 

 
Lesson Background and Context:  
On January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation declaring that all 
slaves in parts of the country controlled by the Confederacy were now free. The Emancipation 
Proclamation also included a paragraph in which Lincoln welcomed slaves to serve in the Union 
army and navy.  

Frederick Douglass, an ex-slave and a prominent abolitionist, believed that allowing black men 
to fight as soldiers was the first step in getting them equal rights. He said, "Once let the black 
man get upon his person the brass letters 'US,' let him get an eagle on his button and a musket on 
his shoulder and bullets in his pockets and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has 
earned the right to citizenship in the United States." Fighting for their own freedom and for that 
of their families, there was nothing that gave more hope to a slave or caused more rage in the 
heart of a Confederate soldier than the sight of black men in Federal uniforms.  
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Overwhelmingly, Union soldiers were white. It was not until May 22, 1863 that the U.S. War 
Department established the Bureau of Colored Troops enabling black men to serve as soldiers 
though some African-American units in Kansas and Louisiana had already seen combat. Black 
men had been assisting the army in other official capacities such as constructing entrenchments 
or performing camp duty or other labor since the Second Confiscation and Militia Act of July 17, 
1862.  By the end of the war, 178,975 enlisted men served in the U.S. Army as members of the 
U.S. Colored Troops and 9,695 served in the U.S. Navy. In addition, three regiments of Native 
Americans, the Indian Home Guard, fought for the Union in the western theater of the war.  
(Source: Black Soldiers in the American Civil War <www.civilwar.org>) 

 
Standards Alignment: 

(G4.2-3) 
• analyzes push-pull factors including economic, political, and social factors that contribute 

to human migration and settlement in United States (e.g., economic: availability of natural 
resources, job opportunities created by technology; political: Jim Crow laws, freestaters; 
social factors: religious, ethnic discrimination). 

• compares cultural elements that created the distinctive cultural landscapes during the Civil 
War (e.g., technology, crops, housing types, agricultural methods, settlement patterns). 

 
(H2.4-6)  
• explains the issues that led to the Civil War (e.g., slavery, economics, and state’s rights). 
• describes the turning points of the Civil War (e.g., Antietam, Gettysburg, Emancipation 

Proclamation, and Sherman’s March to the Sea). 
• compares and contrasts various points of views during the Civil War era (e.g., abolitionists 

vs. slaveholders, Robert E. Lee vs. Ulysses S. Grant, Abraham Lincoln vs. Jefferson Davis, 
and Harriett Beecher Stowe vs. Mary Chestnut). 

 
 
Objectives: 
 
KNOW: 
• The role African American soldiers played in the Civil War. 
• The similarities and differences between the U.S. Colored Troops and other U.S. forces. 
• The long-lasting impact African American men in uniform were to have upon the Civil 

Rights movement in the United States after the war. 
• The Kansas connection to African American soldiers in the Civil War. 
DO: 
• Analyze primary source documents 
• Search or create an African American soldier’s story based on documented records 
• Compare battles involving African American soldiers and their significance to the war. 
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Teaching Materials: 
Hip Hop U.S. History by Blake Harrison and Alex Rappaport  
“Glory” DVD with Study Guide 
African-American Experience in Kansas Traveling Trunk available from Kansas Historical 
Society 
Computer with internet 
Projector 
 
 
Vocabulary: 
Contraband 
Colored 
Emancipation Proclamation  
Union 
Confederate 
Skirmish 
 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 
Opening Activity:   
 
Hip Hop History Song: “Ghosts of the Civil War” Discuss various points especially the parts 
regarding Nat Turner’s Rebellion and Abraham Lincoln. 
 
African American Soldiers in the Civil War video 
<www.history.com/topics/african-american-soldiers-in-the-civil-war/videos#blacks-in-the-
military> 
 

Activity 1—Create a Timeline 

Create a timeline either on the board or each student individually. Fill in the events and dates 
listed below. 

• Kansas becomes a state, January 29, 1861 
• Civil War begins, April 12, 1861 
• First official authorization to use black men in the military-but not as armed soldiers 

(Second Confiscation and Militia Act), July 17, 1862 
• Emancipation Proclamation (freeing slaves and authorizing use of black men as soldiers), 

January 1, 1863 
• U.S. Bureau of Colored Troops established, March 22, 1863 
• First regiment of U.S. Colored Troops mustered into service, June 30, 1863 
• Equal pay granted for black soldiers who had been free before the war began, June 22, 

1864 
• Equal pay for all black soldiers, March 8, 1865 
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• Robert E. Lee surrenders to U.S. Grant at Appomattox Court House, effectively ending 
the Civil War, April 9, 1865 

• Last U.S.C.T. regiment mustered out of service, December 1867 
 

Activity 2—First Kansas Colored  
 
Compare and contrast battles involving the First Kansas Colored Volunteer Infantry. 
 
Using the following websites, complete a Venn diagram for the battles of Honey Springs, Cabin 
Creek, and Baxter Springs.  Identify the victors, the troops involved on both sides and lasting 
results. 
<www.nps.gov/history/hps/abpp/battles/ks002.htm> 
<www.nps.gov/history/hps/abpp/battles/ok007.htm> 
<www.nps.gov/history/hps/abpp/battles/ok006.htm> 
 
 
Activity 3—Traveling Trunk 
 

1. Using the flannel panel from the traveling trunk, correctly sort fact cards into two groups 
“African Americans in the Civil War” and “Buffalo Soldiers” and into the proper order. 

2. Then have the students read the story from the cards.  Have students compare and contrast 
the soldiers before and after the Civil War.  

 
Activity 4—Propoganda Broadside Study 

1.  Discuss with the class why abolitionists might have felt it was important for black men 
to become soldiers. Have the class look at the illustration of black recruits in Charleston 
from the April 1, 1865 issue of Harper's Weekly.  

 
 (source: www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/civil-war/1865/April/hilton-head.htm) 
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2.  What differences do they see between the recruits (probably runaway slaves) on the left 
and the U.S.C.T. soldiers on the right? Is there a difference in attitude? Why? 

Activity 5—54th Massachusetts 
 
African American Soldiers in the Civil  War Video 
<www.history.com/topics/african-american-soldiers-in-the-civil-war/videos#gilder-lehrman-
massachussetts-54th> 
 

1.  Discuss key points of the Regiment (first all-black regiment except for officers, mostly 
free blacks, connection to Frederick Douglas, reduced pay and supplies, first black 
soldier to receive a medal of honor, etc.). 

http://www.black-hawk-design.net/wildwest/54Regement/page10.htm  
http://www.us-civilwar.com/54th.htm  
http://54thmass.org/home.html   
2. Read and discuss “A Black Soldier Reflects” by Colin Powell 

http://54thmass.org/home.html  
a. Discuss the memorial  
b. What lasting impact does the actions of the 54th Mass have on today’s African-

American soldier? 
3. Optional: Watch “Glory” and stop to discuss key points. 

 
 
Technology Integration: 
 
• Various websites 
• Individual student computers with internet 
• Interactive Whiteboard 
 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
 
• Students will be able to explain the difference between African-American and White 

soldiers during the U.S. Civil War 
• Students will utilize primary source documents and artifacts to better understand the 

African-American soldier. 
• Students will correctly answer questions that accompany the activities. 
 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 
 
Activity 1—Interview an Eye Witness 

1.  Using transcripts from 
http://www.factasy.com/civil_war/2008/06/15/united_states_colored_troops_civil_war
_reports_0 students will create “live” news report of a battle, event or situation 
involving (or excluding) African American soldiers. 
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2. Include as many viewpoints as possible to fully present the story. 
3. Act-out and video record. 

 
Activity 2—Write a Letter as a Soldier 

1.  Using the Soldier Index located at http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/soldiers.cfm search for a 
common name such as Jones, Smith, etc. and click on the soldier’s regiment name. 

2. Create a story or letter that the soldier may have written about his experiences based on the 
information given, especially battle involvement and outcome of the regiment if known. 

 
 
Resources: 
 
http://www.americancivilwar.com/colored/1st_Kansas_infantry_colored_troops.html 
http://www.us-civilwar.com/54th.htm 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart4.html 
http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/african-american-communities-north-civil-war 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4narr5.html 
http://54thmass.org/ 
http://www.americancivilwar.com/colored/histofcoloredtroops.html 
http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/massachusetts-54th-regiment-honoring-heroes 
http://www.kshs.org/teachers/trunks/pdfs/07_military.pdf 
http://www.civilwar.org/education/teachers/lesson-plans/usct-the-black-soldiers-roll-lesson-
plan/usctlessonplan.html 
http://www.civilwar.org/education/teachers/lesson-plans/united-states-colored-troops-lesson-
plan/united-states-colored-troops-lesson.html 
http://www.sonofthesouth.net/ 
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/S?ammem/gmd:@filreq%28@field%28STATE+illinois%29+@field%28COLLID+c
wmap%29%29 
http://www.history.com/topics/african-american-soldiers-in-the-civil-war  
“Glory” DVD with study guide and quiz 
Hip Hop U.S. History by Blake Harrison and Alex Rappaport  
 
 
 


