
A Century of Progress Lesson Plan Template  Page  1 

 
 
 

Leadership in African American Regiments and the Movies 
 
Teacher:  
  Phil Berndt  
 
Lesson Title: 
  Leadership in African American Regiments and the Movies 
 
Grade Level: 
  8th Grade American History 
 
Lesson Time Length: 
  7-8 Days 
 
Big Idea  

How did social attitudes change to allow the inclusion of African 
Americans in the Union army?  How did these social attitudes affect 
the leadership of these African American regiments?  Can movies help 
to accurately reflect these social attitudes and challenges that faced 
African American regiments, in particular the 54th Massachusetts, as 
they worked to play an active role in the defeat of the Confederacy in 
the Civil War? 

 
Lesson Abstract:  

Students will gain an understanding of what it took for African 
Americans to gain the right to fight for their freedom in the Civil War 
and the events which surrounded their admission into the Union 
army.  Students will also gain a deeper understanding of the 
leadership of these regiments and the thoughts that went into their 
decisions to lead these regiments, in particular the 54th 
Massachusetts Regiment, through the use of primary sources and 
also the movie Glory.  Students will then research the historical 
accuracy of this movie to see if it properly chronicles the heroics of 
this African-American regiment through the use of primary sources. 
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Lesson Background and Context: 
 

African Americans struggled through the early years of the Civil War 
to gain the right to become an active part of the war.  As Union 
failures mounted in the early years of the war, pressure mounted by 
leading abolitionists of the time to free the slaves and also to allow 
African American regiments to become a part of the Union army.  
With the Union victory at Antietam, it became apparent that the time 
had come to act on these pressures.  Through teacher-based lecture 
and discussion the students will begin to understand the timing of 
the Emancipation Proclamation and the key role that it played in the 
synonymous freeing of the slaves and the formation of these African 
American regiments.  The students will also begin to learn and study 
about the formation of the most famous of these regiments, the 54th 
Massachusetts regiment, and the leadership of this regiment by 
Robert Gould Shaw.  The students will also spend time watching the 
movie Glory and seek to identify the historical accuracy of this movie 
as it portrays the formation of this regiment and the many challenges 
they faced as an African American regiment in a white man’s army. 

 
Standards Alignment: 
  

• The student uses a working knowledge and understanding of individuals, 
groups, ideas, developments, and the causes and effects of the Civil War. 

• The student engages in historical thinking skills. 
• The student examines a variety of different types of primary sources in 

United States history and analyzes them in terms of credibility, purpose, 
and point of view. 

• The student uses at least three primary sources to interpret a person or 
event from United States history to develop a historical narrative. 

 
Objectives  
 

• Students will know the importance of the Emancipation Proclamation in 
the freeing of the slaves and the formation of African American 
regiments. 

• Students will know the challenges that Robert Gould Shaw faced in his 
decision to become the leader of the 54th Massachusetts Regiment 
through the study of letters that he wrote to family members. 

• Students will research and analyze primary sources to authenticate the 
historical accuracy of the movie Glory as it pertains to the challenges 
and heroic measures of the 54th Massachusetts Regiment. 

 
 
 
Teaching Materials: 
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• Teacher based notes regarding Emancipation Proclamation, African 
American regiments in the Civil War, and the 54th Massachusetts 
Regiment along with Colonel Robert Gould Shaw 

• The movie Glory 
• Discussion questions to answer and follow along with the movie. 
• Computers for access to primary source documents and writing of letters 

 
Vocabulary  
 Emancipation Proclamation     
 Robert Gould Shaw      
 54th Massachusetts      
 degredation 
 Frederick Douglas 
 contraband 
 foraging 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
  

1. As a class, we will begin to discuss the events that lead up to the 
issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation by President Lincoln after 
the Union victory at Antietam. 

 
 2. We will then begin to discuss the impact that this has on African 

Americans, both in the North and in the South.  We will also discuss 
the willingness that African Americans have had to fight and how this 
opens the door for this with the call for African American troops in 
the North. 

 
 3. We will then discuss the formation of African American regiments in 

the North, in particular the 54th Massachusetts Regiment and the call 
for Robert Gould Shaw to be the leader of this regiment.  The teacher 
will give a brief description of who Shaw is and how he comes about 
this appointment. 

 
 4. Students will then be divided into groups of four.  They will read 

Robert’s first letter to his fiance' in which he tells her he is not 
interested in leading the 54th Massachusetts. 

 
 5. Each group will be responsible for making a list of reasons, based on 

what they read as to why Shaw does not want the job and as a class 
we will discuss these findings. 

 
 
 6. Students will then be asked to access Shaw’s second letter to his 

fiance' in which he tells her he will accept the job.  The groups will 
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then be asked to create a list of reasons why Shaw changed his mind 
and as a class we will discuss these findings. 

 
 7. Based on what we have discussed and the findings of the group, each 

student will be asked to write a letter to Shaw using the findings from 
the letters as a basis for their argument to convince Shaw to take the 
command of these troops. Each student will have a choice to write the 
letter as if it came from one of three sources; His fiance’, an African 
American soldier, or Frederick Douglas.   

 
 8. Once the letters have been written, the teacher will introduce the 

movie Glory and explain the context of what the movie is about.  The 
teacher will also explain in short about how many movies have been 
made about important historical events and also the Civil War.  The 
teacher will also discuss about the historical authenticity of such 
movies and how they are sometimes not very historically accurate 
and to keep this in mind as they watch the movie.  The teacher will 
also hand out the discussion worksheet to answer questions as they 
view the movie. 

 
 9. Once the students have viewed the entire movie, they will then be 

asked about their thoughts as to the historical accuracy of the movie.  
Each student will then be asked to search for 2 primary source 
documents that will prove the historical authenticity of the movie or 2 
primary source documents that will prove that the movie is not 
historically accurate.  Each student will present evidence from the 
primary source used to prove their findings.  Links will need to be 
provided to the primary source documents that are used along with 
the explanation of their findings. 

 
Technology Integration: 

 
Students will need to use their computers to access the letters written 
by Shaw to his fiance’. 

 
Students will need to use the internet to search for primary source 
documents to validate their beliefs about the movie.  They will be 
directed to the National Archives and Docs Teach websites to use first 
in their search for these primary source documents. 

   
Students will need to use Microsoft Word to write their letters 
and also to record their views about the movie. 
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Evaluation and Assessment 
 

Students will be assessed on their writing and content of their letters 
that they have written to Shaw. 

 
Students will be assessed on their discussion notes that they took 
over the movie. 

 
Students will be assessed on their primary source documents that 
they found and the evidence they used from the document to prove 
the historical accuracy of the movie. 

 
Extension and Enrichment: 
  

Students could be asked to produce documents that prove both the 
historical accuracies and inaccuracies of the movie. 

 
Students could be asked to identify and decide if certain characters 
played in the movie are accurate portrayals of actual soldiers from the 
54th Massachusetts and give evidence to support their claim.  

 
Students could be asked to determine what character in the movie 
may be the most accurate portrayal of William Carney and give 
evidence from a primary source document to prove their claim. 

 
Resources: 
 

Letter from Robert Gould Shaw to Anna Haggerty, 4 February 
1863. Published in Shaw, Robert Gould. Blue-Eyed Child of Fortune: 
The Civil War Letters of Colonel Robert Gould Shaw. Athens, Ga: 
University of Georgia Press, 1992. 

 
Letter from Robert Gould Shaw to Anna Haggerty, 8 February 
1863. Published in Shaw, Robert Gould. Blue-Eyed Child of Fortune: 
The Civil War Letters of Colonel Robert Gould Shaw. Athens, Ga: 
University of Georgia Press, 1992. 

 
  http://www.archives.gov/ 
 
  http://docsteach.org/  
 
  Teacher Discussion Notes 
   


