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Introduction

To what extent do young people care about African American History? 

Of those who do care, what other views of themselves and society do these students hold? Are 
they more likely to be on a path towards becoming conscientious citizens?

Of those who don’t care about African American history, what other attitudes do those students 
have? How can we use those insights to help them better understand the importance of African 

American history so that they may become conscientious citizens?

Given the importance of understanding our past, this report seeks to answer  
three questions:

Every February our nation pays homage to African American history. This 

heightened exposure frequently starts and stops with Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I 

Have a Dream Speech” at the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Unfortunately, we 

rarely go beyond the march (officially titled “March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom”), and discuss the “demands of the march” (including decent housing and 

desegregated schools) or highlight the organizers behind it (Bayard Rustin and A. 

Philip Randolph). The far too common “put a poster on the wall” approach to African 

American history fails to capture the rich and multifaceted components of the 

African American story. A broader and more inclusive understanding of this piece 

of U.S. history represents an incredible opportunity to develop the essential traits 

of greater connection and caring for one another on their way towards becoming 

more civically engaged1. 

As Dr. Clayborne Carson, Director of the Martin Luther King Institute at Stanford 

University, explains, a deeper understanding of African American History “is a tool, 

just like learning the basics of math and science. It’s a tool for understanding how 

did we get here, where are we going, and where do you see yourself in the world?” 

An individual who has a  tolerance of diversity that is crucial to making democracy 

work can help us all live cooperatively together in a pluralistic society2. At EVERFI, 

we want young people to see themselves both as individuals with bright futures, 

but also as the conscientious citizens who are prepared and willing to be the leaders 

their communities need.

1. Sherrod, L. Torney-Purta, J., Flanagan, C. (2010) Handbook of Research on Youth Civic Engagement

2.  Parker, W. (2008) Knowing and doing in democratic citizenship education; Handbook of Research of Social Science 
Education
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EVERFI’s hope is that a more positive, and accurate, understanding of the role 

African American leaders have played in American history will help develop 

greater levels of conscientiousness and empowerment among our nation’s 

students. It is this concept of conscientious citizenship: those individuals that 

help out, stand up, and speak out at the voting booth, that EVERFI wishes to 

help educators cultivate within their students. 

We administered survey questions to 2,406 students across 28 states who 

took EVERFI’s 306 – African American History™ course. 306–African American 

History is EVERFI’s digital course exploring the lives, stories, and lessons of 

African Americans throughout history. 

Through the survey questions in the 306 course, we found that a majority 

of students (74%) felt learning about African American history is important 

and only a small minority (8%) of students did not think it was important. The 

students who valued African American history show traits that make up what 

we refer to as a “conscientious citizen.”

African American creatives such 

as Langston Hughes, Charles 

Alston, and A’Lelia Walker 

made Harlem a hub of artistic 

expression in the 1920’s.
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It is important to learn about 

African American History 

I am not afraid to stand up for 
what I think is right

It is important for me 
to contribute to solving 

problems in my community

I will definitely/probably vote 
in local, state, and/or federal 

elections

It is not  important to learn 

about African American History

85%

45%

69%

24%

60%

48%

Below are a description of the differences between the two groups of students: 

Help Out 

Among students who say learning about African American history is 

important, 69% say it is important to contribute to solving problems in their 

community. Among those students who say it is not important to learn about 

African American history, just 24% believe in the importance of trying to solve 

problems in their community. 

Stand Up 

There is a similar gap on students’ belief that they will stick up for what 

they believe in. Of those who say learning about African American history is 

important, 85% of those students say they are not afraid to stand up for what 

they believe in, compared to 45% of those who do not think learning about 

African American history is important.

Speak Out 

Students who think learning about African American history is important are 

also more likely to say they intend to vote (60%) than those who do not think 

learning about African American history is important (48%).

Students who believe in the importance of learning African American history 

are more likely to say they intend to be conscientious citizens than students 

who do not believe in the importance of learning African American history.

The Connection Between African American 
History and Conscientious Citizenship



Additionally, more conscientious students are more likely than 

their peers to have role models in their life and in history that 

they look up to. 

•  Nearly eight-in-ten (79%) students who say it is important to learn 

about African American history say they have people in their life that 

they look up to, compared with just 30% among those who say it is 

not important to learn about African American history. 

•  Students who see the importance of African American history are 

about four times as likely to see role models in history than those 

who do not see the importance of African history (63% vs. 16%).

Summary and 
Implications

Importance of 
Role Models

The prominence of African American history instruction 

in schools varies greatly throughout the country. From 

schools whose namesake and curriculum revolve around 

black identity to schools where brief references to 

the Civil Rights movement make an appearance in U.S. 

History classes. This analysis shows that there are very 

positive traits associated with a student’s appreciation of 

African American history and that appreciation cannot 

exist without a greater awareness of the diversity, 

richness and inspirational elements of the African 

American story. 

Dr. Mae Jemison is an American 

engineer, physician and NASA 

astronaut. She became the first 

African American woman to 

travel in space.

Hiram Revels became the first 

African American person to serve 

in the U.S. Congress when he was 

elected to the Senate to represent 

Mississippi in 1870.
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Does your community’s social studies curriculum include the artistic, political, and 
entrepreneurial contributions of African Americans?

What classes and grade levels focus on African American history the most? Are there 
groups of students who are not learning about this piece of American history? 

Who are the role models that your students look up to, both in their own personal 
lives, and in their understanding of U.S. history?

The diverse and significant contributions of African Americans: from artists 

and academics to athletes, innovators and activists have made America a 

stronger, more vibrant, and prosperous nation. A deeper understanding of 

these accomplishments, alongside the struggle and perseverance it took to 

accomplish all of these things, must be a critical component in social studies 

classrooms throughout the country. This analysis shows that students who 

value African American history are becoming more conscientious citizens than 

their peers who don’t. A limited understanding of the African American story 

prevents young people from being inspired by our past and less likely to be 

connected to one another in the future.

Questions to Consider:

Students who value learning about African American history are more likely to 
want to solve problems in their community and stand up for what they think is right. 

Those students who don’t value African American history as much are less likely to 
engage in that same positive civic engagement behavior. 

Those students who don’t value African American history are less likely to have role 
models in their lives or see positive role models in history.



EVERFI is the leading education 
technology company that provides 
learners of all ages education for the 
real world through innovative and 
scalable digital learning.


