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TEACHING WITH PRIMARY SOURCES—MTSU 

Lesson Plan: Bass Street, Reconstruction 

Communities, and Memory  

Grades: 8th grade, High School 
Subject: Social Studies, African American History, Tennes-
see History 
Time Required: 3 class periods 
Author: Connie Fink and Anna Stern, University School of 
Nashville 

OVERVIEW  

As the Civil War came to an end, thousands of Black 
people across the South undoubtedly asked themselves 
the same question, “what’s next?”. Buoyed by promises 
like Sherman’s Field Order #15 and the aggressive poli-
tics of the Radical Republicans, free Blacks and the for-
merly enslaved created new towns and communities to 
begin their lives as free members of the United States. 
These towns centered around schools, churches, busi-
nesses, and homes, all meant to launch the people into 
the 20th century with promise and opportunity.  

However, these communities were not free from hard-
ship. Reconstruction came to a screeching halt not long 
after it began in 1865, as politicians walked back their 
promises and former Confederate leaders clawed their 
way back into local, state, and eventually federal poli-
tics. Over time, towns and neighborhoods were ravaged 
by targeted violence, as well as racist public policy that 
prioritized “public domain” over community founda-
tions. Today, academic institutions and communities 
are revisiting, remapping, and memorializing these 
neighborhoods, like Bass Street in Nashville, that previ-
ously stood as pillars of the lives of newly freed Black 
people.  

INVESTIGATIVE QUESTION 

How did Black people create communities during the 
Reconstruction and early Jim Crow periods? In what 
ways can “progress” shift the identity of a community? 
How should we commemorate historic locations to 
preserve and perpetuate their stories and impact? 

 

Union 

Hotel, 

Chatta-

nooga, 

Tenn. 

[1899?]  

UNDERSTANDING GOAL 

Black communities and neighborhoods during the 
Reconstruction and early Jim Crow eras were 
fundamental to the development of Black culture, 
schooling, and political life. Many of these com-
munities were razed by gentrification and mod-
ernization, being treated as expendable in the 
wake of nearby cities needing highways and hous-
ing. Students will have the opportunity to explore 
these early communities to learn about the ways 
in which newly-freed people lived and set up 
their lives post-Emancipation. From there, stu-
dents will create meaningful ways to commemo-
rate these communities and their enormous im-
pact, as well as learn about historic locations in 
their communities in danger of being destroyed.  

OBJECTIVES 

Students will: 

• Collaborate in a group setting to analyze pri-
mary sources. 

• Collaborate in a group setting to create a 
presentation. 

• Craft a claim and back up with historical evi-
dence. 

• Present information to their peers. 

• Design a commemorative artifact. 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/pnp/cph/3b10000/3b19000/3b19700/3b19785r.jpg
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African American Photographs Assembled for the 1900 
Paris Exhibition (collection) 

• African American men, women and children 
outside of church  

• Exterior view of church 

• Group of Children from the Model School, Fisk 
University, Nashville Tenn. 

• Addison Avenue looking north at Fisk Universi-
ty, Nashville, Tennessee, showing Jubilee Hall, 
Fisk memorial chapel, and the Daniel Hand 
Model School 

• Students and teachers in training school of Fisk 
University, Nashville, Tennessee 

• Negro homes - home of R.R. Church, Mem-
phis, Tenn. (exterior) 

• Negro homes - Home of Bishop Holsey, Atlan-
ta, Ga. 

• 8.68 Explain the significance of the 13th, 14th, and 
15th Amendments to the U.S. Constitution.  

• 8.72 Explain the restrictions placed on the rights 
and opportunities of freedmen, including: racial 
segregation, black codes, and the efforts of the 
Freedmen's Bureau to address the problems con-
fronting newly freed slaves.  

• 8.73 Trace the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and vigilan-
te justice in the South and in Tennessee, including 
the role of Governor William Brownlow.  

• AAH.16  Describe the changing status of slaves, 
freed slaves, and free Black people during and after 
the Civil War. 

• AAH. 19 Analyze the effects of Reconstruction on 
the legal, political, social, cultural, educational, and 
economic life of freedmen. 

• AAH.20 Assess the successes and failures of Recon-
struction as they relate to African Americans.  

• AAH.21 Assess the economic and social impact of 
Jim Crow laws on African Americans.  

• AAH. 25 Describe the progress of African American 

institutions, such as religion, education, and benev-
olent organizations, during this era.  

• AAH.49 Compare and contrast the responses of 
African Americans to the economic, social, and po-
litical challenges in the contemporary U.S.  

• TN. 31 Describe how the Civil War impacted vari-
ous populations in Tennessee (e.g., African Ameri-
cans, American Indians, and women).  

• TN. 35 Explain the development and efforts of the 
Freedmen’s Bureau schools, including Fisk Universi-
ty.  

• TN. 36 Identify early elected black lawmakers and 
leaders in Tennessee (e.g., Sampson Keeble and 
William Yardley), and determine their significance.  

RESOURCES 

CURRICULUM STANDARDS  

• Negro homes - homes of poorer classes, Chat-
tanooga, Tenn. 

• Houses along unpaved street in Georgia 

• Union Hotel, Chattanooga, Tenn. 

• W. L. Smith, grocer in Knoxville, Tenn.  

Cemetery Community 

• Cemetery Community History 

• Percy Minter Oral History 

• Thirteenth Census of U.S., 1910 

• Mapping the Cemetery Community 

Bass Street Community 

• Brief History of Fort Negley Park (2017) by 
Krista Castillo 

• Bass Street Church History 

• Nashville. Plate 7 from G. M. Hopkins' Atlas 
of Nashville (1889) 

Students and 
teachers in train-
ing school of Fisk 
University, Nash-
ville, Tennessee 
[between 1890 
and 1906] 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/african-american-photographs-1900-paris-exposition/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/african-american-photographs-1900-paris-exposition/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/item/91730623/
https://www.loc.gov/item/91730623/
https://www.loc.gov/item/91730623/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705865/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705865/
https://www.loc.gov/item/90712951/
https://www.loc.gov/item/90712951/
https://www.loc.gov/item/90712951/
https://www.loc.gov/item/90712951/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705858/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705858/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705880/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705880/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705886/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705886/
https://www.loc.gov/item/99472424/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705882
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001705887/
https://cdm15838.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/stonesriver/custom/history
https://cdm15838.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/stonesriver/id/679/rec/1
https://cdm15838.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/stonesriver/id/677/rec/1
https://cdm15838.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/stonesriver/custom/storymap
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1TTZQr-VxBDTebggZjGF6XhvNm5NkOII3/view#heading=h.gjdgxs
mailto:Krista.Castillo@nashville.gov
https://www.bassstreetmbc.org/meet-sandra
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll23/id/9702/rec/11
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll23/id/9702/rec/11
https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/pnp/cph/3c10000/3c12000/3c12300/3c12358v.jpg
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
https://www.loc.gov/item/94513863/
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MATERIALS 

• Emerging Black Community Life 

• Video from Vanderbilt University 

• Presentation Prompt 

• Bass Street, Reconstruction Communi-
ties, and Memory  

• Station 1 Cemetery Field Notes (teacher) 

• Station 1 Cemetery Field Notes (student) 

• Station 2 Bass Street Field Notes (teacher) 

• Station 2 Bass Street Field Notes (student) 

• Station 3 Memory/Mitchelville Field 
Notes (teacher) 

• Station 3 Memory/Mitchelville Field 
Notes (student) 

PROCEDURE  

Day One Activity Introduction 

Step 1 Share with students that after the Civil War, freedmen across the nation were taking steps 
to create their own thriving independent communities. DuBois used photographs at the 
Paris Exposition of 1900 to share the progress with the world. Show slides and use the 
images as talking points. Emerging Black Community Life. 

Hook: Watch this video from Vanderbilt University introducing the Bass Street Commu-
nity near Fort Negley in Nashville 

• What do you notice? What information does the video provide? What infor-
mation is left out? (Students should recognize that there isn’t a lot of infor-
mation.) Why do you think there is so little information available? What are you 
curious about?  

Bass Street (cont.) 

• Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Nashville, Tenn. 
(1897, rev. 1911) 

• Aerial view of Fort Negley 

• Nashville Globe Feb. 15, 1907 Miss Staton En-
tertained 

• Nashville Globe April 21, 1912 Ryman Gospel 

• Nashville Globe Jan 11, 1907 Reception 

• Nashville Globe, Nov 22, 1907 Marriage 

• Nashville Globe, Sept 2, 1910 - Stag Party 

• Nashville Globe, 7/31/1908 - Death of Miss 
Kelly 

• Nashville Globe, 12/16/1912  Santa-Kelly 

• Dr. Sutton Tweet thread at Tennessee Central 
Railway Museum 

• Dr. Sutton Tweet thread at Bass Street archeo-
logical dig 

• Dr. Learotha Williams Tweet on Bass Street 
census 

 

Mitchelville - Mitchelville Freedom Park  

RESOURCES 

Optional resources: 

• Article: What is Heir’s Property? A 

huge contributor to Black land loss you 

may have not heard about?  

• Interactive Site: Mapping of the De-

struction of Tennessee’s African Ameri-

can Neighborhoods 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1I-KhMtkCst6K_WYf6E0mjJxGT3TzppKzEO7vizYcpf8/view
https://youtu.be/dcCdRK3WXX0
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1DfCveO52T3JGZD5m5r2ELZRNlEC3vjTRK6hhlijB5Z8/view
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1DfCveO52T3JGZD5m5r2ELZRNlEC3vjTRK6hhlijB5Z8/view
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1I-KhMtkCst6K_WYf6E0mjJxGT3TzppKzEO7vizYcpf8/view
https://youtu.be/dcCdRK3WXX0
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll23/id/9826/rec/75
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll23/id/9826/rec/75
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll25/id/1581/rec/1
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1907-02-15/ed-1/seq-2/print/image_681x648_from_2852%2C6151_to_3712%2C6970/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1907-02-15/ed-1/seq-2/print/image_681x648_from_2852%2C6151_to_3712%2C6970/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1912-04-12/ed-1/seq-5/#date1=1777&index=5&rows=20&words=Bass+Street&searchType=basic&sequence=0&state=&date2=1963&proxtext=bass+street&y=0&x=0&dateFilterType=yearRange&page=1
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1907-01-11/ed-1/seq-3/print/image_681x648_from_972%2C5631_to_2002%2C6612/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1907-11-22/ed-1/seq-6/print/image_681x648_from_1020%2C1470_to_2257%2C2648/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1910-09-02/ed-1/seq-5/print/image_681x648_from_768%2C4310_to_5065%2C8402/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1908-07-31/ed-1/seq-1/print/image_681x648_from_700%2C4977_to_4077%2C8193/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1908-07-31/ed-1/seq-1/print/image_681x648_from_700%2C4977_to_4077%2C8193/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86064259/1910-12-16/ed-1/seq-2/print/image_681x648_from_2948%2C3683_to_3807%2C4501/
https://twitter.com/DrAngelaSutton/status/1459632351240142856?s=20
https://twitter.com/DrAngelaSutton/status/1459632351240142856?s=20
https://twitter.com/DrAngelaSutton/status/1450499186454040577?s=20
https://twitter.com/DrAngelaSutton/status/1450499186454040577?s=20
https://twitter.com/learothawms/status/1445200353989959681?s=20
https://twitter.com/learothawms/status/1445200353989959681?s=20
https://exploremitchelville.org/
https://grist.org/fix/what-is-heirs-property-a-huge-contributor-to-black-land-loss-you-might-not-have-heard-of/
https://grist.org/fix/what-is-heirs-property-a-huge-contributor-to-black-land-loss-you-might-not-have-heard-of/
https://grist.org/fix/what-is-heirs-property-a-huge-contributor-to-black-land-loss-you-might-not-have-heard-of/
https://tnlibarchives.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=8dba65584072450ca8928a5f3408373f
https://tnlibarchives.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=8dba65584072450ca8928a5f3408373f
https://tnlibarchives.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=8dba65584072450ca8928a5f3408373f
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Step 2 Explain that there isn’t much information currently available on the Bass Street Commu-
nity, or many of the other all-Black Reconstruction neighborhoods. Many of these com-
munities were destroyed and did not have their records preserved. Teams of researchers 
and archeologists are working on recovering information to try to better understand the 
lives of the people who lived there.  

Ask students: What kinds of sources might you want to look at if you were trying to 
reimagine a community?  

• Students should come up with things like maps, photographs, business records, 
diaries, newspapers, etc.  

Step 3 Put students into groups and explain the activity/hand out the prompt: We are going to 
imagine that we have been tasked with creating some sort of memorial or exhibit to com-
memorate the Bass Street community and its historical impact. Today (Day 1) we will be 
researching Reconstruction Era communities to learn more about the ways in which these 
communities functioned across the South. While we will have some materials about Bass 
Street itself, we will also look at similar towns and neighborhoods to get a sense of what 
many of these communities look like, and apply those findings to Bass Street. Then, on 
Day 2, you will work with your team to design some sort of monument or exhibit for the 
public to teach them about this community and communities like it. On Day 3, you will 
pitch your memorial to the class. Your goal is to persuade your peers and me that your 
commemoration of this community is the most fitting.  

Step 4 Students should begin working with their groups through the primary source slide deck: 
Bass Street, Reconstruction Communities, and Memory while completing field notes (see 
links below) to process and capture their understanding and learning at each station. 

• Station 1  Cemetery Field Notes (teacher) (pp. 7-10) 

• Station 1 Cemetery Field Notes (student) (pp. 11-13) 

• Station 2 Bass Street Field Notes (teacher) (pp. 14-17) 

• Station 2 Bass Street Field Notes (student) (pp. 18-22) 

• Station 3 Memory/Mitchelville Field Notes (teacher) (p. 23) 

• Station 3 Memory/Mitchelville Field Notes (student) (p. 24) 

Step 5 

 

At the end of the period, students should make a plan for what they need to do for home-
work. Some suggestions are: 

• If you aren’t done with the source packet: finish reading and annotating the document 
packet; each member of your group should come up with their own idea for the mon-
ument/exhibit so you use those ideas as a launchpad next class 

• If you have already started brainstorming your exhibit: assign each person in your 
group an element to begin designing.  

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1DfCveO52T3JGZD5m5r2ELZRNlEC3vjTRK6hhlijB5Z8/view
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EVALUATION 

• Day 1: Graphic Organ-
izers from students’ 
work with the primary 
sources 

• Day 3: Presentations 

EXTENSION 

Bass Street is local to Nashville, but there are communities across the coun-
try that face similar challenges. Locate a neighborhood in your community 
that is in danger of being lost to history. Write your local councilperson to 
add a historic marker to the site where it once stood. 

Look up the list of historic Black sites in danger of demolition in your local 
community. Have students research their critical role in the community and 
write to the local historical society as to why these sites deserve to be pre-
served. 

Day Two Designing the Monument/Exhibit 

Step 1 Show the Mitchelville Freedom Park video clip to provide students a source of inspiration. 
Ask students if they have any residual questions about the content or task. 

Set expectations/goals for the workday: 

• Plan out memorial/exhibit 

• Create a presentation to pitch your ideas - what materials will be available to 
them (projector, slides, notecards, etc.)? 

• Practice your presentation  

Step 2 Give students supervised work time; travel between groups to answer questions, keep 
them on track, and give feedback.  

Step 3 

 

At the end of the period, students should make a plan for what they need to do for home-
work. Some suggestions are: 

• If you aren’t done designing your memorial/exhibit: assign each group mem-
ber a task to finish designing and build into your presentation.  

• If you are done designing your memorial/exhibit: double-check your presen-
tation. Each person should practice their portion of the presentation inde-
pendently, and if time, you all should get together to rehearse.  

Day Three Presenting the Pitches 

Step 1 Have students gather with their groups. Ensure that they/you have all needed presenta-
tion materials. 

Have groups present their pitches. While groups are presenting, students in the audience 
should be writing down questions to ask at the end of the presentation.  

Once all groups have presented, if time, debrief: 

• Which pitch(es) were most persuasive? Why? 

• Were there any trends/patterns in the presentations/proposals? 

• If you could do it all again, what would you do differently?  

https://exploremitchelville.org/
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