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INTRODUCTION
Introduce the notion of historical scholarship. Explain that 
historical scholarship is focused study that uses evidence and 
critical analysis to answer questions about historic accounts, 
including those represented in the media. State that scholarly 
research shapes how we view the past and, by extension, 
the world around us. As historians learn more about the past, 
current perceptions of the motivation, impact, and import of 
historical events expand to provide new understandings 
of history. Ask students to reflect on past research projects 
they’ve conducted. Discuss how exploring and evaluating 
information related to research subjects impacted their 
knowledge and/or beliefs on the topic. 

RESEARCH PROJECT
1. Tell students that they will complete a research project on 

Roots, comparing the similarities and differences of accounts 
of slavery presented in the miniseries to other historic sources 
and finding any unifying ideas between the sources.

2. Distribute the Student Research Guide to students. Explain that 
the guide lists four topics related to slavery in the United States. 
Each topic aligns with one of the four episodes of Roots. 

3. Assign different topics from the sheet to individual students 
or student groups to research. Alternatively, you can 
allow them to choose the topic that interests them most. 
Describe how the guide provides central questions related 
to each topic, which groups will formulate a response to by 
gathering data from:

• Primary Sources: scholarly journals, first-person 
accounts, official documents, oral histories, audio 
recordings, photographs

• Secondary Sources: textbooks, magazine and 
newspaper articles, histories, encyclopedias, videos, 
presentations, interactive media

Explain that the guide provides resources to help groups 
begin their research, as well as a short summary of content 
to be covered in each Roots episode. 

OBJECTIVE
Students will complete a historical research 
project on a topic related to slavery in the United 
States and share their findings in a timeline, a 
multi-genre paper, or a presentation. 

TIME
Three class periods, plus time to view Roots 
episodes. Note: Roots is rated TV-14 due to 
intense language, violence, and sexual violence.

MATERIALS
Researching Roots Student Research Guide, 
access to the Internet and library.

KEY SKILLS
• Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in  

a text.

• Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and 
secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

• Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics 
or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.

• Present information, findings, and supporting evidence to convey a 
clear and distinct perspective, such that listeners can follow the line of 
reasoning, alternative or opposing perspectives are addressed, and 
the organization, development, substance, and style are appropriate 
to purpose, audience, and a range of formal and informal tasks.
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4. Review the research guide instructions as a class and 
guide students to gather information on their topics and 
to organize and analyze the facts they find by creating a 
glossary and a historic timeline, and by compiling thorough 
research notes (see the Fact-Finding Tools on page 1 of the 
Student Research Guide). Remind students that they should 
closely read the research in order to:

• build an argument for how the topic should be viewed  
or considered

• identify multiple perspectives and/or biases on  
the topic

• provide details about how the topic is addressed  
in Roots 

• cite sources to acknowledge where ideas came from 
and distinguish those ideas from their own thoughts.

5. Please note that Roots is rated TV-14 due to intense 
language, violence, and sexual violence. While teaching 
this program, you will likely want to discuss this with 
students, and inform administrators and parents of 
this consideration. It might be helpful to explain that in 
historical research, it is important to accurately portray 
the topic, even in the case of a topic that includes harsh 
realities such as slavery.

CULMINATING ACTIVITY
1. After the research is complete, inform students that they 

will use their research to create a multi-genre paper or 
presentation. In preparation, ask students to describe what 
a genre is (a category of media or style of literature) and to 
give examples. Make sure that students understand that 
multi-genre means their paper or presentation must contain 
various types of media and written works. Provide students 
with examples of the types of materials they may include, 
such as statistical data, poems, diary entries, news articles, 
photography, artwork, graphics, audio, and video. 

2. For the culminating activity, choose one of the following 
engagement options for your students:

• Introductory Level—Timelines: Have students turn in 
finalized timelines that record their research. Their 
timelines should be organized in the order that events 
occurred, as described on page 1 of the Student 
Research Guide. You may choose to have them include 
relevant images on their timelines.

• Topic Immersion—Group Presentations: Have groups 
take turns making class presentations on their topics.

• Deep Engagement—Research Paper: Students 
will individually develop a research paper and/or a 
presentation on their topics.

LITERARY EXTENSION
1. Have students read Alex Haley’s 1976 book Roots: The Saga of an American Family. 

Explain that it tells the story of Kunta Kinte—an African sold into slavery and transported 
to the United States—and his descendants during the 18th and 19th centuries. 

2. After students have read the novel, have them watch the 2016 television adaptation 
of Roots. After viewing the Roots series, help students synthesize the information 
presented in both formats by asking:  

• What were some of the themes presented in the book? How did the TV series 
approach these themes?

• Were any of the characters’ dialogue, actions, or physical appearances 
portrayed differently in the series than in the book? How did these attributes 
define the characters?

• Were any elements (e.g., characters, settings, plot points, resolutions) of the 
book left out of the series? What elements that were not in the book were 
added to the series? Why might the filmmakers have made these changes?


