
AP African American Studies 

Comprehensive Study Guide 

 

Course Goals 

By the end of the course, students will be able to: 

• Analyze African American experiences through historical, cultural, political, and literary 

lenses. 

• Understand African societies before European colonization and transatlantic slavery. 

• Examine intersections of identity, including race, gender, class, and religion. 

• Evaluate African American resistance strategies, achievements, and cultural 

contributions. 

• Trace the evolution and institutionalization of African American Studies as a field. 

• Connect historical knowledge to current events and movements. 

 

Course Skills 

1. Applying Disciplinary Knowledge – Explain key concepts, developments, and processes. 

2. Written Source Analysis – Evaluate historical documents, literature, and lyrics. 

3. Data Analysis – Interpret charts, maps, graphs, and infographics. 

4. Visual Analysis – Analyze works of art, material culture, and performance. 

5. Argumentation – Develop claims supported by reasoning and evidence. 

 

Course Structure and Unit Overview 

Unit 1: Origins of the African Diaspora (5 weeks) 

Essential Questions: 

• What is African American Studies, and how did it emerge? 

• How do early African societies shape African American identity? 

• How were African societies globally connected? 

• How did social roles vary based on gender, region, and religion? 

Major Themes and Topics: 



• Origins of Black Studies during the 1960s–70s and the Black Campus Movement. 

• Interdisciplinary nature and diversity within the field. 

• Reframing early Africa through scholarship and artistic expression. 

• Geography and climate zones of Africa and their effects on trade and culture. 

• Bantu migrations and linguistic diversity. 

• Sudanic Empires (Ghana, Mali, Songhai) and their Islamic and economic influence. 

• Swahili Coast city-states and Indian Ocean trade. 

• Great Zimbabwe’s architecture and Shona society. 

• Kingdom of Kongo and Christian conversion under Portuguese influence. 

• Indigenous cosmologies and syncretic religions in West Africa. 

• Artistic and literary visions of Africa (e.g., Bisa Butler, Countee Cullen). 

Recurring Concepts: 

• Diaspora and global dispersal of African-descended peoples. 

• Africa as a continuing cultural, spiritual, and political influence. 

• Intersections of identity such as class, religion, gender, and region. 

 

Unit 2: Freedom, Enslavement, and Resistance (8 weeks) 

Key Themes: 

• Atlantic slave trade and the Middle Passage. 

• Enslavement systems and labor in the Americas. 

• Legal structures and cultural resilience under slavery. 

• Resistance: day-to-day, spiritual, and armed revolt. 

• Abolitionist movements and the Civil War. 

Important Focus Areas: 

• Capture and commodification of Africans. 

• Cultural survival: language, music, religion, kinship. 

• Notable resistance leaders and actions (e.g., Nat Turner, Underground Railroad). 

 

Unit 3: The Practice of Freedom (7 weeks) 

Key Themes: 

• Reconstruction and post-Emancipation politics. 

• Jim Crow and Black life in the Nadir. 

• Racial uplift and debates over respectability. 

• The Harlem Renaissance and the “New Negro.” 



• Great Migration and transnational Black activism. 

Key Figures and Topics: 

• Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois. 

• Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, Duke Ellington. 

• Marcus Garvey, the UNIA, and Pan-Africanism. 

 

Unit 4: Movements and Debates (8 weeks) 

Key Themes: 

• Early Civil Rights activism and legal battles. 

• The Long Civil Rights Movement (1950s–1970s). 

• Black Power, Black Arts, and Black Feminism. 

• Intersectionality and the rise of critical race theory. 

• Ongoing debates in African American Studies and social justice movements. 

Focus Areas: 

• Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Angela Davis. 

• Black feminism: Audre Lorde, bell hooks, Kimberlé Crenshaw. 

• Contemporary activism: BLM, environmental justice, digital organizing. 

• Afrofuturism and new literary/artistic directions. 

 

Source Types and Course Materials 

Students will engage directly with: 

• Historical texts (e.g., letters, policy documents, manifestos). 

• Literature and poetry (e.g., Cullen’s “Heritage,” The Epic of Sundiata). 

• Music and performance (e.g., Osain del Monte, spirituals). 

• Visual culture (e.g., quilts, maps, Renaissance art). 

• Scholarly essays and documentaries. 

 

Sample Activities 

• Close reading of Nell Irvin Painter’s scholarship and satirical essays (Topic 1.3). 

• Visual analysis of the Catalan Atlas and interpretation of Mali’s depiction (Topic 1.7). 



• Poetry analysis using Countee Cullen’s “Heritage” and comparative literary discussion 

(Topic 1.16). 

 

Final Assessment Preparation 

To succeed, students should be able to: 

• Identify and explain major historical, cultural, and political developments. 

• Analyze and interpret sources from a range of disciplines. 

• Compare the experiences of Black communities across time and geography. 

• Construct clear, evidence-based arguments on real-world issues. 

• Reflect on the development of African American identity and activism. 

 


