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Classroom Connections: Nostalgia in American History 

Background for Teachers 

 Nostalgia is a sentimental longing for something from the past. It is a universal feeling that 
exists in different ways in our popular culture and politics. Just as the television show “I Love The 
90s” appealed to a population of millennials, Donald Trump’s campaign slogan of “Make 
America Great Again” harkens back to a bygone era of American history.   

 This lesson, and the corresponding BackStory episode, examine different examples of 
nostalgia throughout American history, including music, television, architecture, and politics. 
With each example of nostalgia presented, students should be encouraged to consider why it 
gained traction among a certain population of Americans. Additionally, students need to consider 
whether the idealized version of America conflicts with the experience of different minority 
groups. 

 

 

  



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question: 

i. Does nostalgia for bygone eras exert a positive or negative influence on modern society? 
b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.  

2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 
a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on American nostalgia. This can be also be assigned 

before class. Have students focus on the following comprehension questions for each segment: 
i. Sha Na Na Meets Woodstock 

1. Who was Sha Na Na? 
2. Why was the group’s presence at Woodstock noteworthy? 

ii. Revolutionary Reminiscence 
1. Who was Marquis de Lafayette? 
2. What does Sarah Purcell mean by the phrase “the democratization of public 

memory?” 
3. What role did women play in contributing to public memory about the 

Revolutionary War? 
iii. Sunday, Monday, Happy Days 

1. Why were the 1950s frequently used in popular culture as a time period of 
nostalgia? 

2. What role did nostalgia play in propelling “Happy Days” to be the number one 
show in the U.S. in the 1970s? 

iv. White Columns, Southern Fantasies 
1. Why are white columns common in Southern architecture? 
2. How is the “plantation revival” related to the construction of fraternity and sorority 

houses in the 1960s? 
 

3. Document Analysis 
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on public 

memory and nostalgia following the American Revolutionary War. 
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 



  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 5: Politics and Power 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their 
maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose. 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past. 



Document Analysis:  Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View  Purpose 
Doc A: Gen. Joseph 
Warren engraving 

    

Doc B:  Quote from 
Jabez Peck  

    

Doc C: Judith 
Sargent Murray 

    

Doc D: Daniel 
Webster speech 

    

Doc E: General 
Lafayette’s Visit 
lithograph 

    

Doc F: Garnet’s 
“Call to Rebellion” 
speech 

    



	



Classroom Connections: Nostalgia in American History 

Part I:  Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. Does nostalgia for bygone eras exert a positive or negative influence on modern society? 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – Those Were the Days 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. Sha Na Na Meets Woodstock 
a. Who was Sha Na Na? 
b. Why was the group’s presence at Woodstock noteworthy? 

 

 

2. Revolutionary Reminiscence 
a. Who was Marquis de Lafayette? 
b. What does Sarah Purcell mean by the phrase “the democratization of public memory?” 
c. What role did women play in contributing to public memory about the Revolutionary War? 

 

 

3. Sunday, Monday, Happy Days 
a. Why were the 1950s frequently used in popular culture as a time period of nostalgia? 
b. What role did nostalgia play in propelling “Happy Days” to be the number one show in the U.S. 

in the 1970s? 

 

 

4. White Columns, Southern Fantasies 
a. Why are white columns common in Southern architecture? 
b. How is the “plantation revival” related to the construction of fraternity and sorority houses in the 

1960s? 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Part III:  Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• How were people and events from the American Revolution evoked in the years following the 
conclusion of the war? What was the effect on the public memory of the war? 

In your response you should: 

Ø Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
Ø Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
Ø Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

 

“The Late Magnanimous and Heroic Gen. Joseph Warren” engraving 

From Daniel George’s Cambridge Almanack 

1775 

 

 

 

  



Document B 

Ought we ever to forget those arduous, those bloody struggles we endured in that dangerous contest? —a contest 
in which thousands of our dear friends yielded up their lives on the sanguine plains. And shall we, who are 
enjoying the blessings for which they fought ’till their last breath, forget to celebrate those transactions? Ought we 
not, on the other hand ever to bear them on our minds, and endeavor to impress on the minds of the rising 
generation, the inestimable value of the liberties they possess, and the dangerous struggles their predecessors 
endured to secure to them those invaluable blessings? 

 

Playwright Jabez Peck in Columbia and Britannia: A Dramatic Piece  

1787 

  



Document C 
 

Dreadful is the progress of war; it is retrograde to almost every virtue....We must fix our eyes not on the hero 
returning with conquest, nor yet on the gallant officer dying on the bed of honour, the subject of picture and of 
song; but on the private soldier, forced into the service; exhausted by camp sickness and fatigue....We must think 
of the uncounted tears of her who weeps alone, because of the only being who shared her sentiments is taken 
from her; no martial music sounds in unison with her feelings....She does not shed her sorrows over his grave, for 
she has never learned whether he ever had one. If he had returned, his exertions would not have been 
remembered individually, for he only made a small imperceptible part of a human machine, called a regiment. 

             

 Author Judith Sargent Murray in The Gleaner 

1798 

 
 
 
 

  



Document D 
 
This uncounted multitude before me and around me proves the feeling which the occasion has excited. These 
thousands of human faces, glowing with sympathy and joy, and from the impulses of a common gratitude turned 
reverently to heaven in this spacious temple of the firmament, proclaim that the day, the place, and the purpose of 
our assembling have made a deep impression on our hearts. 
 
If, indeed, there be any thing in local association fit to affect the mind of man, we need not strive to repress the 
emotions which agitate us here. We are among the sepulchers of our fathers. We are on ground, distinguished, by 
their valor, their constancy, and the shedding of their blood. We are here, not to fix an uncertain date in our 
annals, nor to draw into notice an obscure and unknown spot. If our humble purpose had never been conceived, 
if we ourselves had never been born, the 17th of June, 1775 would have been a day on which all subsequent 
history would have poured its light, and the eminence where we stand a point of attraction to the eyes of 
successive generations. But we are Americans. We live in what may be called the early age of this great continent; 
and we know that our posterity, through all time, are here to enjoy and suffer the allotments of humanity. We see 
before us a probably train of great events; we know that our own fortunes have been happily cast; and it is natural, 
therefore, that we should be moved by the contemplation of occurrences which have guided our destiny before 
many of us were born, and settled the condition in which we should pass that portion of our existence which God 
allows to men on earth. 
 
We do not read even of the discovery of this continent, without feeling something of a personal interest in the 
event; without being reminded how much it has affected our own fortunes and our own existence. It would be still 
more unnatural for us, therefore, than for others. to contemplate with unaffected minds that interesting, I may say 
that most touching and pathetic scene, when the great discovery of America stood on the deck of his shattered 
bark, the shades of night falling on the sea, yet no man sleeping; tossed on the billows of an unknown ocean, yet 
the stronger billows of alternate hope and despair tossing his own troubled thoughts; extending forward his 
harassed frame, straining westward his anxious and eager eyes, till Heaven at last granted him a moment of rapture 
and ecstasy, in blessing his vision with the sight of the unknown world. 
 
Nearer to our times, more closely connected with our fates, and therefore still more interesting to our feelings and 
affections, is the settlement of our own country by colonists from England. We cherish every memorial of these 
worthy ancestors; we celebrate their patience and fortitude; we admire their daring enterprise; we teach our 
children to venerate their piety; and we are justly proud of being descended from men who have set the world an 
example of founding civil institutions on the great and united principles of human freedom and human 
knowledge. To us, their children, the story of their labors and sufferings can never be without its interest. We shall 
not stand unmoved on the shores of Plymouth, while the sea continues to wash it; nor will our brethren in another 
early and ancient Colony forget the place of its first establishment, till their river shall cease to flow by it. No vigor 
of youth, no maturity of manhood, will lead the nation to forget the spots where its infancy was cradled and 
defended. 
 
But the great event in the history of the continent, which we are now met here to commemorate, that prodigy of 
modern times, at once the wonder and the blessing of the world, is the American Revolution. In a day of 
extraordinary prosperity and happiness, of high national honor, distinction, and power, we are brought together, 
in this place, by our love of country, by our admiration of exalted character, by our gratitude for signal services 
and patriotic devotion... 
 
And let the sacred obligation which have devolved on this generation, and on us, sink deep into our hearts. Those 
who established our liberty and our government are daily dropping from among us. The great trust now descends 
to new hands. Let us apply ourselves to that which is presented to us, as our appropriate object. We can win no 
laurels in a war for independence. Earlier and worthier hands have gathered them all. Nor are there places for us 
by the side of Solon, and Alfred, and other founders of states. Our fathers have filled them. But there remains to 



us a great duty of defense and preservation, and there is opened to us, also, a noble pursuit, to which the spirit of 
the times strongly invites us. Our proper business is improvement. Let our age be the age of improvement. In a 
day of peace, let us advance the arts of peace and the works of peace. Let us develop the resources of our land, 
call forth its powers, build up its institutions, promote all its great interests, and see whether we also, in our day 
and generation, may not perform something worthy to be remembered. Let us cultivate a true spirit of union and 
harmony. In pursuing the great objects which our condition points out to us, let us act under a settled conviction, 
and a habitual feeling, that these twenty-four States are one country. Let our conception be enlarged to the circle 
of our duties. Let us extend our ideas over the whole of the vast field in which we are called to act. Let our object 
be, OUR COUNTRY, OUR WHOLE COUNTRY, AND NOTHING BUT OUR COUNTRY. And, by the 
blessing of God, may that country itself become a vast and splendid monument, not of oppression and terror, but 
of Wisdom, of Peace, and of Liberty, upon which the world may gaze with admiration forever! 
 

 
Excerpt from a speech founding a monument at Bunker Hill by Daniel Webster 

June 17, 1825 

 
  



Document E 
 
 

 
 

  
General Lafayette’s Visit (Eric Canal) lithograph 

1825 
 

 
 
 

  



Document F 
 
Nearly three million of your fellow-citizens are prohibited by law and public opinion, (which in this country is 
stronger than law), from reading the Book of Life. Your intellect has been destroyed as much as possible, and 
every ray of light they have attempted to shut out from your minds. The oppressors themselves have become 
involved in the ruin. They have become weak, sensual, and rapacious-they have cursed you-they have cursed 
themselves-they have cursed the earth which they have trod. 
 
The colonists threw the blame upon England. They said that the mother country entailed the evil upon them, and 
that they would rid themselves of it if they could. The world thought they were sincere, and the philanthropic 
pitied them. But time soon tested their sincerity. 
 
In a few years the colonists grew strong, and severed themselves from the British Government. Their 
independence was declared, and they took their station among the sovereign powers of the earth. The declaration 
was a glorious document. Sages admired it, and the patriotic of every nation reverenced the God-like sentiments 
which it contained. When the power of Government returned to their hands, did they emancipate the slaves? No; 
they rather added new links to our chains. Were they ignorant of the principles of Liberty? Certainly, they were 
not. The sentiments of their revolutionary orators fell in burning eloquence upon their hearts, and with one voice 
they cried, “liberty or death.” Oh, what a sentence was that! It ran from soul to soul like electric fire and nerved 
the arm of thousands to fight in the holy cause of Freedom. Among the diversity of opinions that are entertained 
in regard to physical resistance, there are but a few found to gainsay that stern declaration. We are among those 
who do not… 
 
Brethren, the time has come when you must act for yourselves. It is an old and true saying that, "if hereditary 
bondmen would be free, they must themselves strike the blow." You can plead your own cause and do the work of 
emancipation better than any others. The nations of the world are moving in the great cause of universal freedom, 
and some of them at least will, ere long, do you justice. The combined powers of Europe have placed their broad 
seal of disapprobation upon the African slave-trade. But in the slaveholding parts of the United States, the trade is 
as brisk as ever. They buy and sell you as though you were brute beasts. The North has done much -- her opinion 
of slavery in the abstract is known. But in regard to the South, we adopt the opinion of the New York Evangelist -- 
We have advanced so far, that the cause apparently waits for a more effectual door to be thrown open than has 
been yet. We are about to point out that more effectual door. Look around you and behold the bosoms of your 
loving wives heaving with untold agonies! Hear the cries of your poor children! Remember the stripes your fathers 
bore. Think of the torture and disgrace of your noble mothers. Think of your wretched sisters, loving virtue and 
purity, as they are driven into concubinage and are exposed to the unbridled lusts of incarnate devils. Think of the 
undying glory that hangs around the ancient name of Africa-and forget not that you are native born American 
citizens, and as such, you are justly entitled to all the rights that are granted to the freest. Think how many tears 
you have poured out upon the soil which you have cultivated with unrequited toil and enriched with your blood; 
and then go to your lordly enslavers and tell them plainly, that you are determined to be free. Appeal to their 
sense of justice and tell them that they have no more right to oppress you, than you have to enslave them. Entreat 
them to remove the grievous burdens which they have imposed upon you, and to remunerate you for your labor. 
Promise them renewed diligence in the cultivation of the soil, if they will render to you an equivalent for your 
services. Point them to the increase of happiness and prosperity in the British West Indies since the Act of 
Emancipation. Tell them in language which they cannot misunderstand, of the exceeding sinfulness of slavery, and 
of a future judgment, and of the righteous retributions of an indignant God. Inform them that all you desire is 
freedom, and that nothing else will suffice. Do this, and for ever after cease to toil for the heartless tyrants, who 
give you no other reward but stripes and abuse. If they then commence the work of death, they, and not you, will 
be responsible for the consequences. You had better all die -- die immediately, than live slaves and entail your 
wretchedness upon your posterity. If you would be free in this generation, here is your only hope. However much 



you and all of us may desire it, there is not much hope of redemption without the shedding of blood. If you must 
bleed, let it all come at once rather die freemen, than live to be slaves. It is impossible like the children of Israel, 
to make a grand exodus from the land of bondage. The Pharaohs are on both sides of the blood-red waters! You 
cannot move en masse, to the dominions of the British Queen-nor can you pass through Florida and overrun 
Texas, and at last find peace in Mexico. The propagators of American slavery are spending their blood and 
treasure, that they may plant the black flag in the heart of Mexico and riot in the halls of the Montezumas. In the 
language of the Rev. Robert Hall, when addressing the volunteers of Bristol, who were rushing forth to repel the 
invasion of Napoleon, who threatened to lay waste the fair homes of England, "Religion is too much interested in 
your behalf, not to shed over you her most gracious influences. 

You will not be compelled to spend much time in order to become inured to hardships. From the first moment 
that you breathed the air of heaven, you have been accustomed to nothing else but hardships. The heroes of the 
American Revolution were never put upon harder fare than a peck of corn and a few herrings per week. You have 
not become enervated by the luxuries of life. Your sternest energies have been beaten out upon the anvil of severe 
trial. Slavery has done this, to make you subservient, to its own purposes; but it has done more than this, it has 
prepared you for any emergency. If you receive good treatment, it is what you could hardly expect; if you meet 
with pain, sorrow, and even death, these are the common lot of slaves. 

Fellow men! Patient sufferers! behold your dearest rights crushed to the earth! See your sons murdered, and your 
wives, mothers and sisters doomed to prostitution. In the name of the merciful God, and by all that life is worth, 
let it no longer be a debatable question whether it is better to choose liberty or death. 

 

Excerpts from Henry Highland Garnet’s “Call to Rebellion” speech at the National Negro Convention 

August 1843 
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