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Whose America is being celebrated?
HOUR 1

PBS NewsHour • Judy Woodruff • America at a Crossroads • 18 March 2026
Americans divided on nation’s history as 250th anniversary nears
Your goal
Prepare a five-minute oral synthesis of the issues raised by the report. Build a central question and organise your answer around the tensions it reveals. Use the report’s examples and viewpoints to develop an argument.
1/ Establish the context and the facts
1. Identify the source, reporter, national anniversary and present-day controversy. What connects the anniversary to the way public historical sites present the past?






2. Reconstruct the opening example.
	Place and historical setting
	Abraham Brian and his family
	Why this story matters

	





	


	










3. Why begin with Brian’s story? What does this opening reveal about national history?









Useful terms: commemoration = remembrance of an event; an exhibit = a museum display; to whitewash = to conceal uncomfortable facts; DEI = diversity, equity and inclusion.
2/ Follow the controversy and reconstruct the positions
Use the video locators whenever helpful. Distinguish what happened, what each speaker claims and what you infer.
4. From a political order to a contested removal
	Video locator
	Question
	Your evidence

	01:46–03:13
	What does the presidential order want public sites to emphasise? What does Spears fear this policy will exclude?
	







	03:14–04:27
	What was removed in Philadelphia? Whose history did it concern?
	







	03:14–04:27
	How did citizens, the city and a judge respond? Report the situation as presented in the video.
	








5. Two definitions of a fair historical account
Alan Spears works for the National Parks Conservation Association, a nonprofit advocacy organisation. Brenda Hafera is a scholar at the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank.
	Question
	Hafera 04:27–06:18
	Spears 06:18–07:30

	What problem does the speaker identify?
	




	



	What reason or evidence supports the claim?
	




	



	What should guide the presentation of history?
	




	




6. Reformulate each argument fairly in one sentence. What two distortions does Hafera reject? Why does Spears argue that a call for balance may ignore the starting point?








Use: According to… / she argues that… / he maintains that… / whereas… Avoid attributing every policy decision to an interviewee.
3/ Move from examples to issues
For each question, identify a tension and use a precise detail from the report to explain why it matters. Do not simply repeat the factual answers.
7. National pride and historical inclusion
How does the Philadelphia controversy reveal a tension between honouring a national figure and recognising people excluded from the traditional account? What might disappear when a national story focuses on achievement alone?









8. Balance and historical accuracy
Compare Hafera’s praise of Mount Vernon with her criticism of Philadelphia. How does this qualify her position? Then explain why Spears questions “balance”. Are the speakers using the same criteria for a fair account?







9. Political authority and historical expertise
Who can influence what the public sees at historical sites? Compare the executive order and review process with the expert work described by Spears. What role do protests and lawsuits play in this dispute?









10. Truthful history and celebration
Return to 07:31–07:58. How does the final interviewee challenge the idea that acknowledging injustice necessarily prevents national pride? Explain how this changes the answer to “Whose America is being celebrated?”









4/ Build a question and an argument
Your synthesis should connect the report’s issues. Organise it around a central question rather than reproducing the order of the interviews.
11. Formulate your central question
Bring together the purpose of commemoration, the inclusion of different histories and the authority to shape the national narrative. Avoid a question answered by a simple yes or no.
Possible starting points: What does the dispute over public history reveal about…? / Under what conditions can the anniversary…? / How does the struggle to define…?
My central question



12. Give your provisional answer
In two sentences, state the main insight of the report and a qualification. This will help you build an argument rather than a list of topics.







13. Build three connected parts
Each part must answer your question from a different angle. Bring viewpoints into dialogue within each part. Reuse an example only if it serves a new analytical purpose.
	Part
	Claim answering your question
	Evidence and competing perspectives

	1
	


	



	2
	


	



	3
	


	




14. Check the progression. Explain how part 2 develops or qualifies part 1, and how part 3 takes the reasoning further.




Use: This tension becomes clearer when… / However, this understanding of fairness is challenged by… / Beyond the content of history, the dispute also concerns…
5/ Deliver a five minute oral synthesis
Use your plan and keywords. Rehearse aloud, then record or deliver your synthesis as instructed by your teacher. Include the final delivery within the hour.
Your oral must answer your central question through the report’s evidence and perspectives. Explain the issues; keep personal opinions and outside examples out of this synthesis.
	Oral timing
	Purpose

	0:00–0:40
Introduction
	Contextualise the anniversary and the controversy. Identify the report and its central concern. State your question and announce your analytical progression.

	0:40–1:55
Part 1
	Develop your first claim. Select a concrete example, explain its significance and connect it to the question.

	1:55–3:10
Part 2
	Develop the next claim. Confront the perspectives fairly and explain a disagreement over how history should be presented.

	3:10–4:25
Part 3
	Take the reasoning further. Address the authority to shape history or the conditions for an inclusive celebration, according to your plan.

	4:25–5:00
Conclusion
	Answer your central question explicitly. Integrate the final reflection on truth and celebration. Do not merely repeat your three headings.



·  Send your completed worksheet and oral notes together with your recording.

HOUR 2
Choose a Native American case study and build an argument
Your mission
In hour one, the shared PBS report examined the place of African American history in public accounts of the nation. Now investigate one Native American case study, then use both examples to answer the same argumentative question.
Choose ONE case below and consult BOTH of its sources. Compare the celebratory narrative with the historical context and criticism. Assess the evidence before accepting an accusation of erasure or rewriting.
Suggested use of the hour: 25 minutes for your chosen case, 10 minutes to connect it to the video, 20 minutes to write your paragraph and 5 minutes to revise it.
Case study 1 Mount Rushmore and the Black Hills
Mount Rushmore presents four presidents as symbols of national achievement. The Black Hills are also sacred to the Lakota and were guaranteed to them by the 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie before being seized by the United States.
Investigate: How does using Mount Rushmore for a national celebration affect the meaning of this contested place? Can it embody a shared national story?
	[image: ]
The Guardian • The anniversary event
	[image: ]
NPS • Native peoples and the Black Hills


Case study 2 Westward expansion as a national epic
Freedom 250’s Washington Monument projection and New Year’s Eve show presented successive eras: Discovery, Independence, Westward Expansion, Industrial Revolution and Innovation. Indigenous perspectives bring conquest, displacement, broken treaties, resistance and survival into this story.
Investigate: What changes when westward expansion is presented as a stage of progress? How might Indigenous history challenge or qualify this narrative?
	[image: ]
Freedom 250 • The official projection
	[image: ]
ICT • America 250 through an Indigenous lens


1/ Investigate your chosen example
My chosen case: __________________________________________________
Complete the card in keywords. Distinguish what a source shows from what it allows you to infer. If no justification is given, write “not stated” rather than inventing one.
	Element
	Your notes and source

	The public narrative
	What achievement, person or national value is foregrounded?




	The history at stake
	Which Native people, events or contradictions complicate that narrative?




	The treatment of that history
	What is included, omitted, softened or reframed? Is there evidence of an actual removal, or of an omission?




	The justification and criticism
	What rationale is stated? What do critics object to, and why?




	Your qualified assessment
	Which term below best fits your evidence? What complicates your assessment?





Choose your analytical term carefully
· Selection: some material is chosen; omission does not necessarily deny it.
· Simplification: complexity is reduced to make a story easier to communicate.
· Sanitisation: uncomfortable facts are softened to protect a positive image.
· Historical rewriting: facts, emphasis or causal relationships are altered to support a preferred narrative.
2 Connect the two examples
Choose ONE concrete example from the PBS report: Abraham Brian at Gettysburg, or the removed and judicially ordered reinstatement of the Philadelphia exhibit about people enslaved by Washington.
My video example and what it reveals:




What common issue links this African American example to my Native American case?



What relevant difference prevents me from treating the two histories or situations as identical?




3/ Write an argued paragraph
Answer the following question in ONE paragraph of 120 words:
To what extent can national commemorations build a shared American identity while acknowledging histories of exclusion and dispossession?
Plan your reasoning before writing
· My answer or main claim


· Example 1 from the video → what it demonstrates



· My chosen Native American example → what it adds to the reasoning



· A qualification or counterargument → my response



· A concluding sentence answering the question



My paragraph:




















>> Word count: __________  •  Submit your evidence card, comparison notes and final paragraph.
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