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How to Use This Curriculum

M

y dad served in the U.S. Army during
World War II. He endured the German
bombing of Bristol, England, where he
was stationed before the D-Day invasion. His unit
landed on Utah Beach on the northern coast of
France the day after D-Day. As the Allied army was
advancing through France, the Germans bombed
the train station where Dad was sleeping one night.
On another occasion, as he stood on a small balcony,
a German pilot fired at him and just missed him.
Dad suffered through the bitter cold weather that
occurred during the Battle of the Bulge.
My father participated in history. If you had
suggested to him that the experience of millions of
soldiers in World War II, as well as the experience
of all those on the home front, was boring and
irrelevant because it was history, I think he would
have been confused and hurt. For him, history was
literally a life and death story.
This curriculum will guide you through the story
of our country from the first European explorers to
the present. We place great emphasis on original
documents and speeches because these allow the
participants in history to tell the story from their
own perspective. This curriculum also introduces
some of the great literature that Americans have
produced: novels, short stories, autobiographies,
memoirs, essays, poems, hymns, and other kinds

of writing. The written and spoken word has a
profound ability to move hearts and minds.
This course also explores the significance of
faith with regard to history. Faith is connected
with history in two ways. First, people have often
been motivated to act because of their faith in God.
For instance, faith motivated the Pilgrims on the
Mayflower to seek a new land in which to live. Faith
caused people to oppose slavery. Faith has been
expressed often in the speeches and documents
that Americans have produced. We recognize and
highlight the importance of faith throughout the
American story.
A second way that faith should be connected to
history is by looking at the overall story of American
history through the eyes of faith. We encourage
students to think about the faith lessons that they
can learn from people and events in history. For
instance, many God-fearing Americans owned slaves
and had a strong prejudice against blacks. We need
to understand what caused those Christian people
to be blinded by their culture and how they missed
the example of Jesus and the teaching of Scripture
about this issue (see John 4:7-9, Galatians 3:28, and
Ephesians 2:19). This might help us realize cultural
blindnesses we suffer today. A study of history can
inform, challenge, and strengthen our own faith.
vii
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How It Works

Student Review

This curriculum provides credit in three high
school subjects: American history, English, and Bible.
The 150 lessons are divided into thirty units of five
lessons each. Since a typical school year has thirtysix weeks, you have some flexibility in completing
the course. You can take two weeks to complete a
unit when you find a topic particularly interesting
or when your schedule is especially busy. Families
are free to choose how they want to schedule the
course, but many families choose to begin a unit on
Monday and finish it on Friday.
On the first day of a unit, you and a parent
should read the unit introduction. Here you will
find a brief overview of the unit; a list of lessons
for that unit; a Bible passage to memorize; a list of
books used with that unit; choices for a project for
that unit; and, when a literature title is begun, an
introduction to that book.
After reading the introduction, choose a project
to complete by the end of the unit and make a
schedule for how to complete it. Find the memory
work for the week in the Bible translation of
your choice.
Complete the following each day:

The optional Student Review Pack has daily
review questions; a history quiz for each unit; and
comprehensive exams in history, English, and Bible
every five units. Reminders to do these are included
in the list of daily assignments. The Student Review
also offers literary analysis for the twelve full-length
works of literature.

Tips on Memorization

•

Read one lesson.

Each unit of Exploring America gives a Bible
passage to memorize. Here are some tips on
memorization. Pay attention and internalize what
the verses mean. You can more easily memorize
thoughts that you understand than a string of words
that have no meaning to you. Write the verses on
an index card or divide them between several index
cards. Keep these handy to use when you have a
spare moment. Copying out the verses is a good
exercise, especially if you learn visually.
Draw pictures illustrating the verses. Ask another
person to read the verses to you. Ask another person
to listen to you and correct your recitation. Working
on memorization consistently in small chunks of
time over several days works much better than lastminute cramming.

•

Complete each of the Bible, American Voices,
and Literature assignments for the lesson.

Unit Projects

•

Work on your Bible memorization and on
your chosen project.

•

If you are using the optional Student Review,
complete the assignment(s) for that lesson.

On the last day of each unit, you will recite or
write your memory work and complete your project
for the unit. An assignment checklist is available
as a free download on our website (notgrass.com/
ealinks). We recommend that students keep their
completed assignments in a three-ring binder used
exclusively for Exploring America.

Each unit has three choices for a project. Your
choices always include a writing assignment. Discuss
with a parent how many writing assignments you
need to complete to fulfill the English requirement
as you study Exploring America. We recommend
that you choose the writing assignment as your
project a minimum of six times throughout the
course. The other project choices include a wide
variety of activities: building models, cooking,
field trips, volunteer opportunities, and more, all
of which will enhance and expand what you are
learning in the course.

How to Use This Curriculum

The projects relate to the material in the unit.
Where applicable, the lesson from which the project
is drawn is noted. You should choose your project at
the beginning of the unit and work on it throughout
the unit. Don’t wait until the end of the unit or until
you reach the lesson noted. You might need to look
ahead at the relevant section of the lesson to get
started on your project.
As you choose your project unit by unit, take
the opportunity to try new things and expand
your skills. If you have never made a model out
of STYROFOAM™, or seldom do any cooking,
or don’t know how to make a video, this is
your chance!
You are expected to complete each project at a
high school level. Some of these assignments could
be given to an elementary school student and the
results would be on an elementary school level.
Your work should be performed with care and
research and with attention to accuracy, creativity,
and excellence. Throwing something together in
a haphazard fashion is not appropriate. Whether
you spend your time writing an essay or building
a model, use your mind and hands to create
something you can be proud of.

How We Present Scripture
The most important material in this course are
the studies from God’s Word. Understanding history
and literature is important, but how we live before
God is the most important issue before each one of
us. We want to help you as you do that by digging
into spiritual trends and issues in American history.
We believe in the inspiration and authority of
the Bible, and our desire is to present the Bible in
all of its truth, wisdom, and power. We strive in all
we do simply to be Christians. We are on a quest to
understand the truth that God has provided in His
Word. We believe that eternal truth does exist, but
we do not claim to know it all.
In this curriculum we have sought to present
a fair analysis of American history, highlighting

ix

various people, viewpoints, and denominations.
If you read something in this curriculum that
differs from what your family believes, take the
opportunity to discuss the issue and search the
Scriptures together. We welcome your feedback.
If you believe that we have written something in
error, please e-mail us so that we can learn together
the truth that will set us free.

Thanks
Like all Notgrass history curriculum, this new
edition of Exploring America has been a family
project. I updated the lesson content. My wife
Charlene proofread with me and provided valuable
input. Our son John searched for the new color
illustrations and photographs and did the page
layout. Our daughter Mary Evelyn designed the
covers, and our daughter Bethany developed the
unit activities. Our son-in-law Nate updated the
Student Review questions.
We have been richly blessed by the positive
feedback we have received from homeschooling
families all across the country regarding the first two
editions of this curriculum. I thank the Father, who
put me in this great country, gave me a wonderful
family, and blesses me in countless other ways. Any
criticism should be directed toward me; give Him
all the praise.
God has blessed us with a beautiful and
fascinating country. He has given us the freedom to
know Him and the opportunity to serve Him in our
country. Knowing where we have been will help us
know where we should be going by the grace of God
as individuals, as families, and as a nation. Thank
you for joining with us in the exciting adventure of
Exploring America.
Ray Notgrass
Gainesboro, Tennessee
ray@notgrass.com
June 2014

Underwood Typewriter from the Early 1900s

Advice on Writing
Composition is part of most high school
English courses. It usually involves learning how to
express ideas, write themes, and do research papers.
Practicing writing helps you to develop your style
and skill, just as practicing any activity will help you
to be better at it. I make my living by writing, so I
appreciate the importance of this skill.
One goal of high school composition is to
prepare you for college composition. I have taught
college students who never learned to construct a
good sentence, let alone a good paragraph. However,
learning to write just for high school and college
composition assignments is a limited goal. Life does
exist beyond school.
You will probably have many occasions to engage
in research and to prepare your thoughts on a vital
subject such as abortion or capital punishment. You
will have numerous opportunities to write: letters
to friends and family, journals, letters to the editor,
advertisements for your business, and reviews and
articles for periodicals, to mention just a few. The
Internet has created new possibilities for sharing
your ideas in written form. Desktop publishing has
made getting a book published within the reach of
many people who might not get a contract from a
big-name publisher.
Writing helps you express what you understand
about a subject. If you can’t explain something to
x

another person, you probably don’t understand it
well yourself. The writing assignments in this course
will help you learn to pull your thoughts together.
Good writing style is important in getting your
ideas across to other people. Writing skills will be
helpful in your job or in conducting your own
business. You will bless your spouse and children if
you write thoughtful letters to them often. You can
help others by expressing yourself well in writing.
Three ways to improve your writing are to read
good writing, to write often yourself, and to receive
criticism of your writing with humility and a desire
to do better. Reading and applying the guidance in
good books on writing will also help you refine your
technique. I recommend The Elements of Style by
William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White.

Writing Assignments in This Course
Each week you do a writing assignment
(instead of one of the other suggested projects),
you will have two possible topics from which
to choose. Some of the assignments ask you to
imagine you were living at the time and write a
journal entry, speech, or article to express your
perspective on something related to that unit. The
other assignments ask you to write an essay about
a particular person, idea, or other topic.

How to Use This Curriculum

A basic way to compose an essay is to write
five paragraphs: an opening paragraph that states
your purpose, three paragraphs that develop
three different points or arguments, and a closing
paragraph that summarizes your position or topic.
If you are floundering on a particular assignment,
using this outline can get you started.
The usual target length of your writing projects
for this course is 300 to 500 words, which is about
two or three typed, double-spaced pages.

Writing Tips to Implement
Here are some tips I have learned that have
helped my writing.
Write with passion. Believe in what you are
saying. People have plenty to read, so give them
something that will grip them. If you don’t believe
deeply in what you are saying, you give others no
reason to do so either. This raises an issue that is
related to many writing assignments. Assigned
writing is like assigned reading: we often approach
it as a chore. Deep emotion and a passion for
convincing others are difficult to express in a theme
on “The American Interstate System” or “How I
Spent My Summer Vacation.”
If a writing assignment in this curriculum does
not excite you, change it or select one about which
you can write passionately. If you ever do write about
the American Interstate system, approach it in a way
that makes it personal and compelling.
Writing with passion means that you should not
soft-pedal what you say. Phrases such as “It seems
to me,” “I think that it would be good if,” or “My
personal opinion, for what it is worth,” take the fire
out of your message. It is your piece, so we know
it is your opinion. Just state it. Related to this is
the common use of quotation marks to highlight
a word. Save quotation marks for when you are
actually quoting something.
Develop your paper in an orderly and logical way.
Using an outline helps me to structure what I am
writing. Identify the major points you want to
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make, the order in which you need to make them,
and what secondary points you want to include
to support your major points. Be sure that each
paragraph has one main point, expressed in a topic
sentence, with the other sentences supporting that
point. In a narrative, tell what happened first before
you tell what happened later. In an essay, make
your points in the order of their importance to your
overall theme.
Don’t try to put everything you believe into one
piece. Trust that you will have the opportunity to
write again, and stay focused on your topic. Your
challenge is to narrow your topic sufficiently to be
able to cover it completely.
Use short, simple sentences. Longer sentences do
not necessarily show greater intelligence or convey
ideas more effectively. You are trying to teach or
convince a reader who perhaps has not been thinking
about the topic the way you have. He or she will
need to see your ideas expressed simply and clearly.
Shorter sentences generally stay with people longer:
“These are the times that try men’s souls.” “The only
thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

Writing Habits to Avoid
Avoid these habits that weaken your writing.
Do not begin sentences with “There is” or “There
are.” Find a more forceful way to cast the sentence.
Compare “Four score and seven years ago our fathers
brought forth upon this continent a new nation” to
“There was a country begun by our ancestors 87
years ago.”
Do not habitually begin sentences with “and” or
“but.” This practice has become a trendy habit in
informal writing, but the grammar books tell you
never to do this.
Avoid the word “would.” Such usage is an attempt
to soft-pedal, to indicate customary behavior, or to
describe something that is not a reality. “That would
be a good idea” is less powerful than “That is a good
idea.” “Americans would often violate the terms
of treaties made with Native Americans” is not as
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sharp as “Americans often violated the terms of the
treaties.”
Don’t imitate someone else’s style. That person
didn’t become a good writer by copying someone
else’s style; he or she developed his or her own style.
You might become enamored with the writing of a
favorite author and want to write the way he or she
does. Learn from that author, but be yourself.

Additional Suggestions
C. S. Lewis had good suggestions about writing
(Letters of C. S. Lewis, edited by W. H. Lewis, first
published in 1966; this edition New York: Harcourt
Brace, revised edition 1988; pp. 468-9, 485):
•

Write with the ear. Each sentence should
read well aloud.

•

Don’t say something is exciting or important.
Prove that it is by how you describe it.

•

Turn off the radio (in our day, he might say
the iPod and television).

•

Read good books and avoid nearly all
magazines.

A key to good writing is rewriting. Writing is
hard work, and you shouldn’t let anyone tell you
otherwise. You will not get every word and phrase
just right the first time you put them down on paper

or type them on the computer. Great, famous, wellpaid writers have to rewrite their work and often
have editors who revise and critique what they
write. Don’t be impatient, and don’t wait until the
last minute. Write something; then go back and
rewrite it; then go back a day or two later to consider
it again. This is where another pair of loving and
honest eyes is helpful. People who have read my
writing and who were willing to point out the faults
in it have often helped me (although I admit that I
have winced inside when I heard their criticism).
Find someone who is willing to take a red pen
to your work; a favorite uncle or grandparent might
not be that person. You might know exactly what
you mean by a particular statement, but someone
else might not understand what you said at all. I have
often found that when someone doesn’t understand
a statement I have written, it is because I have tried
to say something without really saying it. In other
words, I have muddied what should have been a
clear statement; and that fuzzy lack of commitment
showed through.
Your writing will improve with practice,
experience, and exposure to good writing. I hope
that in ten years you will not write the same way
you do now. The only way you can get to that point
is to keep writing, keep learning, and keep reading.
I hope that this course helps you on your journey.

Writing a Research Paper
We recommend that you write a research paper
of eight to ten typed double-spaced pages (about
2,000-2,500 words) over a four-week period of
your choice while you are studying Exploring
America. Waiting until the second semester will
give you time to prepare and to practice writing
shorter papers for your weekly special projects.

This section guides you step-by-step through
the process. You and your parents should discuss
whether you think a research paper assignment is
appropriate for you. Also discuss with your parents
whether you should reduce or eliminate the special
projects for each unit during the time you are
working on your research paper.

How to Use This Curriculum

When you are ready to begin, refer to this
section. If you feel a need for more detailed
guidance, we recommend the section on research
papers in Writer’s Inc. by Great Source. You can
also find sample research papers online. The Purdue
University Online Writing Lab (OWL) has a sample.
(Visit notgrass.com/ealinks for more details.)

Research Paper Basics
A research paper combines the work of
investigation with the task of writing. Choosing
your topic is the first step. When you write a
research paper, you must define your topic as clearly
as possible. You might have to do some general
research before you can define your topic. Topics
such as “The Colonial Period” or “The Impact of
the Civil War” are too broad for a research paper.
“Commerce in the Colonial Period” or “Women in
the Civil War” are more defined and manageable.
Next comes research. Research involves finding
legitimate, authoritative sources on the subject
and gathering information from those sources.
The modern researcher has a wealth of material
available to him, some good and some worthless.
Sources include books, periodicals, encyclopedias,
scholarly articles, and original sources. Original or
primary sources are materials written or developed
at the time of history you are investigating. A diary
written by a sailor on a trading vessel during the
Victorian Era is an example of an original source.
You probably will not be able to hold the actual
document in your hands, but many transcriptions
of original source materials can be found in print
and online. Secondary sources are materials written
later about the subject in question.
Use caution with online sources, as many are
not authoritative. A comment by a reader on a blog
about the Roman Empire is not necessarily based
on fact, and you cannot use information gathered
from such a source in a research paper. It might give
you an idea about something to research yourself,
but just because someone posted it online doesn’t
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make it accurate or relevant. Wikipedia is the classic
example of a non-authoritative source for research.
A great deal of the material found on Wikipedia
is accurate; but because of the way in which the
articles are created and edited, Wikipedia cannot
be relied upon as an authoritative source. Websites
maintained by universities, government entities,
and reputable publishers of reference materials are
good sources for online research. Google Books
and Project Gutenberg have many historic books
available in their entirety online.
Do not neglect print resources for information.
A good old-fashioned one-hour visit to the library
might provide much more valuable material than
hours of sifting through material online. However,
you need to be sure that your print sources are
reliable also. Encyclopedias and books published by
large publishers are your best sources.
The researcher must give proper credit to her
sources. Plagiarism is using someone else’s words or
ideas without giving proper credit to that source. The
Internet contains information that you could simply
copy and paste into your paper. Though this might
be tempting, it is absolutely wrong. Plagiarism is at
once lying, stealing, and cheating. You do not have
to cite a source for basic information, such as the fact
that Columbus sailed across the Atlantic in 1492.
However, you do need to cite sources for detailed
information and for unique perspectives about
a topic. As you take notes while doing research,
indicate clearly what is a direct quote and what is
your paraphrase of another person’s writing. Do not
copy another person’s exact words into your paper
without showing that you are quoting and giving
credit to the source.
A research paper is a big project that can seem
overwhelming. Divide the project into manageable
steps. We have provided a schedule that will help you
do this. You might need extra time on some steps
while you breeze quickly through others. You must
stay on track to meet your deadline. Look ahead to
the finished product and take it step-by-step.
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Your paper should be based on historical fact
and should not primarily be an opinion piece.
Sometimes differentiating between the two is
difficult. A simple list of facts that can be found
elsewhere is not interesting. Your paper should
have a point, and you should bring your own
thoughts to bear on the facts you gather in your
research. Your paper will be dull if you do not draw

interesting conclusions. Noting how nineteenth
century American painting expressed American
ideals is excellent; on the other hand, listing reasons
why you like American painting is irrelevant to
this paper. Your task for your research paper is to
provide information, make observations, and draw
conclusions on the topic in an interesting, readable
format that is worth someone’s time to read.

Four-Week Schedule (see further explanation for each day below)
Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Investigate possible Choose a topic and Research sources,
make preliminary
topics.
write a purpose
outline.
sentence.
Day 6
Begin research.
Day 11
Begin writing.
Day 16

Day 7

Day 8

Continue research.

Continue research.

Day 12

Day 13

Day 4
Learn how to give
credit.
Day 9
Finish research.
Day 14

Day 5
Make a research
plan.
Day 10
Finalize outline.
Day 15

Work on first draft. Work on first draft. Work on first draft. Finish first draft.
Day 17

Day 18

Day 19

Work on final draft. Work on final draft. Work on final draft. Finish final draft.
Day 1: Read “Research Paper Basics” (on the
previous two pages) and all daily assignments below.
Make a list of at least seven ideas for topics. Discuss
ideas for topics with a parent. Select topics that you
would like to spend the next few weeks studying
and writing about. The index of this curriculum is a
source for possible topics.
Day 2: Investigate possible sources for your top
three topic ideas to make sure you will be able to
find enough material. Choose your topic and write
a one-sentence summary of your purpose for the
paper. Don’t say, “This paper is about how the United
States transformed international relations.” Instead,
state the substance of your paper: “The United States

Day 20
Polish and turn it in!

transformed international relations in trade, politics,
economics, and science.”
Day 3: Gather possible sources for research.
Make a list of places to look. You can bookmark
websites, visit the library, and look through relevant
periodicals. Develop a preliminary outline for your
paper.
Day 4: Learn how to cite your sources properly.
Your research paper should follow MLA (Modern
Language Association) guidelines for source
citations. Your paper needs to have footnotes or intext citations for your sources of information and
a separate Works Cited page at the end of your
paper. Look online for the most up-to-date MLA

How to Use This Curriculum

guidelines. We recommend Purdue University’s
Online Writing Lab (OWL).
Practice some example citations. Whether
you use note cards, copy and paste to a computer
document, or a combination of these approaches,
be consistent and accurate in your in-text and
bibliography citations. Look over the guidelines and
your examples with a parent to make sure you are on
the right track.
Day 5: Make a general outline for your paper to
help guide your research. Make some notes about
what you want to say in your paper, questions you
hope to answer in your research, and ideas for the
main point of your paper. This plan will enable you
to make the most of your research time. You want
to immerse yourself in the topic you will be writing
about. Your final paper will not include every bit of
information you read, but you want to write from a
position of overflow instead of scraping together just
enough facts to fill up your paper.
Day 6: Begin your research. Develop a system
to stay organized, keeping track of the source
for every quote or fact. For example, if you are
using the book John Adams note which facts and
quotations come from that specific work and the
relevant page numbers. You need to know clearly
where every item of information came from: book,
website, article, etc. Use a minimum of six different
sources for your paper.
Day 7: Continue your research.
Day 8: Continue your research.
Day 9: Finish your research. Where do you want
this paper to go? What do you want to say? Decide
what information you gathered in your research
is relevant and what isn’t. Highlight key findings
in your research. Set aside (but don’t throw away)
information that does not seem relevant to what you
want to say. Talk about your general ideas for your
paper with a parent.
Day 10: Work on the final outline for your
paper. Jot down the points you want to make in the
introduction, the main sections of your paper, what
you want to include in each section, and what you
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want to emphasize in the conclusion. Organize these
into an outline. Your research might have shown you
that you need to emphasize a point that you had not
previously realized was important, or you might not
be able to find much information about what you
thought was a main idea.
Look through the information you gathered in
your research to make sure you didn’t leave anything
important out of your outline. Finalize your outline
and talk about it with a parent. A good, detailed
outline will ease your writing process significantly.
Day 11: Re-read “Advice on Writing” on pages
x-xii of this book. Begin writing your paper, starting
with your introduction and conclusion. Your
introduction should give a general idea of what your
paper is about and the main points you will make.
Your conclusion will re-emphasize your main points.
Include proper citations as you go, both in-text and
on your Works Cited page.
Day 12: Continue work on your first draft.
Day 13: Continue work on your first draft.
Day 14: Continue work on your first draft.
Day 15: Finish the first draft of your paper.
Check your in-text source citations and Works
Cited page against your research notes and make
sure your formatting is correct. Proofread your paper
and make corrections. Give your paper a title. Ask
a parent to read and correct your paper and make
suggestions for improvement.
Day 16: Discuss the paper with your parent.
Think about improvements that you can make.
Begin working on the final draft of your paper. Fix
mistakes and polish your style.
Day 17: Continue working on your final draft.
Day 18: Continue working on your final draft.
Day 19: Finish writing your final draft. Read
your paper carefully for spelling and grammatical
errors.
Day 20: Read your paper aloud. Make any
final corrections. Save it, print it off, and turn it in.
Good work!

Section of U.S. Highway 221 in North Carolina

Assigned Literature
Units 2-3

The Scarlet Letter

Nathaniel Hawthorne

Units 6-7

Narrative of the Life of David Crockett

David Crockett

Unit 8

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass

Frederick Douglass

Units 9-11

Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Harriet Beecher Stowe

Units 12-13

Co. Aytch

Sam Watkins

Units 15

Humorous Stories and Sketches

Mark Twain

Units 16-17

In His Steps

Charles Sheldon

Unit 18

Up From Slavery

Booker T. Washington

Unit 19

Mama’s Bank Account

Kathryn Forbes

Units 20-21

Miracle in the Hills

Mary T. Martin Sloop and
LeGette Blythe

Units 22-23

To Kill a Mockingbird

Harper Lee

Unit 27

The Giver

Lois Lowry
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