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Introduction

On July 4th, 2026, the United States will commemorate the
semiquincentennial of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. While this is
arguably one of the most important historical events in United States history, it has
a different and more complex meaning for Black Americans. For this project, the
Black Caucus of the American Library Association (BCALA) and the Emerging
Leaders have worked to acknowledge this landmark occasion. Our primary focus
for this toolkit was to explore Black agency during the Founding era of the United
States. Our goal for this project is to help patrons and library staff gain a stronger
understanding of that meaning and to provide opportunities for deeper research.
By creating a toolkit and infographic that libraries can use to celebrate this
milestone, we hope to create opportunities for everyone to learn and acquire the
necessary knowledge to understand our country’s origins.

While commemorating this monumental moment, we also want to encourage
users of the Toolkit to use their library’s resources to explore and learn more about
Black Americans and their agency during the Founding era. In partnership with
BCALA, the ALA Emerging Leaders have combined their expertise and experience
to create a Toolkit that will support Toolkit users in their learning journey. The
materials produced will be shared on the BCALA website, so they have the
possibility of being used by any library looking for relevant programming and
information. The following report will describe the goals of this project, the process
of completing these materials, the lessons that were learned, and possible next
steps. We hope that this Toolkit will be a guide for anyone interested in learning

more about the Founding era and how it has impacted our present day lives.
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Project Goals and Objectives

The goal of the America at 250: Black Perspectives of the Founding Era Toolkit
is to elevate and amplify the voices, contributions, and agency of Black Americans
during the Revolutionary period. This initiative seeks to broaden public
understanding of the Founding era through a more inclusive historical lens. One of
the primary goals was to create a comprehensive, user-friendly educational Toolkit
that supports libraries, educators, and community organizations in facilitating
conversations about the Black experience in early America.

The project intends to promote civic engagement and historical reflection by
providing content that is interactive, accessible, and adaptable across a range of
communities and settings. A core element of this goal is ensuring that the materials
support deeper engagement through community forums, supplemental resources,
and inclusive programming ideas. Ultimately, the Toolkit is designed to contribute
to the national “America at 250" conversation by showcasing Black historical
perspectives as essential to the founding narrative of the United States.

To achieve its overarching goals, the Emerging Leaders team established a
clear set of objectives;

e Develop Educational Content

e Design Interactive and Visual Resources

e Promote Community Engagement

e Ensure Accessibility and Inclusion

e Distribute and Present the Final Materials

We created thematic content centered around five core topics—Black
Soldiers in the Revolution, Writing and Arts, Slavery and Resistance, Founding
Ideals, and Daily Life in the Colonies. Each theme includes key facts, discussion

questions, and historical documents that offer an in-depth look at Black



contributions and experiences. Our team utilized tools such as Canva to design
infographics, trivia games (e.g., Jeopardy, Kahoot), and printed materials like
buttons and half-sheets to increase engagement with diverse audiences.

The project included the creation of a poster for presentation at the ALA
Annual Conference. The group hoped to encourage local libraries and institutions
in ten U.S. cities to host community forums on contemporary issues affecting Black
Americans, such as health, education, criminal justice, and economic disparities.
The Toolkit will provide supporting materials and suggestions for book clubs,
panels, and facilitated conversations. We aimed to incorporate accessibility best
practices (ADA, WCAG, and UDL standards) into the design and distribution of all
materials, ensuring usability across various community contexts. We plan to deliver
a polished Toolkit and a final report that documents the development process,
feedback from stakeholders, and recommendations for future adaptation. Our team
will present the final poster and supplemental materials at the ALA Annual

Conference as part of the project's national rollout.



Toolkit Development and Content

The development of the Toolkit originated from an initial virtual meeting
with Emerging Leaders, the Member Guide, and the Vice President of the BCALA
James Davis, prior to the ALA LibLearnX Conference in early January of 2025.
During this meeting, the Emerging Leaders group officially met each other and
were briefed by the Member Guide on the project details and objectives. Key
takeaways were the desire to focus the project on exploring the meaning of the US
Semiquincentennial for Black Americans that would be in the format of an
educational toolkit. The Emerging Leaders and Member Guide officially met in
person during the ALA Emerging Leaders program during the LibLearnX
conference in Phoenix, Arizona at the end of January. During that meeting, team
members established parameters for their meetings and set initial dates for
meetings, which were set every Monday, and our meeting with the member guide,
which was set for the first Thursday of each month.

The input of content for the Toolkit was provided by members of the Project
Resource Working Group, consisting of a group of university professors and a
museum professional with expertise in African American History and Studies, along
with the Member Guide. The Member Guide emphasized the importance of the
Resources Working Group imparting their knowledge and key resources to the
Emerging Leaders, particularly for the development of the Toolkit. Questions were
also raised about the timeline and relevance of the Founding era, suggesting a
possible need to shorten the period. The Member Guide proposed sharing materials
directly with the Emerging Leaders and encouraged the Resource Working Group
to share their syllabi with them. The initial plan agreed upon was that the Toolkit
would focus on different age groups, with a primary focus on adults. The team also
discussed the possibility of creating library programming in a box, which could be
used by public library systems. The Resource Working Group agreed to share their

resources and information via email. A draft of the Toolkit was to be shared with



the Resources Working Group for feedback, with a tentative date set for May of
2025. The team would also discuss the potential for the Toolkit to be used in public
libraries, schools, and other settings.

Based on the discussion with members of the Resources Working Group and
with their input, the team settled on the formal title of the Toolkit as “America at
250: Black Perspectives of the Founding Era”. The five historical themes about Black
Agency that were selected as areas to highlight in the Toolkit were:

1. Ideals of the Founding Era

2. Writing and the Arts

3. Black Military Service During the Revolutionary War
4. Life in the Colonies

5. Slavery and Resistance

Within each of the themes, several important facts would be highlighted
along with discussion questions aimed to encourage toolkit users to reflect on the
information discussed and its relevance to current events and personal
experiences. In addition, several important documents to the Founding Era would
be added as points of reference for the toolkit, from the Declaration of
Independence to the Treaty of Paris. Lastly, the toolkit would provide various
programming suggestions geared toward expanding learning on themes discussed.
Examples of suggested programs included books groups, trivia games, and

community conversations.



Takeaways

Throughout working on the America at 250: Black Perspectives of the

Founding Era project, we had a couple of main takeaways:
1. Always have a back-up plan,
2. Provide extra time when receiving outside feedback,

When working on our project, we ran into multiple instances where the
original design or methodology had to change. Firstly, the overall project became
uncertain due to loss of external funding options from the Institute of Museum and
Library Services. This change meant the project would need to find alternative
funding resources and could not guarantee there would be funding for additional
portions of the project beyond the digital toolkit. At this point, we still do not know
if the additional portions of the project that we originally discussed at LibLearnX
are feasible.

The second time our team had to create a back-up plan for our project came
from the involvement level of the America at 250 Resource Working Group. Initially,
we were expecting them to supply the Emerging Leaders team with the specific
historical content and research that should be included in the toolkit. The
Emerging Leaders team would then use their information science skills to shape
that content into a useful toolkit for public libraries. In our initial discussion at
LibLearnX, we highlighted the teams’ abilities in LibGuide design, interactive
timeline design, advertising materials design, and logo design. While completing
this design and promotion work, the Emerging Leaders would inevitably have to do
some supportive research to fill in any information gaps. These would be smaller
pieces of information like finding dates, images to pair with information, and
resources for different reading levels.

The team began this project knowing they could not be the subject experts

on Black History, rather they would assist the Resource Working Group, as



librarians assist researchers. In future projects, we will reiterate our role as a
librarian: explaining how this history is relevant and usable to libraries, adjusting
research language to be an accessible reading level for the general public, and
providing supplemental research to assist the main researchers.

The Resource Working Group provided the Emerging Leaders with a list of
textbooks, books, and articles that they thought would be helpful for learning about
Black lives in the Founding era. While this was a useful list of resources, and many
of these resources were included in the final toolkit, it was not the honed in list of
information that the Emerging Leader team expected to receive. Instead, this was a
list for historians to evaluate. As such, a decision had to be made: do we try to read
through 10+ textbooks and have no time to design the toolkit, or do we do a smaller
scale research project to find historical context and have time to design the toolkit.

As we had anticipated our primary outcome of our project being the digital
toolkit, we chose the latter. We divided the potential information we could research
into five themes, and each team member chose a theme to find five facts about.
This new approach allowed the team to provide enough background information
for anyone utilizing the toolkit to be able to run programs in their library, conduct
further research, and find connections between national history and their local
history.

The second takeaway is to provide additional time for your stakeholders
providing feedback on your project. A portion of the stakeholders invested in this
project were unable to provide feedback to the Emerging Leaders team in the two
weeks provided, especially towards the end of an academic term. In the future, our
team will extend feedback periods to be longer than two weeks and contact the

stakeholders with more reminders of deadlines.
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Next Steps

We anticipate promoting the Toolkit through BCALA, ODLOS, and other
various library networks. Our goal is to reach as many libraries and people as
possible to engage with the Toolkit. There may be opportunities for BCALA and the
Resources Working Group to provide revisions to the Toolkit, however, the
possibility of that is unknown at this time. It is our hope that the Toolkit will serve
as a guiding document for librarians and other educational professionals for
beginning the conversation about Black Perspectives of the Founding Era at

America’s 250" Anniversary.
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