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PREFACE
Alison Gregory, Project Director

This study guide by Dr. Amy Rogers, was created in cooperation with the Lycoming College 
Snowden Library, Lycoming College Education Department, the Lycoming County Women’s 
History Project, and Shannon Bolin, a member of the Lycoming College Class of 2015, English 
major and teacher certification candidate.  It was underwritten in part by a grant from the 
Woodcock Foundation for the Appreciation of the Arts.

The guide includes lesson plans, educational projects, and learning activities for students of 
varying levels from middle school through high school and college classrooms.  The lessons 
provided can be adapted to meet the various needs of students.  

In June 2014, the Lycoming County Women’s History Collection Project, directed by Lycoming 
College’s Snowden Library, was awarded funding from the Woodcock Foundation for the 
Appreciation of the Arts to create a curriculum guide to the life and work of Julia C. Collins as 
a tool to introduce local schools and youth-oriented organizations to this nineteenth-century 
African American teacher and writer who lived in Williamsport, and to increase awareness of 
Collins among undergraduate students and high school students and teachers 

Collins was an essayist, teacher, and author. Her work, The Curse of Caste, or the Slave Bride, is 
considered by scholars to be the first novel published by an African American woman. The novel 
and a group of essays were published while Collins was a schoolteacher in Williamsport during 
1864 and 1865.  In January 1865, Collins began publishing chapters of The Curse of Caste weekly 
in the Christian Recorder, a national publication of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. 
Unfortunately, Collins died of tuberculosis in November 1865, before she finished the novel. Her 
life and writings provide a glimpse into the rarely documented experiences of nineteenth-century 
African American woman, their families, and their communities.

The Lycoming County Women’s History Collection is an online archive of primary source 
material relating to the history of women in Lycoming County.  The project is a cooperative effort 
of Lycoming College Snowden Library, the James V. Brown Library, and the Lycoming County 
Historical Society, and Pennsylvania College of Technology Madigan Library. 



Dr. Amy Rogers, Director of Teacher Education 
and Assistant Professor of Education at Lycoming 
College, had previously written and published 
a curriculum guide for the Lycoming County 
Women’s History Collection.  She initiated the 
project by introducing The Curse of Caste to her 
“Literacy for Middle/Secondary Schools” course 
using copies of the novel purchased with grant 
monies.  Students enrolled were enthusiastic, 
and unanimously agreed that the novel would be 
a good choice for middle and secondary school 
students. They brainstormed and shared ideas for 
lesson plans using Collins’ book.  Rogers and her 
student, Shannon Bolin collaborated to prepare 
the lesson plan as part of the student’s coursework.

Bolin implemented the lesson plans in the 
Williamsport Area School District in an 8th grade 
language arts class.  The work was enthusiastically 
received by the students.  Bolin, while student 
teaching, implemented lessons from the book that 
actively engaged the students in learning about 
Collins’ novel and her life in the Williamsport 
community.  The students were excited to study and make comparisons to Collins’ life in 
Williamsport over 150 years ago to Williamsport today. 

We are hopeful that this study guide will encourage other teachers and professors to make the 
study of the life, work, and times of Julia C. Collins a part of their classroom activities.



Overview of Study Guide 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

•	 What is the main idea that we want students to learn from this time period in terms of social, 
economic, political, educational, and personal information?

•	 What issues or barriers did women of the time period face in each of the major areas 
explored?

•	 What role(s) did women play in reform organizations?  The arts?  The work place? The 
home?  Private lives?  

•	 How did the women of this time period impact the role of women in today’s society? How 
does Julia Collins’ life as a wife, mother, and African American differ from traditional lifestyle 
of an African American woman living in pre-Civil War era?

•	 How did Julia Collins, with such a talent, learn her skills for writing in the pre-Civil War era?  

•	 Where did Collins get the courage to pen a story about slaves and free blacks and the clash of 
cultures when two people of different races fell in love?  

•	 How does Collins’ The Curse of Caste; or the Slave Bride reflect social prejudice that is still 
prevalent today?

•	 Why did Collins choose the Christian Recorder as a voice for her literary work?  

•	 Who is the protagonist of The Curse of Caste? The antagonist? 

•	 How is the atmosphere different from the setting in the story? 

•	 How is the ending of the novel different from your expectations? 

•	 Infer which ending (out of the two provided in the book) the author would have preferred if 
she had lived to tell the ending?  

SUGGESTED INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES FOR READING

•	 Evaluate the claims made by others who present the rediscovered texts of African American 
print culture.

•	 Use multiple sources to evaluate the early works of Julia Collins.  

•	 Create flashcards – illustrated or paraphrased using quotes/scenes from book.  

•	 Read and analyze quotes from The Curse of Caste.



SUGGESTED INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES FOR WRITING

•	 Analyze quotations by African American activists and apply to Julia Collins’ life and/or 
characters from The Curse of Caste.

•	 Summarize and respond to questions related to the novel.  

•	 Write a new ending to the novel.

•	 Write a video analysis. 

•	 Write a response to a writing prompt on Julia’s life and/or characters from the novel.

•	 Research African American authors of this time and write a research paper about their life 
and work.

•	 Write a disclaimer based on supporting evidence that Julia Collins was not the first African 
American author to issue a literary manifesto. 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

•	 Create an historical persona by ‘becoming’ Julia Collins and sharing her life.

•	 Write diary entries from Julia’s point of view.

•	 Write letters to/from Julia.

•	 Talk show:  Julia is guest; each student creates ten questions to ask her.

•	 Create posters advertising the book, The Curse of Caste

•	 Write a newspaper article about her. What would the headline be? 

•	 Write an obituary for Julia Collins.

•	 Research Williamsport during this time period, especially role of the African American 
community through church and school life.

•	 Draw a map of Julia’s neighborhood comparing now and then.

•	 Research newspapers geared towards African Americans during this time period.

•	 Read and review books of other important African American women during this time period.




























































