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INTRODUCTION

I. APPROACH AND RATIONALE

The National Center for History in the Schools (NCHS) has developed the following collection
of lessons for teaching with primary sources. This adds to more than sixty teaching units that

are the fruit of a collaboration between history professors and experienced teachers of United
States and World history. They represent specific episodes     in history from which you and your
students can pause to delve into the deeper meanings of these selected landmark events and
explore their wider context in the great historical narrative.

By studying a crucial episode in history the student becomes aware that choices had to be made
by real human beings, that those decisions were the result of specific factors, and that they set in
motion a series of historical consequences. We have selected dramatic moments that bring alive
that decision-making process. We hope that through this approach, your students will realize that
history is an ongoing, open-ended process, and that the decisions they make today create the
conditions of tomorrow’s history.

NCHS teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from documents, artifacts, journals,
diaries, newspapers and literature from the period under study. What we hope to achieve using
primary source documents in these lessons is to remove the distance that students feel from
historical events and to connect them more intimately with the past. In this way we hope to
recreate for your students a sense of “being there,” a feeling of seeing history through the eyes of the
very people who were making decisions. This will help your students develop historical empathy,
to realize that history is not an impersonal process divorced from real people like themselves. At
the same time, by analyzing primary sources, students will actually practice the historian’s craft,
discovering for themselves how to analyze evidence, establish a valid interpretation and construct
a coherent narrative in which all the relevant factors play a part.

II. CONTENT AND ORGANIZATION

Within this unit, you will find: 1) Unit Objectives, 2) Correlation to the National History
Standards, 3) Teacher Background Materials, 4) Lesson Plans, and 5) Student Resources.

This unit, as we have said above, focuses on certain key moments in time and should be used as
a supplement to your customary course materials. Although these lessons are recommended for
grades 8–12, the readings will need to be adapted for effective use by eighth grade students.

The teacher background section should provide you with a good overview of the entire unit and
with the historical information and context necessary to link the specific “dramatic moment” to the
larger historical narrative. You may consult it for your own use, and you may choose to share it
with students if they are of a sufficient grade level to understand the materials.
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The lesson plans include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher which can be
elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans contain student resources
which accompany each lesson. The resources consist of primary source documents, any
handouts or student background materials, and a bibliography.

In our series of teaching units, each collection can be taught in several ways. You can teach
all of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can select and adapt the ones that best
support your particular course needs. We have not attempted to be comprehensive or
prescriptive in our offerings, but rather to give you an array of enticing possibilities for in-
depth study, at varying grade levels. We hope that you will find the lesson plans exciting
and stimulating for your classes. We also hope that your students will never again see
history as a boring sweep of inevitable facts and meaningless dates but rather as an endless
treasure of real life stories, and an exercise in analysis and reconstruction.

IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

The First Vote
Freedmen were guaranteed their right to vote under the Fifteenth Ammendment.

Library of Congress LC-USZ62-19234 (5-21)
(Alfred R. Waud, Harper’s Weekly, November 16, 1867)
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TEACHER BACKGROUND MATERIALS

I. UNIT OVERVIEW

The Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, abolishing slavery, freed four
million slaves, but did nothing to insure their status as citizens. The Civil War and the South’s

defeat had economic and social leveling effects upon the entire southern population. Following
battlefield victories, Union armies occupied vast regions of southern terrain. Upon the Appomattox
surrender, Confederate and state political control collapsed for the most part, leaving the Union
military commanders in charge. What was to become of the newly freed slaves was the question
forming in the minds of many northerners and Washington politicians.

By studying the nature of political, economic, and social developments immediately after the
Civil War, students can gain an understanding of contemporary life. While the Fourteenth
Amendment assured citizenship and the Fifteenth Amendment insured voting privileges for the
freedmen in the 1870s, African Americans were relegated to second-class citizenship by the turn
of the twentieth century through infamous Jim Crow legislation. Rebuilding the South provided
many economic opportunities for northerners while most southerners continued laboring at tilling
the soil. Inclusion of citizens’ rights into the law did not guarantee them for freed slaves.

How involved should the federal government become in laying the groundwork for the
transition from slavery to freedom for four million African Americans? Was there a federal moral
obligation to help African Americans? The debate over the depth of government involvement in
the lives of freed persons existed throughout most of the war, heating up after President Abraham
Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation. Within a month prior to the Appomattox
surrender, congressional Republicans created the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned
Lands, later shortened to simply Freedmen’s Bureau. These politicians obviously felt that the
federal government should shoulder a broad responsibility to remodel southern society and
instigate a new racial order. Implicit in the full title of the Freedmen’s Bureau was a promise that
abandoned lands would be rented or sold cheaply for settlement of refugees.

This paternalistic role assumed by the first federal welfare agency generally gets a page or less
in most textbooks. Rarely, if ever, are the voices of freed persons heard; nor is the Bureau fully
examined within the context of the Congressional Radical Reconstruction laws. The use of
primary source material can illuminate the impact and significance of the Bureau within the
broader context of Reconstruction and American history by helping students to understand the
attitudes of diverse people in the postbellum South.
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II. UNIT CONTEXT

These lessons, while largely focusing on Virginia, provide insight into the political,
economic and social development throughout the postbellum South. Through an

analysis of these documents, students should be able to empathize with the personal
experiences resulting from Reconstruction legislation, thereby allowing them a greater
understanding of later crucial developments. This unit should be used after a study of the
Civil War.

III. CORRELATION TO NATIONAL HISTORY STANDARDS

The Freedmen’s Bureau: Catalyst for Freedom? offers teachers opportunities to use
primary sources in examining political, economic, and social aspects of Recon-

struction. The unit provides teaching materials that specifically address Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3 of EraEraEraEraEra
55555, Civil War and Reconstruction, National Standards for United States History, Basic
Edition (Los Angeles, National Center for History in the Schools, 1996). Students
investigate federal policies regarding abandoned lands, the conflict between the executive
and legislative branches, varying activities of the Freedmen’s Bureau, and conclude with
an evaluation of the goals and accomplishments of the agency.

The unit requires students to engage in historical thinking; to raise questions and to
marshal evidence in support of their answers; to go beyond the facts presented in textbooks
and examine the historical record for themselves. Students analyze cause-and-effect
relationships, interrogate historical data by uncovering the social and political context in
which it was created, and compare and contrast different sets of ideas and values. The
documents presented in this unit help students to better appreciate historical perspectives
by describing the past on its own terms through the eyes and experiences of those who were
there. The unit challenges students to compare competing historical narratives and to hold
interpretations of history as tentative, subject to change as new information is uncovered
and new voices heard.

IV. UNIT OBJECTIVES

1. To identify the essential points of the law which created the Freedmen’s Bureau.

2. To analyze documents in order to identify conflicting viewpoints about limited
government, the sanctity of private property, white supremacy, and the expectation
of self-help for freed persons.

3. To explain changes in attitude among former slaveholders, slaves, and military
personnel.

Teacher Background Materials


