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Abstract: This 3 day lesson plan encompasses the development of the system of sharecropping in the South, how it grew into a system of oppression, and finally how blacks in the South protested the system. Although this lesson was developed for a combined US History/World History course, this lesson could apply to any US History course that includes Reconstruction.  For this lesson, students should already have a good background understanding of the economic, political and social impact of the Civil War, as well as the role and responsibilities of the Freedmen’s Bureau. 
In the History Connect program, we were assigned a powerful book titled On the Laps of Gods by Robert Whitaker. This book brought sharecropping into a new light for me; as a history teacher, I had always expressed to my students how repressive the system of sharecropping was and they would read about it in their textbooks. Whitaker’s book brought a new light to the system, especially how dependant it was on economic forces, such as the start of WWI in Europe. This lesson encompasses a short reading from the book while the assessment at the end of the lesson encourages students to question the system of sharecropping within the context of the late 19th century. 
Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks 
 
 
      Standards:

USI.41 Explain the policies and consequences of Reconstruction. 


E. the accomplishments and failures of Radical Reconstruction 

USII.9 Analyze the post-Civil War struggles of African Americans and women to gain 

 basic civil rights. (H) 

Standards in Historical Thinking Addressed:  

	Standard 2 : Historical Comprehension
	A. Identify the author or source of the historical document or narrative and assess its credibility. 
B. Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage.
D. Differentiate between historical facts and historical interpretations.
F. Appreciate historical perspectives. 
G. Draw upon data in historical maps.


	Standard 5 : Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making 
	A. Identify issues and problems in the past. 
C. Identify relevant historical antecedents. 
D. Evaluate alternative courses of action. 
E. Formulate a position or course of action on an issue.  


Essential Questions:  

· In what ways did sharecropping arise to meet the needs of both freedmen and women and the plantation owners of the South? 

· Why and how did sharecropping become a repressive institution? 

· What forms of protest were available to sharecroppers from the late 18th and early 19th century and what were the consequences (both positive and negative) to these forms of protest? 

Learning Objectives:  

· Students will be able to compare and contrast primary sources and be able to distinguish historical fact, personal perspective and credibility. 

· Students will be able to describe how the system of sharecropping rose to meet the needs and desires of freedmen, as well as the needs of plantation owners.
· Students will be able to create a ‘public service’ style radio message (podcast) about the dangers of sharecropping; students will also research and incorporate one form of protest into their public service message and be able to justify their choice. 

Learning Activities:  
Day 1: The Rise of Sharecropping  
Brainstorming 

· Assign students the role of either ‘freeperson’ or ‘plantation owner’. A ration of 3:1 might be best; for every 3 freepersons, assign 1 student to be a plantation owner. 
· Give handout 1A to the freepersons and 1B to the plantation owners. Assign students to small, homogeneous groups (i.e. a group of 3 freepersons, for example) 

· Explain to the students that it is their job today to get the economy of the south moving again. Today, they will work to organize their labor, just like freepersons in the South did after the Civil War. 
· In small groups, have students brainstorm using the handouts. As you walk around, ask the freepersons- what did you not like about slavery? What are you hoping to get out of freedom? Have students think beyond their economic needs and consider the power structure of a plantation and what they would like to change about that power structure. The top of the worksheet should hint to them: freepersons wanted to work independently, without the direct overseers of slavery. 
· For plantation owners, ask them to consider what plantation owners in the South might be concerned about at the time- what worries does a free labor force bring that an enslaved labor force might not bring? The students should discuss issues such as control, power structure, enforcement of labor standards, pay, etc.  
· When the groups are done listing their conditions of labor/incentives, etc. have the students rank each one on a scale of 1-5, as the bottom of the worksheet suggests. This will encourage students to prioritize the needs/desires of their groups. 

Organizing a contract: 
· After students are done in their small groups, have them negotiate labor contracts. (3 freepersons to a sharecropper might work well). They should use Handout 2 as a guide for their contract. 
· Explain that you will be serving as a Freeman’s Bureau agent to ensure that the labor contracts will be negotiated ‘fairly’. You might not want to be too ‘fair’, just as a real Freeman’s Bureau agent might not be very fair to freepersons. 

· Walk around the room while the students negotiate; make sure that something that looks like sharecropping results from the labor contracts. 

Discussion:

· When students are done negotiating, have them discuss their experiences. 

· For both groups, what was challenging about their experience? If they were really freepersons and plantation owners, what additional challenges might negotiations bring about? Explain that oftentimes sharecroppers were negotiating with their former owners; freeman’s bureau agents and plantation owners were almost always white, which might be challenging/intimidating for freepersons. 

· Ask the student to predict problems that might occur under these labor contracts. 

Comparison: 

· Give the students Handout 3 and ask students to compare the contracts that they created with this contract from Alabama in 1865.

· Give the students two colored markers; one red, one blue. Ask the students to underline in red the conditions that are favorable for the freepersons; they should underline the conditions that are favorable to the plantation owners in blue. 

· Ask the students to compare this contract with the ones that they created; which is more favorable to which groups? Why? 

· Ask the students to predict problems that might occur under this labor contract.  

Day 2: The System of Sharecropping 

Document Analysis

· Remind the students that yesterday they discovered how the system of sharecropping developed; today, they will investigate what that system looked like to freepersons. 

· Handout the documents from the Rise of Sharecropping from book 3, Our New Day Begun of the series Making Freedom by Primary Source (see attached).  You might chose to excerpt these documents for the students, or separate them into groups to analyze one document and then present it to the class. 
· Give the students Handout 4 and ask students to use the Handout to organize the documents into the buckets. What aspects of the documents indicate freedom? What aspects indicate the lack of freedom? Have students put each document in a bucket (or both) and give a reason for its placement. 
· As students work, you should also ask them to distinguish ‘fact’ from ‘perspective’. For example, in document 3, the perspective of a white northerner reporting on the movement of blacks in the South would be very different from the perspectives of blacks themselves.  

· After the students have gone over the documents in groups, have them discuss the reasons for the document placement with the class. 

On the Laps of Gods Reading
· Handout pages 6-9 from On the Laps of Gods by Robert Whitaker along with Handout 5. 
· Have students read the selection from the book and complete the questions as well as the RAFT that is described in the ‘assignment’ section on the bottom of Handout 5. 
· Use this source to specifically discuss the economic problems that revolved around sharecropping. Ask students to discuss if the labor contracts that they created and read were a good way to prevent economic discrimination of the sharecroppers. Why or why not? 
Day 3: A Course of Action  

Research

· Explain to students that they will be making a ‘radio message’ today, which will advise African Americans in the South by advising them on sharecropping.   Students will make these podcasts in groups of two assigned to address a particular group. Student will use the Digital History site to research additional information on sharecropping, as well as investigate possible alternative for African Americans. 
· Give students Handout 6, which contains the rubric and assignment directions. 

· Research, writing and recording the Podcast will take one class period minimum; this activity will also require the use of digital recorders as well as computers. 

· In the Digital History website, encourage students to read about other options for African Americans, include moving to cities or moving west. 
Handout 1A

Freeperson






Name: ____________________________________

Rise of Sharecropping





Date: _____________________________________

History 10 

Context:

The year is 1866, and the Civil War has been over for almost a year. The Southern economy is still in shambles, and the only way for it to be rebuilt is to begin growing the crop that was ‘king’ before the war- cotton. 

Freeperson Background:

Since your enslavement has ended, you have worked in a variety of different situations. During the war, you worked on a Union army run plantation for clothing, shelter, food and low wages. The set up of the army run plantation was much like slavery- the freepersons were organized in ‘gangs’ to work the fields under the watchful eyes of soldiers; some were kind, some were not and they all reminded you to different degrees of the hateful overseers of slavery. You now need a permanent way to support your family, but you don’t want the freedom that you have so toiled for taken away in a form of ‘economic slavery’. What should be the conditions of your labor? What do you need right away to support your family? What do you need in the long term? 

	Conditions of labor
	Incentives/Needs to be met 


Next, evaluate all of the conditions that you just listed. Rank them from 1-5, 5 being the most important and 1 being the least. Essentially, which are you willing to give up or compromise on? Give those conditions lower numbers, and the ones that you are unwilling to give up, higher numbers. 

Handout 1B

Landowner 






Name: ____________________________________

Reconstruction





Date: _____________________________________

History 10 

Context:

The year is 1866, and the Civil War has been over for almost a year. The Southern economy is still in shambles, and the only way for it to be rebuilt is to begin growing the crop that was ‘king’ before the war- cotton. 

Landowner Background:

You are a southern landowner who owned slaves before the war. You are land rich, but cash poor- your investments during the war disappeared as soon as Robert E Lee signed the surrender of his Confederate forces. You need labor to work your 400 acres of farmland, but don’t have the cash on hand to promise wages. How will you get the freedmen, who used to be your property, to work on your plantation again? What do you want the conditions or terms of the labor to be? What are you willing to give them to compel them to come back to work? 

	Terms of labor:
	Incentives to work:


Next, evaluate all of the conditions that you just listed. Rank them from 1-5, 5 being the most important and 1 being the least. Essentially, which are you willing to give up or compromise on? Give those conditions lower numbers, and the ones that you are unwilling to give up higher numbers. 

Handout 2

Negotiating a Labor Contract 

I, the owner of the plantation _____________________________________________, do swear to provide the following:

1. ___________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________

For workers who perform the following duties in the following manner:

1. ___________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________

In addition, workers also agree to the following conditions: 

1. ___________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________

Signed, 

Planation Owner: ______________________________________________________

Workers: ____________________________________________________________


    ____________________________________________________________


    ____________________________________________________________

Handout 3: 

Transcript  (LPR 35, Box 1, folder 2) 

Freedman's contract, 1865

 Written across script : 

"Approved Aug 9th 1865


By Order


Saml S. Gardner

Asst Supt Freedmen by Fergusen



Selma,
Ala

Registered Sept 4, 1865
State of Ala  }

Wilcox Co    }
a contract entered into, this the 31st day of July, between James G. Tait as employer and the following named Freedmen, or Laborers as employees of the County & State

aforesaid.  The said Freedmen or Laborers, on their part, for & in consideration of the terms hereinafter state, bind themselves, to:--faithfully & diligently labor for said Jas G. Tait, during the remainder of the year 1865, (according to the (torn) regulation, conditions

& penalties prescribed & contained in a (torn) rules & regulations for the State of Ala. & c.--) and said labor is to  (torn) formed under the direction of the said J.G. Tait, or any agent by him appointed. The said Freedmen, or Laborers bind themselves to visit, or receive visitors on such conditions as may be agreed upon, by said J.G. Tait or his agent.  The Freedmen, or Laborers further bind themselves to  account to the said J.G. Tait, for the value of any property of whatever kind or description that may be wasted, lost, or destroyed by reason 

of the negligence, or careless conduct of said Freedmen or laborers,  & the part of the crop allotted to said Freedmen or Laborers, is hereby made liable for the value of any property, so wasted, lost or destroyed.  It is further agreed & stipulated, that if any of the said 

Freedmen or Laborers shall refuse, or fail to work faithfully & diligently, the said James G. Tait or his agent shall have power & is hereby authorised to discharge him or them.  The said Jas G. Tait binds himself to pay over & deliver on the premises to said Freedmen or laborers one-eighth part of the present growing crop ^of corn, fodder, cowpeas & ground peas, and also one half of the potatoes & sorghum syrup of sickness & rice, & also to furnish food, clothing, houses, fuel, & medicines--& in bad cases a physician





James G. Tait.

Witness



Isham  his X mark

A. L. Whisenhart


Washington  his X mark

W. P. Barnes



Isaac
his X mark

A.W. Bethea



Brian   his X mark






Glaster his X mark






John   his X mark






Dempsy his X mark






Jeff    his X mark

 




Jack   his X mark






Bill Smart his X mark




            
Widow (torn)  her X mark




            
Widow—Milly  her X mark






Dick  his X mark






Frank  his X mark






Malinda  her X mark






Jim   his X mark

Source: Alabama State Archives, http://www.archives.alabama.gov/teacher/recon/recon1.html. 
Handout 4
Name: ____________________________________









Mrs. Allison

Date: _____________________________________









History 10

How ‘free’ were freedmen during Radical Reconstruction?

Economically: You have been given several documents as a class- which of the documents indicate that freed people were ‘free’ and which indicate that they were ‘not free’? Discuss in your groups using the analysis sheet and then ‘drop’ the document in the ‘bucket’ it belongs in.  Give one reason why the document belongs in that bucket. 
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Free








Not Free  
Handout 5

On the Laps of Gods 

by Robert Whitaker

Vocabulary:

Hoop Spur- A small town in Arkansas 

Exorbitant- excessive 

‘Settle accounts’- Once a year; landowners would subtract the debts that the sharecropper owed for food, clothing, seeds and other materials and subtract them from the crop that the sharecropper farmed for that year. 

In what ways did the sharecroppers’ wishes conflict with the landowners’?

How did the stores where the sharecroppers shopped help to keep them in debt? 

What would happen to many sharecroppers when it came time to ‘settle accounts’ with the landowners?  

How did WWI impact cotton prices? 

Did the sharecroppers receive their fair share of the cotton harvest during WWI? Why or why not? 

Assignment: On another sheet of paper, complete the following ‘RAFT’. Remember that R= role, A= audience, F= format, T= topic. In your letter, image that you have just received a ‘balance due’ statement from the landowner; you are upset and want to tell him what amount you think you are entitled to. Use prices from the reading to give the landowner your own account of what you have spent and what you have farmed (image you have 10 acres). Figure out the price your cotton should get at market and deduct your expenses; you should also let him know what you will do if you don’t get an accurate settlement. 

R: Sharecropper

A: Landowner

F: Letter

T: Harvest in 1917; you have received a balance due. 

Handout 6
Reconstruction:

To Sharecrop or Not to Sharecrop- That is the Question!

Imagine that it is 1867. You are part of a group of black leaders who have just been asked to investigate the system of sharecropping that has become common for formerly enslaved people across the south. You will be assigned one of the groups below to address on the system of sharecropping. The question is- will you recommend sharecropping? 

	Audience: You will be assigned ONE of the following groups to address: 

	Young, unmarried men
	Married Men with a family of 4-7
	Married men, no children
	Married women, no children
	Widows with a family of 3-5


Resources:

Please use the following resources for this project: 

· Digital History Website 

· Class resources

Guiding Questions: 

While you are researching, consider the following guiding questions:

· What are the general benefits/problems with sharecropping?

· What are the benefits/problems for my specific group?

· Other than sharecropping, what are the economic options for my group?

· If I advise my group to sharecrop, what do I need to caution them about? 

· If I advise them not to sharecrop, what reasons should I give? What options should I recommend instead? 

Structure:

After you have finished researching and coming to your decision, write a script for a 30-45 second podcast; this should be written in the form of a radio broadcast in 1865. You should think about this script as being 3 paragraphs long; each paragraph should center on one of the following main ideas:

· The context of sharecropping/address your audience (What is sharecropping? How has it developed? What audience are you addressing in this message and why?)

· The pros/cons of sharecropping in general and/or for your specific audience

· Your final decision on sharecropping for your audience, and why (include a comparison of sharecropping to the other economic options available) 

When you have finished your script, record it, and post it to our class website. Follow the rubric below for additional requirements. 
	Category:
	A
	B
	C
	D
	F

	Required information

Podcast is 30-45 seconds long and includes all required information.
	
	
	
	
	

	Application to Audience 

Information applies to the audience that the podcast is intended for; all information is historically accurate.
	
	
	
	
	

	Decision/

Support 

The decision on sharecropping is clear, realistic and supported with historical evidence.
	
	
	
	
	

	Consistency/Creativity

Podcast is consistent; it is written as if it is 1867 and audience is clearly addressed throughout. Podcast is creative and original. 
	
	
	
	
	


Resources: 

Whitaker, Robert. On the Laps of Gods. New York: Random House, 2008. 

This source is an excellent book that describes the perils of sharecropping and labor 
organizing in the South during and directly after World War II.  This source was used in this 
project to explain the economic repression that occurred under sharecropping. 

Mintz, S. (2007). Digital History. Retrieved June 7, 2010 from http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu.


This website is an excellent collection of primary source materials, as well as secondary 
source narratives on a variety of historical eras. In this lesson, this source was provided for 
students to use for research in the podcast assignment. 

Freedman’s Contract, 1865. Retrieved June 7, 2010 from http://www.archives.alabama. 
gov/teacher/recon/recon1.html.


This contract was created in 1865 as an agreement between the Tait family and a group of 
laborers. This document was directly used in this lesson for students to compare their labor 
contract exercise to an actual labor contract from the time period. 

Primary Source, ed. Making History: Our New Day Begun. Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2004. 


This source is a compilation of lesson plans, primary source documents and narratives 
that center on the time period of 1861-1877. For this project, the primary sources from 
the chapter titled ‘The Rise of Sharecropping’ were utilized. 
