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Abstract: 


Teaching civil rights starting from the Brown v. Board of Education case has always struck me as problematic. I don’t want to lead students to believe African-Americans woke up one day in 1954 and argued they were mistreated. The struggle by African-Americans for equal rights dates back to the beginning of our nations’ history. But how does one reasonably teach such a unit with the limited amount of time we have in a survey-style course such as U.S. history? Although imperfect, I think one approach may be to introduce a number of legal cases that challenged segregation. Starting with the Roberts school segregation case from the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court in 1850 and considering a number of segregation cases up to the Brown decision, students will gain a richer understanding of the long-term nature of this struggle. 


This 4-day lesson plan will serve as an introduction to a thematic unit on civil rights. Students will spend two days analyzing two of the primary source documents associated with the Roberts case so that they can become familiar with the legal arguments and to practice the skills necessary to work on a case of their own on the third day. Students will work in pairs or small groups to benefit from cooperative learning. Finally, students will piece together a class time-line. Each group will be responsible for two “slides” of a master presentation and each group will present their findings as the time-line is shown to the class as a whole. This way every student benefits from the research of others. 

Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks

· USI.41 Explain the policies and consequences of Reconstruction


H. the Supreme Court case, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).

· USII.25 Analyze the origins, goals, and key events of the Civil Rights movement.

· USII.26 Describe the accomplishments of the civil rights movement.

Standards in Historical Thinking Addressed

Chronological Thinking

· Interpret data presented in time lines and create time lines.

· Reconstruct patterns of historical succession and duration; explain historical continuity and change.

Historical Comprehension

· Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage.

· Identify the central questions the historical narrative addresses.

Historical Analysis and Interpretation

· Compare and contrast differing sets of ideas.

· Hypothesize the influence of the past.

Historical Research Capabilities

· Formulate historical questions.

· Obtain historical data from a variety of sources.

· Interrogate historical data.

Essential Questions

How did African-Americans fight segregation throughout U.S. history?

In what ways do the legal arguments made by African-Americans reflect the kinds of struggles they experienced as citizens of this country?

Learning Objectives

Students will analyze the legal arguments of an early civil rights case involving a black girl in Boston whose father wanted her to attend an all white school.

Students will research and compare a series of legal cases that challenged segregation.

Students will create a time-line to show the progression of civil rights cases from the mid-1800s through the mid-1900s.

Learning Activities

Day one

Step one: Spend five minutes on the following bell work exercise: Ask students to write down a definition of segregation. Next ask students to write down if they think Boston segregated school children according to race and why they think so or not. This exercise will hopefully reveal any bias students might have regarding the South being racist while the North was free of such segregation. A brief teacher-led discussion should follow to clarify the concept of segregation and to correct any student misconceptions.

Step two: Use the following Massachusetts Historical Society webpage to provide background information on Sarah Roberts’ case by projecting it from a computer or printing out the page. It can be found at http://www.masshist.org/longroad/02education/roberts.htm. Ask students to work in pairs to answer the following questions.

1. Look at the engraving from the Anti-Slavery Almanac. What does it suggest about the schooling of African-American children in Boston in 1839?

2. What are the facts of this case: Who was involved? What did Sarah’s father want? Why do think he wanted this for Sarah?

3. Who are the main lawyers involved in this case? What was each of their roles?

Walk around and check-in with students to make sure they are answering these questions correctly. [Note: Teachers may want to read from chapter six of Sarah’s Long Walk by Stephen and Paul Kendrick, especially pages 97-99 and pages 108-109, for background information about Sarah Roberts].

Step three: Use excerpts from Charles Sumner’s argument in the Roberts case (access at www.town.canton.ma.us/library/otob/sumner.pdf) to examine and understand the constitutional basis for desegregation. After reminding students that Sumner provided the legal reasoning behind why Sarah should be able to go to a white school, have students work in pairs to answer the following questions.

1. According to Sumner, what is “equality before the law?”

2. How is Sarah’s school situation not “equality before the law?”

3. What did Sumner mean when he said, even though “the matters taught in the schools may be precisely the same . . . a school exclusively devoted to one class must differ essentially in spirit and character from that Common School . . . where all classes meet together in Equality”? Do you agree with Sumner?

4. How does segregation hurt white students?

5. Why do you think Sumner compares segregated schools to slavery? What advances had already been made in Massachusetts to “banish the last of the hateful spirits” of slavery?

Day two: 

Step one: Use the Roberts v. Boston Massachusetts Supreme Court case with your students to identify Judge Shaw’s reasoning in denying Sarah’s request to go to a white school. The case can be found at http://brownvboard.org/research/handbook/sources/roberts/roberts-200.htm. 

Ask students to work in pairs to answer the following questions.

1. What arguments are made on page 199 regarding white students and the schools they attend, and the quality of black schools?

2. Who initially requested “colored” schools be created?

3. List and explain at least four of the arguments issued by Robert Morris and Charles Sumner, lawyers for the Roberts family.

4. What are some of the other ways that school committees can legally separate students into different schools? (p. 207-208).

5. The key to understanding Judge Shaw’s decision lies in the paragraph that includes these passages: “the law, has vested the power in the (school) committee to regulate the system of distribution and classification; and when this power is reasonably exercised, without being abused . . . , the decision of the committee must be deemed conclusive. The committee . . . have come to the conclusion, that the good of both classes of schools will be best promoted, by maintaining the separate primary schools for colored and for white children.” (Shaw 209) Explain what Shaw is saying about the power of the school committee in Boston to segregate the schools in their city.

6. In whose favor does Judge Shaw rule in the Roberts case? In other words, who wins the case and what does this mean for segregated schools in Boston?

Day three:

Students will create a computerized timeline from 8 topics related to segregation from 1855 to 1974. Students will be assigned to groups of 3-4 students by the teacher and will receive one of the eight topics. Students will be expected to research the assigned topic using web-based, primary source material in a computer lab. The topics to be researched are: the Massachusetts state law outlawing segregation in schools in 1855, Plessy v. Ferguson decision (1896), Buchanan v. Warley  (1917), Murray v. Maryland (1936), Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada  (1938), McLaurin v. Oklahoma (1948), Brown v. Board of Education  (1954), Morgan v. Hennigan (1974). Each group will do three things with their research.  First they will write a description of the case. Then they will write up an interpretation of the case that ties it in to the overall theme of segregation in the United States. Lastly, the group will import the content that they have generated into a computer program that can be shared via the web for overall class collaboration. Each group will produce two “slides;” one being a summary. The other will be an interpretation that synthesizes the group’s information into class’s timeline.

Day four:

Assessment: Students will combine their individual slides and present their shared project to the class, so that each student will be able to see all the components of the time line. Each small group will lead the class through a presentation of their slides, so that each of the eight groups will teach the rest of the class about their topic. 

Using either PowerPoint, Keynote, timelines.com or sliderocket.com, the class will create and collaborate, even edit the text and media of each slide and the whole timeline. The teacher will develop a rubric to evaluate each group.  The following components will be included in the rubric: 1) Historical accuracy 2) Quality of the writing, formatting and design 3) Depth of interpretation 4) Evidence of synthesis to the theme of segregation 5) Accurate references, properly formatted 6) Group dynamic 7) Fit with class timeline 8) Use of time 9) Deadlines 10) Overall quality of the two slides.
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