A Note for Educators,

Discussing Enslavement in the Classroom

His-challengingto-diseusstThe subject of enslavement_is challenging to discuss. Regardless,But
it should be and needs to be discussed. \Educators who teachirg North Carolina history work to

share the rich and varied lives of people who have contributed to that history—some whose
names we know and even recognize, but also the many mere-others whose names and faces
and actions are-have been lost, but-even though they have all efwhem-made contributeions to

our state’s }H’stories‘. ‘
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When discussing fghe institution ofslaveryL it is important to help students understand not only

the horrors of lsubjugation and ownership as chattel and bondageor the opportunities of the
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Underground Railroad and the Emancipation Proclamation; but to also understand the
courageous, kveryday experiences\ of enslaved people as they worked to buid-ard-maintain

community and ‘sought )to retain land express ‘their own history land culture} We-shouldand to

acknowledge the perseverance of enslaved people to live meaningfully and to oppose
enslavement, fas best they could, in their day-to-day lives.
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[When covering this topic, remember, too, that words ‘matter. Calling or labelling a person a

“slave,” as had become commonplace until recent years, indicates that the entirety of that

person was about slavery, when, in fact, such a person was bs much a multi-dimensional and
complete human as you or | or your students. Fns«la-vemeﬂt—"SIaverv" Wwas a-but one part of a

peeplerson’s IifvesUg piece of culture during a historical time in our state’s storv‘;; ‘but the

situation of being enslaved did not define themany person as a whole| So, today, we-preference
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is for use_of the term “enslaved” or “enslavement” to describe an-that one aspect of that

person’s life—;-but-deesnot to label him or her in totalityl.
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Self-awareness is alse-another important consideration when discussing khe enslaverymen

of

individuals. #The subject is, and should be, an emotional tepicone, so \creathaving \a ]space

where students AND educators )atefeel comfortable anrd-suppertedwith the discussion \is
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essential to learning about it. To start that process, H-helpsforeducators te-should take seme

time to do a self-review,-—to seekirg out any biases &hev may have themselves L’andg

acknowledginge and diminish ﬁhem before working with students on this topic.

The Southern Poverty Law Center’s proejeet-"“Teaching Tolerance” project has a-issued the
following list* to help guide educators when teaching about enslavement:-

Don’t
e Use role-plays. They can induce trauma and minimization, and are almost certain to
provoke parental concerns.

e Focus only on brutality. Horrific things happened to enslaved people, but there are also

stories of hope, survival and resistance.
e Separate children by race.
e Treat kids as modern-day proxies for enslaved people or owners of enslaved people.
e Make race-based assumptions about a child’s relationship to slavery.

e Use primary sources and oral histories. . . .

e Underscore enslaved people’s contributions. Roads, towns, buildings and crops wouldn’t

have been possible without them.

e Use photographs that reflect activism, family life and other daily activities.

e Choose texts that illustrate enslaved people as whole individuals. Try -Henry’s Freedom
Box- by Ellen Levine or -Minty: A Story of Young Harriet Tubman-by Alan Schroeder.

e Organize field trips to historic sites that reflect enslaved people in a human and
courageous light as well as to places that reflect the lives of black people beyond
slavery.

¢ Introduce stories about black and white abolitionists. Black abolitionists were present,
from the beginning, as vocal and courageous advocates for their people.

*Published in “Tongue-Tied,” Teaching Tolerance, Spring 2014, no. 46, and available online at
http://www.tolerance.org/magazine/number-46-spring-2014/feature/tongue-tied.
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