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Preface 

by Hasan Kwame Jeffries 

In the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution, the Founding Fathers enumerated the lofty goals of their 

radical experiment in democracy; racial justice, however, was not included in that list. Instead, they 

embedded protections for slavery and the transatlantic slave trade into the founding document, 

guaranteeing inequality for generations to come. To achieve the noble aims of the nation’s architects, 

we the people have to eliminate racial injustice in the present. But we cannot do that until we come to 

terms with racial injustice in our past, beginning with slavery. 

It is often said that slavery was our country’s original sin, but it is much more than that. Slavery is our 

country’s origin. It was responsible for the growth of the American colonies, transforming them from 

far-flung, forgotten outposts of the British Empire to glimmering jewels in the crown of England. And 

slavery was a driving power behind the new nation’s territorial expansion and industrial maturation, 

making the United States a powerful force in the Americas and beyond. 

Slavery was also our country’s Achilles' heel, responsible for its near undoing. When the southern 

states seceded, they did so expressly to preserve slavery. So wholly dependent were white Southerners 

on the institution that they took up arms against their own to keep African Americans in bondage. They 

simply could not allow a world in which they did not have absolute authority to control black labor—

and to regulate black behavior. 

The central role that slavery played in the development of the United States is beyond dispute. And yet, 

we the people do not like to talk about slavery, or even think about it, much less teach it or learn it. The 

implications of doing so unnerve us. If the cornerstone of the Confederacy was slavery, then what does 

that say about those who revere the people who took up arms to keep African Americans in chains? If 

James Madison, the principal architect of the Constitution, could hold people in bondage his entire life, 

refusing to free a single soul even upon his death, then what does that say about our nation’s founders? 

About our nation itself? 

Slavery is hard history. It is hard to comprehend the inhumanity that defined it. It is hard to discuss the 

violence that sustained it. It is hard to teach the ideology of white supremacy that justified it. And it is 

hard to learn about those who abided it. 

We the people have a deep-seated aversion to hard history because we are uncomfortable with the 

implications it raises about the past as well as the present. 

We the people would much rather have the Disney version of history, in which villains are easily 

spotted, suffering never lasts long, heroes invariably prevail and life always gets better. We prefer to 

pick and choose what aspects of the past to hold on to, gladly jettisoning that which makes us uneasy. 

We enjoy thinking about Thomas Jefferson proclaiming, “All men are created equal.” But we are 

deeply troubled by the prospect of the enslaved woman Sally Hemings, who bore him six children, 

declaring, “Me too.” 

Literary performer and educator Regie Gibson had the truth of it when he said, “Our problem as 

Americans is we actually hate history. What we love is nostalgia.” 

But our antipathy for hard history is only partly responsible for this sentimental longing for a fictitious 

https://www.splcenter.org/20180131/teaching-hard-history


past. It is also propelled by political considerations. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, white 

Southerners looking to bolster white supremacy and justify Jim Crow reimagined the Confederacy as a 

defender of democracy and protector of white womanhood. To perpetuate this falsehood, they littered 

the country with monuments to the Lost Cause. 

Our preference for nostalgia and for a history that never happened is not without consequence. We 

miseducate students because of it. Although we teach them that slavery happened, we fail to provide 

the detail or historical context they need to make sense of its origin, evolution, demise and legacy. And 

in some cases, we minimize slavery’s significance so much that we render its impact—on people and 

on the nation—inconsequential. As a result, students lack a basic knowledge and understanding of the 

institution, evidenced most glaringly by their widespread inability to identify slavery as the central 

cause of the Civil War. 

This is profoundly troubling because American slavery is the key to understanding the complexity of 

our past. How can we fully comprehend the original intent of the Bill of Rights without acknowledging 

that its author, James Madison, enslaved other people? How can we understand that foundational 

document without understanding that its author was well versed not only in the writings of Greek 

philosophers and Enlightenment thinkers, but also in Virginia’s slave code? How can we ignore the 

influence of that code, that “bill of rights denied,” which withheld from African Americans the very 

same civil liberties Madison sought to safeguard for white people? 

Our discomfort with hard history and our fondness for historical fiction also lead us to make bad public 

policy. We choose to ignore the fact that when slavery ended, white Southerners carried the mindsets of 

enslavers with them into the post-emancipation period, creating new exploitative labor arrangements 

such as sharecropping, new disenfranchisement mechanisms including literacy tests and new 

discriminatory social systems, namely Jim Crow. It took African Americans more than a century to 

eliminate these legal barriers to equality, but that has not been enough to erase race-based disparities in 

every aspect of American life, from education and employment to wealth and well-being. Public 

policies tend to treat this racial inequality as a product of poor personal decision-making, rather than 

acknowledging it as the result of racialized systems and structures that restrict choice and limit 

opportunity. 

Understanding American slavery is vital to understanding racial inequality today. The formal and 

informal barriers to equal rights erected after emancipation, which defined the parameters of the color 

line for more than a century, were built on a foundation constructed during slavery. Our narrow 

understanding of the institution, however, prevents us from seeing this long legacy and leads 

policymakers to try to fix people instead of addressing the historically rooted causes of their problems. 

The intractable nature of racial inequality is a part of the tragedy that is American slavery. But the saga 

of slavery is not exclusively a story of despair; hard history is not hopeless history. Finding the promise 

and possibility within this history requires us to consider the lives of the enslaved on their own terms. 

Trapped in an unimaginable hell, enslaved people forged unbreakable bonds with one another. Indeed, 

no one knew better the meaning and importance of family and community than the enslaved. They 

fought back too, in the field and in the house, pushing back against enslavers in ways that ranged from 

feigned ignorance to flight and armed rebellion. There is no greater hope to be found in American 

history than in African Americans’ resistance to slavery. 

The Founding Fathers were visionaries, but their vision was limited. Slavery blinded them, preventing 

them from seeing black people as equals. We the people have the opportunity to broaden the founders’ 

vision, to make racial equality real. But we can no longer avoid the most troubling aspects of our past. 

We have to have the courage to teach hard history, beginning with slavery. And here’s how. 

A graduate of Morehouse College and Duke University, Jeffries holds a Ph.D. in American history with 



a specialization in African-American history. He is an Associate Professor of History at The Ohio State 

University and chair of the Teaching Hard History Advisory Board.

Introduction 

by David Blight 

This thorough and unprecedented report lays out clearly some 10 “key concepts,” as well as seven “key 

problems” for teachers and curriculum directors to digest. And they must digest these through study 

and learning. I applaud the Teaching Tolerance program’s clear-eyed, unafraid quest to name these 

concepts and problems. They provide a wonderful guide for teachers, as they will also stimulate debate. 

I also admire the remarkable surveys conducted here; this is a data-driven report and set of 

prescriptions. It invites new learning and new pedagogy as it also prompts open discussion of how to 

face this past and gladly, not timidly, teach it. Many of the results are depressing; such surveys almost 

always are a testimony of ignorance. But therein lies the challenge. Such ignorance of American history 

is hardly confined to students and American classrooms; it is vividly on display in high offices today in 

our government.

 

   Washington as a Farmer at Mount    

   Vernon, by Junius Brutus Stearns.  

   This 1851 painting represents the  

   first president alongside the  

   people he enslaved. The image  

   bears little resemblance to the  

   sometimes graphic representations  

   of slavery circulated by  

   abolitionists at the time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

From directing summer teacher institutes on the history of slavery and abolition for more than 20 years, 

and from more than 40 years of teaching, first as a public school teacher in Flint, Michigan, for seven 

years, and then at four different colleges and universities since the 1980s, I can attest to how hungry 

and needy so many teachers are for knowledge and guidance in this field. We have to feed that hunger, 

as we also educate both students and teachers. Teachers need what in educational circles is so often 

called “content.” That means good history, history that does not try to teach to already well-rehearsed 

simple narratives about American triumphalism, but helps teachers learn and face the difficult, hard 

questions of our past—slavery, exploitation, violence, dispossession, discrimination and the work that 

has been done to overcome or thwart those realities. Past and present are always connected in any 

people’s history; they flow into one another, often in unseen ways, but also in moments of shock and 

recognition. When it comes to issues of race and the legacies of slavery in America, we are frequently 

reminded of these truths. 



Slavery is not an aberration in American history; it is at the heart of our history, a main event, a central 

foundational story. Slavery is also ancient; it has existed in all cultures and in all times. Slavery has 

always tended to evolve in circumstances of an abundance of land or resources, and a scarcity and, 

therefore, demand for labor. It still exists today in myriad forms the world struggles to fight. The 

difference in the 21st century is that virtually all forms of trafficking and enslavement today exist in a 

world where they are illegal. For the two and a half centuries in which American slavery evolved, the 

systems of slavery operated largely as thoroughly legal practice, buttressed by local law and by the 

United States Constitution. 

In America, our preferred, deep national narratives tend to teach our young that despite our problems in 

the past, we have been a nation of freedom-loving, inclusive people, accepting the immigrant into the 

country of multi-ethnic diversity. Our diversity has made us strong; that cannot be denied. But that 

“composite nation,” as Frederick Douglass called it in the 1870s—a dream and not yet a reality—

emerged from generations of what can best be called tyranny. When one studies slavery long enough, 

in the words of the great scholar David Brion Davis, “we come to realize that tyranny is a central theme 

of American history, that racial exploitation and racial conflict have been part of the DNA of American 

culture.” Freedom and tyranny, wrapped in the same historical bundle, feeding upon and making one 

another, created by the late 18th century a remarkably original nation dedicated to Thomas Jefferson’s 

idea of the “truths” of natural rights, popular sovereignty, the right of revolution, and human equality, 

but also built as an edifice designed to protect and expand chattel slavery. Americans do not always like 

to face the contradictions in their past, but in so many ways, we are our contradictions. 

Of all the reasons or justifications used to enslave other human beings, race was late to the long story. 

Racial slavery came out of the epoch of the slave trade, which of course lasted four centuries in the 

Atlantic, and likely longer in the Indian Ocean. That said, teachers need to know more of how to tell 

that story of why slavery became racial in the Americas, and then in the United States. Slavery was not 

born racial as some kind of original sin; it was made so by people in historical time. Slavery has many 

roots—economic, social, moral, religious, political and, yes, racial. All can be taught to young people 

because they can see similar impulses today. This report calls on all involved to learn and teach the 

history of white supremacist ideology, which provides one of the deep roots of slavery. As the writer 

Ta-Nehisi Coates argued in 2015, “Race is the child of racism, not the father.” We have a problem of 

“race” because we have such a long history of making it, of demonstrating how adaptive theories of 

racial superiority have been to those who would exploit them. 

The biggest obstacle to teaching slavery effectively in America is the deep, abiding American need to 

conceive of and understand our history as “progress,” as the story of a people and a nation that always 

sought the improvement of mankind, the advancement of liberty and justice, the broadening of pursuits 

of happiness for all. While there are many real threads to this story—about immigration, about our 

creeds and ideologies, and about race and emancipation and civil rights, there is also the broad, untidy 

underside. This is the second of the “key problems” identified in this report, and in the long run, 

possibly the most challenging. 

The point is not to teach American history as a chronicle of shame and oppression. Far from it. The 

point is to tell American history as a story of real human beings, of power, of vast economic and 

geographical expansion, of great achievements as well as great dispossession, of human brutality and 

human reform. The point is also not to merely seek the story of what we are not, but of what we are—a 

land and a nation built in great part out of the economic and political systems forged in or because of 

slavery and its expansion. Slavery has much to do with the making of the United States. This can and 

should be told as a story about human nature generally, and about this place in time specifically. 

Americans were not and are not inherently racist or slaveholding. We have a history that made our 

circumstances, as it also at times unmade them. Enslaved Americans were by no means only the 



brutalized victims of two and a half centuries of oppression; they were a people, of many cultures, who 

survived, created, imagined and built their worlds. And through the Civil War and emancipation, they 

had much to do with remaking the United States at its refounding in the 1860s and 1870s. 

For young people it is essential that, in learning about this difficult subject, we help them understand 

that very little about history is determined. History does not happen because of prescriptions etched 

into our lives and behavior. As humans, we do have many disturbing habits and tendencies. But history 

is also full of great change. “Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability,” wrote Martin 

Luther King Jr. Change comes because we make it come. The history of slavery is not merely a 

depressing subject about exploiters and victims, racists and heroic survivors. It is all of those things, 

but is also a great place to begin to understand our human condition, our nation’s foundations and 

legacies all round us with which we live every day. Slavery helped make America—to build it—and 

through cataclysms, its destruction made possible remaking America. 

In 1959, surveying how Americans think about their past, James Baldwin wrote that “all our terrible 

and beautiful history” can seem like it binds us down, that we are “doomed to an unimaginable 

unreality.” But he refused to accept that conclusion, no matter how “hard” the history. “I prefer to 

believe,” said Baldwin, “that the day is coming when we will tell the truth about it—and ourselves. On 

that day … we can call ourselves free men.” 

Blight is Class of 1954 Professor of American History and Director, the Gilder Lehrman Center for the 

Study of Slavery, Resistance and Abolition at Yale University. He is the author of Frederick Douglass: 

Prophet of Freedom, forthcoming in 2018 from Simon and Schuster.

Executive Sumary 

American enslavement of Africans defined the nature and limits of American liberty; it influenced the 

creation and development of the major political and social institutions of the nation; and it was a 

cornerstone of the American prosperity that fueled our industrial revolution. It’s not simply an event in 

our history; it’s central to our history. 

Slavery’s long reach continues into the present day. The persistent and wide socioeconomic and legal 

disparities that African Americans face today and the backlash that seems to follow every African-

American advancement trace their roots to slavery and its aftermath. If we are to understand the world 

today, we must understand slavery’s history and continuing impact. 

Of course, Africans were not the only people enslaved in the Americas. Before setting a course for 

extermination, colonial powers enslaved Native people en masse. Although this report focuses on the 

lasting influence of African enslavement, the legacies of racism and white supremacy that plague our 

country today are a direct result of racial theories that arose to justify enslaving both Native and 

African people. 

Unfortunately, research conducted by the Southern Poverty Law Center in 2017 shows that our schools 

are failing to teach the hard history of African enslavement. We surveyed U.S. high school seniors and 

social studies teachers, analyzed a selection of state content standards, and reviewed 10 popular U.S. 

history textbooks. The research indicates that: 

High school seniors struggle on even the most basic questions about American enslavement of 

Africans.  

 Only 8 percent of high school seniors surveyed can identify slavery as the central cause of the 

Civil War. 

 Two-thirds (68 percent) don’t know that it took a constitutional amendment to formally end 



slavery. 

 Fewer than 1 in 4 students (22 percent) can correctly identify how provisions in the Constitution 

gave advantages to slaveholders. 

Teachers are serious about teaching slavery, but there’s a lack of deep coverage of the subject in 

the classroom. 

 Although teachers overwhelmingly (over 90 percent) claim they feel “comfortable” discussing 

slavery in their classrooms, their responses to open-ended questions reveal profound unease 

around the topic. 

 Fifty-eight percent of teachers find their textbooks inadequate. 

Popular textbooks fail to provide comprehensive coverage of slavery and enslaved peoples. 

 The best textbook achieved a score of 70 percent against our rubric of what should be included 

in the study of American slavery; the average score was 46 percent. 

States fail to set appropriately high expectations with their content standards. In a word, the 

standards are timid. 

 Of the 15 sets of state standards we analyzed, none addresses how the ideology of white 

supremacy rose to justify the institution of slavery; most fail to lay out meaningful requirements 

for learning about slavery, about the lives of the millions of enslaved people, or about how their 

labor was essential to the American economy. 

 Forty percent of teachers believe their state offers insufficient support for teaching about 

slavery. 

Looking behind the statistics, we see seven key problems with current practices. 

1. We teach about slavery without context, preferring to present the good news before the bad. In 

elementary school, students learn about the Underground Railroad, about Harriet Tubman or other “feel 

good” stories, often before they learn about slavery. In high school, there’s overemphasis on Frederick 

Douglass, abolitionists and the Emancipation Proclamation and little understanding of how slave labor 

built the nation. 

2. We tend to subscribe to a progressive view of American history that can acknowledge flaws only to 

the extent that they have been addressed and solved. Our vision of growing ever “more perfect” stands 

in the way of our need to face the continuing legacy of the past. 

3. We teach about the American enslavement of Africans as an exclusively southern institution. While it 

is true that slavery reached its apex in the South during the years before the Civil War, it is also true 

that slavery existed in all colonies, and in all states when the Declaration of Independence was signed, 

and that it continued to be interwoven with the economic fate of the nation long into the 19th century. 

4. We rarely connect slavery to the ideology that grew up to sustain and protect it: white supremacy. 

Slavery required white supremacy to persist. In fact, the American ideology of white supremacy, along 

with accompanying racist dogma, developed precisely to justify the perpetuation of slavery. 

5. We often rely on pedagogy poorly suited to the topic. When we asked teachers to tell us about their 

favorite lesson when teaching about slavery, dozens proudly reported classroom simulations. 

Simulation of traumatic experiences is not shown to be effective as a learning strategy and can harm 

vulnerable children. 

6. We rarely make connections to the present. How can students develop a meaningful understanding of 

the rest of American history if they do not understand the scope and lasting impact of enslavement? 

Reconstruction, the Great Migration, the Harlem Renaissance and the civil rights movement do not 



make sense when so divorced from the arc of American history. 

7. We tend to center on the white experience when we teach about slavery. Too often, the varied, lived 

experience of enslaved people is neglected while educators focus on the broader political and economic 

impacts of slavery. Politically and socially, we focus on what white people were doing in the time 

leading up to the Civil War. 

We can and must do better. 

To chart a path forward and develop a set of best practices, we assembled a distinguished advisory 

board of scholars and partnered with institutions and teachers. That collaboration resulted in A 

Framework for Teaching American Slavery, a comprehensive outline containing concepts that every 

graduating high school senior should know about the topic, and these four recommendations. 

Improve Instruction About American Slavery and Fully Integrate It Into U.S. History. With the 

release of this report, Teaching Tolerance is making available the framework, a text library of primary 

sources, and other curricular materials, including 10 Key Concepts that provide teachers a guide toward 

better instruction. 

Use Original Historical Documents. Textbook authors and curriculum developers should expand their 

repertoire of historical documents beyond the usual narratives to do a better job of representing the 

diverse voices and experiences of enslaved persons. This will help teachers struggling to navigate the 

vast array of online resources and archives to put usable documents into classrooms with 

accompanying instructional material. 

Make Textbooks Better. There is considerable work to be done to improve the stories that textbooks 

tell about the history of American slavery. Texts should do more to convey the realities of slavery 

throughout the colonies. They should also make intentional connections—good and bad—to the 

present, by showing both the lasting contributions of African cultures and ideas, as well as the enduring 

impact of racial oppression on contemporary American life. 

Strengthen Curriculum. States, through their standards, supporting frameworks and curriculum 

requirements, signal to districts, schools and teachers about important material and how to address it. 

They are failing at conveying the need to teach about the history of slavery. States—and, in local 

control jurisdictions, districts—should scaffold this learning early and often, refusing to shy away from 

difficult topics and conversations. 

Teaching about slavery is hard. It requires often-difficult conversations about race and a deep 

understanding of American history. Learning about slavery is essential if we are ever to come to grips 

with the racial differences that continue to divide our nation. 

Now is the time to change the way we teach and learn about slavery.

Part I: How Slavery is Taught Today 

A fifth-grader is “sold” at a mock slave auction in a New Jersey school. On a day when Georgia 

students are encouraged to dress in Civil War-era costumes, a white student dressed as a plantation 

owner tells a 10-year-old black student, “You are my slave.” A California teacher stages a classroom 

simulation of conditions on a slaver’s ship to provide a “unique learning experience.” A fourth-grader 

checks with his mother when his English homework asks him to "give three 'good' reasons for 

slavery." Scholastic, the largest publisher of children’s books, recalls a picture book because of its 

portrayal of enslaved people as happy and eager to please their enslavers. A popular textbook refers to 

forcibly imported Africans as “workers.” Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Ben Carson 

refers to the abducted and enslaved as “immigrants.” Meanwhile, Georgetown University reveals that it 
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achieved early financial security through the sale of nearly 300 enslaved people and promises 

preferential admission to their descendants, and Yale University renames a residential college 

previously named after a notorious enslaver.  Slavery isn’t in the past. It’s in the headlines. 

These recent events reveal, at least in part, how American schools are failing to teach a critical and 

essential portion of the nation’s legacy—the history and continuing impact of chattel slavery. Research 

for this report reveals that high school students don’t know much about the history of slavery in the 

United States, with only 8 percent able to identify it as the central cause of the Civil War. This should 

not be surprising, given that most adults wrongly identify “states’ rights” as the cause. Widespread 

ignorance about slavery, the antebellum South and the Confederacy persists to the present day, and is 

on display in controversies over monument removal in places like New Orleans, Louisiana, and 

Charlottesville, Virginia, where protests turned deadly in the summer of 2017. Students and adults alike 

may even hold fringe beliefs, including notions propagated by white nationalists, such as the idea that 

slavery wasn’t “so bad,” or that the Irish were enslaved. Few Americans acknowledge the role slavery 

played in states outside the South. 

Teachers struggle to do justice to the nation’s legacy of racial injustice. They are poorly served by state 

standards and frameworks, popular textbooks and even their own academic preparation. For this report, 

we surveyed more than 1,700 social studies teachers across the country. A bare majority say they feel 

competent to teach about slavery. Most say that the available resources and preparation programs have 

failed them. Almost all regret this deficiency, recognizing that teaching the history of slavery is 

essential. When we reviewed a set of popular history textbooks, we saw why teachers felt a lack of 

support: Texts fail in key areas, including connecting slavery to the present and portraying the diversity 

of the experiences of the enslaved. State content standards, which are meant to set clear expectations 

for instruction, are scattershot at best, often making puzzling choices such as teaching about Harriet 

Tubman long before slavery, or equivocating on the cause of the Civil War. When we consider the 

available landscape of materials and expectations, it is no wonder that teachers struggle. 

The problem goes beyond poor materials. The subject matter is difficult. We cannot discuss this 

fundamental part of American history without talking about racism and racialized violence, including 

sexual violence. When we talk about slavery, we are talking about hundreds of years of institutionalized 

violence against millions of people. Teachers—like most Americans—struggle to have open and honest 

conversations about race. How do they talk about slavery’s legacy of racial violence in their classrooms 

without making their black students feel singled out? How do they discuss it without engendering 

feelings of guilt, anger or defensiveness among their white students? This unease is particularly acute 

for white teachers, who make up the overwhelming majority (82 percent) of the U.S. teaching 

workforce.They want to teach an unsanitized version of American history, but they don’t want to heap 

negative stories on black students. Making things worse, an increasing number of teachers work in 

highly segregated classrooms. They face additional challenges. What happens if students come into 

conflict with each other? What if classroom instruction triggers racial animus? How will such lessons 

affect children’s sense of self-worth? These kinds of concerns dissuade teachers from confronting big 

questions and essential history with their students. 

Many educators who responded to our survey say that the continuing relevance of slavery’s legacy 

makes it hard to teach. One Texas teacher comments, “I dislike making this history come alive for my 

black students. I feel helpless to explain why its repercussions are still with us today.” Others say they 

have a hard time fitting the story of slavery into the larger narrative of American history, like the 

Connecticut teacher who notes, “I struggle with talking to kids when they’ve been given the idea that, 

’Slavery was a problem, but everything [having to do with race and inequality] is fixed now.’” A 

number say that slavery is hard to teach because they find it difficult to talk about race. “It is 

challenging to establish a classroom in which race can be talked about openly,” one Pennsylvania 
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teacher says. “They are ready to label each other as ’racist.’” 

A number of teachers worry that the topic can become a flashpoint for racialized conflict in the 

classroom. “I dislike that it can turn into a race issue, although there are other forms of modern slavery 

continuing in the present day,” says one educator in Washington state. “I think that hopefully it can be 

understood in a broader scope so that domination of others for one’s personal gain is wrong in any 

context.” 

Teachers report that white students and students of color have different reactions to the subject. Those 

working in mixed classrooms explain that they struggle to teach the subject while enfranchising all 

students. “High school students feel uncomfortable talking about slavery among a mixed group of 

black and white students," one Florida teacher says. "The white students are afraid they are going to 

say something that is going to make a black student angry and the black student is going to say 

something like, ’You whites did this.’ Therefore, neither will openly discuss the topic.” 

Other teachers are concerned about the effect teaching about slavery has on their African-American 

students. One California teacher explains that representations of slavery sometimes have a negative 

impact on classroom climate and individual students: 

It’s tough the way that it affects my African-American students. It makes other students 

aware of difference and starting to think hierarchically, where they may have never done 

that before. Although I teach it through the lens of injustice, just the fact that it was a 

widely accepted practice in our nation seems to give the concept of inferiority more weight 

in some students’ eyes, like if it happened, then it must be true. Sometimes it gives students 

the idea to call black students slaves or tell them to go work in the field because of the lack 

of representation in textbooks. So when students see themselves or their black classmates 

only represented as slaves in textbooks, that affects their sense of self and how other 

students view them. 

Some teachers admit that teaching about slavery makes them feel their whiteness very keenly. This is 

particularly true in diverse classrooms, as this Indiana teacher says: “It’s difficult, as a white teacher to 

majority non-white students, to explain that white people benefited significantly at the very real 

expense of black people.” Neither is it easy to teach about slavery to white students. Many teachers 

report this is especially challenging. One Ohio teacher acknowledges that white students’ reactions 

produce discomfort. “I dislike teaching the topic; white students in my district are very resistive to the 

idea that racism wasn’t justified or that racism still exists.” A Maine educator reports that he finds it 

difficult to teach the subject and link it to discussions of white privilege: 

I find it painful, and embarrassing (as a white male) to teach about the history of 

exploitation, abuse, discrimination and outrageous crimes committed against African 

Americans and other minorities, over many centuries—especially at the hands of white 

males. I also find it very difficult to convey the concept of white privilege to my white 

students. While some are able to begin to understand this important concept, many struggle 

with or actively resist it. 

A lack of guidance compounds this unease. No national consensus exists on how to teach about slavery, 

and there is little leadership. It’s not for lack of resources; an abundance of online historical archives 

collect and make available original historical documents about slavery. But without structured help, 

teachers and curriculum planners are left to their own devices, with a patchwork of advice offered by 

interpretive centers, museums and professional organizations.  It is time to change this state of affairs. 
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Our work here grew out of an initiative that began in 2011 when we tried to understand how the civil 

rights movement was being taught. After five years of work on that project, we realized that we needed 

to go deeper to understand how we teach and learn about our nation’s legacy of racial injustice. For this 

project, we assembled a diverse advisory board of academic experts to guide our work. 

This report maps the ways that we teach and learn about the history of American slavery. It looks 

beyond anecdotes to collect evidence from students, teachers, textbooks and standards to provide a 

broad and deep look at what we know about the status quo. To survey students, we contracted with a 

highly rated independent polling firm to examine what high school seniors knew about slavery. For 

teachers, we surveyed a cross-section of social studies teachers drawn from Teaching Tolerance 

subscribers and commercial lists to find out what they taught about slavery. We analyzed popular 

textbooks using a standardized rubric. We also reviewed 15 sets of state standards: 10 from the top-

scoring states in our 2014 Teaching the Movement review of the way state standards cover the civil 

rights movement and five more to add geographic diversity. 

To map this territory, we knew that we would need a framework. Fortunately, in early 2016, the 

University of Wisconsin Press published Understanding and Teaching American Slavery. Noted 

historian Ira Berlin’s foreword to that book outlined 10 “essential elements” for bringing slavery into 

the classroom. We worked with the book’s editors, Bethany Jay and Cynthia Lynn Lyerly, to distill 

these elements into single sentences, simple statements of what students ought to know. These 10 

sentences became the project’s “Key Concepts.” 

 

Our investigation reveals several discomforting facts about the ways we teach and learn about 

American slavery. 

 

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/pollster-ratings/


We tend to teach about slavery without context.  

In elementary school, if slavery is mentioned at all in state content standards, it is generally by 

implication, with references to the Underground Railroad or other “feel good” stories that deal with 

slavery’s end, rather than its inception and persistence. Young students learn about liberation before 

they learn about enslavement; they learn to celebrate the Constitution before learning about the 

troublesome compromises that made its ratification possible. They may even learn about the 

Emancipation Proclamation before they learn about the Civil War. Many teachers tell us they avoid 

teaching about slavery’s violence in elementary school, preferring to focus on positive developments in 

American history. Yet these early narratives often form the schema by which later learning is acquired, 

making them difficult to undo. 

 

We tend to teach history as progressive. 

Our approach to teaching about slavery has the unfortunate effect of promoting a progressive view of 

American history that professor of education Terrie Epstein describes as “one in which people 

successfully and relatively effortlessly challenged inequality.” At risk is that students will leave school 

without appreciating the scale of slavery and the scope of its continuing effects in American society. As 

Jelani Cobb, professor of journalism at Columbia University, writes: 

The sense of history as a chart of increasing bounties enabled tremendous progress but has 

left Americans—most of us, anyway—uniquely unsuited to look at ourselves as we truly 

are and at history for what it is. Our failure to reckon with this past and the centrality of 

race within it has led us to broadly mistake the clichés of history for novelties of current 

events. 

Young children are able to grapple with complex ideas like segregation and oppression. They have a 

keen moral sensibility and a strong sense of fairness. There is no reason to believe that they should be 

shielded from the reality and influence of slavery in American history. In fact, research suggests that 

acknowledging injustice and oppression results in students being more engaged. 

 

We tend to teach about slavery as an exclusively southern institution.  

While it is true that slavery reached its apex in the South during the years before the Civil War, it is also 

true that slavery existed in all colonies and in all states when the Declaration of Independence was 

signed. Slavery was the engine for American economic growth for much of its history. The capital for 

western canals and railroads came from the North, whose wealth—in textiles, shipping, banking and 

insurance—was in turn built on the slave-based economy even after slavery was abolished in some 

states. In our survey of high school seniors, very few (12 percent) could correctly answer that slavery 

was essential to driving the northern economy before the Civil War. Teaching that slavery was “mostly 

southern” deprives students of the tools they need to grapple with the complicity of northern 

institutions and citizens in the wider slave-based economy. It also diminishes students’ understanding 

of the diversity of the experiences of the enslaved, as they tend to believe that all enslaved people lived 

on large plantations. Finally, this way of teaching also reinforces the false notion that racism (as 

derived from slavery) was mainly a southern problem, which has implications for understanding racial 

discrimination outside the South in the century and a half afterward. Textbooks are complicit in this 

view of history, with a number of popular textbooks offering their most extensive treatment of slavery 

in coverage of topics such as “Plantation Life” and “King Cotton.” 

 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/ben-carson-donald-trump-and-the-misuse-of-american-history


We fail to discuss the relationship between white supremacy, racism and American slavery. 

We often avoid the topics of white supremacy and racist beliefs altogether when talking about slavery, 

even though slavery required both to persist. In fact, the American ideology of white supremacy, along 

with accompanying racist dogma, developed precisely to justify the perpetuation of slavery. For this 

report, we reviewed 15 sets of state standards, including some that our previous research about teaching 

the history of the civil rights movement had found especially strong. None of these standards mention 

racism or white supremacy in the context of the history of slavery. In fact, Virginia’s standards use the 

passive voice when describing the forced importation of labor, saying that Africans “were brought” to 

the colony. This language—also found frequently in textbooks—portrays actions without agents, 

slavery without enslavers, history without choice. It removes culpability while focusing on 

victimhood—a dangerous proposition for teaching meaningful history. Only half of the teachers we 

surveyed say that they teach about the development of white supremacy to support slavery, and almost 

all of the textbooks that we reviewed shy away from this topic. Just one approaches it, and even then it 

declares the question undecided, when history is clear on the causal relationship. To be fair, many 

teachers in our sample are ahead of both textbooks and standards on this issue. Quite a few teachers in 

our survey say they want to encourage students to confront white supremacy directly. One teacher from 

Washington state comments, “I want students to ultimately understand how the institution of slavery 

and the idea of white supremacy have shaped us as a nation.” 

 

We often rely on pedagogy poorly suited to the topic.  

When we asked teachers to tell us about their favorite lesson when teaching about slavery, dozens 

proudly described classroom simulations. While simulating democratic processes is a proven practice 

for good civic education, simulation of traumatic experiences is not shown to be effective, and usually 

triggers families as well as children. Every year the news brings stories of teachers who get into trouble 

when families complain about this kind of approach. In particular, families of black students are likely 

(with good reason) to complain about slavery simulations. While no parent wants to see their child 

auctioned off or forced to lie still in conditions meant to simulate the Middle Passage, it is important to 

recognize that such simulations are disproportionately traumatic for students of color. Of course, they 

are inappropriate for any student; simulations cannot begin to convey the horror of slavery and risk 

trivializing the subject in the minds of students. 

 

We rarely make connections to the present. 

As Table 1 shows, teachers, textbooks and state standards fail to make these essential connections. 

Slightly more than half (54 percent) of teachers say that they cover the continuing legacy of slavery in 

today’s society, a legacy that luminaries such as writer and educator Ta-Nehisi Coates and others have 

covered at length. None of the textbooks that we reviewed make meaningful connections to the present 

day, either through showing the influence of African culture or by explicating the persistence of 

structural racism. None of the state standards documents we reviewed make these connections. How 

can students develop a meaningful understanding of the rest of U.S. history if they do not understand 

the scope and lasting impact of enslavement? Reconstruction, the Great Migration, the Harlem 

Renaissance and the civil rights movement do not make sense when so divorced from the arc of 

American history. We can do better than insisting to students that the horror of slavery is over and the 

good guys won. We would do well to model instruction after the example of this teacher, who says that 

the instructional goal when teaching about slavery is “[t]o explain how arguments used to support the 

slave industry created a context in which African Americans are viewed as different/less 

than/dangerous, which created a basis for things like Jim Crow laws and workplace discrimination ... 

http://www.civicmissionofschools.org/educators/six-proven-practices


and which, today, often show up as unchecked assumptions that then influence people’s actions.” 
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We tend to center on the white experience when we teach about slavery.      

White experience is foregrounded in political, economic and social aspects of the history of American 

slavery. Politically, textbooks cover the run-up to the Civil War in terms of the major political 

compromises and conflicts between abolitionists and enslavers, but tend to leave out the perspective of 

enslaved people. Economically, we look at the power of King Cotton and the mechanics of the 

Triangular Trade—both deeply influenced by the perspective of enslavers—but these discussions don’t 

remind learners about where the wealth came from and at what cost. Socially, we learn about 

differences between the lived experiences of white people in (for example) colonial times, or between 

planters and small farmers, but the experiences of the enslaved are portrayed as relatively 

undifferentiated. The enslaved are also voiceless, with very few exceptions given to original historical 

documents and artifacts in textbooks and in classrooms. Of course, it is difficult to find authentic 

accounts of slavery from the perspective of the enslaved, but it is not impossible by any stretch of the 

imagination.

Part II: Why We Must Change 

Slavery defined the nature and limits of American liberty; it influenced the creation and development of 

the major political and social institutions of the nation; and it was a cornerstone of the American 

prosperity that fueled our industrial revolution. It’s not simply an event in our history; it’s central to our 

history. 

Furthermore, as James Baldwin wrote, “History is not the past. It is the present. We carry our history 

with us. We are our history.” 

Slavery’s long reach continues into the present day. The persistent and wide socioeconomic and legal 

disparities that African Americans face today and the backlash that follows every African-American 

advancement trace their roots to slavery and its aftermath. The scars of slavery and its legacy are seen 

in our system of mass incarceration, in police violence against black people, and in our easy acceptance 



of poverty and poor educational opportunities for people of color. Learning about slavery is essential if 

we are ever to bridge the racial differences that continue to divide our nation.

Now is the time to change the way that we teach and learn about the history of American slavery. The 

mainstreaming of the so-called “alt-right” and an accompanying surge in white nationalism mean that 

our nation’s racial fault lines are newly exposed. They are also quite raw, as the reaction to the Black 

Lives Matter movement and the struggle to take down Confederate monuments have revealed. Even the 

cause of the Civil War appears to be an unsettled issue, with White House Chief of Staff John Kelly 

saying in October of 2017 that “compromise” (presumably over slavery) could have avoided conflict, 

ignoring both the many compromises that led up to war and the horrifying prospect of a compromise 

that might have left the institution intact. Bargaining with black bodies is not an acceptable way to 

conduct politics, yet it risks becoming normalized. As The New York Times editorial board wrote: 

The consequences of slavery continue to distort and stunt lives in America, so it’s quite 

right that we should engage in what can be an agonizing conversation about this history. 

Only when our history is faced squarely can removing Confederate monuments be properly 

understood, as a small but significant step toward ending the celebration of treason and 

white supremacy, if not toward ameliorating their effects. 

Confronting the United States’ legacy of racial injustice should begin with frank discussions in 

classrooms about the nature and legacy of slavery. As journalist and political analyst Linda J. Killian 

has noted, “[w]hite male supremacy is not a new movement.” It has deep roots that stretch back long 

before the country’s founding. It has pervaded history textbooks for hundreds of years. To understand 

the present, we must map the past. 

Bridging racial divides requires both truth and reconciliation. To tell the truth, teachers must be 

educated about the history of slavery. The last several decades have witnessed an explosion of new 

scholarship on slavery and abolition, scholarship that uncovers the institution from the perspective of 

the enslaved and reveals a world of creativity and resilience that also puts race at the center of 

American history. Unfortunately, little of this new knowledge has made its way into K–12 classrooms. 

Textbooks have not kept up with emerging scholarship, and remain bound to the same old narratives 

and limited primary sources. 

Reconciliation requires honest conversations about the nature of white privilege and its persistence 

despite emancipation, Reconstruction and the civil rights movement. Ultimately, teaching the truth 

about slavery and the doctrine of white supremacy will be just one step in the right direction, but an 

essential one. If we don’t get the early history of our country right, we are unlikely to be equipped to do 

the heavy lifting necessary to bridge racial divides now and in the future. It is a moral necessity if we 

are to move the country forward toward healing slavery’s persistent wounds. 

We have a responsibility to make our nation’s racial history visible, and an opportunity to do so. 

Teachers need well-constructed tools, well-curated materials, guidance and professional development 

to deal with this sensitive and charged topic. More importantly, they need the courage that can only 

come with a national call to teach this history.

 

https://www.usnews.com/opinion/op-ed/articles/2017-08-17/george-washington-thomas-jefferson-donald-trump-and-race-in-america
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/teaching-white-supremacy-how-textbooks-have-shaped_us_5a0e4f65e4b023121e0e9142
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/03/20/scholar-who-shaped-history/

