
TEACHING AMERICAN HISTORY PROJECT – 2009-2012 
 

Lesson Title – John Fox Slater and the Freedmen 
From Karen Cook 

Grade - 11  
 
Length of class period – 45 minutes 
 
Inquiry – (What essential question are students answering, what problem are they 
solving, or what decision are they making?) 
 
What motivated Northern Industrialists to focus their philanthropy on the Jim Crow 
South?  
 
Objectives (What content and skills do you expect students to learn from this 
lesson?) 
 

• Students consider the role of Northern philanthropists after the Civil War. 
• Students examine varying perspectives. 
• Students select evidence from a primary source to defend a thesis. 
• Students develop advanced history research skills. 

 
Materials (What primary sources or local resources are the basis for this lesson?) – 
(please attach) 
 
John F Slater Fund. “Letter of the Founder” Organization of the Trustees of the Slater 

Fund for the Education of Freedmen 1882. Baltimore: John Murphy and co. John 
Hopkins University Internet archive [online] Available. 
<http://www.archive.org/details/organizationoftr00john>, 10 January 2011. 

 
Zoe, Vivian F. “John Fox Slater: An American Legacy.” The Muse. Winter 2009[online] 

Available 
<http://www.norwichfreeacademy.com/fileadmin/user_files/museum/Newsletters/
2009%20Winter.pdf>. 10 January 2011. 

 
Activities (What will you and your students do during the lesson to promote 
learning?) 
 
Begin the lesson by asking students when and where they have seen the name ‘Slater’ 
before. Think about World History lessons, local buildings and schools that bear this 
name. (Slater Memorial Museum and Slater Library are local landmarks.) Then ask 
students to explain the terms philanthropy and philanthropist. In this lesson students 
explore the connection between a local Northern philanthropist and the Jim Crow South. 
We often emphasize the government’s role in reconstructing the South, but pronounce 
reconstruction dead with the Hayes/Tilden Compromise of 1877. During this time, 
referred to as the ‘nadir’ of race relations by modern historians, philanthropists made 



significant investments in the education of African Americans in the South. Much of this 
money funded the historically black schools and colleges such as Spelman, Hampton, 
Tuskegee and Winston-Salem. Many historians today explore the motivations of these 
philanthropists. 
 
Post these four theses on the board and review them for comprehension: 
 
Thesis 1-Northern philanthropists, devout to the cause of the union, the Republican Party 
and their religious faith, sought to fulfill their patriotic duty by providing for the needs of 
freedmen following the Civil War. 
 
Thesis 2- Northern industrialists, especially textile manufacturers, sought to alleviate 
their guilt for slavery by contributing to causes that benefited freedmen. 
 
Thesis 3- Northern industrialists were able to maintain the status quo and prevent true 
economic reforms by controlling philanthropy in the South. 
 
Thesis 4- Northern industrialists possessed a paternalistic view of their role in creating a 
U.S. that combined capitalism with small town values. 
 
 
Distribute the reading “Letter of the Founder.” Ask students several prereading questions: 
 
Who is the author of this document? 
 
What is the date of this document? What major events in the U.S. happened in the years 
leading up to this date? 
 
What is the purpose of the document? 
 
Ask students to read the document and look for evidence that would prove any of the 
theses. Have them place the number of the thesis next to the evidence in the text. When 
students complete this task ask them to share their findings with the class. Other possible 
discussion questions may include: 
 
How does Mr. Slater account for his great wealth? 
 
How would this money be used? 
 
How much of an impact would one million dollars have on the education of freedmen? 
 
What potential problems did Slater mention in his letter? 
 
How could we measure the success of the Slater Fund? 
 



Is it important to know the motivations of Slater and other philanthropists? Is it important 
to know the motivations of any figures in history? 
 
How does Slater compare with other known philanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie or 
Bill Gates? 
 
Interesting side note- W.E.B. DuBois traveled to Europe on a Slater Fund fellowship. 
While there he studied economic principles, including democratic socialism. DuBois 
criticized the accomodationist approach of Booker T. Washington and the Industrial/ 
Normal school model supported by the Slater Fund. He later became a communist. 
 
How will you assess what student learned during this lesson? 
 
In concluding the lesson, discuss the difficulties in proving a thesis with a single source. 
Have students pick one of the possible thesis statements, or write one of their own and 
list all the types of sources they would try to find if they were completing a research 
paper to defend it. Next to each source, explain why it would be an important source. 
 
Connecticut Grade Level Expectations- Grades 9-12 
 
 
1.1 Demonstrate an understanding of significant events and themes in United States 

History. 
 

12. Evaluate the role and impact significant individuals have had on historical events 
 
1.2 Describe the importance of significant events in local and Connecticut history and 

their connection to United States history. 
  
 13. Analyze how events and people in Connecticut reflect and have contributed to 

developments in United States history. 
 
2.2 Interpret information from a variety of primary and secondary sources. 
 
 2. Choose valid sources and provide evidence to answer a history/social studies 

question. 
 
2.4 Demonstrate an ability to participate in social studies discourse through informed 

discussion, debate and effective oral presentation. 
  
 11. Ask relevant questions related to social studies/history to initiate, extend or debate 

a point of view. 
 
3.1 Use evidence to identify, analyze and evaluate historical interpretations. 
  
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 


