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Classroom Connections: A History of Giving and Receiving 

Background for Teachers 

 This BackStory episode focuses on two different examples of giving in American history. 
One story chronicles the generous giving of money by Native Americans to people in Ireland 
suffering from the Great Famine of 1845. The other story discusses the underappreciated 
contributions of African Americans in providing relief to the people of Philadelphia during an 
outbreak of yellow fever in the 1790s. In both stories, the gifts represent a connection between 
people of different backgrounds, cultures, and races. As you go through the lesson, ask students 
to focus on how these gifts were given and received. What can we learn from gift-giving 
throughout U.S. history? 

 

  



Procedures 

1. Guiding Question: 
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question: 

i. How can gifts connect people from different countries, cultures, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds? 

b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.  
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory 

a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on the history of socialism. This can be also be 
assigned before class. Have students focus on the following comprehension questions for each 
segment: 

i. “The Voice of Benevolence”  
1. What was the impact of the Great Famine in Ireland in the middle of the 19th 

century? 
2. What was the “Trail of Tears”? 
3. How do Frank and William Armstrong connect Ireland to the Choctaw Nation? 
4. How did the Choctaw help the relief effort in Ireland? 

ii. Setting the Record Straight 
1. What impact did yellow fever have on Philadelphia in the 1790s? 
2. Who was Benjamin Rush? What incorrect assumption did he make about yellow 

fever? 
3. Why did Richard Allen and Absalom Jones agree to spearhead relief efforts? 
4. Who is Matthew Carey? In what way does he impact public opinion about yellow 

fever? 
5. How do Allen and Jones respond? What is the significance of their response? 

3. Document Analysis 
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on the plights 

of the Choctaw Nation and the Irish during the 19th century.  
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.  
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer: 

i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history 
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says? 

ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it 
says? 

iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this 
impact what the document says? 

iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says? 
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion 

to summarize key themes and learning points. 
4. Return to the Guiding Question 

a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on 
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one 
key takeaway from the lesson.  
 

  



Standards 

AP US History Themes: 

Theme 1: American and National Identity 

Theme 4: Migration and Settlement 

Theme 6: America in the World 

Theme 7: American and Regional Culture 

Theme 8: Social Structures 

C3 Framework: 

Change, Continuity, and Context 

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time 
and place as well as broader historical contexts 

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras 

D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their 
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

Perspectives 

D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives. 

D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they 
produced. 

D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past. 

Historical Sources and Evidence 

D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their 
maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose. 

D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and 
investigate additional sources. 

Causation and Argument 

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past. 

D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past. 



Document Analysis:  Graphic Organizer 
 

Source Historic Context Intended Audience Point-of-View  Purpose 
Doc A: The Treaty 
of Fort St. Stevens 

    

Doc B:  Choctaw 
Nation Map 

    

Doc C: Letter from 
George W. Harkins 

    

Doc D: Letter from 
Major F. W. 
Armstrong 

    

Doc E: Eviction 
photography 

    

Doc F: Excerpt 
from Realities of 
Irish Life 

    



Doc G: Ireland 
Population Map 

    



	



Classroom Connections: A History of Giving and Receiving 

Part I:  Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. How can gifts connect people from different countries, cultures, and socioeconomic backgrounds? 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – From BackStory to You 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment. 

1. “The Voice of Benevolence”  
a. What was the impact of the Great Famine in Ireland in the middle of the 19th century? 
b. What was the “Trail of Tears”? 
c. How do Frank and William Armstrong connect Ireland to the Choctaw Nation? 
d. How did the Choctaw help the relief effort in Ireland? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Setting the Record Straight 
a. What impact did yellow fever have on Philadelphia in the 1790s? 
b. Who was Benjamin Rush? What incorrect assumption did he make about yellow fever? 
c. Why did Richard Allen and Absalom Jones agree to spearhead relief efforts? 
d. Who is Matthew Carey? In what way does he impact public opinion about yellow fever? 
e. How do Allen and Jones respond? What is the significance of their response? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Part III:  Document-Based Question 

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response 
to the following prompt: 

• Why were the members of the Choctaw tribe sympathetic to the Irish people during the Great 
Famine of 1845? 

In your response you should: 

Ø Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above 
Ø Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation 
Ø Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US and World History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

	

	

	

 

 

The Treaty of Fort St. Stevens between the U.S. government and the Choctaw Nation 

October 24, 1816 



Document B 
 

 

 

        Map of treaties and land agreements of the Choctaw Nation 

1801-1830 

 
 
 
 

  



Document C 
 
We go forth sorrowful, knowing that wrong has been done. Will you extend to us your sympathizing regards until 
all traces of disagreeable oppositions are obliterated, and we again shall have confidence in the professions of our 
white brethren. Here is the land of our progenitors, and here are their bones; they left them as a sacred deposit, 
and we have been compelled to venerate its trust; it dear to us, yet we cannot stay, my people is dear to me, with 
them I must go. Could I stay and forget them and leave them to struggle alone, unaided, unfriended, and 
forgotten, by our great father? I should then be unworthy the name of a Choctaw and be a disgrace to my blood. I 
must go with them; my destiny is cast among the Choctaw people. If they suffer, so will I; if they prosper, then will 
I rejoice. Let me again ask you to regard us with feelings of kindness. 
 

 
Letter from George W. Harkins, chief and lawyer of the Choctaw tribe 

1831 

 
  



Document D 
 
 

 
 

  
Letter from Major F. W. Armstrong 

 
December 1832 

 
 

 
 

  



Document E 
 
 

 

Photograph of Irish family evicted from their house 

1847  



Document F 
 

I did not see a child playing in the streets or on the roads; no children are to be seen outside the doors but a few 
sick and dying children. In the districts which are now being depopulated by starvation, coffins are only used for 
the more wealthy. The majority were taken to the grave without any coffin, and buried in their rags: in some 
instances even the rags are taken from the corpse to cover some still living body. 

On arriving at Cappagh, in the first house I saw a dead child lying in a corner of the house, and two children, pale 
as death, with their heads hanging down upon their breasts sitting by a small fire. The father had died on the road 
coming home from work. One of the children, a lad seventeen years of age, had been found, in the absence of his 
mother, who was looking for food, lying dead, with his legs held out of the fire by the little child which I then saw 
lying dead. Two other children had also died. The mother and the two children still alive had lived on one dish of 
barley for the last four days. On entering another house, the doctor said, "Look there, Sir, you can't tell whether 
they are boys or girls." Taking up a skeleton child, he said, "Here is the way it is with them all; their legs swing and 
rock like the legs of a doll, they have the smell of mice." 
 

Excerpt from Realities of Irish Life by W. Stewart Trench 

1868 

  



Document G 

 

 

 

Population map of Ireland from 1841-1851 

From The Great Famine: Studies in Irish History 1845-1852 
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