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Background for Teachers 

 In the years following the Civil War, the United States government faced the difficult 
challenges of needing to heal the country while providing rights and opportunities to African 
Americans. The passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution provided 
unprecedented rights for African Americans. However, these rights were not always realized 
because of coordinated efforts in the American south to undermine federal law with state laws 
and regulations that maintained segregation and disenfranchisement. Though federal law had 
changed, these “Jim Crow” laws prevented African Americans from achieving true equality. For 
this reason, many historians have categorized the Reconstruction era as a “failure.” 

 This lesson, and the corresponding BackStory episode, focus on the legacy of the 
Reconstruction era. The episode provides an interview with historian Eric Foner. He argues that 
Reconstruction should be thought of as an “unfinished revolution” rather than a historical failure. 
In fact, he believes that the United States is still grappling with the fallout of the Reconstruction 
Amendments in today’s political landscape. The goal of this lesson is to provide a critical lens for 
viewing both the positive and negative elements of Reconstruction.  

  



Procedures 

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

i. What should be the legacy of the Reconstruction Amendments? 
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 from the 
interview: 

i. What are the Reconstruction Amendments? 
ii. In the interview, Eric Foner pushes back against the idea that Reconstruction was a 

“failure.” What elements of Reconstruction does he find successful? 
iii. In what ways is Reconstruction an “unfinished revolution”? 
iv. How are the Reconstruction Amendments still being litigated today? 

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

Crow era following the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments. 
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 5: Politics and Power 

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: 13th, 14th, 
and 15th 
Amendments 

    

Doc B:  The 
Evening Telegraph 
headline 

    

Doc C: Political 
cartoon of Andrew 
Johnson 

    

Doc D: Frederick 
Douglass essay 

    

Doc E: Alabama 
poll tax receipt 

    

Doc F: Plessy v. 
Ferguson 

    



Doc G: Booker T. 
Washington 
autobiography 

    



	



Classroom Connections: A Feature Conversation with Pulitzer Prize-Winning Historian Eric Foner 

Part I:  Guiding Question 

Consider this question throughout the lesson. 

1. What should be the legacy of the Reconstruction Amendments? 

 

 

 

Part II:  Backstory – How Reconstruction Transformed the Consti tution 

As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions from the interview. 

1. What are the Reconstruction Amendments? 

 

 

 

2. In the interview, Eric Foner pushes back against the idea that Reconstruction was a “failure.” What 
elements of Reconstruction does he find successful? 
 

 

 

 

3. In what ways is Reconstruction an “unfinished revolution”? 

 

 

 

 

4. How are the Reconstruction Amendments still being litigated today? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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: 

• Assess the effectiveness of the Reconstruction Amendments (13th, 14th, and 15th) in creating equal 
citizenship under the law following the Civil War. 

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 History 
Ø Use at least four of the documents 
Ø Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking 

 
  



Document A 
 

Section 1. Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been 
duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction. 

Section 2. Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

Amendment XIII 

Ratified December 6, 1865 

 

Section 1. All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the 
United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges 
or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due 
process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 

Section 2. Representatives shall be apportioned among the several States according to their respective numbers, counting the 
whole number of persons in each State, excluding Indians not taxed. But when the right to vote at any election for the choice 
of electors for President and Vice-President of the United States, Representatives in Congress, the Executive and Judicial 
officers of a State, or the members of the Legislature thereof, is denied to any of the male inhabitants of such State, being 
twenty-one years of age, and citizens of the United States, or in any way abridged, except for participation in rebellion, or 
other crime, the basis of representation therein shall be reduced in the proportion which the number of such male citizens 
shall bear to the whole number of male citizens twenty-one years of age in such State. 

Section 3. No person shall be a Senator or Representative in Congress, or elector of President and Vice-President, or hold 
any office, civil or military, under the United States, or under any State, who, having previously taken an oath, as a member 
of Congress, or as an officer of the United States, or as a member of any State legislature, or as an executive or judicial 
officer of any State, to support the Constitution of the United States, shall have engaged in insurrection or rebellion against 
the same, or given aid or comfort to the enemies thereof. But Congress may by a vote of two-thirds of each House, remove 
such disability. 

Section 4. The validity of the public debt of the United States, authorized by law, including debts incurred for payment of 
pensions and bounties for services in suppressing insurrection or rebellion, shall not be questioned. But neither the United 
States nor any State shall assume or pay any debt or obligation incurred in aid of insurrection or rebellion against the United 
States, or any claim for the loss or emancipation of any slave; but all such debts, obligations and claims shall be held illegal 
and void. 

Section 5. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article. 

Amendment XIV 

Ratified July 9, 1868 

 

Section 1. The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any 
State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. 

Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

Amendment XV 

Ratified February 3, 1870 

 



 

Document B 
 

 

 

The Evening Telegraph in Philadelphia 

March 31, 1870 



  



Document C 
 
 
 

 
 

  
Political Cartoon 

1868 
 

 
 
 

  



Document D 
 
We are often cautioned against demanding too much for the colored people of this country. This cautioning is 
invariably accompanied with a full narration of what has already been done for our people, and we are further 
exhorted to remember that within the past decade we were slaves without any rights entitled to respect, and that in 
this short space of time we have been freed and transformed into American citizens, with the right to exercise the 
elective franchise extended to us by amendment to the National Constitution. Having been the recipients of these 
very valuable gifts, it is asserted by some who have taken an active part in the giving, that we should be satisfied at 
least long enough to allow the nation to take breath after its strenuous exertions in the accomplishment of the 
results so beneficial to us. To such persons the fact that we have been oppressed, outraged, and wronged for more 
than two centuries seems to be no argument why the nation should hasten to undo the wrong it has sanctioned 
against us, now that if fully admits the evil perpetrated upon us. 
 
The elective franchise without protection in its exercise amounts to almost nothing in the hands of a minority with 
a vast majority determined that no exercise of it shall be made by the minority. Freedom from the auction block 
and from legal claim as property is of no benefit to the colored man without the means of protecting his rights. 
The black man is not a free American citizen in the sense that a white man is a free American citizen; he cannot 
protect himself against encroachments upon the rights and privileges already allowed him in a court of justice 
without an impartial jury. If accused of crime, he is tried by men who have a bias against him by reason of his race, 
color, or previous condition of servitude. If he attempts to send his children to the nearest public school where a 
free white American citizen, who pays no more taxes, can have the privilege without question, he is driven away 
and has no redress at law. If, after purchasing tickets for a ride in a first-class railway carriage, a colored person is 
hustled out into a smoking car, he or she has no redress at law because a custom prevails which allows injustice in 
this respect to colored persons. 
 
We claim that the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth amendments to the Constitution of the United States were 
intended to give full freedom to every person without regard to race or color in the United States; and, in order 
that this intention should be carried out and acted upon, power for that purpose was given by conferring upon 
Congress the right to enforce the amendments by appropriate legislation. It cannot be denied that the violent 
interference with the black man to prevent him from exercising the elective franchise in accordance with his own 
views is an abridgement of his freedom as is also the refusal of a trial by a jury of his peers; nor can it be denied 
that the forcing of colored men to pay for what they do not get by railroad corporations or the refusal to allow the 
same accommodation to them as to other citizens of the United States, is an invidious discrimination amounting 
to an abridgement of citizenship rights... 
 
We cannot be asking too much when we ask this Congress to carry out the intention of this Nation as expressed in 
the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth amendments. We are not free. We cannot be free without the appropriate 
legislation provided for in the above amendments. We say to those who think we are demanding too much that it 
is idle to point us to the amendments and ask us to be satisfied with them and wait until the nation is educated up 
to giving us something more. The amendments are excellent, but they need to be enforced. The result intended to 
be reached by the nation has not been reached. Congress has neglected to do its full duty. The people one month 
ago reiterated in thunder tones their demand "that complete liberty and exact equality in the enjoyment of all civil, 
political, and public rights should be established and effectually maintained throughout the Union by efficient and 
appropriate State and Federal legislation." We join in this demand those who think we are asking too much to the 
contrary notwithstanding. 
 

“Give Us the Freedom Intended for Us” by Frederick Douglass 

The New National Era, December 5, 1872



Document E 

 
 

 
 

 
Alabama Poll Tax Receipt 

1896 

  



Document F 
 

A statute which implies merely a legal distinction between the white and colored races -- a distinction which is 
founded in the color of the two races and which must always exist so long as white men are distinguished from the 
other race by color -- has no tendency to destroy the legal equality of the two races, or reestablish a state of 
involuntary servitude. Indeed, we do not understand that the Thirteenth Amendment is strenuously relied upon 
by the plaintiff in error in this connection. 

By the Fourteenth Amendment, all persons born or naturalized in the United States and subject to the jurisdiction 
thereof are made citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside, and the States are forbidden 
from making or enforcing any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States, 
or shall deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law, or deny to any person within 
their jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 

The proper construction of this amendment was first called to the attention of this court in the Slaughterhouse 
Cases…which involved, however, not a question of race, but one of exclusive privileges. The case did not call for 
any expression of opinion as to the exact rights it was intended to secure to the colored race, but it was said 
generally that its main purpose was to establish the citizenship of the negro, to give definitions of citizenship of the 
United States and of the States, and to protect from the hostile legislation of the States the privileges and 
immunities of citizens of the United States, as distinguished from those of citizens of the States. 

The object of the amendment was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races before the law, 
but, in the nature of things, it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce 
social, as distinguished from political, equality, or a commingling of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to 
either. Laws permitting, and even requiring, their separation in places where they are liable to be brought into 
contact do not necessarily imply the inferiority of either race to the other, and have been generally, if not 
universally, recognized as within the competency of the state legislatures in the exercise of their police power. The 
most common instance of this is connected with the establishment of separate schools for white and colored 
children, which has been held to be a valid exercise of the legislative power even by courts of States where the 
political rights of the colored race have been longest and most earnestly enforced. 

 

Excerpt from the majority opinion of Plessy v. Ferguson 

Written by Justice Henry Billings Brown 

May 18, 1896 

  



Document G 

The years from 1867 to 1878 I think may be called the period of Reconstruction. This included the time that I 
spent as a student at Hampton and as a teacher in West Virginia. During the whole of the Reconstruction period 
two ideas were constantly agitating the minds of the colored people, or, at least, the minds of a large part of the 
race. One of these was the craze for Greek and Latin learning, and the other was a desire to hold office. 

It could not have been expected that a people who had spent generations in slavery, and before that generations in 
the darkest heathenism, could at first form any proper conception of what an education meant. In every part of 
the South, during the Reconstruction period, schools, both day and night, were filled to overflowing with people 
of all ages and conditions, some being as far along in age as sixty and seventy years. The ambition to secure an 
education was most praiseworthy and encouraging. The idea, however, was too prevalent that, as soon as one 
secured a little education, in some unexplainable way he would be free from most of the hardships of the world, 
and, at any rate, could live without manual labor. There was a further feeling that a knowledge, however little, of 
the Greek and Latin languages would make one a very superior human being, something bordering almost on the 
supernatural. I remember that the first colored man whom I saw who knew something about foreign languages 
impressed me at that time as being a man of all others to be envied. 

Naturally, most of our people who received some little education became teachers or preachers. While among 
these two classes there were many capable, earnest, godly men and women, still a large proportion took up 
teaching or preaching as an easy way to make a living. Many became teachers who could do little more than write 
their names. I remember there came into our neighborhood one of this class, who was in search of a school to 
teach, and the question arose while he was there as to the shape of the earth and how he would teach the children 
concerning this subject. He explained his position in the matter by saying that he was prepared to teach that the 
earth was either flat or round, according to the preference of a majority of his patrons. 

The ministry was the profession that suffered most—and still suffers, though there has been great improvement—
on account of not only ignorant but in many cases immoral men who claimed that they were “called to preach.” In 
the earlier days of freedom almost every colored man who learned to read would receive “a call to preach” within 
a few days after he began reading. At my home in West Virginia the process of being called to the ministry was a 
very interesting one. Usually the “call” came when the individual was sitting in church. Without warning the one 
called would fall upon the floor as if struck by a bullet, and would lie there for hours, speechless and motionless. 
Then the news would spread all through the neighborhood that this individual had received a “call.” If he were 
inclined to resist the summons, he would fall or be made to fall a second or third time. In the end he always 
yielded to the call. While I wanted an education badly, I confess that in my youth I had a fear that when I had 
learned to read and write well I would receive one of these “calls”; but, for some reason, my call never came. 

When we add the number of wholly ignorant men who preached or “exhorted” to that of those who possessed 
something of an education, it can be seen at a glance that the supply of ministers was large. In fact, some time ago 
I knew a certain church that had a total membership of about two hundred, and eighteen of that number were 
ministers. But, I repeat, in many communities in the South the character of the ministry is being improved, and I 
believe that within the next two or three decades a very large proportion of the unworthy ones will have 
disappeared. The “calls” to preach, I am glad to say, are not nearly so numerous now as they were formerly, and 
the calls to some industrial occupation are growing more numerous. The improvement that has taken place in the 
character of the teachers is even more marked than in the case of the ministers. 

During the whole of the Reconstruction period our people throughout the South looked to the Federal 
Government for everything, very much as a child looks to its mother. This was not unnatural. The central 
government gave them freedom, and the whole Nation had been enriched for more than two centuries by the 
labor of the Negro. Even as a youth, and later in manhood, I had the feeling that it was cruelly wrong in the central 
government, at the beginning of our freedom, to fail to make some provision for the general education of our 



people in addition to what the states might do, so that the people would be the better prepared for the duties of 
citizenship.  

It is easy to find fault, to remark what might have been done, and perhaps, after all, and under all the 
circumstances, those in charge of the conduct of affairs did the only thing that could be done at the time. Still, as I 
look back now over the entire period of our freedom, I cannot help feeling that it would have been wiser if some 
plan could have been put in operation which would have made the possession of a certain amount of education or 
property, or both, a test for the exercise of the franchise, and a way provided by which this test should be made to 
apply honestly and squarely to both the white and black races.  

Though I was but little more than a youth during the period of Reconstruction, I had the feeling that mistakes 
were being made, and that things could not remain in the condition that they were in then very long. I felt that the 
Reconstruction policy, so far as it related to my race, was in a large measure on a false foundation, was artificial 
and forced. In many cases it seemed to me that the ignorance of my race was being used as a tool with which to 
help white men into office, and that there was an element in the North which wanted to punish the Southern white 
men by forcing the Negro into positions over the heads of the Southern whites. I felt that the Negro would be the 
one to suffer for this in the end. Besides, the general political agitation drew the attention of our people away from 
the more fundamental matters of perfecting themselves in the industries at their doors and in securing property. 

 

Excerpts from Up from Slavery: An Autobiography by Booker T. Washington 

1901 
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