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Preface 

To commemorate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, the
Black Caucus of the American Library Association and the 2025 Emerging Leaders
cohort have worked together to create a toolkit that can be used by any library to
promote, understand, and commemorate a complex time in the history of the
United States. Specifically, this toolkit is meant to be a starting point for those who
want to learn more about the meaning of the Declaration of Independence for
Black Americans.
 
For the first half of this Toolkit, we have chosen to focus on five themes. These
include Ideals of the Founding Era, Writing and the Arts, Black Military Service
During the Revolutionary War, Life in the Colonies, and Slavery and Resistance.
Each of these themes also includes discussion questions and resources. For the
second half, we have noted four possible programs that libraries can host to help
support patrons in their learning.

We hope that this Toolkit can be the beginning of a greater journey. On this journey,
we hope that users will be inspired to do more research and delve deeper into the
meaning of Black agency during a time when they were not meant to have any. 
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The Semiquincentennial
This project is not the only project commemorating the 250  anniversary of the
United States. For more information on other programming, please view the
following resources:

th

250  Anniversary of American Independence from the National Park Serviceth

250  Anniversary Program Handbook from The American Association for State
and Local History

th

America250 the Official Website of the U.S. Semiquincentennial Commission
America250 State and Territory Commissions
Celebrating 250 Years of America from the Daughters of the American
Revolution
Declaration 250 from The National Archives
Homecoming 250 from U.S. Navy Marines
Making History at 250: The Field Guide for the Semiquincentennial from The
American Association for State and Local History
Our Shared Future: 250 from the Smithsonian 
U.S. Army’s Birthday Celebration from the U.S. Army

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/npscelebrates/usa-250.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/npscelebrates/usa-250.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/npscelebrates/usa-250.htm
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/7978d4ce33.html#page/1
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/7978d4ce33.html#page/1
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/7978d4ce33.html#page/1
https://america250.org/americas-250th/
https://america250.org/our-partners/state-and-territory-commissions/
https://www.dar.org/outreach/america-250
https://www.declaration250.gov/
https://www.homecoming250.org/
https://download.aaslh.org/Making+History+at+250+Field+Guide.pdf
https://www.si.edu/250
https://www.army.mil/1775/


March 5, 1770: The Boston Massacre
Pivotal event in the lead-up to the American Revolution. British
soldiers fired upon a crowd of American colonists killing five.

December 16, 1773: The Boston Tea Party
American colonists boarded ships owned by the East India
Company and dumped tea into the harbor in protest against the
Tea Act.

September 5 – October 26, 1774: First Continental
Congress
Meeting of 56 delegates from 12 of the 13 colonies held in
Philadelphia after the Parliament of Great Britain passed the
Intolerable Acts and blockaded the Boston Harbor.

April 19, 1775: American Revolutionary War Begins 
The Battles of Lexington and Concord in the colony of
Massachusetts mark the official start of the war.

June 17, 1775: Battle of Bunker Hill
The British won this battle and took control of the Charleston
Peninsula and Boston Harbor.

6

Timeline

"Boston Massacre, March 5th, 1770" by John H. Bufford
based on a drawing by William L. Champney, ca.1856

Boston
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Washington Crossing the Delaware by Emanuel Leutze, 1851
(The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

November 7, 1775: Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation
British governor of Virginia, the Earl of Dunmore, in a move against
the American Patriots, promised freedom to enslaved people and
indentured servants if they joined the British army.

May 10, 1775 – March 1, 1781: Second Continental
Congress
Meeting of delegates from the 13 colonies united to establish
independence from Britain. This body functioned as the provisional
government of the United States of America in accordance with
the Articles of Confederation.

January 10, 1776: Common Sense Published
Thomas Paine’s 47-page pamphlet, Common Sense was published
which was instrumental in persuading people to join the Patriot
cause for independence.

July 4, 1776: Declaration of Independence
A Committee at Second Continental Congress drafted this
document to formally separate from Britain. 

December 25-26, 1776: George Washington Crosses
the Delaware
Washington led a mission to cross the frozen Delaware river during
Winter, which led to victory at the Battle of Trenton and the Battle
of Princeton.
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February 1778: Treaty of Alliance 
France and the United States signed this treaty that brought them
into an alliance against Great Britain.

1779: A Bill Concerning Slaves drafted by the
Committee of the Virginia Assembly
A legislative proposal drafted by the Committee of Virginia
Assembly during the state's constitutional revision.

1779: The Clinton-Sullivan Expedition
General John Sullivan and General James Clinton serve as second
in command to Washington in their expedition to destroy the
Cayuga and Seneca Indian Nations.  

October 19, 1781: Battle of Yorktown
British General Charles Cornwallis surrenders to George
Washington.

September 3, 1783: Treaty of Paris
Treaty signed by the thirteen colonies and Great Britain officially
ending the Revolutionary War and recognizing the independence
of the United States as a separate nation.

8

Map of Gen. Sullivan’s march from Easton to the Senaca
& Cayuga countries, 1779. Library of Congress
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May 25, 1787 - September 17, 1787: Constitutional
Convention/Federal Convention
Convention took place in what is now Independence Hall in
Philadelphia and 55 delegates drafted the U.S. Constitution. 

October 1787 - May 1788: Federalist Papers
A series of 85 essays written by Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and
James Madison to urge ratification of the Constitution.

June 21, 1788: Ratification of the U.S. Constitution
A Super Majority, nine of the 13 states, had ratified the U.S.
Constitution by this date.

April 30, 1789: George Washington Inaugurated as
President of the United States
Washington was unanimously elected by the Electoral College in
the 1788-1789 election and was the first President of the United
States. 

December 15, 1791: Bill of Rights Ratified
Ten of the proposed 12 amendments to the Constitution ratified by
three-fourths of the state legislatures and constitute the U.S. Bill of
Rights. 

9

Photo from the National Archives and Records Administration.
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Documents of the Founding Era

Magna Carta 
Drafted in 1217 by English barons during King John's reign, this document
consists of 63 clauses addressing individual rights of nobles, establishing due
process under law, and limiting the monarch's absolute rule. It significantly
influenced both the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights.

Declaration of Independence 
A formal statement of grievances and principles issued by the British Colonies in
America, declaring their independence from Great Britain and establishing the
united colonies as an independent nation. The original rough draft was
primarily composed by Thomas Jefferson of Virginia in early June 1776. The
document was presented to the Continental Congress on July 2, 1776, and
adopted by 12 of the 13 colonies on July 4, 1776.

Treaty of Paris 
The formal document which ended the American Revolution and between Great
Britain and the American colonies, and the recognition of the United States as a
independent nation. The document was signed on September 3, 1783 and is
named for the city of Paris, France; were the treaty was negotiated and signed.

Federalist Papers 
A collection of 85 essays written and published between October 1787 and May
1788. Authored under the pseudonym "Publius," these writings appeared in
newspapers throughout the United States to explain and advocate for key
provisions of the newly proposed Constitution.

Constitution of the United States 
The foundational governing document of the Republic that establishes the
country's basic governmental structure. Ratified by the Constitutional
Convention of 1787, it defines the three branches of government, establishes its
supreme authority as the "law of the land," creates a system of checks and
balances between branches, outlines the relationship between states and the
federal government, and details the process for constitutional amendment and
ratification.

10

https://www.parliament.uk/magnacarta/#:~:text=Magna%20Carta%20was%20issued%20in,of%20Magna%20Carta%20(1215).
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-01-02-0176-0004
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://guides.loc.gov/federalist-papers/full-text
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
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Bill of Rights 
Comprising the first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution, these provisions
safeguard fundamental liberties and civil rights, including due process, freedom
of speech, press, religion, and assembly. 

A Bill Concerning Slaves, Committee of Virginia Assembly
A legislative proposal drafted by the Committee of Virginia Assembly during the
state's constitutional revision in 1779. Co-authored by Thomas Jefferson, this
bill proposed the emancipation of enslaved persons brought into the
commonwealth while limiting rights for those born within Virginia's borders.

11

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-02-02-0132-0004-0051


Themes 

Themes:
Ideals of the Founding Era
Writing and the Arts
Black Military Service During the Revolutionary War
Life in the Colonies
Slavery and Resistance

Each of the provided themes in this toolkit includes:
Informative Facts 
Discussion Questions 
Additional Resources
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Facts:
1.  The Declaration of Independence established key American principles including

equality, self-governance, and the right to revolution, though in practice these
rights were limited to property-owning white men despite the document's
universal language (National Archives and Records Administration, 2025).

2.  The Declaration's list of grievances against King George III of Great Britain
focused on political and economic injustices but omitted the moral
contradiction of demanding liberty while denying it to enslaved people,
highlighting the document's fundamental hypocrisy.

3.  Thomas Jefferson's original draft of the Declaration contained a passage
condemning King George III for perpetuating the slave trade, but this section
was removed to appease South Carolina and Georgia, who wished to continue
importing enslaved people (Zuckerman et al., 2011).

4.  Despite authoring the Declaration's statement that "all men are created
equal," Jefferson's 1779 Virginia bill concerning slaves revealed the
contradictions in his thinking, as it maintained strict restrictions on enslaved
people's freedoms while creating limited pathways to emancipation
(Committee of the Virginia Assembly, 1779).

5.  Jefferson's Virginia slave bill of 1779 exemplified the paradoxical nature of
early American liberty, requiring emancipated individuals to leave the
commonwealth within a year and maintaining severe restrictions on enslaved
people's movement, speech, and right to bear arms (Committee of the Virginia
Assembly, 1779).

Discussion Questions:
1.The Declaration asserts that governments derive power from "the consent of

the governed." How does this principle apply today when examining debates
over voting rights, gerrymandering, and representation in our current
democratic system?

2.Jefferson's removed passage on slavery reveals early tensions between
America's stated ideals and its economic reliance on human bondage. How do
we see similar contradictions between American values and practices in today's
society?

3.The Declaration lists specific grievances to justify separation from British rule.
What grievances might marginalized communities in America today cite when
arguing that the government has failed to protect their "unalienable rights"?

Ideals in the Founding Era
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4.  The Virginia slave laws drafted by Jefferson's committee created a complex
legal framework that both acknowledged freedom while maintaining strict controls.
How do current immigration policies, criminal justice practices, or economic
regulations echo similar patterns of conditional liberty?
5.  In what ways do modern protest movements, calls for institutional reform, or
challenges to established power structures reflect this revolutionary principle from
the Declaration?

Additional Resources:
Video: Revisiting the Founding Era by the National Constitution Center
Video: The Declaration Revisited: Black Americans by Civics 101
Video: Slavery and the Constitution, by James Oliver Horton
Article: Our democracy’s founding ideals were false when they were written.
Black Americans have fought to make them true, by Nikole Hannah-Jones
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Nf-R8iaNPc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohvH6jJ4WY0
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/videos/slavery-and-constitution
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/black-history-american-democracy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/black-history-american-democracy.html


Writing and the Arts
Facts:

1.  Born in 1753, Phillis Wheatley was the first African American author with a
published book of poetry. Her book, “Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and
Moral”, is a key part of African American literature today (Waldstreicher, 2023). 

2.  Another founder of African American literature, Jupiter Hammon, was a poet
and preacher from New York. His first work, “An Evening Prayer”,  was published
in 1760 (Kaplan, 1973). 

3.  While his background and life are shrouded in mystery, Joshua Johnson was the
first documented African American painter. His work primarily is made up of
portraits (Smithsonian American Art Museum, 2025). 

4.  Lucy Terry is the author of the earliest existing poem by an African American,
“Bars Fight”. This poem was orally handed down for over 100 years before it was
published (Winter, 2007). 

5.  Benjamin Banneker, born in Maryland in 1731, was a self educated
mathematician,  farmer, naturalist, astronomer, almanac author, and more. He
published six almanacs using his skills, the last one being published in 1797
(Kaplan, 1973).

Discussion Questions:
1.  Are there any Black poets/writers today who have had a similar impact as

Phillis Wheatley?
2.Can you think of any Black artists that may have been inspired by this time

period?
3.There are many prominent poets from this era. Why do you think the Black

people of this era turned to poems instead of other mediums?
4. What kind of influence do you think the African American writers and artists of

the Founding era had on the rest of society at the time? Or today?
5.  What differences are there between the work of African American writers and

other Founding era writers? What other documents or published work can you
think of from this time period?

Additional Resources:
Book: The Trials of Phillis Wheatley by Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
Book Chapter: The Emergence of Gifts and Powers by Sidney Kaplan in The
Black Presence in the Era of the American Revolution 
Book: The Odyssey of Phillis Wheatley by David Waldstreicher
Podcast: Benjamin Benneker from Stuff You Missed In History Class
Video: Joseph Lloyd Manor & the Jupiter Hammon Project from PBS Digital
Studios America @ 250
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https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/henry-louis-gates/the-trials-of-phillis-wheatley/9780786728992/?lens=basic-books
https://www.umasspress.com/9780870236631/the-black-presence-in-the-era-of-the-american-revolution/
https://www.umasspress.com/9780870236631/the-black-presence-in-the-era-of-the-american-revolution/
https://www.umasspress.com/9780870236631/the-black-presence-in-the-era-of-the-american-revolution/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429969451/theodysseyofphilliswheatley/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3UO9WwhNdE0
https://www.pbs.org/video/treasures-of-ny-joseph-lloyd-manor-jupiter-hammon-project-jcicdv/
https://www.pbs.org/video/treasures-of-ny-joseph-lloyd-manor-jupiter-hammon-project-jcicdv/


Facts:
1.The Boston Massacre, on March 5, 1770, was one of the conflicts between

colonists and the British that led to the Revolutionary War. In the Boston
Massacre, five men were killed by British soldiers, including Crispus Attucks
whom abolitionists called the first martyr of the war (Boston National Historic
Park).

2.On November 7, 1775, the Earl of Dunmore and Virginia’s Governor created a
proclamation allowing enslaved people to be freed if they served in the British
Army and fought against the Patriots (“Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation”).

3. In 1775, due to opposition from various colonies, George Washington barred
Black men from enlisting in the army. However, this was ineffective as hundreds
of Black men continued to enlist, so Washington overturned his decision
(Greenwalt, 2024).

4.The first integrated unit of Black American, Indigenous American, and white
soldiers was the Rhode Island Regiment who served from 1778 to 1783 (“From
Slaves to Soldiers”, 2019). By enlisting under the Slave Enlistment Act of 1778,
enslaved people were promised they would “be absolutely free,” (Amore).

5.Salem Poor, a free Black American who served the Patriots in the Revolutionary
War, was the only soldier honored for his bravery at the Battle of Bunker Hill
(“Salem Poor”).

Discussion Questions:
1.Both the Patriots and the British had promises of freedom for Black enslaved

men that enlisted and fought in their armies, how would people try to manage
this decision and how much of a choice was there?

2.What impact did allowing Black men to serve in the Patriot Army have on
colonists’ perspectives on Black Americans?

3.How did the promises made to soldiers in the Revolutionary war inspire the
promises the United States military continues to make to soldiers and veterans
today?

4.How could Black Americans contribute to the fight for America’s freedom
without enlisting in the Patriot Army?

5.How can we recognize and remember the men who served, especially those
who were not well documented by history?
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Black Military Service During the
Revolutionary War
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Additional Resources:
Book Chapter: The Military Role of Black Loyalists in the American War for
Independence by Todd W. Braisted in Moving On: Black Loyalists in the Afro-
Atlantic World
Book: Death or Liberty: African Americans and Revolutionary America by
Douglas R. Egerton
Book: They “... fought bravely, but were unfortunate:” The True Story of Rhode
Island’s “Black Regiment” and the Failure of Segregation in Rhode Island’s
Continental Line, 1777-1783 by Daniel M. Popek
Video: Black Soldiers of the Revolutionary War from American Battlefield Trust
Video: The American Revolution: Crash Course Black American History #8 from
Crash Course
Video: Broken Promises and Black Revolutionary War Soldiers from PBS Digital
Studios
Podcast: Black Soldiers in the American Revolution from National Heritage
Areas Podcast
Podcast: Shirley L. Green: Revolutionary Blacks: Discovering the Frank Brothers,
Freeborn Men of Color, Soldiers of Independence from Dispatches: The Podcast
of the Journal of the American Revolution

17

Soldiers in Uniform. by Jean Baptiste Antoine de Verger created
between 1781-1784. From the Library of Congress, “The watercolor,
which appears in the journal, shows the variety of soldiers fighting for
American independence, depicting, from left to right, a black soldier
of the First Rhode Island Regiment, a New England militiaman, a
frontier rifleman, and a French officer” (Library of Congress, n.d.).

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781315052090/moving-john-pulis?refId=a6436201-c9e9-447d-ae1a-5707d6d03a22&context=ubx
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781315052090/moving-john-pulis?refId=a6436201-c9e9-447d-ae1a-5707d6d03a22&context=ubx
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/death-or-liberty-9780199782253?cc=us&lang=en&
https://www.authorhouse.com/BookStore/BookDetails/488877-They-fought-bravely-but-were-unfortunate
https://www.authorhouse.com/BookStore/BookDetails/488877-They-fought-bravely-but-were-unfortunate
https://www.authorhouse.com/BookStore/BookDetails/488877-They-fought-bravely-but-were-unfortunate
https://youtu.be/h7PVkGY4hhQ?si=mszeRB5NlH1H1xet
https://youtu.be/y75yPx9WKHY?si=nmFQQT-a_Tdbzjmw
https://www.pbs.org/video/broken-promises-and-black-revolutionary-war-soldiers-pe3hz7/
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/heritageareas/nhapodcast2019.htm
https://jardispatches.podbean.com/e/e241-shirley-l-green-revolutionary-blacks-discovering-the-frank-brothers-freeborn-men-of-color-soldiers-of-independence/
https://jardispatches.podbean.com/e/e241-shirley-l-green-revolutionary-blacks-discovering-the-frank-brothers-freeborn-men-of-color-soldiers-of-independence/
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Life in the Colonies
Facts:

1.While enslaved Africans were brought to the thirteen colonies at different times,

all of the colonies were practicing slavery when the Declaration of

Independence was signed (National Museum of African American History and

Culture, n.d.).

2.  Vermont was the first colony to completely abolish slavery in 1777. While some

colonies/states passed legislation to gradually abolish slavery, they did not fully

abolish slavery until the following years; Massachusetts (1783), New York (1827),

Rhode Island (1843), Pennsylvania (1847), Connecticut (1848), New Hampshire

(1857), Maryland (1864), North Carolina (1865), South Carolina (1865), Delaware

(1865), Georgia (1865), and New Jersey (1866).

3.Despite brutal conditions, Africans in colonial America preserved and

developed a vibrant culture through oral storytelling, music, and religious

practices, blending African traditions with new elements of Christian worship as

a form of resistance and survival (National Geographic Society, 2025). 

4.Early African laborers in the British colonies initially held a legal status similar to

white indentured servants, but court cases like those of John Punch (1640) and

John Casor (1654) helped establish the legal basis for lifetime servitude,

marking the transition to institutionalized slavery for Africans (National

Geographic Society, 2025).

5.  During the Founding Era, there were laws related to servants and slaves.

Servants were bound for a limited time, typically by indenture or custom, while

enslaved persons (primarily Africans and their descendants) were enslaved for

life, following the condition of their mothers. Laws required masters to provide

servants with adequate food, clothing, and lodging, and prohibited excessive

punishment, such as whipping a white servant naked without a justice's order.

These, and other benefits, were not provided to those enslaved (Beverly, 1722).

Discussion Questions: 
1.  Although slavery existed in all thirteen colonies at the time of the Declaration

of Independence, abolition happened at very different rates. What social,

economic, or political factors might explain why some states ended slavery

earlier than others?

2.What does the contrast in legal protections between white servants and

enslaved Africans during the Founding Era reveal about the racial hierarchy and

power structures in colonial society?

18



Additional resources:
National Geographic Encyclopedic Entry: Africans in Colonial America

Video: Slavery and the American Revolution, by James Oliver Horton

 Website: Robert Beverly’s Of Servants and Slaves in Virginia, 1705
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3. How can we trace the storytelling and musical traditions of this time period to

current musical performance? How do people use those musical and storytelling

traditions for resistance and survival today? 

4. Given that Vermont abolished slavery in 1777 and New Jersey not until 1866, how

should we understand the legacy of slavery across different states in shaping

regional identities and inequalities today?

5. Why do you think it took New Jersey, in the north, the longest of the thirteen

original colonies to officially abolish slavery?

19

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/africans-colonial-america/
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/videos/slavery-and-american-revolution
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/of-the-servants-and-slaves-in-virginia/


Facts:
1.Enslaved people often resisted slavery from it’s inception through self-

liberation, also known as escaping or running away. Enslaved African people
had been engaged in self-liberation for at least 250 years at the start of the
American Revolution (Miller, 2022). 

2.Enslaved women and men often engaged in the act of truancy. In this act of
truancy, enslaved people would leave from plantations, for a few days to
weeks, to break from the harsh conditions imposed upon them. This act of
truancy gave them autonomy over their own bodies and their labor (Camp,
2002). 

3.  Enslaved people used “rival geography” to escape the restrictions placed on
them. They used their vast knowledge of the land to create spaces for leisure
and respite for themselves, reclaiming their agency (Camp, 2002).

4.  Another form of resistance was gathering together. Enslaved people were not
allowed to gather in groups. However, they found a way to gather and find
some sources of joy, in secret. Often, these escapes were enjoyed with music,
dancing, and courtship (Camp, 2004). This was a covert act of resistance and
a profound way to keep community in the most horrific circumstances. 

5.   As one of the most photographed people in America during the 19  century,
Frederick Douglass, saw portraiture as a way to humanize those who had been
denied that humanity. He gave several speeches about pictures as this became
a clear point of resisting the dehumanization of Black people (Lindberg, 2020).

th

Discussion Questions:
1.  What does resistance mean to you?

2.Were you taught the history of resistance by enslaved people? If so, in what
ways do you connect that to the present day? If not, what are your initial
thoughts and how will we tell these stories to future generations?

3.  What links of activism and self-liberation can be connected to contemporary
movements, like Black Lives Matter?

4.  Do you have a tradition of taking pictures of yourself and your family? If so,
how do you keep those photos and what do they represent to you? Do you
share them with others?

5.  In what ways does covert resistance change the landscape of how Black
people are existing? How do we find joy in the midst of turmoil?

Slavery and Resistance 
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Additional Resources:
Book: Brooding Over Bloody Revenge: Enslaved Women’s Lethal Resistance by
Nikki Marie Taylor 
Book: We Refuse: A Forceful History of Black Resistance by Kellie Carter Jackson
Book: Slave No More: Self-Liberation Before Abolitionism in the Americas by
Aline Helg
Book: A Slave No More: Two Men who Escaped to Freedom, Including Their Own
Narratives of Emancipation by David W. Blight
Book: Surviving Southampton: African American Women and Resistance in Nat
Turner’s Community by Vanessa M. Holden
Scholarly Article: Generation, resistance, and Survival: African-American
Children and the Southampton Rebellion of 1831 by Vanessa M. Holden
Book: Fugitive Movements: Commemorating the Denmark Vesey Affair and
Black Radical Antislavery in the Atlantic World by James O’Neil Spady and
Manisha Sinha 
Blog: Frederick Douglass and the Power of Pictures by Melissa Lindberg
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/brooding-over-bloody-revenge/FB2A5AE044759AD0A9C47D752D4FD6AF
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/kellie-carter-jackson/we-refuse/9781541602908/
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469649634/slave-no-more/
https://www.harpercollins.com/products/a-slave-no-more-david-w-blight?variant=39939067281442
https://www.harpercollins.com/products/a-slave-no-more-david-w-blight?variant=39939067281442
https://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/?id=p085857
https://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/?id=p085857
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0144039X.2017.1304612
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0144039X.2017.1304612
http://uscpress.com/Fugitive-Movements
http://uscpress.com/Fugitive-Movements
https://blogs.loc.gov/picturethis/2020/02/frederick-douglass-and-the-power-of-pictures/
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Programming Suggestions

Programs:
Trivia/Jeopardy-Style Game
Book Groups
Community Conversations
Invited Community Panelists 

In this section, there are sample programs and best practices to support learning
about the themes explored in this toolkit. Feel free to modify them to your library’s
needs. 
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Trivia/Jeopardy-Style Game 

The following questions below can be used in a trivia/jeopardy style game.
This game can be played in a physical or virtual format. You can find
PowerPoint templates online to create your own game. In each section, the
questions are ranked from easiest to hardest. 

Ideals of the Founding Era
1.This 1787 document begins with the famous phrase "We the People" and

established the structure of the federal government. 
Answer: The Constitution of the United States

2.This 1784 document established America's system for adding new states to the
Union and prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory. 

Answer: The Northwest Ordinance
3.Written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay under the

pseudonym "Publius," these 85 essays argued for the ratification of the
Constitution. 

Answer: The Federalist Papers
4.This 1219 document which helped inspire the Declaration of Independence

established the right to due process, equality before the law, and trial by a jury
of peers. 

Answer: The Magna Carta
5.This 1783 treaty, signed in Paris, formally ended the American Revolutionary War

and recognized American independence from Great Britain. 
Answer: The Treaty of Paris

Writing and the Arts
1.This woman was the first African American with a published book of poetry. 

Answer: Phillis Wheatley
2.This person is known as the founder of African American literature. 

Answer: Jupiter Hammon
3.This person was an astronomer and mathematician who published 6 almanacs

in his lifetime. 
Answer: Benjamin Banneker

4.The artist Joshua Johnson was one of the first African Americans to make a
career as an artists doing this type of work.

Answer: Portraits
5.Written by Lucy Terry, this is the earliest existing poem by an African American

poet. 
Answer: Bars Fight
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Black Military Service During the Revolutionary War
1.This colony, now a state, proclaimed that Black men could serve in the British

militia. 
Answer: Virginia

2.At their largest, there were this many segregated companies of soldiers. 
Answer: Five

3.The company of Veteran Black Soldiers was formed at this major battle site. 
Answer: Valley Forge

4.These were the three roles a Black man could have in the Patriot Army. 
Answer: Drummer, Fifer, and Private Soldier

5.This woman served as a cook in George Washington’s military household from
1776 to around 1780. 

Answer: Hannah Till

Life in the Colonies
 Many African captives in the colonies adopted this religion, blending it with
their own traditions.

Answer: Christianity
This African indentured servant had his punishment changed to lifetime
servitude after running away with two white servants in 1640.

Answer: John Punch
This 1654 court case declared that John Casor would be a servant for life,
marking a legal step toward institutionalized slavery.

Answer: Casor V Johnson
 This 1705 law declared that all non-Christian servants brought to the colonies
would automatically be enslaved.

Answer: Virginia Slave Law of 1705
The first representative assembly in the American colonies, established in
Virginia in 1619.

Answer: House of Burgesses
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Slavery and Resistance
1.  This abolitionist, in an Independence Day celebration in 1852 proclaimed,

“What to the slave is the Fourth of July?”
Answer: Frederick Douglass

2.  What was the year that the first enslaved African people brought to the
Americas?

Answer: 1619 
3.  In this South Carolina rebellion, almost 100 enslaved people, led by a man

named Jemmy, gathered to march to St. Augustine, Florida, in hopes of
obtaining their freedom, although they did not meet that goal.

Answer: The Stono Rebellion
4.  This New Year’s Eve Ritual was started on December 31, 1862 when enslaved

Black people gathered in churches to wait for the Emancipation Proclamation
to take effect.

Answer: Watch Night
5.Harriet Tubman, known for being the conductor of the Underground Railroad,

led this military operation in 1863 that freed 700 enslaved people.
Answer:  Combahee Ferry Raid

America @ 250

B
lack Perspectives of the Foundi

ng
 E

ra
 

25

Trivia/Jeopardy-Style Game 



Book Groups
Book groups are a great way to explore ideas with your patrons. Creating spaces to
connect and converse about relevant topics is a great way to support community
members. Building a book group from scratch can be daunting, but luckily there are
various ways to lead and host a book group. It really depends on the audience, the
library, and how much time there is to dedicate to the program. The following tips
are meant to help get you started and make the process of gathering community to
discuss relevant and timely books. 

Tips On Starting A Book Group
Decide on the structure of your book group. 

If possible, determine the books as far in advance as possible. 
Determine early on how often the group will meet and at what time. 
Would you like it to be more casual? Academic? 
What basic guidelines would you like to put in place to make the group
more successful? Some guidelines could include reminding people in the
group to stay respectful and to actively listen. 
If possible, try to create a welcoming environment for the group. That might
include refreshments or a cozy room. 

Decide on the questions you will ask the group. 
Try to select open ended questions that encourage open discussion.
Decide how you will keep track of the discussion and key moments in the
group. 
If facilitating, keep in mind that some people may be more comfortable
sharing than others. Make space for people to contribute in the way they
see fit. 

As you start the group, gather feedback from members. 
Is there anything different they’d like to see from the group? Having
comment cards on hand could be helpful to gather that feedback. 
Is there a group name that could be voted on by the members?

Try to incorporate your library's current resources.
Determine the availability of meeting rooms. 
Find books that can be read in multiple formats (physical book, ebook,
audiobook)
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Possible Reading List
The 1619 Project by Nikole Hannah Jones
Four Hundred Souls: A Community History of African America, 1619-2019 edited
by Ibram X. Kendi
Black Writers of the Founding Era edited by James G. Basker
The Odyssey of Phillis Wheatley by David Waldstreicher
Combee: Harriet Tubman, the Combahee River Raid, and Black Freedom during
the Civil War by Edda L. Fields-Black
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https://1619books.com/
https://www.ibramxkendi.com/400-souls
https://bookshop.org/p/books/black-writers-of-the-founding-era-loa-366-a-library-of-america-anthology-james-g-basker/19748148
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429969451/theodysseyofphilliswheatley/
https://asalh.org/combee-harriet-tubman-the-combahee-river-raid-and-black-freedom-during-the-civil-war/
https://asalh.org/combee-harriet-tubman-the-combahee-river-raid-and-black-freedom-during-the-civil-war/


Community Conversations
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Community Conversations are organized, facilitated discussions with community
members. These discussions work best as informal conversations with an intentional
direction. For each of our themes, we have prepared discussion questions, feel free
to use those questions or create your own, as you know your patrons best. Below
are some best practices to get the most out of your conversations.

Facilitator Tips
As a facilitator, you need to decide if your community conversation programs
will be a stand-alone, one-time event, or as a series of events.

The benefits of a series-style program is that you can divide your topics
across events which gives more space to discuss. However, if you find that
those events do not work as well for your library (staff or patrons), one-time
events work as well, be sure to assess your capacity before you start. 

When designing the structure of your conversation, be sure to choose an
allotted amount of time that lets your patrons feel like it was a true discussion
with time to share opinions and ideas, while also having an appropriate amount
of time so that there is not a large amount of time left in your program with no
discussion. You want to find a time that works well for your audience. 

We recommend starting with an hour to an hour and a half, at the most.
Get feedback from your patrons as you start having the programs to assess
whether you may need more time or less time. 

Have a plan for how the discussion will go. If you need to take fifteen minutes
to go over ground rules and establish the atmosphere for the conversation,
allocate time for it. If you want to ask a question and let people speak more
freely that is okay. If you prefer people to raise their hands or to alert you in
another way to give their response, make sure that whatever dynamic you
choose, that you stick to it and hold your patrons to that as well.
As with all conversations, conflict and disagreement can and often will arise.
Develop a system of how you will deal with this. Create a plan for dealing with
intentionally harmful comments. You want to create the safest space for
everyone. Create thresholds for when you might ask someone to leave. As a
facilitator, you are guiding the entire program, so if you have a plan it’ll be
easier to enforce, if needed.
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Reflective Conversations & Listening Skills
The purpose of these conversations is to deepen our knowledge about the
experiences of Black people from past to present. These conversations are
meant to challenge our misconceptions, our biases, and to reflect on how we
can move forward. 
Guide your conversations in a way that requires your patrons to reflect on their
own experiences and so that everyone is thinking more deeply instead of trying
to get their own point across. 
As you are creating your ground rules, let your patrons know that your space is a
space for critical self-reflection and dialogue that centers the experiences of
Black people. 
Challenge your patrons to listen with the intention to acknowledge each other’s
voices. 
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Panel Discussions: Purpose and Planning
Panel discussions provide community members with a valuable opportunity to gain
diverse insights and perspectives on specific topics. This format allows audience
members to interact with subject matter experts, raising awareness and deepening
understanding of complex issues. To foster a successful event for all participants,
facilitators should plan methodically and consider the following essential elements.

Tips for Planning and Implementing a Successful Panel Discussion

1.Selecting a Topic of Interest
Choose timely, relevant topics that resonate with your target audience
Consider current trends, challenges, or areas where differing viewpoints
would be enlightening
Ensure the topic is specific enough to allow for focused discussion but
broad enough to engage various perspectives

2.Establish the Purpose for the Panel Discussion
Define clear objectives (educate, debate, problem-solve, etc.)
Identify key takeaways you want audience members to gain
Determine how success will be measured (audience engagement,
knowledge transfer, action items)

3.Outline and Secure Logistics
Book an appropriate venue or setting (in-person, virtual, or hybrid)
Arrange necessary equipment (microphones, projector, recording devices)
Consider seating arrangement for optimal interaction
Plan the timing, including Q&A segments and breaks if needed

4.Draft Panel Questions
Develop thought-provoking questions that highlight different perspectives
Create a mix of prepared questions and potential follow-ups
Structure questions to build naturally from introductory to more complex
topics
Include questions that encourage storytelling and personal experiences

5.Select Panel Participants
Aim for diversity in expertise, background, and viewpoint
Choose articulate speakers who can communicate complex ideas clearly
Consider the interpersonal dynamics between potential panelists
Limit the number of panelists (typically 3-5) to ensure each has adequate
speaking time

Invited Community Panelists

30
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6.   Give Panel Participants Time to Prepare
Share the purpose, format, and key questions in advance
Provide context about the audience and their expectations
Clarify time constraints and presentation requirements
Request any materials or visual aids needed before the event

7.  Select Moderator(s)
Choose someone knowledgeable about the topic but neutral on
contentious aspects
Look for facilitation skills: time management, question redirection, and
audience engagement
Brief the moderator on all participants' backgrounds and expertise
Ensure the moderator can maintain focus while allowing natural
conversation to flow

8.  Promoting the Event
Create compelling promotional materials highlighting key panelists and
topics
Utilize multiple channels (social media, email, partner organizations) to
reach target audiences
Include clear details about date, time, location, and registration process
Consider offering incentives for attendance (networking opportunities,
resources, refreshments)

9. Introducing the Moderators, Panelists and Ground Rules
Prepare thorough but concise introductions highlighting relevant expertise
Consider creating printed or digital programs with panelist bios
Allow brief personal introductions from each panelist to establish rapport
Clearly communicate panel ground rules to participants and audience at
the beginning
Explain expectations for participation, timing, question procedures, and
respectful discourse
Outline how the session will flow and when audience participation will be
welcomed

10. Engage the Audience
Plan for interactive elements (live polling, Q&A sessions, discussion prompts)
Provide multiple ways for audience participation (verbal questions, written
submissions, digital platforms)
Allow time for networking before or after the formal discussion
Collect feedback to improve future panel event.

31
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11. Keep Questions Brief and On Topic
Encourage moderators to ask clear, concise questions
Train audience members to frame focused questions (consider providing
guidelines)
Have the moderator ready to politely redirect if questions become lengthy
or tangential
Consider having pre-submitted questions screened for relevance and clarity
Ensure questions advance the discussion rather than derailing it
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 General Program Considerations
In this section, we provide some sample ground rules for any event as well as how
to make events accessible to all patrons.

Sample Ground Rules:

1.We follow all instructions given to us by our facilitator. 
2.We speak one person at a time and we do not interrupt each other.
3.We will not intentionally try to hurt someone’s feelings with our comments.
4. If we realize that we have hurt someone’s feelings, we acknowledge it and

apologize. 
5.We listen intentionally and reflect on what is being said by others.
6.  If this space becomes overwhelming for you, please feel free to take a moment

to yourself away from the group.
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Accessibility of Content
ADA guidelines and technology are constantly evolving, and while we may not be
aware of all possible accommodations, we should still do our best to meet our
patrons needs. Best practice is to include a question about accommodations in
your event registration form.

In Person Event Considerations:
Interpreters - Patrons may need an interpreter due to language barriers or
disabilities, so it is important to ask ahead of time if an interpreter is needed.
While many libraries are not equipped with interpreters, there are often
community groups and professional organizations that can send an
interpreter to your library as long as you schedule their attendance in
advance. There are also a number of programs now offering courses on
American Sign Language (ASL), Spanish, and other languages specifically for
librarians.
Lighting levels - Overhead florescent lights can cause problems for patrons,
be sure to consider the space you are hosting your event. Can you provide
alternative forms of lighting (ex: lamps, natural light)? 
Noise levels - When considering where you will host your event, you want to
think about the rooms, hallways, and external spaces near your event. Will
there be other events happening at the same time, are you near an area
where people congregate to talk, is there construction going on in or near
your library? Any additional noises can be distracting and overwhelming.

Synchronous Online Event Considerations:
Subtitles/Captioning - Most teleconference software (ex: Zoom, Teams) have
a built in auto-captioning service. These services are not usually turned on by
default, so be prepared navigate your video sharing software to turn on auto-
captioning or transcription.
Recording - It is important to provide a recording of webinars provided by the
library so patrons can access the event in their own time. Not only does this
allows people to get the information if they cannot attend at a scheduled
time, it also lets people rewind and speed up the presentation as they need.
Pre-recordings and audio descriptions - If you have information to provide
about the event before it begins, consider providing a pre-recorded video or
audio version of the information along with the text. It never hurts to have
multiple modalities for sharing information.
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Interpreters - While AI and other translation softwares are improving, they
are not perfect. If you want to provide interpretations using technology, be
sure to test it before your online event. If you would like to have an
interpreter attend your online session, there are often community groups and
professional organizations that can send an interpreter as long as you
schedule their attendance in advance. 

Online Resources (research guides, promotional materials, etc.) Considerations:
Image descriptions and alt text - Any non-text content should have a
description or alternative text provided, this allows patrons using screen
readers to access all of your content.
Headers and labels - Screen readers utilize headers and labels to help
distinguish how it should be read. Make sure to use the rich text tools to set
your text to a header level rather than manually changing the font size.
Hyperlinking with legible text - For legibility for patrons reading your website
or using a screen reader, do not provide the direct link to a website. Website
links are often long and incoherent, and sometimes they do not directly tell
you where the link will take you to. Instead, you should use a hyperlink to text
that clearly explains what website the link will take the patron to.
Color contrast - The colors of text and the background need to have a high
enough contrast to be visible to readers.
Clear indicators of importance in text - Do not utilize color, bolding of fold,
or underlining of fonts to indicate the importance of a part of your text.
Screen readers will not be able to identify that a section of text should be
emphasized unless you set them to emphasize in the rich text.
Three flashes or less in one second - For any videos or animations, you
should not have more than three flashes within one second of video time.

Accessibility Resources:
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines - Important checklist of the ways you
can make online content accessible. Good to utilize for online events,
research guides and webpages accompanying the event, and any
promotional materials.
Color Contrast Checker - This tool let’s you input the hex code for your text
and your background and tells you which Web Content Accessibility
Guidelines levels the color contrast passes.
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https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG22/quickref/?versions=2.1
https://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/
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