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Goals
Students compare two 1964 textbook excerpts about Black history, analyze a photograph, and draw conclu-
sions about the value of good schools. 

Central Questions
In many segregated Mississippi schools, Black students were taught that white leaders had always treated 
African Americans kindly. Freedom Schools offered a different perspective on Black history and encouraged 
critical thinking. What were the consequences of these different educational messages? 

Background Information 
In 1960, almost half of Mississippi’s residents were African American. Two-thirds worked as field hands or as 
servants. Most had less than a sixth-grade education, and thousands could not read or write.

From the governor’s office to the pulpit, in the classroom and the media, virtually every authority figure 
taught that Black people were inferior to whites and had to be kept in submission. Many people accepted 
white-supremacist propaganda as common sense. After decades of this indoctrination, most whites believed 
segregation was necessary. Most African Americans limited their hopes and dreams. 

Segregated schools designed by racist administrators created two generations of uninformed Black Mis-
sissippians. The best example of this is the comment made by one elderly resident to a Freedom Summer 
volunteer: “I didn’t know colored people could vote.” If knowledge is power, then ignorance is powerlessness.

The Freedom Schools started during the 1964 Mississippi summer project were a deliberate attempt to 
undermine this indoctrination by teaching accurate history and encouraging critical thinking. Charles Cobb, 
who originated the Freedom Schools idea, argued that “to encourage questions is to encourage challenge, 
which is to encourage overthrow.” 

Cobb was right. At the end of the summer, the coordinator of the program remarked that students “be-
gan to discover that they themselves could take action against the injustices which kept them unhappy and 
impotent … Through the study of Negro history they began to have a sense of themselves as a people who 
could produce heroes.”

Documents Used in This Lesson:
1.  Excerpt from a Mississippi textbook for segregated elementary schools. 
 http://wihist.org/1CmRgrW
2.  “What Slavery Was Like” (excerpt from the Freedom School curriculum on Black history).
 http://wihist.org/1I5oOwr
3.  “I Didn’t Know Colored People Could Vote” Photograph from The Student Voice, May 26, 1964.   
 http://wihist.org/1vRcfyn 
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Document 1: Excerpt from a Mississippi textbook for segregated elementary schools. 
http://wihist.org/1CmRgrW

Document 2: “What Slavery Was Like” (excerpt from a Freedom School textbook, 1964).
http://wihist.org/1I5oOwr
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Questions
Documents 1 and 2: Excerpt from a Mississippi textbook for segregated schools and “What Slavery Was 
Like” from a Freedom School textbook.

With a partner, agree on answers to these questions. 

1.  In the first document, what message do Black children get about US history and race relations? What 
evidence does the author give that this view is right? Who does he or she appeal to as an authority? 
What did the author want students to think or do?

2.   How is the version of history in the second excerpt different from the first? What evidence does the au-
thor give to support these views? Who does he or she appeal to as an authority? What does the author 
want students to think or do?

3.  Which of the two textbooks do you think is more trustworthy and accurate? Why do you think that?

4.  What could happen to kids whose only sources of information were biased and incomplete?
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Document 3:  “I Didn’t Know Colored People Could Vote,” The Student Voice, May 26, 1964. 
http://wihist.org/1vRcfyn
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Questions
Document 3:  “I Didn’t Know Colored People Could Vote,” The Student Voice, May 26, 1964. 

1.  Is the man in the photo rich, middle-class, or poor? What clues in the picture support your answer?

2.    This man only went to segregated schools that used textbooks like the first one quoted in document 1. 
His comment reveals one effect of being educated in bad schools. List three other consequences. 

3.   Which Mississippians benefited if many African American kids grew up to be as uninformed as this 
old man? Who profits today if Americans are kept uninformed about the world?

4.   List some of the messages about the United States you got from the textbooks you’ve used over the 
years. What are some things you assume or take for granted about your country?


