
Time to Change the 
Narrative 
How Librarians and Educators Can Change the 
Slavery Narrative in Our Schools

In Octavia Butler’s book, Kindred, Dana is a young African American woman who 

has just moved to Altadena with her white husband. As she is unpacking books, 

she is suddenly confronted with dizziness and nausea, and she is transported through 

time to antebellum Maryland, called by the cries of  her white ancestor and child, 

Rufus, who happens to be her great-great-great grandfather. While in the past, she 

now must tangle with the norms of  slavery as a modern-day woman because as a 

black woman in the South in 1815, she is automatically considered a slave. 
Butler’s book is interesting, because the storyline forces the ques-
tions: How do we confront the sins of our past? While Butler’s story 
never resolves that issue, it seems that as a society, we also have 
never resolved it. So, we are left with these questions. How is slav-
ery viewed in today’s modern world? How are we teaching students 
today about slavery and its continued virulent impact? 

Teaching slavery is difficult, because the past is fraught with 
violence, brutality, and heartbreak. Teaching methods are mixed 
and often reflect our failure to understand slavery’s impact. 
These are hard stories to share. Though most teachers today are 
committed to doing their best to teach the full story, we have not 
always connected these past sins to those perpetrated by white 
supremacy and nationalism. 

According to the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Teaching 
Tolerance project, educators are missing vital connections to 
the past and present. Recently they released the results of their 
2018 Teaching Tolerance study where they found that only 22 
percent of high school seniors surveyed knew that protections 
for slavery were embedded in the American Constitution. Only 
8 percent could identify slavery as the reason for the Civil War. 
Thirty-two percent of twelfth graders could correctly name the 
Thirteenth Amendment as the formal end of slavery. As for tying 
the American history of slavery to today’s events and attitudes, 
only 39 percent understood how slavery shaped our fundamental 
beliefs about race and whiteness (Center, 2018).

While 92 percent of the teachers surveyed claimed that they 
were comfortable discussing slavery, teaching lapses existed. Only 
54 percent of teachers taught their students about the continuing 
legacy of slavery today. Just a little over half of the teachers 
surveyed taught slavery’s legal roots and emphasized the existence 
of slavery outside the antebellum South (Center, 2018). As writer 

and philosopher George Santayana once said, “Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 

To avoid repeating the past, according to the Southern Poverty 
Law Center, educators must go beyond southern institutions, 
sharing how slavery migrated north and impacted northern 
institutions. Curriculums must share the more authentic 
perspectives of those who experienced slavery and not just the 
white view. Finally, teachers must connect the slavery of the 
past to the lawless actions of today’s white supremacists and 
nationalists, teaching it as a historical continuum, showing not 
only the brutality but the subsequent reform. According to David 
Blight (Class of 1954 Professor of American History, director of 
the Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, 
and Abolition at Yale University, and author of the Pulitzer Prize-
winning book, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom), 
“Teachers need to know more how to tell that story of why slavery 
became racial in America and then in the United States” (Center, 
2018).

Using the advice from an advisory board of scholars and 
partnered teachers and teaching institutions, the Teaching 
Tolerance project shared several ways in which educators can 
teach slavery as a more comprehensive curriculum. Critical, the 
report stated, was improving instruction about American slavery 
by improving textbooks and integrating the teaching of slavery 
into each era of U.S. history. 

Teaching Tolerance Director, Maureen Costello, believes that 
students should understand that slavery went back to the U.S.’s 
Colonial experience. For instance, when teaching a unit on 
presidents, teachers should share that twelve presidents owned 
slaves and often did what they could to keep their slaves. Our 
founding fathers—George Washington and Thomas Jefferson— 
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both owned slaves. One book, Never Caught: The Story of Ona 
Judge: George and Martha Washington’s Courageous Slave 
Who Dared to Run Away by Erica Armstrong Dunbar and 
Kathleen Van Cleve, shares that once Judge had escaped, how far 
the Washingtons went to recapture and retain Judge in slavery. 

Teaching from the point of view of those enslaved is a critical 
aspect of teaching slavery. Primary source documents such as 
slave narratives give a firsthand look at slavery and its impact. 
Teaching Tolerance director, Maureen Costello, recommends, 
among many others, the Library of Congress collection of Slave 
Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, (https://www.loc.
gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-
1936-to-1938/about-this-collecti) and The Transatlantic Slave 
Trade Database (https///www.slavevoyages.org). Note: More 
recommendations are included in the bibliography. 

Plus, since most teaching standards give teachers plenty of 
room to choose materials, says Costello, this is their opportunity 
to introduce new perspectives and to cover the material in a new 
way. For instance, if a teacher wants to connect slavery to today’s 
events, consider the Buried Truths podcast which can be found at 
https://www.wabe.org/shows/buried-truths/. 

Produced through Emory University’s Georgia’s Civil Rights 
Cold Cases Project, this podcast examines unsolved crimes that 
were motivated by racism. Originating as an Emory University 
class, Emory undergraduates study Georgia history by 
investigating unsolved or unpunished racially motivated murders. 
By using primary source evidence like FBI documents, NAACP 
files, personal archives, newspaper clippings, family photos, and 
court transcripts, students can track what has happened and why 
it happened (Jackson, 2019). The podcast explores individual 
cases like that of Isaiah Nixon, who, in 1948, was shot three times 
by white men, because he had voted in the Democratic primary 
election. He died two days later. 

Teachers can explore eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
American history of slavery by using the virtual tour of the Legacy 
Museum (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SMvPXAowNgk) 
in Montgomery, Alabama, a museum created by Equal Justice 
Initiative and which traces our history of racial oppression from 
slavery to Jim Crow era to now. During the virtual tour, students 
will witness 800 hanging steel columns, each representing the 
county where lynching occurred. The names of lynching victims 
are engraved in each column. While 800 steel columns do not 
begin to account for the over 4,400 documented lynchings that 
occurred between 1877 and 1950, students will no doubt see the 
continuing legacy of slavery after the passage of the Thirteenth 
Amendment. 

What can librarians do to help teachers expand their 
curriculum on slavery? They can be sure that their libraries 
contain books that present an accurate picture of slavery rather 
than a distorted picture, says Costello. “Weed the library of books 
that present a distorted picture of slavery, particularly those that 
suggest enslaved people were happy or well-treated,” said Costello. 

Librarians should choose books that use appropriate language 
such as “enslaved people” rather than “slaves” and that also 
share the humanity of enslaved people, says Costello. Finally, 
Costello encourages librarians to shelve books written by people 
of color like Angie Thomas’s 2017 book, The Hate U Give, Colson 
Whitehead’s 2016 book, The Underground Railroad, Ijeoma 
Oluo’s 2018 book, So You Want to Talk about Race, or Patrisse 
Khan-Cullors and Asha Bandele’s 2018 book, When They Call 
You a Terrorist: A Black Lives Matter Memoir. 

To connect slavery to white supremacy of today, Costello 
encourages teachers and librarians to teach newer titles like 
Bryan Stevenson’s book, Just Mercy: A True Story of the 

Fight for Justice, a title recently released in a young adult 
version. Stevenson, a criminal defense attorney, has spent his 
life litigating against capital punishment cases in Georgia. You 
can share this TED Talk of Stevenson and his speech for the 
Obama Foundation with your class. (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=c2tOp7OxyQ8) (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=KfSCw2Fz2KY)

Many of Stevenson’s cases highlight the mass incarceration of 
black men that have taken place as the result of state and federal 
policy changes in the twentieth century. One of Stevenson’s earlier 
cases was that of Walter McMillian, convicted and sentenced 
to death for the murder of a white woman. When testimony 
showed that the jury ignored multiple alibi witnesses that said 
McMillian was at a church fish fry at the time of the murder, the 
conviction was overturned. Stevenson was able to show that State’s 
witnesses lied on the stand and the prosecutor illegally suppressed 
exculpatory evidence. Stevenson is the founder of the Equal Justice 
Initiative in Alabama, a legal practice dedicated to defending the 
poor, wrongly convicted, and those trapped in the justice system. 

One book that Costello would like to see in a young adult 
version is Richard Rothstein’s book, The Color of Law: 
A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated 
America. The book focuses on how federal, state, and local 
governments structured and reinforced neighborhood 
segregation, explaining how they influenced segregation through 
racial zoning, building subsidies, and public housing segregation. 
It is a powerful reference for explaining how segregation 
perpetuated through our cities and the results of such segregation. 
Other books include James Forman’s 2017 book, Locking up Our 
Own: Crime and Punishment in Black America or Michelle 
Alexander’s 2010 book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration 
in the Age of Colorblindness. 

Educators have an opportunity to change our current 
conversations by teaching a historical perspective that is missing. 
From primary sources, podcasts, TED Talks, and virtual tours to 
current books—fiction and nonfiction, this wealth of materials 
helps widen what is now a limited perspective on slavery and its 
impact on today’s society. 

Primary Source materialS

The Abolition Seminar. https://www.abolitionseminar.org/
documents/

Atlantic Slave Trade and Slave Life in Americas: A Visual 
Record. https://www.loc.gov/item/lcwa00096033/

Black Abolitionist Archive. https://www.udmercy.edu/academics/
special/black-abolitionist.php

Buried Truth Emory University—also a podcast. https://news.
emory.edu/features/2019/04/buried-truths/index.html

Digital Library on American Slavery—includes links to other 
collections. https://library.uncg.edu/slavery/

Freedom on the Move: A Database of Fugitive Ads. https://
freedomonthemove.org/

Georgia Civil Rights Cold Case Project. https://coldcases.emory.edu/
Gilder Lehman Institute of American History. https://www.

gilderlehrman.org/history-now/2004-12/primary-sources-slavery
Library of Congress Slavery Resource Guide. https://www.loc.

gov/rr/program/bib/slavery/memory.html; https://www.loc.gov/
collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-
to-1938/about-this-collection/; https://www.loc.gov/collections/
frederick-douglass-papers/about-this-collection/; https://www.loc.
gov/collections/omar-ibn-said-collection-this collection/

National  Memorial  for  Peace and Justice .  https : / /
museumandmemorial.eji.org/
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PBS Slavery and the Making of America—Website is no longer 
actively maintained. https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/slavery/
teachers/primary-source.html

TransAtlantic Slave Trade Database. https://www.slavevoyages.
org/

Smithsonian African American Museum. https://nmaahc.si.edu/
explore/stories

Southern Poverty Law Center Teaching Tolerance “Teaching 
Hard History” Project. https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-
resources/texts/hard-history/slavery

FictioN

Butler, Octavia. Kindred: A Graphic Novel 
Adaptation. Adapted by Damian Duffy, 
illustrated by John Jennings. Abrams 
Comic Arts, January 2017. 240p. $24.95. 
978-1-4197-0947-0.

 First published in June 1979, Butler’s book 
tells the story of an African American 
woman who jumps back in time from the 
late 1970s to antebellum Maryland where 
she witnesses life as a slave under her 
white ancestor, Rufus. 

Conklin, Tara. The House Girl. Morrow/
Harper Collins, November 2013. 336p. 
$14.99 Trade pb. 978-0-06-220751-7.

 Attorney Lina Sparrow is looking for 
a person to be the face of a class-action 
lawsuit claiming reparations for American 
slave descendants, so she tracks down 
the story of Josephine, antebellum artist’s 
LuAnne Bell’s house slave. 

Dunbar, Erica Armstrong, and Kathleen van 
Cleve. Never Caught: The Washingtons’ 
Relentless Pursuit of Their Runaway 
Slave, Ona Judge. 37 Ink, January 2018. 
288p. $16.99 Trade pb. 978-1-5011-2641-3.

 Once a slave of George and Martha 
Washington, Ona Judge traveled with 
George Washington to Pennsylvania and 
New York, meeting free black people for the 
first time in her life. She learns about the 
Gradual Abolition Act and escapes to New 
Hampshire where she remained free the rest of her life despite 
the Washingtons’ attempts to re-enslave 
her. 

Jones, Edward P.  The Known World . 
Amistad/Harper Collins, August 2003. 
400p. $24.95. 978-0-06-055754-6. $16.99 
Trade pb. 978-0-06-115917-6.

 Set in the 1830-1850s, Jones tells the story 
of the death of black Virginia farmer and 
slaveholder Henry Townsend, himself a 
former slave. 

Lewis, John, and Andrew Aydin. March 
(Trilogy Slipcase Set). Illus. by Mark 
Powell. Top Shelf Productions, September 
2016. 560p. $49.99. 978-1-60309-395-8.

 Congressman John Lewis shares his life 
and activism as a Freedom Fighter during 
the Civil Rights Movement in a graphic 
novel format. 

Magoon, Kekla. How It Went Down. Henry 
Holt, October 2014. 336p. $18.99. 978-0-
8050-9869-3.

 Told from multiple perspectives, this is a 
story about an African American teenage 
boy who is shot and killed by a white man. 

Phillips, Delores. The Darkest Child. Soho, 
January 2004. 400p. $13.99. 978-1-56947-
345-0.

 Set in the 1950s during segregation, Phillips 
writes the story of Tangy Mae, a product 
of a white man’s rape of her mother. Tangy 
Mae struggles to stay in school and works 
to survive and escape the confines of her 
mother’s anger and abuse. 

Reynolds,  Jason,  and Brendan Kiely.
All American Boys. Caitlyn Dlouhy/
Atheneum, September 2015. 320p. $17.99. 
978-1-4841-6333-1. 

 Two boys, one black and the other white, 
are confronted by a white police officer who 
beats Rashad rather than talk with him. 
Quinn must face what has happened to his 
friend and what he must do to support his 
friend, no matter how conflicted he is. 

Tademy, Lalita. Cane River. Warner, April 
2001. 418p. $24.95. 978-0-446-52732-3.

 In 1834 on a plantation on the Cane River 
in Louisiana, Suzette is a house slave who 
works in the kitchen with her mother. Cane 
River tells the story of Suzette’s family and 
her subsequent rape. As the plantation 
eventually fails, her family scatters. This is 
a story of a generation of slaves who works 
hard to keep their families together despite 
the hardships of slavery. 

Thomas, Angie. The Hate U Give. Blazer + 
Bray/Harper Collins, February 2017. 464p. 
$18.99. 978-0-06-249853-3.

 Sixteen-year-old Starr Carter witnesses a 
fatal shooting of her childhood best friend 
by a white police officer. As the only 
witness, she must now decide what to do 
and how to do it. 

Whitehead, Colson.  The Underground 
Railroad. Doubleday, August 2016. 320p. 
$26.95. 978-0-385-54236-4.

 When two slaves attempt to escape, they 
end up taking the underground railroad that 
is a physical railroad underground. Both 
escape but to different places and endure 
the situation wherever the train takes them. 
A Pulitzer Prize-winning book, Whitehead 
takes his characters through various slave 
and non-slave holding states testing their 
endurance and desire for freedom. 

NoNFictioN 

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: 
Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. Penguin, June 2019. 336p. 
$16.06 Trade pb. 978-0-14-199067-5.

 A civil rights lawyer presents a view of why 
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young black and Latino men make up most prison inmates in 
the United States, making it “a stunningly comprehensive and 
well-designed system of racialized social control.” 

Blight, David W. Frederick Douglass: Prophet 
of Freedom. Simon & Schuster, October 
2018. 912p. $37.50. 978-1-4165-9031-6.

 In this 2019 Pulitzer Prize-winning book, 
Blight recounts the life of the ex-slave, 
abolitionist, and autobiographer Frederick 
Douglass. 

Coates, Ta-Nehisi.  Between the World 
and Me: Notes on the First 150 Years in 
America. Spiegel & Grau, July 2015. 176p. 
$26. 978-0-8129-9354-7.

 Coates writes a letter to his teenage son, 
which becomes a compelling story about a 
father’s past and a son’s future. 

Forman, Jr., James. Locking Up Our Own: 
Crime and Punishment in Black America. 
Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, April 2017. 
320p. $27. 978-0-374-18997-6.

 Former Washington DC public defender 
Forman writes a persuasive analysis of 
how African Americans, because of the 
“profound levels of pain, fear, and anger” 
over the violence in their neighborhoods, 
have helped shape the mass incarceration of 
black men in America. 

Gates, Jr., Henry Louis. Stony the Road: 
Reconstruction, White Supremacy, and 
the Rise of Jim Crow. Penguin, April 2019. 
320p. $30. 978-0-525-55953-5.

 Literary scholar and critic Gates examines 
the years between the Civil War and the 
beginning of the Civil Rights movement. 

Hurston, Zora Neale. Barracoon: The Story of the 
Last “Black Cargo.” Amistad/Harper Collins, 
May 2018. 208p. $24.99. 978-0-06-274-820-1.

 Kirkus Reviews cal ls  this a “newly 
discovered work of anthropological and 
historical reportage by the canonical 
African-American writer” that details the 
life of former slave Cudjo Lewis. 

Khan-Cullors, Patrisse, and Asha Bandele.
When They Call You a Terrorist: A Black 
Lives Matter Memoir. St. Martin’s Press, 
January 2018. 272p. $24.99. 978-1-250-
17108-5.

 The founder of the Black Lives Matters 
movement chronicles her story of being 
black and living in a country with an 
ongoing and explosive racial dynamic. 

Lowery, Wesley. “They Can’t Kill Us All”: 
Ferguson, Baltimore, and a New Era in 
America’s Racial Justice Movement. Little, 
Brown, November 2016. 256p. $27. 978-0-
316-31247-9.

 Washington Post reporter Lowery shares 
his experiences when on assignment 
to Ferguson, Missouri, after the killing of 
Michael Brown, and how he became the 
center of reporting on the use of deadly force 
against and the killing of unarmed black men 
in American cities. 

Oluo, Ijeoma. So, You Want to Talk about 
Race. Seal Press, January 2018. 256p. $27. 
978-1-58005-677-9.

 Essayist and blogger Oluo writes about 
racism with a clear, candid voice, posing 
challenging questions that create dialogue 
as well as action, which, too, is included as a 
plan of reform. 

Rothstein, Richard. The Color of Law: 
A Forgotten Histor y of  How Our 
G over n m ent  S e g re g ate d  Am er i c a . 
Liveright/Norton, May 2017. 368p. $27.95. 
978-1-63149-285-3.

 The book focuses on how federal, state, and 
local governments structured and reinforced 
neighborhood segregation, explaining how 
they influenced segregation through racial 
zoning, building subsidies, and public 
housing segregation. 

Stevenson, Bryan. Just Mercy: A True Story 
of the Fight for Justice. Adapted for Young 
People, Grade 7 and Up. Delacorte Press, 
September 2018. 288p. $18.99. 978-0-525-
58003-4.

 Former public defender Stevenson shares 
a collection of legal cases that highlight the 
unfairness of the American criminal justice 
system and which shows the connections between slavery, 
Reconstruction, and current day. 

Tyson, Timothy B. The Blood of Emmett Till. 
Simon & Schuster, December 2017. 304p. 
$17 Trade pb. 978-1-4767-1485-1. 

 Southern history and culture scholar  Tyson 
tells the story of Till’s racially charged 
murder that resounded throughout the 
globe and helped create political activism 
for blacks in Mississippi and other former 
slave states. ■

Rebecca A. Hill is a librarian and freelance writer. She writes 
on science education, education, science, parenting, library, 
literacy,  and other issues. She has written for several national 
magazines like  Robot, Robotic Trends,  School Library 
Journal,  Teacher Librarian,  Book Links,  School Family 
Media, Parent Map, Purdue University publications, and other publications.
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