
 
 

Successes and Failures in Resistance to Slavery 
 
GRADE LEVEL: 6-10 
 
TIME ALLOTMENT: One 45-minute session 
 
OVERVIEW  
In this lesson, students examine efforts made by African slaves in the New World to resist 
slavery. The lesson would ideally follow a unit on the colonization of the New World. Students 
begin by reviewing the geography of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and identifying colonies held 
by different European powers around the year 1750. They then view segments of the PBS series 
The African Americans: Many Rivers to Cross to compare several attempts at resistance 
and revolt. They discuss factors that may have contributed to the success and failure of the 
slaves’ struggles toward freedom. Lastly, students discuss more creative and subtle methods of 
resistance to the dehumanization imposed by slavery, such as the maintenance and creation of 
unique cultural traditions. They learn that many of these cultural traditions show evidence of 
connection across different locations in the Americas.  
 
SUBJECT MATTER: Social Studies 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this lesson, students will be able to: 

 Identify areas of the New World that were held by England, Spain, and France circa 
1750; 

 Map the direction and geographic distribution in the Americas of the transatlantic trade 
in African slaves; 

 Name several distinct types of resistance to slavery; 

 Describe factors that contributed to the success or failure of African slaves’ efforts at 
rebellion and revolt in the 17th and 18th centuries; 

 Explain how traditions and cultures in the Americas evolved from a mixture of influences 
from Africa the Americas.  

 
STANDARDS  
 
From the Common Core Standards: English Language Arts, available online at  
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy: 
 
Common Core Standards, now adopted in over 40 states, are designed to help educators prepare 
students for success in college and careers by focusing on core knowledge and skills.  The 
English Language Arts standards reflect the need for young people “to read, write, speak, listen, 
and use language effectively in a variety of content areas” including history/social studies.  This 
curricular resource developed to accompany The African Americans: Many Rivers to 
Cross aligns most closely with the following Common Core Standards:  
 
 

 

RH.6-8.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources. 

RH.6-8.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 
an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/


 
RH.9-10.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, 
attending to such features as the date and origin of the information. 

RH.9-10.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 
an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop over the course of the text. 

 
From the National Standards for United States History for grades 5-12, available 
online at http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards:  
 
United States Era 2 
 
Colonization and Settlement (1585-1763) 

 
Standard 1: Why the Americas attracted Europeans, why they brought enslaved Africans to 
their colonies, and how Europeans struggled for control of North America and the Caribbean 
Standard 1A: The student understands how diverse immigrants affected the formation of 
European colonies. 

Grades 5-12: Trace the arrival of Africans in the European colonies in the 17th century and the 
rapid increase of slave importation in the 18th century. [Reconstruct patterns of historical 
succession and duration] 

Standard 3: How the values and institutions of European economic life took root in the 
colonies, and how slavery reshaped European and African life in the Americas  

Standard 3C: The student understands African life under slavery. 

Grades 5-12: Analyze the forced relocation of Africans to the English colonies in North America 
and the Caribbean. [Appreciate historical perspectives] 

Grades 7-12: Analyze overt and passive resistance to enslavement. [Analyze cause-and-effect 
relationships] 

 
From the National Standards for World History for grades 5-12, available online at 
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/world-history-standards: 
 
World History Era 6 
 
The Emergence of the First Global Age, 1450-1770 
Standard 4 

 

Economic, political, and cultural interrelations among peoples of Africa, Europe, and the 
Americas, 1500-1750.  

Standard 4B: The student understands the origins and consequences of the trans-Atlantic 
African slave trade.  

Grades 5-12: Describe conditions of slave life on plantations in the Caribbean, Brazil, and British 
North America and analyze ways in which slaves perpetuated aspects of African culture and 
resisted plantation servitude. [Appreciate historical perspectives] 

 
MEDIA COMPONENTS 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/2/
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/1.-chronological-thinking#section-0
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/1.-chronological-thinking#section-0
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/2.-historical-comprehension#section-0
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/3.-historical-analysis-and-interpretation#section-0
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/3.-historical-analysis-and-interpretation#section-0
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/world-history-standards
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/historical-thinking-standards-1/2.-historical-comprehension#section-0


 
Video 
 
The African Americans: Many Rivers to Cross, selected segments. 
Access the video segments for this lesson at the Video Segments Page. 
 
Segment 1: St. Augustine, Florida. Runaway slaves who fled to St. Augustine, Florida, were granted 

freedom by the Spanish for political reasons. 

Segment 2: Hutchinson’s rebellion. Hutchinson’s rebellion (also known as the Stono rebellion), was a 

slave revolt that started outside Charleston, SC, but ultimately failed. 

Segment 3: St. Domingue. The slave revolt in St. Domingue (now Haiti) led to the world’s first black 

republic. 

Segment 4: Creative resistance. Despite the efforts of Europeans to erase the identities of slaves, they 

created a new culture. 

Segment 5: Haitian Carnival. Culture and ideas passed throughout the Black Atlantic and continue to 

inflect our traditions. 

 
 
MATERIALS 
For the class: 

 Computer, projection screen, and speakers (for class viewing of online video segments and 
1750 map) 
 

For each student: 

 “The Americas circa 1750” Student Organizer 
 
PREP FOR TEACHERS 
Prior to teaching this lesson, you will need to: 

Preview all of the video segments used in the lesson. Prepare to watch them using your 
classroom’s Internet connection. 

If you plan to project the “Americas circa 1750” map for the class, locate it here: 
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/s/82bfdc (Copyright 2006, Rumsey collection).  

 

Using a social bookmarking tool such as del.icio.us or diigo (or an online bookmarking utility 
such as portaportal) will allow you to organize all the links in a central location. 

Print out and make copies of the “Americas circa 1750” Student Organizer for each student. 

 
INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY 

1. Distribute “The Americas circa 1750” Student Organizer to each student or group of 
students. If desired, project a larger version of the map for the class. It is available 
here under a creative commons license: 
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/s/82bfdc. 
 

2. Ask the students to locate and circle the following locations on the map:  

 The Carolinas through Massachusetts 

 Florida 

 St. Domingue (currently Haiti) 

http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/s/82bfdc
http://delicious.com/
http://www.diigo.com/
http://www.portaportal.com/
http://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/s/82bfdc


 
3. Have the students use their organizer to indicate which of the three locations they 

identified in step 1 were: 

 Colonized by England (The Carolinas through Massachusetts) 

 Colonized by Spain (Florida) 

 Colonized by France (St. Domingue) 
 

4. Have the students draw arrows to indicate the direction of the Transatlantic trade in 
African slaves in the 16th-18th centuries. (Slaves traveled from West Africa to 
locations on the Atlantic coast of the Americas, including New England, Florida, the 
Caribbean, and Brazil).  
 

5. Explain that although African slaves traveled to various parts of the Americas, the 
particular ways that slavery was enacted in different parts of the Americas were not 
the same. One difference was that the ratio of slaves to colonists was different across 
the colonies. Other differences included the treatment of runaway slaves.   

 
LEARNING ACTIVITY  

1. Explain that the conditions of African slavery were very harsh and that naturally, 
slaves devised many ways to resist slavery. Ask the students to brainstorm a list of 
ways that slaves might have resisted slavery, and write this list on the board for the 
class to see. (List should include, at a minimum, running away and violent revolt. 
Other forms of resistance included self-mutilation, suicide, refusal to work. More 
subtle forms of resistance that slaves conducted to maintain their cultural identities 
will be explored later in the lesson). 
 

2. Now focus on “running away” and “violent revolt.” Ask the students whether they 
think the slaves were always successful when they ran away or tried to revolt. If not, 
what kinds of factors do the students think would have helped the slaves be 
successful? (Accept all answers, but guide students to think not only about 
individual factors like personal strength, choice of timing, and luck, but also about 
factors at the social/institutional level, such as the number of slaves revolting, and 
the presence of safe havens for runaways).   

 
3. Explain that they are going to watch some video segments that will show different 

examples of resistance to slavery across the Americas. For each segment, ask the 
students to identify what kinds of social and institutional factors contributed to the 
success and/or failure of the slaves’ efforts at resistance in the example. 

 
4. Play, in turn, the following three video segments. Pause after each segment and have 

the students discuss the factors that contributed to the success and/or failure of the 
slaves’ efforts at resistance. 

 “St. Augustine, Florida” (The fact that England and Spain were competing 
with each other for colonial power meant that Spain enacted a policy to 
grant freedom to runaway slaves from the British colonies. This helped 
slaves who managed to escape to Florida). 

 “Hutchinson’s Revolt” (The slaves were few in number and overwhelmed by 
the better-armed and better-organized colonial militia).  

 “St. Domingue” (There were far more slaves per white colonist in St. 
Domingue than anywhere else in the New World. This was a major factor 
contributing to the slaves’ competitive advantage in their successful revolt).  
 



 
5. Ask the students to return to their “The Americas circa 1750” Student Organizer. 

Have the students fill in column 3 of their organizer, naming a fact they have learned 
about the particularity of slavery in each region.  

 
CULMINATING ACTIVITY 

1. Explain that not all forms of resistance to slavery took the form of physical escape or 
forcible revolt. If the students brainstormed any of these more subtle forms of 
resistance, refer to these now. (e.g. establishment of unique cultural identity; 
maintenance/creation of specific traditions and rituals).  
 

2. To introduce the next video segment, ask students to use the video as a prompt to 
think of creative forms of resistance that slaves may have employed to maintain their 
identities. Tell the students that you will make a collective list of these on the board. 
Play segment 4, “Creative Resistance.” After the segment finishes, have the class help 
make a list on the board of creative forms of resistance (these do not all have to come 
from the video). 
 

3. Remind the students that in this lesson they have seen examples of African slavery 
across the Americas: in the British Colonies, Florida, and St. Domingue (Haiti). Ask 
the students if they think there was any overlap or communication – intellectually or 
culturally – among African slaves living in different areas of the Americas. (They 
should remember that the Haitian revolution was strongly influenced by ideas of 
freedom espoused in the American Revolution, and that communication among 
different colonies definitely occurred via the shipping trade).  

 
4. Remind the students that almost all African slavery in the New World had ended by 

the end of the 19th century. Have the students look at the list of forms of “creative 
resistance” on the board and ask them if they think any of these practices have 
continued in some form to the present day. If so, how? (A lot of current cultural 
practices -- such as cuisines, religious traditions, music, and holiday traditions -- 
maintain elements from the past. You may note that this is not only true of African-
American cultures but of others as well).  

 
5. In the final video segment, students will see an example of a current cultural practice 

in the United States that is influenced by African slavery in another part of the 
Americas. Ask the students to identify the tradition and where it originated. Play 
video segment 5, “Haitian Carnival.” (This explores a tradition in New Orleans that 
celebrates  African Americans’ connection to Haiti). 
 

6. On the back of their “The Americas circa 1750” Student Organizer, have the students 
write two sentences summarizing two new facts they have learned today about the 
African slave trade to North America.   
 

7. Collect the “The Americas circa 1750” Student Organizers to assess achievement of 
the learning objectives. 

 
 



 
 
The Americas circa 1750    Name ___________________ 
 

 
 
1. Draw arrows on the map to indicate the direction of the trade in African slaves. 
2. Circle the three areas listed in the table.  Then fill in the second and third columns.  
Colony  Colonized by: Fact about slavery here: 

The Carolinas 

through 

Massachusetts 

  

Florida   

St. Domingue   

 


