Abolition Movement
INTRODUCTION
The city of Syracuse, New York, was one of the major points of access to
the “Underground Railroad,” which wasn’t a real railroad, but a vast secret
network of abolitionists who helped escaped slaves from the South reach
their freedom in Canada. In this lesson, students will learn about the
abolition movement from the Jerry Rescue, which was an illegal rescue of a
fugitive slave by the citizens of Syracuse in 1851.

GRADES: 7-8
MATERIALS
»

Primary Source Document:
A Public Address
Celebrating the Rescue of a
Slave Named Jerry.

»

Analysis Worksheet.

STANDARDS
NY State Standard 1: History of the United States and New York
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major ideas, eras, themes,
developments, and turning points in the history of the United States and New York.

Common Core: CC6-8RH/SS2
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.

Common Core: CC6-8WH/SS/S/TS2
Write informative/explanatory texts, including the narration of historical events, scientific procedures/
experiments, or technical processes.

AASL Standards for the 21st Century Learner: 2.1.1
Continue an inquiry‐based research process by applying critical thinking skills (analysis, synthesis, evaluation,
organization) to information and knowledge in order to construct new understandings, draw conclusions, and
create new knowledge.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Using a primary source related to the abolition movement, students will:
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»

Learn about primary sources, what they are and how they can be used to help understand the past.

»

Expand their thinking and knowledge about the abolition movement, when it was, how it came about, and
what significance it has in history.

»

Apply critical thinking skills to analyze a public address and the arguments it makes.

»

Write a narrative that explains how the rescuers got Jerry to freedom and why they believed they were
justified in breaking the law.

ASSESSMENT
Assessment should be based on the student’s written narrative,
which demonstrates their ability to:
»

Decipher the primary source document and understand the
purpose it served in its original context.

»

Identify and explain the arguments made in the document.

»

Apply critical thinking skills in order to draw conclusions
about the abolition movement through a specific example
(the Jerry Rescue).

Students should take what they have learned
in class about the abolition movement in
order to interpret the primary source
document on the Jerry Rescue. Then students
should write a narrative that summarizes how
the rescuers got Jerry to freedom and why
they believed they were justified in breaking
the law.

GETTING STARTED
»

Explain that primary sources are original documents that tell us about the historical moments in which they
were created. Ask the following questions: How can you tell that you are looking, touching, or listening to a
primary source? What is a secondary source? Explain that secondary sources are interpretations of primary
sources.

»

Introduce the skill of the lesson. Students will apply critical thinking skills in order to draw conclusions
about the abolition movement through a specific example (the Jerry Rescue). They will need to take what
they have learned in class about the abolition movement and the “Underground Railroad” in order to
interpret the primary source document and understand the purpose it served in its original context. Then the
students will write a narrative that summarizes how the rescuers got Jerry to freedom and why they believed
they were justified in breaking the law.

DIRECT INSTRUCTION
1.

Have the students read the “Address of the Convention held in Syracuse, Oct. 1, 1853, for the Purpose of
Celebrating the Rescue of the Man Jerry.” Have the students work individually to fill out the Analysis
Worksheet. After the students have completed the worksheet, ask the class: What is this document? Who do
you think the intended audience was? Who is it addressed to? Why was it printed? How do you think it
circulated? What are the main points being made? Demonstrate how to pull key points from the text.
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2. Tell the students about the Jerry Rescue (See Teacher’s Notes). Ask the students to recall important aspects
of the abolition movement; for example, ask the students: What was the “Underground Railroad”? What was
the Fugitive Slave Act? When did the Civil War begin? Then discuss the main points made in the primary
source document in relationship to these aspects of the abolition movement.
3. For homework, ask the students to write a narrative that summarizes how the rescuers got Jerry to freedom
and why they believed they were justified in breaking the law.

TEACHER’S NOTES
1.

For more background information on the Jerry Rescue see, Fugitive Slaves and the Unfinished American
Revolution: Eight Cases by Gordon S. Barker. (North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2013)

REFLECTION AND SHARING
»

Ask the students how a public address from Jerry’s point of view might differ from the one written by the
abolitionists. Would he make the same arguments? Would he make different arguments? Why or why not?

»

Ask the class to brainstorm a current issue for which they could write a public address. The issue could be
global, as in pollution or poverty; or the issue could be local and more personal, such as school rules or
community issues. Have the class write a public address together on one of these issues.
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ABOLITION MOVEMENT: PRIMARY SOURCE ANALYSIS WORKSHEET
After reading the “Address of the Convention held in Syracuse, Oct. 1 1853, for the Purpose of Celebrating the
Rescue of the Man Jerry,” answer the following questions:

1.

What is this primary source document? What do you think its original purpose was?

2. Was it written by one person or by multiple people? (Hint: Does it use the first person singular “I” or the
plural “we”?)

3. Who do you think the intended audience was? (Hint: Who is it addressed to?)

4. Who were Jerry’s rescuers?

5. Who is guilty? (Hint: See the third paragraph.)

6. According to this document, would anyone consent to being enslaved?

7. Who should be punished for voting for the Fugitive Slave Act? (Hint: See the sixteenth paragraph.)

8. How and when did Jerry finally get his freedom?

9. What response do you think the authors of this document were looking for?
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“Address of the Convention held in Syracuse, Oct. 1, 1853,” Gerrit Smith Broadside and Pamphlet Collection,
Special Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Libraries.

