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About These Materials: 
Teacher materials on the Civil Rights Movement often have a focus on events in 
the 1960s and national topics.  However, the Civil Rights Movement is rooted in 
and informed by much earlier periods of history. Additionally, many significant 
events related to Civil Rights history happened right here, in Rhode Island. 
 
The Rhode Island Historical Society, in partnership with the Rhode Island Black 
Heritage Society and the Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage 
Commission, was awarded a grant from the National Park Service* for a multi-
phase project on African Americans’ Struggle for Civil Rights in Rhode Island: The 
20th Century.  The project consisted of conducting archival research, collecting 
oral histories, and documenting places of significance to civil rights in Rhode 
Island over the course of three years, 2017-2020.  Public exhibits and school unit 
plans were also created thanks to this grant.     
 



2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    2 

The following lessons reference many types of primary sources from local, Rhode 
Island collections and some created for this project, like the oral histories in 
lesson 3. 
 
These lessons are meant to serve as a supplement to the Civil Rights history 
already being taught in classrooms; the focus is on local events and people. 
Many lessons reference time periods earlier than the 1960s, while also drawing 
connections from those events up to today. 
 

Learning Objectives: 
 
Students will understand and evaluate differences between primary and 
secondary sources 
 
Students will evaluate and analyze sources to gather historical information which 
will inform their own decisions and arguments  
 
Students will make connections between the causes and events of the Civil 
Rights Movement to current circumstances today 
 
Students will draw conclusions about how understandings of race and ethnicity 
have changed over time 
 

Educational Standards: 
RI K-12 GSEs for Historical Perspectives/RI History 
GSEs for Grades 5-6 
HP 1: History is an account of human activities that is interpretive in nature. 
HP 1–1: Students act as historians, using a variety of tools (e.g., artifacts and 
primary and secondary sources) by… 

b. using sources to support the stories of history (How do we know what 
we know?) 
c. asking and answering historical questions, organizing information, and 
evaluating information in terms of relevance 
d. identifying the point of view of a historical source 

 
HP 2: History is a chronicle of human activities, diverse people, and the societies 
they form. 
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HP 2-1: Students connect the past with the present by… 
b. comparing and contrasting the development of RI ethnic history to the 
nation’s history 
 

HP 2-3: Students show understanding of change over time by… 
a. establishing a chronological order by working backward from some 
issue, problem, or event to explain its origins and its development over 
time 

 
HP 3: The study of history helps us understand the present and shape the future. 
HP 3-1: Students demonstrate an understanding of how the past frames the 
present by… 

a. identifying historical conditions and events that relate to contemporary 
issues 

 
HP 3-2: Students make personal connections in an historical context by… 

a. recognizing and reflecting on how the similarities of human issues across 
time periods influence their own personal histories 
b. recognizing and reflecting on how the differences of human issues 
across time periods influence their own personal histories 
c. comparing and contrasting the cultural influences that shape 
individuals and historical events 

 
HP 5:  Human societies and cultures develop and change in response to human 
needs and wants. 
HP 5-1: Students demonstrate an understanding that a variety of factors affect 
cultural diversity within a society by… 

a. comparing and contrasting the diversity of different groups, places, 
and time periods or within the same group over time 
b. providing examples of cultural diversity 
 

HP 5-2: Students demonstrate an understanding that culture has affected how 
people in a society behave in relation to groups and their environment by… 

a. identifying how cultural expectations impact people’s behavior in their 
community 
b. using a historical context, describe how diversity contributes to conflict, 
cooperation, growth, or decline 
c. describing challenges or obstacles a civilization/ country/ nation faced 
as it grew over time 
 

 HP 5-3: Various perspectives have led individuals and/or groups to interpret 
events or phenomena differently and with historical consequences by… 

b. describing how an individual or group’s perspectives change over time 
using primary documents as evidence 
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GSEs for Grades 7-8 
HP 1: History is an account of human activities that is interpretive in nature. 
HP 1-1: Students act as historians, using a variety of tools (e.g., artifacts and 
primary and secondary sources) by… 

a.  identifying appropriate sources and using evidence to substantiate 
specific accounts of human activity 
b.  drawing inferences from Rhode Island History about the larger context 
of history 
c.  asking and answering historical questions, evaluating sources of 
information, organizing the information, and evaluating information in 
terms of relevance and comprehensiveness 

  
HP 2: History is a chronicle of human activities, diverse people, and the societies 
they form. 
HP 2-1: Students connect the past with the present by… 

b. analyzing the impact of RI’s ethnic development on local, state, and 
national history 

 
HP 2-2: Students chronicle events and conditions by… 

a.  correlating key events to develop an understanding of the historical 
perspective of the time period in which they occurred 
 b. correlating key events to develop an understanding of the historical 
perspective of the time period in which they occurred 
 

HP 2-3: Students show understanding of change over time by… 
a. establishing a chronological order by working backward from some 
issue, problem, or event to explain its origins and its development over 
time; and to construct an historical narrative 

 

HP 3: The study of history helps us understand the present and shape the future. 

HP 3-1: Students demonstrate an understanding of how the past frames the 
present by… 

a. analyzing and reporting on a social movement from its inception 
(including historical causes), its impacts on us today, and its implications 
for the future 
 

 HP 3-2: Students make personal connections in an historical context by… 
a. recognizing and reflecting on how the similarities of human issues across 
time periods influence their own personal histories 
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b. recognizing and reflecting on how the differences of human issues 
across time periods influence their own personal histories 
c. comparing and contrasting the cultural influences that shape 
individuals and historical events 
 

HP 4: Historical events and human/natural phenomena impact and are 
influenced by ideas and beliefs. 
HP 4-1: Students demonstrate an understanding that geographic factors and 
shared past events affect human interactions and changes in civilizations by… 

a. citing specific evidence from a society/civilization to explain how 
shared events affect how individuals and societies adapt and change 
events 

 
HP 5:  Human societies and cultures develop and change in response to human 
needs and wants. 
HP 5-1: Students demonstrate an understanding that a variety of factors affect 
cultural diversity within a society by… 

b. applying demographic factors (e.g., urban/rural, religion, 
socioeconomics, race, ethnicity) to understand changes in cultural 
diversity in an historical and contemporary context. 

  
HP 5-2: Students demonstrate an understanding that culture has affected how 
people in a society behave in relation to groups and their environment by… 

a. comparing and contrasting how cultural expectations impact people’s 
behavior and role in different communities/ societies 
b. using an historical context, describe how diversity contributes to cultural 
diffusion, acculturation, or assimilation 
c. describing how environment (e.g., physical, cultural, etc.) or changes in 
that environment affects a civilization/country/nation 

 
RI K-12 GSEs for Civics and Government 
GSEs for Grades 5-6 
C&G 2: The Constitution of the United States establishes a government of limited 
powers that are shared among different levels and branches. 
C&G 2-2: Students demonstrate an understanding of the democratic values and 
principles underlying the U.S. government by… 

a. exploring democratic values such as: respect, property, compromise, 
liberty, self-government, and self-determination 

 
C&G 3: In a democratic society all people have certain rights and 
responsibilities. 
C&G 3-2: Students demonstrate an understanding how individuals and groups 
exercise (or are denied) their rights and responsibilities by… 
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a. identifying and explaining specific ways rights may or may not be 
exercised  
b. recognizing potential conflicts within or among groups, brainstorming 
possible solutions, and reaching compromises  

 
C&G 4: People engage in political processes in a variety of ways. 
C&G 4-2: Students demonstrate their participation in political processes by… 

a. using a variety of sources to form, substantiate, and communicate an 
opinion and presenting their opinion to an audience beyond the 
classroom  

 
C&G 4-3: Students participate in a civil society by… 

a. demonstrating respect for the opinions of others 
 
C&G 5: As members of an interconnected world community, the choices we 
make impact others locally, nationally, and globally. 
C&G 5-3: Students demonstrate an understanding of how the choices we make 
impact and are impacted by an interconnected world by… 

b. explaining how actions taken or not taken impact societies 
 
GSEs for Grades 7-8 
C&G 2: The Constitution of the United States establishes a government of limited 
powers that are shared among different levels and branches. 
C&G 2-2: Students demonstrate an understanding of the democratic values and 
principles underlying the U.S. government by… 

a. explaining how democratic values are reflected in enduring 
documents, political speeches (discourse), and group actions 

 
C&G 3: In a democratic society all people have certain rights and 
responsibilities. 
C&G 3-2: Students demonstrate an understanding how individuals and groups 
exercise (or are denied) their rights and responsibilities by… 

a. identifying an issue, proposing solutions, and developing an action plan 
to resolve the issue 
b. identifying and explaining how an action taken by an individual or a 
group impacts the rights of others 

 
C&G 4: People engage in political processes in a variety of ways. 
C&G 4-2: Students demonstrate their participation in political processes by… 

a. expressing and defending an informed opinion and presenting their 
opinion to an audience beyond the classroom  

 
C&G 4-3: Students participate in a civil society by… 
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a. demonstrating an understanding and empathy for the opinions of 
others 

 
C&G 5: As members of an interconnected world community, the choices we 
make impact others locally, nationally, and globally. 
C&G 5-3: Students demonstrate an understanding of how the choices we make 
impact and are impacted by an interconnected world by… 

b. summarizing a significant situation; proposing and defending actions to 
be taken or not taken 

 
RI K-12 GSEs for Geography 
GSEs for Grades 5-6 
G 2: Places and Regions:  Physical and human characteristics (e.g., culture, 
experiences, etc.) influence places and regions. 
G 2-4: Students understand how geography contributes to how regions are 
defined / identified by… 

b. explaining how regions may change over time (e.g., physical, cultural, 
political, and economic changes). 

 
GSEs for Grades 7-8 
G 2: Places and Regions:  Physical and human characteristics (e.g., culture, 
experiences, etc.) influence places and regions. 
G 2-4: 
Students understand how geography contributes to how regions are defined / 
identified by… 

b. categorizing and evaluating a variety of factors (e.g., culture, 
immigration) of a defined region. 

 
G 3: Human Systems:  (Movement) Human systems and human movement affect 
and are affected by distribution of populations and resources, relationships 
(cooperation and conflict), and culture. 
G 3-1: Students understand why people do/do not migrate by… 

a. analyzing how migration affects a population. 
 
Additionally, these lessons meet the ELA Common Core anchor standards of 
reading and writing--especially the literacy in history/social studies strand--as 
well as the anchor standard of speaking & listening.  
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Definitions: 
 
Apex Department Stores- large department stores in Rhode Island that were 
very popular throughout the 1900s.  

Broadside- poster or advertisement often used in the 1700s and 1800s US  
 
Census- an official count or survey of a population, typically recording various 
details of individuals. Currently, the US government collects census data every 
10 years.  
 
Circa- approximately; an estimation of time. Sometimes written as “c.” or “ca.” 
 
CORE- stands for “Congress of Racial Equality.” This organization was nation-
wide but had many state-run chapters. 

Discrimination- the unjust or unfair treatment of different categories of people, 
especially on the grounds of race, age, or sex. 

Ethnicity- affiliation or connection to a particular nationality or culture. 
 
Facsimile- an exact copy of something printed or written. 
 
Hepzibah Realty Co.- Company created by Irving Fain which rehabilitated 
houses but always made sure to reserve homes for black families; meant to 
promote interracial housing and support legislative efforts for fair housing.  

Negro- a term used to describe people of African descent or with dark-colored 
skin. During the Civil Rights Movement, this word was used often whereas it is 
now considered disrespectful to use this word. However, some people still self-
identify with this term. You may also come across the terms African American, 
black, person of color, colored person, colored, and you will hear “colored 
Portuguese” in this unit. 
 
Op-Ed- stands for “opinion editorial.” A piece of writing, usually in newspapers, 
used to express an author’s opinions about a topic. 
 
Oral History- the collection and study of historical information using sound 
recordings of interviews with people having personal knowledge of past events. 

Prejudice- opinions and assumptions, usually about a group of people, not 
based on reasons or actual evidence.  
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Race- Grouping people together based on physical or other attributes.  Skin 
color is an example. 
 
Segregation- keeping people or things apart based on difference; segregation 
in housing practices kept black and white families living in different 
neighborhoods. 
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Lesson 1: Identifying Primary and Secondary Sources 
All primary and secondary sources in this lesson relate to the Snowtown Riot, 
which occurred in an African American neighborhood in Providence and lasted 
from September 21 to September 24, 1831. During the Snowtown Riot, a mob of 
white citizens destroyed African American properties and eventually, the 
governor ordered in the militia to restore order.   
 
 
The following hand-out gives a quick overview of what kind of materials are 
considered primary and secondary sources. Review it and complete the 
following worksheet.  
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Primary and Secondary Source Worksheet 

In this box, list three (3) examples of primary sources: 
 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 
 

In this box, list three (3) examples of secondary sources:  
 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 
 

List some examples of primary sources that could tell us about your life: 
 
1. 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
3. 
 
 

Are there any secondary sources that could tell us about your life? If so, list 
them here: 
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Document 1:  
The following document is a broadside from 1831 

 
[100 Dollar Reward], 1831, RIHS Collections, RHiX36670  
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Document 2: 
The following document is a photograph of a house taken in 1880. 

 
[William Caesar’s House], c.1880, RIHS Collections, RHiX17158  
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Document 3: 
The following document is “a history of the providence riots” written in 1831 
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History of the Providence Riots, From Sept. 21 to Sept. 24, 1831, 1831, RIHS 
Collections, RHiX17371
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Document 4: 
The following is an excerpt of an Internet article written in 1999 about the Providence riots in 1831  
 

 
Providence Newspapers and the Racist Riots of 1824 and 1831, 1999, http://archive.is/TR0S  

http://archive.is/TR0S
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Document 5: 
The following document is a letter written to Joseph L. Tillinghast in 1831  
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2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    22 

 
Letter from Joseph L. Tillinghast Papers, 1831, RIHS Collections, RHiX173709A-C
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Document 6: 
The following documents are clippings from the Rhode Island American and Gazette, written 
in 1831.  
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Articles from the Rhode Island American and Gazette, 1831, RIHS Collections, RHiX173713
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Document Analysis Worksheet 
As you look through each source, complete this worksheet. When explaining 
why you think something is a primary or secondary source, make sure you use 
evidence to support your argument. 
 

Document # Primary or Secondary 
source? 

Why? Be sure to use evidence 
from the source to support 

your argument.  

#1- $100 Reward 
Broadside, 1831 

  
 
 
 
 

#2- William Caesar’s 
House photograph, 
about 1880 

  
 
 
 
 

#3- History of the 
Providence Riots, 1831 

  
 
 
 
 

#4- Providence 
Newspapers and the 
Racist Riots of 1824 and 
1831, internet article, 
1999 

  
 
 
 
 

#5- Joseph Tillinghast 
Letter, 1831 

  
 
 
 
 

#6- Articles from the 
Rhode Island American 
and Gazette, 1831 
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Appendix A: Teacher Answer Key 
Though this answer key serves as a guideline of which sources are primary and 
secondary, please be sure to note that for many of these, an argument can be 
made either way. Encourage students to use evidence to support their 
arguments either way rather than just focusing on getting the correct answer.  
 

Document # Primary or Secondary 
source? 

Notes: 

#1- $100 Reward 
Broadside, 1831 

Primary Advertisement from 
Snowtown Riot that did occur 
in 1831 
 
 
 
 

#2- William Caesar’s 
House photograph, 
about 1880 

Secondary (could also 
be primary) 

The house is related to the 
Snowtown Riot in 1831 but the 
photograph is from the 1880s. 
A logical case can be made 
that this is primary, though.  
 
 

#3- History of the 
Providence Riots, 1831 

Secondary (could also 
be primary) 

Though it’s from the time 
period of the Snowtown Riot, 
the person writing it was a not 
an eyewitness to the event 

#4- Providence 
Newspapers and the 
Racist Riots of 1824 and 
1831, 1999 

Secondary Written far after the event it’s 
discussing 
 
 

#5- Joseph Tillinghast 
Letter, 1831 

Primary From time period it’s 
discussing to someone 
involved  

#6- Articles from the 
Rhode Island American 
and Gazette, 1831 

Secondary Though it’s from the time 
period of the Snowtown Riot, 
the authors were not 
eyewitnesses to the event 
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Lesson 2: Civil Rights and Housing in Rhode Island 
African Americans often faced discrimination in housing--they weren’t welcome 
in certain neighborhoods, were forced to live in buildings that weren’t safe, and 
often had to live far away from places they used frequently like schools and 
churches. Students will analyze a selection of primary sources related to housing 
and Civil Rights.  
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Source #1 (Read page 57 and the first 4 paragraphs on page 58) 
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Rhode Island Fair Housing Practices Act in Acts and Resolves, 1965, RIHS 
Collections, KFR15.A2. 1965, RHiX173736A&B  
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Source #1 Analysis Worksheet 
 

What is the date of this source? 
 
 

What kind of source do you think this is? (a photo, a map, a newspaper article, 
etc.) 
 
 

This source uses the phrase “discriminatory housing practices” in sentence #2. 
What are “discriminatory housing practices”? (use context clues to make an 
educated guess).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

According to this source, there are many problems that come from 
“depressed living conditions.” What are some of those problems? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Write down other observations (what you can see and know) from the source. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What do you want to know more about? 
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Source #2 
Cliff Montiero Oral History 
 
Oral History of Cliff Montiero, recorded Spring 2018 in Johnston, RI.  Interviewer is 
Keith Stokes.  Courtesy of Rhode Island Historical Society, Rhode Island Black 
Heritage Society, and Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage 
Commission with support from a grant by the National Park Service. 

Source #2 Transcription 
 
Cliff Montiero: Irving Fain, I met in the 1960s. I met him in the 60s when I was 
active in CORE. I was the President of CORE and he came in the office in late 
1963 and said he was there to talk about Fair Housing and that he’d like my 
support and all this other stuff. I said to him “Look, you own APEX and there’s no 
people of color at working at APEX and I need a job.”  

 

So, he became my employer. Then he (Irving Fain) would come by and see me 
and I would talk to him and I asked if he was buying something and he said 
“yeah, I want something.” And then we started talking and then he said he was 
putting it on credit and asked “doesn’t everybody use a credit card?” And I 
said, “poor people can’t afford to buy anything, they don’t have a credit card.” 

 

So, um, then I talked to him about the need to develop a housing program and 
then he started Hepzibah and he put me on the payroll of Hepzibah and he 
bought houses on Rochambeau Avenue and he bought houses in Cranston. 

 
Interviewer: Which drove people crazy. People weren’t happy about that. 

 
  

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2.-Montiero_C_Cut-v.2.mp3
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Source #2 Analysis Worksheet 
 

Based on what you heard in the clip, who was Irving Fain? 
 
 
 

Use your own words to describe “Fair Housing” based on what you heard in 
the clip. 
 
 
 

The interviewer says that people weren’t happy when Irving Fain bought 
houses in Cranston and on Rochambeau Avenue in Providence. Why do you 
think people were upset by that? 
 
 
 
 

Write down other observations (what you can hear and know) from this 
interview. 
 
 
 

What do you want to know more about? 
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Source #3 (Study the chart and read the last 2 paragraphs on page 100) 

 
Study of housing needs of non-white families in Rhode Island, 1960, RIHS Collections, E185.89 .H6 R48, RHiX173734
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Study of housing needs of non-white families in Rhode Island, 1960, RIHS Collections, E185.89 
.H6 R48, RHiX173735 
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Source #3 Analysis Worksheet 
 

After looking at this chart and reading the last 2 paragraphs of the report 
summary, list some of the common reasons for housing problems among non-
white residents. 
 
 
 
 
 

Analyze the chart and write down which factor was chosen most frequently as 
a factor impacting housing choices? (which factor received the highest 
number of votes?) 
 
 
 
 

Why do you think that factor is listed most frequently for why people aren’t 
able to rent property? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Write down other observations (what you can hear and know) from this 
source. 
 
 
 
 
 

What do you want to know more about? 
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Lesson 3: Exploring Your Race and Ethnicity 
Race and ethnicity can be defined in different terms by different people in 
different points in time. Often times in history, someone in power, or part of the 
majority population, defines the race and ethnicity of those who are not in 
power or the majority. However, sometimes people get to define their race and 
ethnicity for themselves. In this lesson, students will listen to how some people 
who grew up in the 20th century and experienced Civil Rights issues firsthand, 
define their own race and ethnicity. Then students will use that information to 
reflect on how they describe themselves.  
 
Worksheet #1 (to be completed before listening to the oral histories listed below) 
 

How do you describe your race and/or ethnicity?  
 
 
 
 
 

Why did you describe your race and/or ethnicity in that way? 
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Oral History Graphic Organizer 
Oral History Audio Clips (this link is one file of all 4 oral history clips with 10 
seconds in between to allow time for the teacher to pause in between sound 
bytes.) 
 
Oral histories of William Bundy, Victoria Johnson, Ona Moniz-John, and James 
Vincent, recorded spring 2018. Interviewer is Keith Stokes.  Courtesy of Rhode 
Island Historical Society, Rhode Island Black Heritage Society, and Rhode Island 
Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission with support from a grant by 
the National Park Service. 
 
 
Bundy Oral History Transcription 
 
Interviewer: What is your preferred race and ethnicity? 
 
William Bundy: That’s been an interesting discussion through my life. It started off 
that you were “negro” and that was kind of the official approach. And then 
when I first went into the Navy, on your medical forms I was “negroed” or 
“negroid.” R-O-I-D as I recall.  And that was I guess, kind of, a medical term. You 
know, because all these different medical things that happened, many of them 
were race based. Even today, you get certain tests and multipliers for African 
Americans.  
 
And then we were black. And then African American. And so, the census will 
ask you what your race is; one of the choices is black/not hispanic or its black. 
What I find is that in some cases we use the term black, and other times we use 
African American. It’s a more polite approach. I really learned something about 
that recently and that as far back as 1741, 1742 there was the New York 
conspiracy. I’m sure you’re familiar with all that.  
 
Interviewer: Yes, I know it well. 
 
William Bundy: And it said white or black, back then in that write up. So, I use 
African American when it’s appropriate and I use black when it’s appropriate. 
The Black Engineer of the Year Award that I received in 1993 was Black Engineer 
of the Year Award. So, you use, I think, what’s appropriate.  
  

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/3.-Combined-Audio-Files-v.2.mp3
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Bundy Oral History #1 

What are some of the words Mr. Bundy uses to describe his race and ethnicity? 
 
 
 

Does he tell us about why he used those specific words? If so, what does he 
say? If he doesn’t explain, why do you think he chose not to? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Johnson Oral History Transcription 
 
Interviewer: What do you consider your race and/or ethnicity? 
 
Victoria Johnson:  I am black or African American. And earlier in my life I was 
“colored” or I was “negro” or anything that was the name of the time that 
people called people of color. 
 

Johnson Oral History #2 

What are some of the words Ms. Johnson uses to describe her race and 
ethnicity? 
 
 
 
 

Does she tell us about why she used those specific words? If so, what does she 
say? If she doesn’t explain, why do you think she chose not to? 
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Moniz-John Oral History Transcription 
 
Interviewer: What is your race and/or ethnicity? 
 
Ona Moniz-John: My race is black. My ethnicity is Cape Verdean. 
 
Interviewer: You’re Cape Verdean? 
 
Ona Moniz-John: No, you’re “colored Portuguese.” 
 
Interviewer: Ah, that’s what my mother would always say. 
 
Ona Moniz-John: You are “colored Portuguese.” 
 
Interviewer: That’s funny 
 
Ona Moniz-John: Let nobody tell you, “you’re a negro.” 
 

Moniz-John Oral History #3 

What are some of the words Ms. Moniz-John uses to describe her race and 
ethnicity? 
 
 
 
 
 

Does she tell us about why she used those specific words? If so, what does she 
say? If she doesn’t explain, why do you think she chose not to? 
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Vincent Oral History Transcription 
 
Interviewer: What do you consider your race and ethnicity?  
 
James Vincent: Black, Cape Verdean. 
 

Vincent Oral History #4 

What are some of the words Mr. Vincent uses to describe his race and 
ethnicity? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does he tell us about why he used those specific words? If so, what does he 
say? If he doesn’t explain, why do you think he chose not to? 
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Worksheet #2 (to be completed after listening to the oral histories) 
 

How do you describe your race and/or ethnicity?  
 
 
 
 
 

Why did you describe your race and/or ethnicity in that way? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Did you change your answers at all after listening to the oral histories? Why or 
why not? 
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Lesson 4: Racial Categories in the US Census 
The US Census is now conducted every 10 years by the US government and is 
meant to gather information about the people that live in our country. It asks 
questions about age, gender, race, and many other demographics. However, 
the categories of race in the census have changed drastically throughout 
history. The sources in this lesson are US censuses from different time periods in 
history and will allow students to see how racial categories have changed over 
time.  
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Document #1 
This document is a snapshot of answers from people in Kent and Newport counties in Rhode 
Island to the 1790 US Census.  
 

 
Snapshot of Kent and Newport counties answers to 1790 US Census (transcribed), RIHS 
Collections, RHiX173711 
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Document #2 
This document is a snapshot of answers from people in Newport, RI to the 1820 US Census.  

 
Snapshot of Newport answers to the 1820 US Census, RIHS Collections, RHiX173712
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Document #3 
This source is a snapshot of Providence City’s answers to the 1910 US Census. 



2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    46 

To see the racial categories, look closely below in the “personal description” box. Look at the 
second column (#6).  

 Snapshot of 1910 State Census answers, RIHS Collections, Mfilm HA 
612 1910 v.1-10
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This is a description from the instructions to the workers collecting information for 
the 1910 census. Use these descriptions as a key to decode the symbols you see 
in the census information on the previous page. For example, if you see a “W,” 
then you can conclude the person in that line is white. 
 

 
1910 Census Instructions to Enumerators, 
https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1910instructions.pdf  
 

https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1910instructions.pdf
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Document #4  
This is a snapshot of a facsimile of questionnaire pages from the 1960 US Census showing the options for racial categories.  

 
1960 Census Questionnaire, https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1960censusquestionnaire-2.pdf  

https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1960censusquestionnaire-2.pdf
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Document #5 
This is a snapshot of a facsimile of questionnaire pages from the 1990 US Census showing the 
options for racial categories.  

 
1990 Census Questionnaire, https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1990_questionnaire.pdf  

https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1990_questionnaire.pdf
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Document #6 
This is an excerpt from the 2020 US Census. Look at question #9 to see the options for racial 
categories. 

 
Excerpt from 2020 Census, https://www2.census.gov/programs-
surveys/decennial/2020/technical-documentation/questionnaires-and-
instructions/questionnaires/2020-informational-questionnaire.pdf



2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    51 

Census Analysis Worksheet 
 
List the racial category options for each census:  
 

1790: 
 
 
 

1820: 
 
 
 

1910 (look at the instructions for census information collectors): 
 
 
 

1960: 
 
 
 

1990: 
 
 
 

2020: 
 
 
 

 
Did any of the terms used to describe racial categories surprise you? Which 
ones? 
 
 
 
 
Why did those terms surprise you? 
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Notice how the language for certain racial categories changes over time. Pick 
one category (example: African Americans) and list how that category is 
described or referred to in each census.   
 
 

1790: 
 
 
 

1820: 
 
 
 

1910: 
 
 
 

1960: 
 
 
 

1990: 
 
 
 

2020: 
 
 
 

 
 
If you had to create your own census, how would you represent racial 
categories? On a separate piece of paper, explain your choices and be sure to 
think about language in your answer. 
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Lesson 5: If I Rewrote the US Census 
 (This lesson works best when it follows lesson 4 as lesson 4 provides strong 
context) 
 
Look at the racial category options from the 2020 US Census.  
 

 
 
How do you feel about the racial category options in the upcoming (2020) 
census? Do you think they are appropriate? Do you think they are 
inappropriate?  Using your own opinions and evidence from historic censuses, 
write an op-ed (opinion article) to inform the public about this matter and argue 
your point for keeping or changing the racial categories in the upcoming 2020 
census. 
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