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About These Materials: 
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.  Public exhibits and school unit plans were 
also created thanks to this grant.     
 
The following lessons use many types of primary sources from local, Rhode Island 
collections and some created for this project, including oral history audio clips, 
video clips, and documents.  These lessons are meant to serve as supplements 
to the Civil Rights history already being taught in classrooms with a focus on 
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local events and people. This set of lessons highlights school protests that 
occurred in the 1960s, 70s, and 2010s right here in Rhode Island. 
 
The lessons are not designed to be used in lecture-style teaching or as 
independent homework assignments.  The lessons use collections of primary and 
secondary sources with guiding questions and graphic organizers to help 
students analyze the sources and gather their thoughts to be used as points of 
class discussion, either in groups or as a whole class.  Some of the questions ask 
students to formulate and back-up their own thinking.  As such, there may not 
be right or wrong answers, and students should be encouraged to listen to and 
consider the perspectives of their peers. 
 
*This material was produced with assistance from the Historic Preservation Fund, 
administered by the National Park Service, Department of the Interior. Any 
opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this 
material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the Department of the Interior. 
 

Additional Resources: 
Holden, Anna.  The Bus Stops Here:  A Study of School Desegregation in Three Cities.  New 
York: Agathon Press; 1974 
 
Spiegler, Jinnie.  Teaching about Controversial or Difficult Topics.  Morningstar Center for 
Teaching Social Responsibility.  December 4, 2014 
 

Learning Objectives: 
 
Students will evaluate and analyze sources to gather historical information which 
will inform their own decisions and arguments  
 
Students will make connections between the participation of young people in 
Rhode Island during the Civil Rights era to actions their peers are taking today 
 
Students will draw conclusions about their own understandings of current issues 
in their lives and will think about what types of civic action they can take to 
move towards resolving those issues 

https://www.morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment/lessons/teaching-about-controversial-or-difficult-issues
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Educational Standards:  
RI K-12 GSEs for Civics and Government 
GSEs for Grades 9-12 
 
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 a policy at the school, local, state, national, or international 
level and describing how it affects individual rights 
b. accessing the political system (e.g., letter writing, researching an issue 
and communicating it to the public, organizing, petitioning, 
boycotting/buycotting) 
d. identifying and explaining ways individuals and groups have exercised 
their rights in order to transform society (e.g., Civil Rights Movement, 
women’s suffrage) 
e. participating in and reflecting on a decision-making experience as part 
of a group in your classroom, school, or community (e.g., developing 
classroom norms, School Improvement Team member, response to 
community needs, such as a food drive)   

 
C&G 4: People engage in political processes in a variety of ways. 
C&G 4 –1 
Students demonstrate an understanding of political systems and political 
processes by… 

c. analyzing and interpreting sources (print and non-print 
discourse/media), by distinguishing fact from opinion, and evaluating 
possible bias/propaganda or conflicting information within or across 
sources 
e. analyzing multiple perspectives on an historical or current controversial 
issue 

 
C&G 4-2: Students demonstrate their participation in political processes by… 

a. using collaborative decision making/problem solving to consider 
multiple perspectives on a current political, social, or economic issue, 
evaluating the consequences of various options, and developing a plan 
of action (e.g., new school policy or local, national, or international public 
policy)  
b. working individually or with others to identify, propose, and carry out a 
community/civic engagement project/initiative (e.g., making the 
community aware of an issue, organizing a workshop) 
 

C&G 4-3: Students participate in a civil society by… 
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a. critically reflecting on their own civic dispositions (e.g., tolerance and 
respect, concern for the rights and welfare of others, social responsibility, 
and recognition of the capacity to make a difference) 

 
C&G 5: As members of an interconnected world community, the choices we 
make impact others locally, nationally, and globally. 
C&G 5-2: Students demonstrate an understanding of the benefits and 
challenges of an interconnected world by… 

a. describing the interconnected nature of a contemporary or historical 
issue 
b. analyzing and evaluating a contemporary or historical issue (e.g., free 
trade versus fair trade, access to medical care and terrorism)    

 
C&G 5-3: Students demonstrate an understanding of how the choices we make 
impact and are impacted by an interconnected world by… 

b. identifying and summarizing the intended and unintended 
consequences of a conflict, event, or course of action 
c. using deliberation, negotiation, and compromise to plan and develop 
just solutions to problems (e.g., immigration, limited energy resources, 
nuclear threat) created when nations or groups act 
 

 
RI K-12 GSEs for Historical Perspectives/RI History 
GSEs for Grades 9-12 
 
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. formulating historical questions, obtaining, analyzing, evaluating 
historical primary and secondary print and non-print sources 
b. explaining how historical facts and historical interpretations may be 
different, but are related 
c. identifying, describing, or analyzing multiple perspectives on an 
historical trend or event 
d. using technological tools in historical research 

 
HP 1–2: Students interpret history as a series of connected events with multiple 
cause-effect relationships, by… 

a. explaining cause and effect relationships in order to sequence and 
summarize events, make connections between a series of events, or 
compare/contrast events 
b. interpreting and constructing visual data (e.g., timelines, charts, graphs, 
flowchart, historical films, political cartoons) in order to explain historical 
continuity and change 
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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… 

a. explaining origins of major historical events 
b. identifying and linking key ideas and concepts and their enduring 
implications 
 

HP 2–2: Students chronicle events and conditions by… 
a. creating narratives based on a particular historical point of view 
b. synthesizing information from multiple sources to formulate an historical 
interpretation 
 

HP 2-3: Students show understanding of change over time by… 
a. tracing patterns chronologically in history to describe changes on 
domestic, social, or economic life 
 

 
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. tracing patterns chronologically in history to describe changes on 
domestic, social, or economic life 
b. formulating a position or course of action on a current issue from a 
choice of carefully evaluated options, taking into account the historical 
underpinnings  
 

HP 3-2: Students make personal connections in an historical context by… 
a. articulating an understanding of the meaning, implications, and impact 
of historical events on their lives today  
b. analyzing how an historical development has contributed to current 
social, economic, or political patterns 

 
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. investigating the role of demographic factors (gender, ethnicity, class) 
in creating cultural diversity in a society  

 
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. analyzing how membership in particular cultural groups has affected 
civic engagement on the local, regional, and national level, citing 
evidence. 
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HP 5-3: Various perspectives have led individuals and/or groups to interpret 
events or phenomena differently and with historical consequences by… 

a. utilizing sources (e.g., primary documents, secondary sources, oral 
histories) to identify different historical narratives and perspectives about 
the same events. 

 
 
RI K-12 GSEs for Geography 
GSEs for Grades 9-12 
 
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… 

a. evaluating how humans interact with physical environments to form 
past and present communities. 
 

G 2–3: Students identify different perspectives that individuals/ groups have by… 
a. evaluating the cultural and regional differences for potential bias from 
written or verbal sources. 
 
 

 
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: 
 
Broadside- poster or advertisement often used in the 1700s and 1800s US  
 
De facto segregation—Refers to the separation of races. This can occur in 
schools, in neighborhoods, in employment, and elsewhere.  “De facto” means 
“by fact.”  It is compared to “de Jure” segregation, meaning “by law.”  

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. 
 
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, or colored when looking at or listening to 
primary documents. 
 
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.  
 
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: Issues of Race at Central High School in the Early 1970s 
In 1967, the mayor of Providence, Joseph A. Doorley, Jr., formed a committee to 
try to solve the issue of de facto segregation in the public schools.  Since the 
schools were neighborhood schools, and neighborhoods were segregated due 
to housing discrimination, neighborhood schools also found themselves 
segregated.  The committee proposed re-assigning black students to schools 
that had a majority of white students and re-assigning white students to schools 
that had a majority of black students rather than having all students attend their 
neighborhood schools.  This was called the Providence Plan.  Providence’s high 
schools were desegregated according to the Plan by the start of school in 1971.  
Students from the predominantly white Italian neighborhood of Federal Hill and 
students from the predominantly black neighborhood of South Providence 
attended Central High School together.  In early October, racial disturbances 
caused by conflicting students forced the school to close for a week.  As you will 
read, officials and the media disagreed whether the new Providence Plan 
contributed to racial tensions that led to the student conflict.  The documents, 
articles, and films below center on that conflict.  What conclusions can you 
make based on the primary sources below?  What other information about the 
incidents can be gleaned from these sources? 
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Document 1: Newspaper Article 
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(Providence Journal 05 October 1971, Copyright © 2019 The Providence Journal. Reproduced by Permission.)  
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Document Analysis Worksheet 

1. What does the article claimed happened at Central High School, and 
when did this occur? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What were the complaints by white students?  By black students? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What was the philosophy of Dr. Bernardo (school superintendent) 
regarding the incidents? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What do you think Dr. Bernardo meant when he said the scuffles arose 
from “community based, street-based problems”? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    15 

5. What did the black students accuse the police of doing to them but not 
to the white group of students? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. How many black students were arrested?  How many white? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. What were the three adult community organizations mentioned in the 
article that planned to host meetings?  Why do you think it was important 
for those organizations to host community meetings? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What does Mrs. John Coughlin claim the issue stems from, and what is her 
organization contesting in the courts? 
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Document 2:  Film clip  
 
Watch and Listen to the following film clip of Central High School Students during 
the conflict that occurred on October 4, 1971 

 
RhiX_WPRI_1971-10-04_A_Excerpt 
Courtesy of the Rhode Island Historical Society and WPRI 
{Note that this footage does not include sound until 1:30.  No transcription} 
 
Document Analysis Worksheet 
 
Use the chart below to help you analyze this film clip.  In the first column, 
document who appears in the film using descriptions when names are not 
available.  In the second column, note what the individuals or groups are doing 
and what actions they are taking in the film. 
 

Individuals / groups Action(s) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1971-10-04_A_Excerpt_NPS.mp4
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1. Synthesizing what you wrote in the chart, what courses of action are the 

groups of students taking?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Synthesizing what you wrote in the chart, what courses of action where 
taken against the students? 
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Document 3:  Film clip 
 

Superintendent Dr. Bernardo speaks about the incidents at Central High 

 
RhiX_WPRI_1971-10-07_A_Excerpt 
Courtesy of Rhode Island Historical Society and WPRI 
 
Video Transcription 
 
Superintendent Dr. Bernardo 
We engaged in discussions with students and their contributions were positive. 
Let me run them down very, very quickly. But, they were concerned with their 
safety. They were concerned with the equitable application of discipline 
between the races.  They wished to create a student sounding board which 
would provide for improved communications between students and 
administration. They were concerned for the creation of a continuing seminar 
situation which would deal with community problems as a part, and school 
problems as a part, of the curriculum. We have worked hard with them on in an 
attempt to implement these recommendations. 
 
 
Document Analysis 
 

1. According to Dr. Bernardo, what would the students like to see happen at 
their school? 

 
 
 
 
 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1971-10-07_A_Excerpt_NPS.mp4
https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1971-10-07_A_Excerpt_NPS.mp4
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2. Why do you think the students thought that these aims would help ease 

racial tensions at the school? 
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Lesson Follow-up: 
 

1. Based on the newspaper article and film clips, why do you think the 
students had conflicts with each other, and why do you think they chose 
the courses of action they did?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Whose voices and opinions are not documented in the above article and 
film clips? Do you think if you had the chance to read or hear their 
perspectives on the events, it might change your view of the events? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What do you want to know more about that might help you better form 
your opinions about what happened and why it happened? 
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Lesson 2: Black Students Stage Walk-Out at Hope High School, 1969 
On May 9, 1969, 150-200 black students staged a walk out at Hope High School 
after their principal, Max H. Faxman, refused to discuss a list of grievances they 
had prepared.  In a meeting the following day with school officials, some 
resolutions were agreed upon, but the meetings came to an impasse over some 
of the issues.  On May 13, students went on what was reported in the media as a 
“rampage” after negotiations met the impasse.  Damage was done to school 
property.  What conclusions can you make based on the primary sources 
below?  What other information about the incident can be gleaned from these 
sources? 
 

Document 1: Newspaper article 
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(Providence Journal 10 May 1969, Copyright © 2019 The Providence Journal. Reproduced by Permission.) 
 
Document Analysis Worksheet 

 
1. What were the reasons black students staged a walk-out of Hope High 

School? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What changes did the students want to see occur at their school? 
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Document 2: Film clip 
 
The following clips are a type of news clip called “man on the street” interviews.   
The interviews took place on May 11, a day after the student walk-out.  Use the 
chart below to help you analyze the clips. 
 

 
RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-11_7_A 
Courtesy of the Rhode Island Historical Society and WPRI 
 
Video Transcription 
 
Man 1: I think that, I think that they’re going to come out on top. 
 
Interviewer:  Who’s going to come out on top, sir? 
 
Man 1: Colored people. 
 
Interviewer: What do you think should be done about it now? 
 
Man 1: That I don’t know. It’s up to the politicians. 
 
 
Man 2: Seems that uh, the Negroes thought that they weren’t getting treated 
right, and uh, it’s an unfortunate situation led to uh the other incident where 
some juveniles were breaking into another school just because of this and I 
thought it was a pretty bad influence. 
 
 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-11_7_A_NPS.mp4
https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-11_7_A_NPS.mp4
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Man 3: I think that it was provoked without any justifiable cause of anything 
that’s happening on the national scene. I think that this was an excuse by 
hoodlums to run rampant rather than fight for any cause that had any 
justification. And I think that from what I have read and heard that it was 
influenced by other factors other than by students themselves. 
 
Man 4: Oh well, as far as I understand is that they had a few problems with 
teachers and various other problems when things should have been settled um 
oh, probably years before. 
 
Interviewer: Who do you think is to blame for the crisis that exists there now? 
 
Man 4: Well, I guess maybe the superintendent of schools and maybe the school 
faculty. 
 
Film Analysis worksheet 
Description of speaker Speaker opinion 
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1. Who did the interviewer choose to interview? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Why do you think the interviewer chose these four people? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Whose voices were not included in this series of quick interviews? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Whose opinions would you like to hear in order to have a better 
understanding of the event? 
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Document 3:  Newspaper article 
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(Providence Journal 15 May 1969, Copyright © 2019 The Providence Journal. Reproduced by 
Permission.) 
 
Document Analysis Worksheet 

1. What student aims were listed? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What incidents were mentioned by the students to show that racism exists 
at the school? 
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3. What other important points did the students report on?  What emotion(s) 
did the students report feeling? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Documents 4:  Below you will find a historical broadside from 1851 and film 

clips and articles from both the Hope High and Central High Incidents you 
learned about in the previous lessons.  Please look at these documents as a 
group.  Guiding questions follow each document to aide in your analysis.  Final 
questions will ask you to think about what thread connects these documents as 
you follow them through time. 
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Document 4A:  Historical Broadside 
 

 
(Accessed on Wikimedia Commons) 
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1. What is the date on this broadside? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What was going on in the United States when this broadside was posted?  
In the North?  In the South?  Why was this broadside posted in Boston? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Explain how this broadside demonstrates that there were tensions 
between communities of color and the police as an institution at the time 
of its posting. 
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Document 4B: Film Clip 
 

An unknown gentleman speaks to the media on May 16, 1969 following the 
incidents at Hope High School 
 

 
RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-16_3_A 
Courtesy of the Rhode Island Historical Society and WPRI 
 
Video Transription 
 
Unknown man: We felt that it uh was necessary that police not be visibly in the 
building or outside of the building you know, but in a normal patrol fashion 
available to respond immediately if the need arose. 
 
 

4. In this short clip, what is this gentleman saying about police presence at 
Hope High School following the damages done by students at the school? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why do you think he felt it was important to make this statement? 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-16_3_A_NPS.mp4
https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_WPRI_1969-05-16_3_A_NPS.mp4
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Document 4C: Newspaper article clip  
 
Parents and students express concerns at a meeting on October 5, 1971 
following the incidents at Central High School 
 

 

 
(Providence Journal 06 October 1971, Copyright © 2019 The Providence Journal. Reproduced by 
Permission.) 
 

6. Why are the black parents and students concerned about police 
presence at Central High School following the student melee? 
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Document 4D:  Film Clip 
  

Mayor Doorley speaks to the media on October 3, 1971 after the incidents at 
Central High School  
 

 
RhiX_1986.93.17087C_A 
Courtesy of the Rhode Island Historical Society 
 
Video Transcription 
 
Mayor Doorley:  What the school administration’s feeling is let these young 
people try to work it out themselves, see what the problems are, what are the 
hang-ups. Uh, the one I commonly hear is that white students are accosted and 
extorted in the schools. Now what are they going to do about it? I mean um, the 
last resort, and I say this unequivocally, and this is what the students feel from 
what I understand, and this is what the administration feels.  The last resort is 
policemen in your schools. That possibly these young people can work out a 
program where they’ll police themselves.  
 
Another hang-up is that some of the younger black children coming from other 
areas back into their own area are accosted and assaulted. Now, that’s outside 
the school building, and I think we’re going to have to increase our patrols. But, 
here again there’s gotta be some formal way of acting when a black or a white 
student does something wrong. And, I think that’s what the young people are 
trying to do. They’re trying to work it out themselves. 
 
 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_1986.93.17087C_A_NPS.mp4
https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/RHiX_1986.93.17087C_A_NPS.mp4
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7. In this short clip, what is Mayor Doorley saying about police presence at 
Central High School following the student melee at the school? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. The mayor is in charge of the police force and is also an official elected 
by the public.  In what ways do you think the words he is choosing to use 
here are based on his role in society and who might be watching his 
response on the news? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Synthesizing the documents as a group: 
 

9. In order to synthesize what you have learned from the documents above, 
first, fill out the Venn Diagram on the next page and then answer the 
questions that follow.  Using the Venn Diagram to organize your thoughts, 
label one of the circles “Protests at Central High School” and the other 
“Protests at Hope High School.”  List the similarities between the two sets of 
events and responses that occurred at the two schools in the middle 
where the circles overlap and the differences in the outer circles. 
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10. The documents above show that there were concerns about involving the 
police at both of the student protest events at Central and Hope High 
Schools.  Why was there concern about making sure police involvement 
was a last resort? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Recall the historical broadside you analyzed earlier (document 4A), do 
you think early historical tensions between communities of color are 
echoed in the concerns of the black parents and officials when 
considering the use of police force during the high school conflicts in the 
60s/70s?  Explain why or why not. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12. Do members of black communities and other communities of color in the 
United States continue to have similar concerns with the police as an 
institution today?  Provide evidence for your thinking. 
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13. What relationship(s) does your school have with the local police 
department?  Are there students at your school who believe having a 
police presence at school is a problem?  If yes, what are the problems 
they cite?  Do you agree?  Why or why not?  If your school does or does 
not have a relationship with the local police, why do you think that is? 
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Lesson 3: Students Stage Walk-Out at Brown University, 1968 
On December 5, 1968, 65 of the 85 Brown University students of color staged a 
walk-out in protest of the administration not making progress on a list of 
demands the students wanted to see the University work towards. 
 

Document 1:  Film clip (secondary source) 
Watch the mini-documentary linked below and answer the following questions. 
Fifty Years Ago, Black Students at Brown Walked Out for Change (Note that 
there is a “CC” button on the video if Closed Captioning is needed) 
 

1. What are some of the issues the students noted in their letter to the Brown 
University president?  Name at least five of the issues described in the 
video. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is the major demand by the students noted in the video? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. When was the video compiled? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. By the time the video was created, had the University reached the goal 
noted in question 2? 

 
 
 
  

https://www.wgbh.org/news/national-news/2018/12/05/fifty-years-ago-black-students-at-brown-walked-out-for-change
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Document 2:  Secondary excerpt from student letter to the president 
 
Below are more of the demands students listed in a May 1968 letter to the 
president of the University from the Afro-American Society, a student 
organization.  Note that at this time, women were not admitted into Brown 
University but to Brown’s women’s college, Pembroke College.  The students of 
Pembroke and Brown worked together on this initiative. 
 

• That at least 11% of Brown’s entering class be black 
• That at least 11% of Pembroke’s entering class be black 
• That an interdisciplinary major in African-American studies, consisting of 

relevant existing courses plus ten new courses  
• That ten black professors be hired by February 1969, as a first step toward 

making at least 11% of the faculty black by September, 1969 
• That three black counselor-admissions officers for Brown be hired by 

September, 1968 
• That one black counselor-admissions officer for Pembroke be hired by 

September, 1968 
• That at least 11% of all university employees be black 

 
 
 

1. Why was it important to the students that the University make efforts to 
increase the black student population to 11%?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Why was it important to also hire black professors?  What about 
counselors-admissions officers and other staffing positions at Brown? 
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3. Why do you think students wanted African American Studies courses? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What items on the list of demands are similar to what the students at Hope 
High School were asking for?  How about for the students at Central High 
School?  (It has been noted in some reports of the time that Hope High 
School students met with Brown University students for assistance). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why do the students at Brown and the high schools believe these items 
are important to the successful education of students of color?  In what 
ways are these items also beneficial for white students?  
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Lesson 4: Providence Student Union – Activism in the 21st Century 
In the early 2000s, students at Hope High School formed a group called Hope 
United that staged a walk-out in efforts to change the curriculum.  Soon, similar 
student organizations cropped up at other Providence High Schools, including 
Central High.  The organizations merged in 2010 to form the Providence Student 
Union (PSU), an organization still active today. 
 

Document 1:  Providence Student Union Website 
 
On the Providence Student Union website, you will see their Student Bill of Rights 
 

1. What items on the Student Bill of Rights are similar to what the Brown 
University, Hope High, and Central High students were asking for in the 
1960s/70s? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Also on the PSU website, you will see a list of their featured campaigns 
 

2. What are the campaigns that the PSU students have undertaken (list at 
least five)? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.pvdstudentunion.org/
https://www.pvdstudentunion.org/student-bill-of-rights
https://www.pvdstudentunion.org/campaigns
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3. Choose one campaign to read more about (excluding the Campaign for 
Ethnic Studies Classes as we will analyze that in questions below).  What 
types of actions did the students take or are currently taking to strive 
towards success in their campaign? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. What tools are available to students in the 21st century to make their 

voices heard that were not available for students in the 1960s / 1970s? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Looking specifically at the Campaign for Ethnic Studies Classes, in what 
ways are what the students asking for here similar or different from what 
the students at Hope High, Central High, and Brown University had asked 
for in the 1960s/70s?  Use the chart on the next page.   

https://www.pvdstudentunion.org/ethnic-studies
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Comparison of student demands in the 60s/70s and today 
 
 Central High School Hope High School Brown University Providence Student 

Union 
Differences 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Similarities  
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6. What strategies have the students used / are currently using to work 
towards the goals of this campaign?  

 
 
 
 
 

7. What successes have they had so far in reaching the goals of this 
campaign?   

 
 
 
 
 

8. What is still left to be done to reach the goals? 
 
 
 
 
 

Document 2: Providence Students Say Race is a Big Part of Disconnect with 
Teachers, Providence Journal, August 16, 2019 Electronic article with 
accompanying audio clips  
 

1. What problems does this article from 2019 demonstrate are occurring in 
the Providence High Schools? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What issues are similar to the issues students at Hope High had told 
reporters in the article you read earlier “Black Hope Students List Aims.” 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.providencejournal.com/news/20190816/providence-students-say-race-is-big-part-of-disconnect-with-teachers
https://www.providencejournal.com/news/20190816/providence-students-say-race-is-big-part-of-disconnect-with-teachers
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3. If you are in a Providence High School, do you recognize these or similar 

problems?  If you are not at a Providence High School, do you recognize 
these or similar issues at your school?  Does the demographic make-up at 
your school make a difference in how you perceive these issues?  Are 
these issues still important at schools that have different demographics 
than the schools noted in these lessons?  (To look up the demographics of 
your high school and/or the Providence High Schools, go to 
http://www.eride.ri.gov/reports/reports.asp).  

http://www.eride.ri.gov/reports/reports.asp
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Lesson 5: Issues Today.  What can you do? 
In the lessons in this packet, you read, saw and analyzed documents and films 
that demonstrate continuous civil rights issues that students have perceived in 
Providence high schools since the 1960s.  In his 2018 oral history interview, James 
Vincent, president of the Providence Branch of the NAACP, was asked what he 
believes to be the biggest issues he notices today.   
 

1. Listen to the clip below and think about how what he is saying has been 
expressed by the students you learned about in the lessons above.   

 

 
 James Vincent Oral History 

Oral History of James Vincent, 
recorded Spring 2018 in 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. 
Image courtesy of the Rhode Island 
Historical Society. 

 

 
Oral History Transcript 
James Vincent: But in terms of what I think of, and everybody else talks about 
leveling the playing field…the great equalizer…it’s in education. 
 
Keith Stokes (Interviewer): Yeah 
 
James Vincent: And I think the biggest problem, and we have one of the worst 
education systems in the country, our state.  I think the biggest problem is the 
fact that, for example in Providence, over 90% of the students are of color, and 
80% of the teachers are white. Okay, so if I had to do one thing, it would be to 
try to figure out how to get more teachers of color in those classrooms.  ‘Cause, I 
think if you get teachers of color in those classrooms, it would make more of a 
difference than almost anything else you can do.  
 
Keith Stokes: Because of mentorship? 

https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/James-Vincent-Audio-Clip-for-high-school-lesson.mp3
https://www.rihs.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/James-Vincent-Audio-Clip-for-high-school-lesson.mp3
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James Vincent:  In mentorship and and and and in terms of trying to inspire, in 
terms of caring, in terms of giving them advice, in terms of the fact that you can 
go to a Cornell.  You don’t have to go to a CCRI.  Actually, giving people the 
idea that that’s possible.  You don’t have any teachers doing that because they 
all live in… well, I don’t want to get into that. 
 
Keith Stokes: No, but I understand. 
 
James Vincent:  Too many of them I think are disconnected because too many 
of them live in the suburbs, and too many of them are not, are not culturally 
competent. 
 
Keith Stokes:  Yeah, and now with the rise of Asian and Latino kids and 
such…and, absolutely. 
 
James Vincent:  So, so, I think if I had to do one thing…you’ve gotta get more 
black and brown teachers in those classrooms, black and brown teachers in 
terms of guidance, black and brown teachers in terms of principals, ah, on the 
school committees. You know, the gamut.  But, if I had to focus on one thing 
among that, it’s the teachers.  
 
 

2. Think about this and other civil rights issues that you notice are yet 
unresolved in your school or in our society. In a group or individually, use 
the space below to make a list of what you think are the most important 
problems facing Americans today (these can be problems that impact 
you directly, you see in your community, or that are facing the whole 
country). List at least four issues. 
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3. Pick one problem from the list you created above. Use this space to 
brainstorm some ways that you might address, or fight back against, this 
problem. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



2019 Rhode Island Historical Society    51 

4. Pick one of the ways you listed above to address the issue. Make an 
action plan with step by step instructions to implement this solution and 
address the problem. (Consider how you will bring attention to the 
problem, how you could fundraise (if the solution involves money), who 
you can reach out to help you reach a solution, etc.) 
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