REFLECTIONS ON PRUDENCE CRANDALL HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ACTIVITY 

 

Prudence Crandall opened an exclusive academy for African American girls from wealthy families in 1832, after the town of Canterbury protested her admission of Sarah Harris, a local freed black, to her former academy which was exclusively white.  The school was attacked, boycotted, and she was arrested for breaking The Black Law, which was lobbied on behalf of the people of Canterbury, who wanted to put a stop to the school.  Although she was acquitted after 3 trials, the school was destroyed by a mob of angry men, and finally closed.

Activity 1 

    

In the first activity I developed for the museum, I performed my short play, "Eternally Bound", with Gwendolyn Precutti, who portrays Sarah Harris, Crandall's first black student.  We share fictitious correspondence between the two women in later life, as they recall the trials and tribulations they went through of Canterbury.  The script incorporates primary documents, and is based upon primary sources.  Students participate in a discussion afterward, where they ask Sarah & Prudence questions, which are answered in character.

 

Activity 2 - HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE THROUGH POINT OF VIEW.  Students were given "Character Cards" which gave the race, class, gender, occupation, of several people involved in the Prudence Crandall story, including: Prudence Crandall, Andrew T. Judson, William Lloyd Garrison, Sarah Harris, Mariah Davis, Isaac Glaskow, a white mill worker, the mother of one of Prudence's white students, Reuben Crandall, Senator Phillip Pearl. Each card included traits and characteristics, as well as background experiences that brought them to that point in time, based upon primary sources.  Students were asked to study the question- "Should the Crandall School be closed as she awaits her trial", to be discussed at a town meeting, from their character's point of view.  They had two-minutes at the town meeting to persuade the audience with reasoning and support, based upon what they had learned about their character.  To complicate things, students had to follow the social codes of the 1830's.  Women (girls) were not allowed to speak in public, therefore their male partner had to speak for them (even if they were a female character).  African Americans had to solicit a white male to speak for them.  White males sat in front, with white females behind them.  We made the black characters sit on the floor in the back.

 

    This simulation proved to be quite powerful, and engendered powerful discussions.  Some of the white males felt "powerful" and began to take on the characteristics of an oppressor. Interestingly, some of the white males felt a terrible burden - like they were responsible for everyone - with conflicted feelings between their moral code and their social role.  This sounds like owning class oppression, to me!  My fifth-grade girls were devastated.  They felt "powerless" because they were not allowed to share their opinions in public.  They were frustrated when their male partner couldn't articulate their point of view as well as they would have. One girl expressed how she began to get how you could lose your self-esteem in that situation, because she began to feel as though there were something wrong with her, like she was "stupid" or something.  My white mill worker character was very prejudiced against the Irish as well as freed blacks.  The student who portrayed him was deeply conflicted, because in reality he disagreed with his prejudice, but in character, he was able to see that the guy wasn't much better off than the freed blacks or slaves in trying to make a living, and everyone was seen as competition. (We've been reading Call of the Wild, and have a lot of discussions about adaptations, survival of the fittest, Social Darwinism, and competition, as well as classism & racism).

 

    The extension activities will include interpreting primary documents, which were used in developing the character cards, and hands-on crafts & skills such as feather-pen calligraphy.
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