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Introduction
Stop and think of a little-known story that makes you proud to be 
from Western New York. 

Maybe it’s a story about abolitionists and suffragists working together 
for change, the Seneca Nation (whose people have been in this place 
since time immemorial), the construction of the Erie Canal, or the 
beautiful lakes in our region. 

No matter what comes to mind, the stories you think of can help 
connect us to our local place and our nation's history.



This project builds on previous work done by Dr. Rebekka Boysen-Taylor (Senior Curriculum Advisor for the 

Frederick Douglass Family Initiatives/Teacher Educator), Dr. Vanessa Anthony-Stevens (Educational 

Anthropologist/Teacher Educator), and Marco Seiferle Valencia (Digital Librarian/Director of the Gary Strong 

Curriculum Library) in the College of Education, Health and Human Sciences at the University of Idaho. In 

2018, we asked middle schoolers in Rebekka’s 7th-grade classroom what they wanted to learn about local 

history. 

We supported students in researching and identifying compelling stories and primary sources and helped 

them create a digital history timeline. This experience showed us how eager youth are to learn specific 

regional histories, and how often the standard historical narrative leaves out the contributions of many 

people, including poor people, women, people of color, LGBTQIA folks, young people, elders, and disabled 

folks. 

Our approach to nurturing critical historical 
thinking through inquiry



Learning with and from youth
The process helped us adults develop a template for a flexible, localized, 
student-centered approach to historical inquiry rooted in young 

people’s critical thinking and questioning. Our approach was inspired by 

the work of many brilliant classroom educators, historians, librarians, 

anthropologists, archivists, and educational researchers. The methods we 

describe in this guide can be used to expand the standard historical 

narrative anywhere! 

We quickly found that even adults (ourselves included) were unaware of 

the fascinating histories that help to tell a more complete and truthful 

history of our state and local community. 



Bringing Critical Historical Inquiry to Western New York
In 2023, members of AKWAABA Heritage Associates, the Frederick Douglass Family Initiatives, and 
the 1816 Farmington Quaker Meetinghouse worked together to curate this collection of artifacts and 
guidance to help youth, families, and educators build their knowledge of regional Underground 
Railroad histories. A generous grant from the Workforce Diversity Network provided support for this 
project.

By helping youth develop historical knowledge beyond the limited information often found in 
textbooks and state standards, through a process of primary source analysis, educators are supported 
to plan and facilitate social studies activities attentive to local context, including the experiences of an 
array of New Yorkers. Teachers do not need to be local history experts to begin this work, they can 
learn alongside their students. The artifacts offered here can be analyzed using a simple but effective 
cycle of critical historical inquiry designed to be adapted by educators for their students and setting.



Community curriculum development process: 
● Focus on creating a flexible resource informed by local context
● Shared planning conversations and webinar in 2023
● Collaborative site visits in Rochester, Farmington, and Wayne County in May of 

2024 with community members, local historians, and representatives from each 
non-profit

● We identified a focus on children’s stories with capacity to add additional 
artifacts over time

● Draft of Teacher’s Guide focused on children’s experiences, summer 2024
● Teacher review and feedback on materials, summer 2024



The goals of this project are:
★ To illuminate 

ways that our 
local history is 
also national 
history.

★ To use primary 
archival objects 
and documents 
to learn the 
stories of the 
Underground 
Railroad in 
Western New 
York and beyond.

★ To examine how 
people in history 
worked together 
and navigated 
disagreements 
to secure 
freedoms.

★ To help youth name 
ways that knowing 
history can help us to 
solve problems today 
and build a more just 
future. 



Localizing Learning: 
Start with Background Knowledge

★ How are New York and New Yorkers described? How about your 
specific community?

★ What is the standard story of New York’s history and of the 

Underground Railroad in this place? (*This is also called the 

standard historical narrative)

★ What/who is missing from the standard historical narrative?

★ What do you know about children’s experiences in the past? 



Artifact Analysis Inspired by Library of Congress Educator 
Guidance
Teachers can begin by considering the questions below with youth as they look 
carefully at images and items from the past. After that, teachers can share and 
discuss the context and expanded context provided for each image in the Teacher’s 
Guide
★ What do you see in the image? (take the time to look at the big picture as 

well as the details in various parts of the image)
★ What questions do you have about what you see?
★ How does this connect to things you already know or want to learn more about?

https://docs.google.com/document/d/18NSNi6XTYq0FJej7hhuZVDnf7s4rleEv/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=117928055685507138481&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18NSNi6XTYq0FJej7hhuZVDnf7s4rleEv/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=117928055685507138481&rtpof=true&sd=true


Paynter Image of the Edmonson Sisters 



Frederick Douglass with the 
Edmonson Sisters at Fugitive 
Slave Law Convention, 
Cazenovia, New York



Annie Douglass and Frederick 
Douglass, 1859



Letter, Annie Douglass to Frederick 
Douglass, Rochester, NY, Dec. 7, 
1859



To learn more about how to facilitate 
artifact analysis with youth go to pages 4-8 
of our Teacher’s Guide
 “Using this Guide in the Classroom” 
 (click underlined text to access)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/18NSNi6XTYq0FJej7hhuZVDnf7s4rleEv/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=117928055685507138481&rtpof=true&sd=true


Learning in Community
An essential part of doing Critical Historical Inquiry is the opportunity for youth to 
talk with elders in their families and communities and to use what they learn in their 
own lives. These conversations, alongside visits to local libraries, museums, and 
historical societies, help youth to meaningfully connect past and present. 

To learn more about specific resource and organizations in Western New York 
please check out pages 21-22 of the Teacher's Guide (click link to access)

https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/18NSNi6XTYq0FJej7hhuZVDnf7s4rleEv/edit


Thank you! 
What questions do you 
have? 


