
1 
 
 

 
 

  

 

©2018Educate.Today  



2 
 

HEC-TV Live! Presents 
Freedom Suits, Slavery, and American Justice 

 
 
Original Air Date:  February 16, 2010 
Grade Levels: 6-12 
 
Program Description: 
 
A study of 19th century American history or a study of the Civil War would not be complete without 
including the famous freedom suit of Dred Scott.  While Dred Scott may be the most famous of slaves 
filing a freedom suit, he certainly was not the only one.  These suits, which were legal petitions for 
freedom by people of color, became a common way for slaves to seek to obtain their freedom in the 
St. Louis area.  The bulk of these suits were filed from the 1820s to 1850s.  Slaves who had moved 
with their owners to live in free states often used this event as a basis to seeking their freedom.  
 
Now, as a result of the St. Louis Circuit Court Historical Records Project, the court record of these 
freedom suits is available to the public.  Since September 1999, a variety of institutions and 
organizations have worked to preserve and make accessible the historical records under the St. Louis 
Circuit Court Clerk’s control.  These documents date from the court's inception in 1804 through 1875. 
The true value of the court records is found in the depositions—rare primary source oral histories that 
provide a window into everyday life of that time. 
 
In this program students have the opportunity to go back in time and utilize fascinating primary 
sources to hear the stories of slaves and owners, lawyers and court officials that made the Gateway 
City of St. Louis a “Passage to Freedom” for many Americans in the first half of the 19th century. 
What was life like in this American frontier city?  How did slaves and owners interact?  How did the 
freedom suits occur?  How successful were they?  How did they change the lives of all involved? 
How do they give us a better understanding of the institution of slavery and the organization and ideals 
of America’s justice system?  Learn as archivists and historians involved in the Historical Court 
Records Project answer these questions and more, read passages from the court record, and bring 
history to life!  
 
 
Program Objectives: 
 
1.  The participant will explore the dynamics of America’s institution of slavery and how it functioned 
in the 19th century. 
2.  The participant will interact with primary source documents and interpret how they impact his/her 
understanding of a particular historic subject. 
3.  The participant will engage in a discussion about “freedom suits” and their impact on political and 
social life in America during the early and mid 19th century and share their ideas and questions as they 
interact with historic experts and primary source artifacts. 
 

 

©2018Educate.Today  



3 
 

 
 
Program Format: 
 
1.  Welcome and Introduction—Student groups and experts are introduced and welcomed to the 
program.  
 
2.  The Context—During this short segment, students learn about the St. Louis Circuit Court 
Historical Records Project and the value of archiving primary sources like these.  Students ask 
questions about the archiving and restoration process used with the documents. 
 
3.  The Place—Students have the opportunity to explore the historic Old Courthouse in St. Louis to 
see the location where the freedom suits took place.  The courthouse is now part of the National Park 
Service Jefferson National Expansion Memorial.  Students ask questions about the building, the way 
trials were conducted, etc.  More information about the Old Courthouse, as well as educational 
materials related to the Old Courthouse, can be found at http:// http://www.nps.gov/jeff/. 
 
4.  The People—Students w learn about the people involved in the freedom suits, hear their stories 
and ask questions of experts to learn more about the institution of slavery in general, life in an 
American frontier city in the early 19th century, and how these suits affected the lives of slaves, their 
owners and the justice system.  Excerpts from the HEC-TV documentary “Seeking Freedom” will be 
included as well.  The full documentary is also available on our Educate.Today website as US History 
44:  Seeking Freedom. 
 
5. Closing Segment--Including summary of topics discussed and final questions from students. 
 

 
    Program-Related Activity Suggestions: 

 
1.  Have students view US History 44:  Seeking Freedom, also available on our Educate.Today 
website, to learn more about the topic. 
 
2.  Have students visit the National Park Service Jefferson National Expansion Memorial website at 
http://www.nps.gov/jeff.  Have students view the images of the Old Courthouse in St. Louis where 
freedom suit trials were held and read the history of the Courthouse and trials held there.  The website 
also has a number of educational activities for your students. 
 
3.  Find out more about the St. Louis Circuit Court Historical Records Project at 
http://stlcourtrecords.wustl.edu/index.php.  See images of actual court records.  Read about freedom 
suits and create a summary of information you can share with your students prior to the 
videoconference. 
 
4.  Have students compare their previous understanding of life for a slave in the early 1800s with their 
current understanding since the program.  How has that understanding changed as a result of touring 
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the Courthouse, talking with experts and reading the documents?  Have students cite specific examples 
of changed perceptions or understandings and what particular items or experiences helped foster that 
change. 
 
5.  Have students create a primary source “window” into their own lives for future generations to 
study.  What documents would they include?  What artifacts?  What photographs?  Why would they 
choose these items?  Have students limit their choices to no more than 10 items total.  What do they 
hope people in the future would understand about their life today if they came across this treasure 
trove of material? 
 
 
 

   Featured National Standards (History): 
 
Grades 5-12: 
Historical Thinking Standards 
1. Chronological Thinking  

B. Identify the temporal structure of a historical narrative or story: its beginning, middle, and end 
(the latter defined as the outcome of a particular beginning).  

E. Interpret data presented in time lines and create timelines by designating appropriate 
equidistant intervals of time and recording events according to the temporal order in which they 
occurred.  
 
2. Historical Comprehension  
A. Identify the author or source of the historical document or narrative and assess its credibility.  
B. Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage by identifying who was involved, what 
happened, where it happened, what events led to these developments, and what consequences or 
outcomes followed.  
C. Identify the central question(s) the historical narrative addresses and the purpose, perspective, or 
point of view from which it has been constructed.  
D. Differentiate between historical facts and historical interpretations but acknowledge that the two are 
related; that the facts the historian reports are selected and reflect therefore the historian’s judgment of 
what is most significant about the past.  
E. Read historical narratives imaginatively, taking into account what the narrative reveals of the 
humanity of the individuals and groups involved--their probable values, outlook, motives, hopes, 
fears, strengths, and weaknesses.  
F. Appreciate historical perspectives--(a) describing the past on its own terms, through the eyes and 
experiences of those who were there, as revealed through their literature, diaries, letters, debates, arts, 
artifacts, and the like; (b) considering the historical context in which the event unfolded--the values, 
outlook, options, and contingencies of that time and place; and (c) avoiding “present-mindedness,” 
judging the past solely in terms of present-day norms and values.  
 
4. Historical Research Capabilities 

A. Formulate historical questions from encounters with historical documents, eyewitness 
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accounts, letters, diaries, artifacts, photos, historical sites, art, architecture, and other records from the 
past.  
B. Obtain historical data from a variety of sources, including: library and museum collections, historic 
sites, historical photos, journals, diaries, eyewitness accounts, newspapers, and the like; documentary 
films, oral testimony from living witnesses, censuses, tax records, city directories, statistical 
compilations, and economic indicators.  
C. Interrogate historical data by uncovering the social, political, and economic context in which it was 
created; testing the data source for its credibility, authority, authenticity, internal consistency and 
completeness; and detecting and evaluating bias, distortion, and propaganda by omission, suppression, 
or invention of facts.  
F. Support interpretations with historical evidence in order to construct closely reasoned arguments 
rather than facile opinions.  
 
5.  Historical Issues—Analysis and Decision-Making 
A. Identify issues and problems in the past and analyze the interests, values, perspectives, and points 
of view of those involved in the situation.  
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