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Taking Count – Learning about Slavery with Primary Sources  
 
AL Course of Study: 4th grade - 6. Describe cultural, economic, and political 
aspects of the lifestyles of early nineteenth-century farmers, plantation 
owners, slaves, and townspeople. 
 
Objective: Students will analyze primary sources, including Agricultural and 
Slave Census information, a newspaper ad, and a newspaper article. 
Students will understand the practice of inventorying enslaved people as 
property and selling enslaved people to settle debt contributed to the 
dehumanization of enslaved Black people in Auburn, Alabama. 
 
Materials:  

• Copies of primary documents: 
o 1850 Agricultural Census 
o 1860 Agricultural Census 
o 1850 Slave Census 
o 1860 Slave Census 
o The Cahaba Gazette Article 
o The Tuskegee Republican Ad 

 
(Available to download as PDFs at aub.ie/teachingphresources.) 
 
Hook: Give to students (or project on a whiteboard) a copy of the 1850 
Agricultural Census to answer the following questions:  

1. What kind of document is it (letter, ad, newspaper, etc.)? How do you know?  
2. Is there a date on it? If so, what is it?  
3. Is there a location indicated? What is it?  
4. For whom was the document written or created? How do you know?  
5. What is the purpose of the document? What made you think this?  
6. What questions do you have about the document? 

 
Discussion Prompts and Lesson Intro: 
“You have just practiced doing what historians do when they find a primary 
source. Primary sources are the pieces of evidence that historians use to 
learn about people, events, and everyday life in the past. Just like 
detectives, historians look at clues, sift through evidence, and reach 
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conclusions (History Explorer – Smithsonian Institute). The primary source 
we just explored is an inventory or counting of agriculture productions 
owned by men in Macon County, Alabama in 1850. It’s called an 
Agricultural Census.  
 
Every ten years the US government tries to count all of the people living in 
America and find out where they are living. The information helps decide 
representation in government and also how money is given to different 
communities. Back in 1850, the government also asked for a count of 
agricultural production to see how the economy was doing.  
 
Now let’s look at the Agricultural Census of 1860 and see if we can answer 
any questions about one of the men listed on both censuses.” 
 
Group or Partner Activity: 
Using the 1850 and 1860 Agricultural Censuses, see if you can find a man 
named N.J. Scott on both. Spend some time with your group comparing the 
row of information for N.J. Scott. (His name is a little more than halfway 
down on the 1850 census and on the 5th line on the 1860 census.)  
 
“Answer the questions on the handout with your group. What conclusion 
can you make about how Mr. Scott’s farm changed from 1850 to 1860?”  
 
Discuss with the class the advantages and disadvantages of using a primary 
source to learn information. 
 
Whole Group Activity and Discussion: 
The objective now shifts from collecting numeric and detailed info from a 
primary source to recognizing how the Slave Census is similar to the 
Agricultural Census in that livestock and enslaved people were both 
considered property. The discussion should lead students to recognize the 
lack of humanity in the way enslaved people were counted as property (no 
names given, tallied the same as livestock, etc.) 
 
Project on the whiteboard or provide copies of the 1850 Slave Census. 
Allow students to discover the information, dates, purpose of the 
document. Share the 1860 Slave Census to gather further evidence 
(grouped by age, which might have been estimated). 
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Ask students to name other primary sources from this time period that 
might be helpful in understanding what life for an enslaved person might 
have been like. (If students mention personal narratives from slaves, you 
may want to mention that it is important to realize that for some slave 
narratives, the person writing down the narrative was white which may 
have changed what the enslaved person felt comfortable in revealing about 
his/her experiences. In other words, it is very important to think through 
the points of view and biases that even primary sources can contain.) 
 
Share the Cahaba Gazette “Negro Stealing-Thief Caught” article and the 
Tuskegee Republican advertisement. (The Tuskegee ad is for two slaves 
being sold to help settle debt for Alexander Scott’s estate.) Ask students 
what these sources further reveal about enslaved people being considered 
property of their master.  
 
Discuss the importance of primary sources and what these documents can 
reveal that a summary paragraph about slavery in a textbook might not tell. 
 
Additional Learning: Primary sources for Alabama History can be found at 
https://alabama200.org/educators/primary-sources/.  
 
Assessment: Handout using N.J. Scott’s Agricultural Census data from 1850 
and 1860; Students may also respond to the open-ended question, “Using 
the primary sources from the censuses and newspapers as evidence, explain 
how enslaved people were considered property of their owners.” 
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N.J. Scott’s Agricultural Census 1850 to 1860 
 

Name ______________________________ 
 
1. What is the total number of acres of Mr. Scott’s land in 1850? 
Add the improved (450) and unimproved (550) totals. ____________ 
 
2. What is the total number of acres in 1860? __________ Did his 
farm increase or decrease in size? ____________________ 
 
3. How much more was his farm worth (Cash value of Farm) in 
1860 than 1850?  ________________ 
 
4. What was the only animal Mr. Scott had less of in 1860 than 
1850?  ___________________ 
 
5. Make up your own question that can be answered with the data 
on the censuses. Be sure to record the answer to your question. 
 
Question: 

_______________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 

Answer: __________________________ 
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1850 Agricultural Census 
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1860 Agricultural Census  
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1850 Slave Census 
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1860 Slave Census  
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