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RESUMO: A intersecção de temas como a inclusão de tecnologia através do uso de 
recursos primários da Internet e a experiência afro-americana permite que o processo de 
ensino e aprendizagem de literatura inclua o acesso a documentos raros na sala de aula. 
Documenting the American South (DAS - Documentando o Sul dos Estados Unidos), da 
Universidade da Carolina do Norte em Chapel Hill, e The Antislavery Literature Project 
(TALP - O Projeto de Literatura Antiescravagista), da Universidade do Estado do Arizona 
e da Universidade do Estado de Iowa, são exemplos dessa intersecção. Eles oferecem a 
professores e estudantes recursos abrangentes e diversos para serem usados na sala de aula 
e, mais relevante, apresentam-lhes perspectivas variadas da experiência afro-americana 
contribuindo para uma formação consciente das questões raciais e da liberdade. Ao 
apresentar esses projetos gratuitos, mais pessoas estarão envolvidas em expressar e discutir 
sobre essas questões, não somente relacionadas com o contexto norte-americano, mas 
também com um ponto de vista mais global, que os acessarão a partir de outros países com 
finalidades educacionais. 
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ABSTRACT: The intersection of themes such as the inclusion of technology through the 
use of a Web-based primary source and the African American experience allows the 
teaching and learning process of literature to include accessing rare documents in the 
classroom. Documenting the American South (DAS) at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, and The Antislavery Literature Project (TALP) at Arizona State University 
and Iowa State University, are examples of this intersection. They offer teachers and 
students extensive and diverse resources to be used in the classroom, and, more 
importantly, present students and teachers multiple perspectives on African Americans’ 
experience and contribute to an education consciousness of racial issues and freedom. By 
presenting theses free projects, more people will be engaged in expressing and discussing 
these issues, not only related to the American context but to a more global point of view 
and will access them from outside the United States for educational purposes. 
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Introduction 
 

Since its creation, the Internet has given a multitude of resources and opportunities 
in many different areas to teachers and students to improve their teaching and learning 
pedagogical methodologies and approaches, and to people to expand their knowledge 
around the world. However these improvements in technology and efforts in the use of 
communicative and collaborative tools do not transform anything, if countries, despite 
being poor or rich, do not establish policies concerning and promoting technology in 
education. These policies regard teachers’ professional development, and evolve 
supporting and sponsoring projects launched by universities and other research institutions. 



Moreover, there are some other limitations related to technical issues and to copyright 
policies which prevent numerous texts, images, audio and video primary documents, data 
or educational/pedagogical material to circulate freely. One of the venues in the Internet 
that solves most of these concerns are some open-access digital archives, like the ones 
which are the subject of this article, i.e. Documenting the American South (DAS) and The 
Antislavery Literature Project (TALP). 
 

DAS, at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and TALP, at Arizona 
State University and Iowa State University, explore and share the African American 
experience through the intersection of technology and literature. This intersection is 
possible through Web-based primary and secondary sources which allow literature 
teaching and learning processes to include extensive and diverse resources like rare books 
or documents to be used in the classroom. Also and more importantly, they present 
students and teachers multiple perspectives on African Americans’ experience and 
contribute to an education consciousness of racial issues and freedom. 
 

The purpose of this article is to analyze how the open-access digital archives DAS 
and TALP are teaching and learning tools for the African American experience, as they 
contribute to the discussion and awareness of racial issues and freedom.  These projects as 
Open Educational Resources (OER) can engage people from other parts of the world to 
discuss these issues in global perspective by comparing and contrasting realities other than 
the ones in/from the United States. Likewise, confronting and confirming certain opinions 
about the issues, as they are exposed to different points of view, people can acquire 
knowledge. The theoretical framework used to achieve this goal is constructivism: from its 
roots with Jean Piaget to Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner and Seymour Papert. 
 

Open Educational Resources (OER) 
 

Open-access digital archives can be one example of OER. They are a concept that 
may be included in Open Source Software (OSS) and Open Access (OA). Their most 
important aspect derives from the idea of openness that means free availability to the use 
of resources worldwide. Although the concept existed, the term OER was first used at a 
2002 UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) 
meeting, in the Forum on the Impact of Open Courseware for Higher Education in 
Developing Countries. According to Jan Hylén (2006, n.p.), in his report “Open 
Educational Resources: Opportunities and Challenges”, participants “defined OER as: ‘The 
open provision of educational resources, enabled by information and communication 
technologies, for consultation, use and adaptation by a community of users for non-
commercial purposes.’”. This is not, however, the definition currently in use. OER “… are 
digitized materials offered freely and openly for educator, students and self-learners to use 
and re-use for teaching, learning and research” (HYLÉN, 2006, n.p.). Digitized materials 
can include “[f]ull course, courseware, content modules, learning objects, collections and 
journals” which, prior to their availability through a “[s]oftware … [that] support the 
development, use, re-use and delivery of learning content”, get “intellectual property 
licenses” (HYLÉN, 2006, n.p.). 
 



At the 2004 Second Global Forum on International Quality Assurance, 
Accreditation, and the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher Education, OER acquired 
another nuance, according to a delegate, to share “… knowledge worldwide to increase 
human intellectual capacity” (JOHNSTONE, 2005, n.p.). She summarizes the definition to 
include: 
 

• Learning resources ― courseware, content modules, learning objects, 
learner-support and assessment tools, online learning communities 

• Resources to support teachers ― tools for teachers and support 
materials to enable them to create, adapt, and use OER, as well as 
training materials for teachers and other teaching tools 

• Resources to assure the quality of education and educational practices. 
(JOHNSTONE, 2005, n.p.) 

 

Yet, in 2006, during the 20th International CODATA Conference, Fun-Den Wang 
calls attention to the need to “equalize access to knowledge” as it has not become reality 
worldwide. According to Wang’s view (2006), understanding and stimulating the use of 
OER is directly linked not only to what was mentioned previously, but also to sponsoring 
high-quality academic content and to removing barriers. 
 

Hence, learners can access the universe of OER, and more specifically of digital 
archives, to support and enhance education with course texts and extra materials used 
inside and outside a classroom. Each archive provides democratized access to written, 
pictorial, audio and video materials or documents as they can be accessed by anyone, no 
matter how distant one is from the physical building, if it exists. This democratization also 
occurs when time is concerned, because there is no need to worry about open hours; and all 
information is allocated in digital format which does not occupy much space and is 
compatible to any up-to-date system or software. Moreover, it is tailored according to its 
needs, interests or goals, and to the languages involved. People can zoom or stretch them to 
examine with more accuracy and pay close attention to the writer’s handwriting, stylistic 
form, cross-outs and notes and, in some documents, people are also able to consider 
additions and editor’s notes. In order to have these resources available, the responsible 
technicians and staff need to capture, organize, store, distribute, share and preserve the 
intellectual production of a chosen period or person, a geographic area, or an area of 
expertise. 
 

These resources, some of which are only possible through the digitized texts, 
demand different pedagogical methodologies, as they change significantly teaching and 
learning dynamics in a classroom environment and ask for an active exploration of the 
primary source (SAEED, 2006). In this environment, the emphasis has to be on the process 
of acquiring knowledge, be student-centered, and emanate from student’s previous 
knowledge (DALGARNO, 2001). Among the existing educational theories, constructivism 
best suits this educational environment and purposes. 
 

Digital Archives and Constructivism 
 



The roots of constructivism date back to classical antiquity, but Jean Piaget and 
John Dewey developed theories which led to its evolution. Piaget believed in a logical 
construction of knowledge, while Dewey thought it had to be grounded in real experience. 
Digital sources allow individual or group inquiry and access to real-world issues (ROES, 
2001). Then, Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner and Seymour Papert added new perspectives 
to constructivist learning theory. Vigotsky introduced the social aspect of learning through 
collaboration with peers. Since the last decade of the twentieth century, researchers have 
created tools and digital environments which invite collaboration by structuring and 
supporting materials to contribute to instructions in the classroom. This information 
gathered and organized as a partnership effort from different and multidisciplinary 
professionals improves and enhances learning opportunities and experiences in the 
classroom, and is a way to innovate, discuss, and reinvest in teaching approaches and 
perspectives (BASS et al., 1998).  
 

Bruner believed in learning as an active social process which prior knowledge helps 
to build new knowledge. Furthermore, these environments encourage active students to 
discover and construct knowledge through multiple learning styles and learning 
technologies development to obtain satisfactory outcomes, promote understanding, and 
focus on learning as a constant variable and as nesting and interacting frameworks (BARR 
and TAGG, 1995). The teacher’s role in a constructivist student-centered environment is to 
guide students into testing, understanding, connecting, reflecting, and solving problems 
they encounter, i.e. teachers need to abandon “familiar perspectives and practices” and to 
adopt new ones as designers of learning environments (BROOKS and BROOKS, 1993, p. 
25).  
 

The third contribution to constructivism is Papert’s use of computers in teaching 
and learning environment. This requires not only investment in technology itself, but also 
in teacher’s professional development. Meaningful instructions targeting the development 
of thinking skills demand integration between technology and academic disciplines. 
 

For this to occur, teacher educators must follow three crucial steps. 
1. Identify exemplary digital libraries and sources of innovative 

teaching in Arts and Sciences. 
2. Restructure teacher education pedagogy through adaptation of digital 

library resources. 
3. Extend innovations to K-12 teaching practice through continued 

support of the graduates of teacher education programs and through 
collaborations with practicing teachers. (BOLICK, HICKS, LEE, 
MOLGEBASH and DOOLITTLE, 2004, p. 201) 

 

Moreover, in Henry Becker’s report (2000, p. 2), he relates the success in using 
computer technology in the classroom with some conditions such as workplace, skills, 
class schedule and equipment availability, as well as “a student-centered, constructivist 
pedagogy”. Furthermore, as Rachel Vannatta and Nancy Fordham pose (2004), this 
success observes a combination of technology training and time commitment as well as 
risk-taking approach. 
 



The analysis of both digital archives DAS and TALP will provide examples on how 
an archive can contribute to a constructivist teaching and learning pedagogy “such as 
developing student responsibility for selecting and carrying out learning tasks, 
emphasizing group work involving discourse, and the use of projects, products, and 
performances for outside audiences” (BECKER, 2000, p. 28). Their stories and history of 
the African American community in the United States presented there can be associated to 
the main pillars of constructivism. First, they connect readers and researchers to the real 
world. Then, researchers can elicit meaningful questions which can be answered 
collaboratively. When researching to participate on a collaborative task or not, one’s 
analysis depart from what one already knows. Finally, teachers, through their experience 
and technological knowledge, can guide students in order to obtain the best results from 
their efforts. 
 

About Documenting the American South (DAS) 
 

 
Image 1: Documenting the American South 

 

DAS presents southern history, literature, and culture from the colonial period until the 
first decades of the twentieth century. One of its goals is to provide access to narratives 
which are representations of southern socioeconomic differences, political perspectives, 
and life experiences. These narratives, however, go beyond the views of the southern elite 
that dominated print culture and they focus on not so influential people such as women, 
African Americans, enlisted men, and laborers. Others might access the archive for 
background and contextual references for creative projects and for personal reasons. 
 



There are currently sixteen thematic collections of primary sources that offer a 
variety of perspectives on the past: 
1. North American Slave Narratives gather stories of African Americans struggling for 

freedom and human rights from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries; 
2. First-Person Narratives of the American South is a collection of diaries, 

autobiographies, memoirs, travel accounts, and ex-slave narratives written by 
Southerners; 

3. Library of Southern Literature shows a wide range of literary works of the American 
South published before 1924; 

4. The Southern Homefront, 1861-1865 presents documents related to all aspects of 
southern life during the Civil War, including maps, broadsides, photographs, printed 
works, Confederate currency, and manuscript letters and diaries; 

5. The Church in the Southern Black Community offers a collected history of the way 
southern African Americans experienced and transformed Protestant Christianity into 
the central institution of community life, including autobiographies, biographies, 
church documents, sermons, histories, encyclopedias, and other published materials 
that present; 

6. The North Carolina Experience tells the story of the Tar Heel State through a wide 
variety of print and manuscript materials, including histories, descriptive accounts, 
institutional reports, fiction, and other writing; 

7. Oral Histories of the American South shows selected oral history interviews gathered 
by the Southern Oral History Program; 

8. North Carolinians and the Great War illustrates how World War I shaped the lives of 
different North Carolinians on the battlefield and on the home front, as well as how the 
state and federal government responded to war-time demands; 

9. The First Century of the First State University gathers materials that document the 
creation and growth of the University of North Carolina during the period 1776-1875; 

10. True and Candid Compositions: The Lives and Writings of Antebellum Students at the 
University of North Carolina presents documents written primarily by students 
attending the University of North Carolina between 1795 and 1868; 

11. The Colonial and State Records of North Carolina includes documents and materials 
from throughout the country and from several European repositories covering the 
earliest days of North Carolina’s settlement by Europeans through the ratification of 
the United States Constitution; 

12. Driving through Time: The Digital Blue Ridge Parway in North Carolina features 
historic maps, photographs, postcards, government documents, oral history interviews, 
and newspaper clippings that document the development and impact of the Blue Ridge 
Parkwary, the most visited site in the National Park system; 

13. Going to the Show documents and illuminates the experience of movie going in North 
Carolina from the introduction of projected motion pictures (1896) to the end of the 
silence film era (1930); 

14. The James Lawrence Dusenbery Journal (1841-1842) chronicles Dusenbery’s senior 
year at the University of North Carolina. Additional manuscripts, images, music, and 
essays extend the journal by documenting Dusenbery’s family and subsequent medical 
education, as well as the daily life and literary and musical tastes of his mid-nineteenth-
century classmates; 

15. North Carolina Maps presents historic maps from three of the state’s largest map 
collections: the North Carolina State Archives, the North Carolina Collection at UNC-
Chapel Hill, and the Outer Banks History Center. The maps range in date from the late 
1500s to 2000; 



16. Thomas E. Watson Papers presents the correspondence, book manuscripts, speeches, 
publications, scrapbooks, diaries, photographs and photograph albums of Thomas E. 
Walton, a lawyer, populist politician, popular author, and influential publisher. 

 

About The Antislavery Literature Project (TALP) 
 

 
Image 2: The Antislavery Literature Project 

 

The TALP provides public access to a corpus of antislavery and antebellum American 
literature and history in the nineteenth-century, crucial to understanding the African 
American experience, US and hemispheric histories of slavery, concepts of civil liberties, 
political events, and early human rights philosophies. There is a complex and contradictory 
range of voices, from journalistic reportage to sentimental poetry, from racial paternalism 
and stereotyping to advocacy of interracial equality, from religious disputation to militant 
antislavery calls. It is the first body of American literature produced by writers of diverse 
racial origins and consequently represents the origins of multicultural literature in the 
United States. It encompasses slave narratives, lectures, travel accounts, political tracts, 
prose fiction, poetry, drama, religious and philosophical literature, compendia, journals, 
manifestoes and children's literature. The body of antislavery poetry is both vast and nearly 
unknown. They, along with slave narratives, give attention to issues related to freedom, 
movement, family, and community. To fulfill its teaching mission, it provides digital 
videos and teaching guides that interpret antislavery texts available to researchers in 
English, French and Chinese. These multilingual collections contribute to an educational 
consciousness of the role of many antislavery writers in creating contemporary concepts of 
freedom. Moreover, Cary Nelson observes that “Neither history itself nor the individual 
text … had any meaning apart from the effort to reinterpret them within contemporary 
historical, social and intellectual contexts” (1997, p. 40). 
 



These teaching guides provide introductions and instructional materials for selected 
antislavery texts: 
• Jeffrey Brace’s The Blind African Slave includes discussion questions and timeline; 
• Early African American Antislavery Sermons include timeline of early African 

American religious history and discussion questions; 
• Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is accompanied by a Chinese 

translation of the text and a teaching guide with  a cross-cultural interpretation of 
Jacobs and relates Incidents to Chinese literature; 

• Boston King’s Memoirs presents a digital edition and a video/audio reading; 
• Henry Clarke Wright’s The Natick Resolution, or, Resistance to Slaveholders the Right 

and Duty of Southern Slaves and Northern Freemen includes a digital edition as well as 
a video/audio reading. 

 

Educational Resources 
 

According to what was presented about constructivism, the approach on this section 
will be on how the digital archives DAS and TALP can help readers and researchers 
connect African American literature and history to the real world, create a collaborative 
environment which encourages meaningful questions to be answered, build new 
knowledge, and guide students, readers or researchers to fulfill their goals. Resources can 
be searched or browsed by a variety of categories such as genre, timeline or subject and 
accounts can present a range of voices such as journalistic reportage, evangelical sermons, 
militant antislavery articles or sentimental poetry. They provide information to supplement 
classroom material and resources for exercises to develop students’ skills in interpretation 
and research. 
 

1. Real World Experience 
 

Collections like the ones in DAS and TALP can enliven the past for readers and 
researchers by “open[ing] new windows onto an old subject” (TALLY, 1996, n.p). The 
narratives shown below exemplify the constructivist theory in relation to real world 
experience. The first example is from North American Slave Narratives from DAS. It 
offers firsthand accounts of nineteenth century slave narratives, which are a reflection of 
the real world of that time. 
 



 
Image 3: North American Slave Narratives 

 

The second example is from Contemporary Slavery from TALP. In this case, these 
narratives have the purpose of showing that slavery is not a subject of the past. It occurs 
now even though in a different form. These stories engage students to develop critical 
thinking through the use of original, real world experiences/evidences. 
 



 
Image 4: Contemporary Slavery 

 

2. Collaborative Environment and Meaningful Research 
 

When students work with primary documents like the ones presented in DAS and 
TALP, they learn to evaluate evidence and to understand and contextualize it as what they 
encounter in these digital archives is raw material. This environment can inspire them to 
make their own discoveries which are challenging and intriguing tasks, but can also 
provide multiple perspectives on the historic past. According to Andrew Milson, “[t]he 
research base has indicated that students learn history most effectively when they are 
engaged in asking historical questions, collecting and analyzing historical sources, and 
determining historical significance” (2002, p. 348). Hence, these discoveries lead students 
to develop argumentative language and reflective considerations as well as to gain 
appreciation of the problems related to using these sources, to analyze points-of-view, and 
to recognize literary devices. 
 

Both digital archives can help teachers and students to do research in an area of 
American literature that has been unexplored, as literature of slavery and emancipation in 
the canon is represented by two or three representative texts. Some black and white writers 
in theses collections publish a common cause, a discourse and an aesthetic that incorporate 
issues related to individual, racial, and national conscience, opposing to social relations 
such as black and white or white and white. 
 

The first example is a “Memoir of Pierre Toussaint, Born a Slave in St. Domingo” 
from North American Slave Narratives from DAS. It is a firsthand account that can help 
students understand, from the perspective of a slave, life in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, as well as prepare them to discuss issues related to racial issues and freedom. 
 



 
Image 5: Hannah Farnham Sawyer Lee, 1780-1865, “Memoir of Pierre Toussaint, Born a Slave in 

St. Domingo” 
 

The second example, “The Slave-Mother,” is a long poem on a fugitive slave-
mother, by John Collins, from Poetry from TALP. In this case, the poem from the 
nineteenth century is not a firsthand account, but it describes the struggle of a slave woman 
to help her child to escape slavery. It is a clean example to students of a different 
perspective of the effort against slavery and of an individual consciousness. This can be 
explored to build students’ argumentative discourse.  
 



 
Image 6: “The Slave-Mother” 

 

3. Prior Knowledge 
 

Before asking students to do a research, teachers need to explain or give them the 
context within which they will build their new knowledge and interpretation, as primary 
resources were not originally designed to provide immediate answers to questions. The 
former need to acquire a general understanding of the period and subject of study, as well 
as any other information that might be helpful to access the archival material, to identify 
and interpret usable information. Besides textual and contextual knowledge, it might be 
helpful to discuss with students techniques for deciphering maps, pictures, photographs or 
any other product they can find interesting. 
 

The first example is a document on “Social Relations in our Southern States” from 
Library of Southern Literature from DAS. This document reflects on social conditions, life 
and customs of the nineteenth century slavery in Southern states. In order to help students 
understand and discuss the issues presented in this document, teachers should prepare them 
with a contextual background. 
 



 
Image 7: Daniel R. Hundley (Daniel Robinson), 1832-1899, “Social Relations in our Southern 

States” 
 

The second example is the essay “Color-Phobia” by an abolitionist from Treats, 
Essays, Speeches from TALP. This nineteenth century essay refers to racism as it was 
common among abolitionist literature. In this case, students should be prepared to 
understand the concept of phenotypical racism as well as the concept of phobia which is 
referred in the essay. This can be explored to help students understand questions related to 
phobias, specially the increasing homosexual and racial ones in our society. 
 



 
Image 8: “Color-Phobia” 

 

4. Guidance 
 

As discussed earlier, digital archives were not designed or adapted to fulfill 
students’ needs or interests, rather to provide entire documents for anyone interested in the 
subject. On the one hand, it is a wonderful opportunity to expose students to these 
resources, but, on the other hand, they may easily get distracted and lose their focus or get 
frustrated. In order to avoid waste of time and effort, teachers need to guide them to the 
development of the task and to build autonomous knowledge. Teachers should also visit 
the archives with students, to guide them on where to go to find the information or 
document they need. The first step is an appropriate selection of the material. Sometimes, 
these archives give ideas or entire activities to teachers. The following examples show how 
this is presented in DAS and in TALP, respectively: 
 



 
Image 9: Classroom Resources 

 

 
Image 10: Antislavery Teaching Guides 

 

These two archives present the information differently, but it is always helpful 
when teachers find usable parts including excerpts, lesson plans, contextual background 
and other ideas. Then, teachers need to coach their students on how to use them more 
effectively, i.e., creating a bridge between the content and the goals of a task as well as 
making resources accessible to them (EDELSON and GORDIN, 1996, n.p.). The lack of 



accessibility is often related to the length of the text, i.e., students do not easily locate or 
identify an excerpt from the collection to use in class when the text is too long. Another 
problem related to accessibility is readability which is associated to the fact that the 
language may be difficult or obscure to students. Then, activities have to be well planned, 
manageable and engaging. Students typically work outside class, in groups and report their 
findings to be discussed in class. These findings and discussions will help them understand 
issues associated to racial relations and freedom in the United States as well as help them 
to be open to discussions about these issues in Brazilian society. 
 

Conclusions 
 

This article discussed the teaching and learning tools of two digital archives: 
Documenting the American South (DAS) and The Antislavery Literature Project (TALP) 
and their contribution to the understanding of racial issues and freedom in the United 
States, that can be used by anyone with a computer and an Internet connection, with 
information that can be searched or browsed by a variety of ways. With the materials 
available, these archives expose people to different points of view, and help them to 
acquire knowledge and because they are OER, they can bring these discussions to a global 
perspective as people can compare and contrast realities and opinions about what have 
been presented.  
 

Furthermore, these archives can be perceived through the constructivist theoretical 
model. To the purpose of this article, only four points were explored to help students fulfill 
their goals, i.e., the connection to the real world which can be examined in firsthand 
narratives; the collaborative aspect which helps meaningful questions to be asked as 
students can learn to evaluate, discover and understand new aspects and analyze multiple 
voices; the prior knowledge helping to build a new one, because before exploring these 
archives students need to understand concepts and contextual key information to interpret 
the information they will find; and teachers’ guidance and task-based exercises are 
essential to create a learning environment which helps students to browse and investigate 
information in these big archives that were not designed for them. 
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