
 
 
 
 
Lesson Plan: Who is Jim Crow? Understanding Stereotypes 
 

• Handout: Jim Crow Image Analysis Worksheets 
 
• Handout: "Jim Crow" Stereotypes & Discrimination Thinksheet 
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JIM CROW IMAGE ANALYSIS    Name      Class     Date______________ 
 


# Style of Dress Physical 
Attributes 


Body Positioning, 
Facial 


Expressions, 
Activities, etc. 


Your Emotional 
Response to 


Image 


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


Using the prompts, what can be said about the 
image? Number each character in the poster and 
label your responses accordingly. 
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JIM CROW IMAGE ANALYSIS    Name      Class     Date______________ 
 


Style of Dress Physical 
Attributes 


Body Positioning, 
Facial 


Expressions, 
Activities, etc. 


Other Notable 
Features 


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


Using the prompts, what can be said about the image? 
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Using the prompts, what can be said about the 
figures in the image? Number each character in 
the image and label your responses accordingly. 
 
 
 


 


 


# Style of Dress Physical 
Attributes 


Body Positioning, 
Facial 


Expressions, 
Activities, etc. 


Comparison of 
Images  


(Line 1 to Line 2) 


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


 
 
 
 
 








 
 


Lesson Plan: Who is Jim Crow? Understanding Stereotypes 
 
Understanding Goal 
Discrimination based on negative stereotypes and social inequality had an impact on everyday 
life for many African Americans. 


 
Investigative Question 
Who was Jim Crow? What were Jim Crow laws? How do stereotypes affect discrimination and 
social inequality? How did life in Jim Crow America lead to the civil rights movement later in 
the twentieth century? 


 
Overview 
Through the investigation of primary sources, students will develop an understanding 
of the stereotypes that plagued African Americans, and the ways in which 
discrimination and stereotype were and are used in order to prevent the full 
realization of citizenship for groups or individuals. 
 
Primary Sources  
(Note: Users of these sources should be aware that some of the language and images on the 
pages might be offensive to modern readers.) 
 Jim Crow, Caricature of an African American 
 Minstrel Poster, ca. 1898 
 Minstrel Performers, ca. 1844 
 
 
Standards Addressed 


Virginia Standarda of Learning:  
VUS.7 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the Civil War and Reconstruction Era and 


its importance as a major turning point in American history by 
(c) examining the political, economic, and social impact of the war and 
Reconstruction, including the adoption of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to 
the Constitution of the United States. 


 
VUS.8  The student will demonstrate knowledge of how the nation grew and changed from the 


end of Reconstruction through the early twentieth century by 
(c) analyzing prejudice and discrimination during this time period, with emphasis 
on “Jim Crow” and the responses of Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois. 
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http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/jim_crow_image

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/minstrel_poster

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/minstrel_poster
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USII.3 The student will demonstrate knowledge of how life changed after the Civil War by 
(c) describing racial segregation, the rise of “Jim Crow,” and other constraints 
faced by African Americans in the post-Reconstruction South. 


  
 National History Standards: 
United States History:  
 Era 6, Standard 17: Understands massive immigration after 1870 and how new 


social patterns, conflicts, and ideas of national unity developed amid growing 
cultural diversity. 


  
 Era 9, Standard 29: Understands the struggle for racial and gender equality and 


for the extension of civil liberties. 
 
Length of Activity 
1 class period 
 
Materials Needed 
 Copies of Primary Sources listed above 
 Student journals or paper for writing assignment 
 Jim Crow Image Analysis Worksheets 
 "Jim Crow" Stereotypes & Discrimination Thinksheet 
 
Background 
Minstrel shows, through plays, jokes, and musical numbers including songs and dances, relied on 
the exploitation of African American stereotypes and presented racist images of black people as 
unintelligent, as well as displaying a sentimental view of the world of plantation slavery. 
 
Beginning in the 1830s white minstrels such as the internationally famous Joel Walker Sweeney, 
of Appomattox County, Virginia, borrowed freely from the music of enslaved plantation bands, 
popularizing the banjo, an instrument rooted in Africa. Minstrel shows emerged in the 1840s as 
the first indigenous form of American musical theater. Their tremendous popularity reinforced 
negative stereotypes of African Americans while also utilizing African American musical 
sources. Minstrel performers drew on African musical precedents and European reels, jigs, and 
airs. Minstrel shows integrated comedy, music, and dialogue into a wildly popular format. 
Unfortunately, the fully developed minstrel show also put forward demeaning stereotypes of 
African Americans through characters such as Zip Coon, a gaudily dressed, lazy man from the 
city, and Jim Crow, a dull-witted and subservient plantation slave. 
 
Early groups such as the Virginia Serenaders donned blackface for their performances, playing to 
sold-out audiences across America. Minstrelsy's distorted stereotypes of blacks influenced later 
generations of white and black artists in vaudeville, on the traveling stage, and in medicine and 
tent shows. Well-known American tunes such as “Turkey in the Straw” originated in the minstrel 
show. 
 
Despite the stereotypical nature of these shows, in many cases it was the first opportunity for 
African Americans to perform professionally. The African Americans who were a part of such 
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shows often also appeared in blackface, to ensure that all actors were “black” enough. Blackface 
and minstrelsy, however, are not synonymous. There is a history of white actors appearing in 
blackface decades earlier than the first minstrel shows.  
 
The term Jim Crow appears to have originated in the lyrics of a minstrel song from the 
nineteenth century. Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice is credited with popularizing the song 
“Jump Jim Crow” during his performances. The era witnessed the height of minstrel 
performances, featuring acts and songs that were meant to depict African Americans. The 
predominate element in the shows was buffoonery—including tattered dress, clowning, broken 
speech patterns, and inferior intellectual abilities—which was considered by many audiences to 
be an accurate representation of African Americans. Jim Crow became a standard character in 
minstrel shows, and a term for the legalized oppression of African Americans in years between 
Reconstruction and the civil rights movement. 
 
In addition to Jim Crow, a number of other caricatures of African Americans emerged during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century. These racist caricatures of African American men, 
women, and children shared the traits of either laziness or inaction. They depicted African 
Americans as being distinctly different from mainstream white culture and dehumanized the 
entire race. Over the years, these and other negative depictions were reproduced in printed 
material such as postcards, games, comics, and children's books, as well as in radio and 
television shows, and in movies. The caricatures were also incorporated in the designs for 
children's toys, household goods, and commercial advertising campaigns. 
The cumulative effect of these designs and shows was to ingrain negative stereotypes of blacks 
into the American consciousness. The term “Jim Crow” came to represent laws that segregated 
African Americans in public facilities and in other areas including social behavior. Such laws 
segregated public transportation on trains and buses, movie theaters, water fountains, and public 
schools. Similar policies had been in existence in the United States for many years, but they were 
increasingly codified by southern states in the years after Reconstruction. Despite protests by 
African Americans, who filed suit claiming that such policies violated the Fourteenth 
Amendment, the United States Supreme Court sanctioned the practice in the 1896 Plessy v. 
Ferguson decision, which established “separate but equal” as the principle undergirding 
segregation. Fifty-eight years later, in 1954, the Supreme Court overturned this principle in its 
decision in the case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. 


 
This and additional background information can be found on the "Shaping the Constitution" 
Web site: www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution.  


 
 
Teacher Actions 


1. Think-Pair-Share: 
a. For the first few minutes of class, have students write in journals or on 


individual pieces of paper. The students should write a sentence or two 
answering and explaining each of the following questions: “What is a 
stereotype?” and “What is discrimination?” Have them provide a definition 
and examples. 


b. Class brainstorming activity: share the responses to the journal activity. 



http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution
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i. Look for examples, definitions, and the function of stereotypes (i.e., 
“Why do people have stereotypes?” “What do they mean?”) 


2. Investigation:  
a. Either working individually or in groups, have students analyze each of the 


primary sources and attempt to fill out the worksheet with the different 
features of each image. 


b. Have students share their answers. Review all the details of the images. Ask 
what characteristics the images share. What is their common message? Ask 
them to guess the correct chronological order of the images. Ask the class 
about the impact of stereotypes and discrimination (also focus on the idea of 
positive stereotypes). 


3. Discussion: 
a. Display the primary sources listed above, and have the students examine the 


images during the lecture. 
b. Using the STC entries and additional sources, be sure to explain the following 


to the students: 
i. Links between minstrel performances in early America and the 


perpetuation of stereotypes about African Americans: these beliefs had 
an impact on the manner in which African Americans were treated 
(e.g., a defense for slavery). 


ii. History of the Jim Crow character, Jim Crow song, and, eventually, 
the Jim Crow stereotype. 


iii. After a period of Reconstruction and relative freedom, African 
Americans were systematically forced into a limited lifestyle in all 
realms of life, particularly education, entertainment, and housing. The 
laws that forced this behavior took on the name of the stereotype: "Jim 
Crow" laws. 


iv. Impact of the stereotype on life for both white and black Americans. 
4. Assessment/Reflection:  


a. Have students complete the "Jim Crow" Stereotypes & Discrimination 
Thinksheet. 
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For Further Understanding/Research 
1. Multiple Viewpoints at the early Civil Rights Movement—through the eyes of a 


newspaper editor: 
a. Objective: Using primary source research and analysis, the student will 


demonstrate knowledge of the key people, places, events and perspectives of the 
early Civil Rights Movement in twentieth century America. 


b. Essential Skills: 
i. Evaluate and debate issues and ideas orally, creatively, and in writing. 


ii. Interpret ideas and events from different historical perspectives. 
iii. Evaluate a variety of primary source materials to make informed 


interpretations of historical events. 
c. Procedure: 


i. Divide the class into groups for group presentations. Assign each group an 
important event in the early battle for civil rights (e.g., the battle against 
lynching, the Richmond Streetcar Boycott, etc.).  


ii. Each group is responsible for presenting its event to the class from the 
perspective of (a) an African American editor or reporter, writing for a 
predominantly African American audience (e.g., the Richmond Planet or 
Norfolk Journal and Guide); (b) a white editor or reporter, writing for a 
mainstream newspaper in the early twentieth century (e.g., the New York 
Times or the Washington Post); (c) a foreign news correspondent 
representing a prominent English newspaper (e.g., the Times of London). 


iii. The final product may include a political cartoon, an op/ed piece, a letter 
to the editor with response, or an article. Have students present their work 
to the class. 
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"JIM CROW" STEREOTYPES & DISCRIMINATION 
 
Name:      Class:    Date: 


 
 


How would you define the Jim Crow stereotype based on the images discussed in class? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did elements of the Jim Crow stereotype reinforce and justify the treatment of African 
Americans in the minds of whites? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What elements of the Jim Crow stereotype do you think are still prevalent today? (Think about 
advertisements, TV shows, movies, and music.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What impact do stereotypes and discrimination have in our world today? Are there specific 
examples that you can identify? (Keep in mind that stereotypes can be positive and negative.) 
 
 





