
Lesson Plan #10 for Genius of Freedom: William Still & the Underground 
Railroad by Liz Taylor 
 
Grade level: Middle or High School 
 
Topics: Underground Railroad, Vigilance Committee, William Still 

Pennsylvania History Standards: 8.1.6 B, 8.1.9 B, 8.2.9 A, 8.2.9 B, 8.2.9 D, 8.3.9 
A, 8.3.9 B, 8.3.9 D 

Pennsylvania Core Standards: 8.5.6-8 B, 8.5.9-10 B, 8.5.11-12 B, 8.5.6-8 C, 8.5.9-
10 C, 8.5.11-12 F 

African American History, Prentice Hall textbook: 297-299 

 
Overview:  Featured within the Genius of Freedom exhibit is William Still’s The 
Under-ground Rail Road: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters &c., 
Narrating the Hardships, Hair-breadth Escapes, and Death Struggles of the 
Slaves in Their Efforts for Freedom, as Related by Themselves and Others or 
Witnessed by the Author: Together with Sketches of Some of the Largest 
Stockholders and Most Liberal Aiders and Advisers of the Road. This book, 
published in 1872, includes Still’s records of his interviews with fugitive slaves 
or freedom seekers.  Still, the chairman of the General Vigilance Committee of 
the Pennsylvania Society for the Abolition of Slavery, aided many fugitive slaves 
who were able to get to Philadelphia to escape farther north, often to Canada. 
His book is a treasure trove of primary sources that are easily understood by 
students who cannot help but comprehend the strength of these freedom 
seekers’ drive for freedom. In this lesson, students read one of the passages in 
Still’s work and answer a series of questions about it. The following day, 
students create a nametag and engage in a “meet and greet” in order to find out 
about more of the people aided by William Still. 
 
 
Materials Needed 

 Attached excerpts from Still’s book.  These are from the 2007 abridged 
version.  Teachers can select their own excerpts from the original 
version of Still’s work which is available on the web. 

 Attached document analysis sheet 
 Index cards with an unlined side 
 “Meet and Greet” Invitation 
 “Meet and Greet” matrix or Underground Railroad Reunion matrix 
 “Thank You Note to William Still” extension activity sheet  

 
Procedure 

1. Teacher queries class about what they know about the Underground 
Railroad. 



2. Students write answers on sticky notes and post them on the board. 
3. Teacher reads some of the answers out, noting what is true and what is 

myth (or simply incorrect).  Teacher should reinforce the fact that 
freedom seekers largely struck out on their own and did not often receive 
much help until they got to the North and into the care of “conductors” 
like William Still.  A good teacher resource is 
http://stillfamily.library.temple.edu/historical-perspective/william-still-
significance  

4. Place students in groups of three. 
5. Students read Still’s record of one freedom seeker. 
6. Students work together to analyze the record using the analysis 

worksheet. (As an alternative, students can work independently on this as 
a homework assignment.) 

7. Each student creates a nametag for using the back of an index card. The 
card instructions should state the following: 

 
Please create a nametag for your Freedom Seeker that you will wear.  Include the 
following: 

 Name (prominently and legibly written) 
 Former home 
 Sketch of the Freedom Seeker (optional) 
 Create or bring in a small prop to help in the telling of the story of escape (optional) 

 
8. Students should affix the nametag to their shirt with tape to indicate that 

they are ready for the next part of the activity. 
9. Pass out invitation to the students and read aloud. 
10. Pass out matrix (you can choose which format you prefer) to the 

students.  Explain that they will engage in a “meet and greet” in which 
they will meet other freedom seekers who received help from William 
Still. Each of the boxes should be filled out.  Do not record information 
about the freedom seeker that you are portraying! 

11. Debrief: Students in a whole class discussion will identify some of the 
patterns that became evident during the meet and greet.  Students should 
also note things that surprised them and things they learned that they 
did not previously know. 12. Extension activity: Distribute “Thank You Note to William Still” 
assignment. 







































 
Document Analysis 

 
THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD: AUTHENTIC NARRATIVES AND FIRST-HAND 

ACCOUNTS 
By William Still 

 
 

1. Name of freedom seeker 
 
 
 

2. Complete physical description 
 
 
 
 

3. Name and position of previous master 
 
 
 

4. Condition of servitude/Reason for escape, as told to William Still 
 
 
 
 

5. Method/Description of escape 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Summary of any correspondence received from the freed-person, if applicable. 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Any other interesting miscellany   



 
Underground Railroad Reunion 

 

Dear Sir or Madam: 
 
I am pleased to invite you to attend a reunion of freed 
people who requested assistance of the General Vigilance 
Committee of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the 
Abolition of Slavery during the 1850s.  The reception will 
be held _____________________ , 1866 at our headquarters in 
Philadelphia.  Please be sure to wear a nametag and be 
ready to recount your experiences taking your freedom 
and living now as freed people.  I am so looking forward 
to this gathering. 
 
Love and respects, 
 
 
W. Still 
 
 
 
 
 
 



NAME_______________________________ 

The Great Underground Railroad Reunion 
Name  Conditions of enslavement; 

impetus to flee 
Means and outcome of escape Interesting detail 

          

 

        

         

 

        

          

 



NAME_______________________________ 

The Great Underground Railroad Reunion 
Name  Conditions of enslavement; 

impetus to flee 
Means and outcome of escape Interesting detail 

         

  

          

 

         

 

 



 
While enjoying the festivities, please circulate and meet 
other successful Freedom Seekers.  Ask them their stories 
and tell them yours.  Enjoy! 
Name Former 

home/master 
Reason for 
seeking 
freedom 

Method of escape Details of 
life as a 
free person 

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

   

 



Show Some Appreciation! 
 

 Yesterday, you attended a party I hosted at Belmont 
Mansion.  Today, it’s time for you gentlemen and gentlewomen to 
write me, William Still, a gracious thank you note. Using the paper 
provided, write me a note in which you tell me how much you 
enjoyed my hospitality and, more importantly, let me know: 

 Who was the most interesting person you met?  Why did you 
find their story so compelling? 

 With whom did you find you had the most in common in 
terms of either background, means of escape, and/or life as a 
free person?  

 What are some generalizations you can make about the other 
party guests? Describe at least two common themes, trends, 
or characteristics you noticed as you met your fellow 
beneficiaries of the Underground Railroad. 

 
 


