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Main Session:
News Coverage of

Thomas Jefferson during His Lifetime



Primary Source Skills

● Source: Consider who created a source as well as the circumstances of its 
creation and how these factors shaped the content.

● Analyze: Examine the content of the source, including embedded 
perspectives, themes, and messages about the past.

● Contextualize: Place the source in its time and place, and consider how these 
factors shaped the content.

● Corroborate: Verify the accuracy of the source's content or the typicality of its 
perspectives by examining other sources, both primary and secondary.

● Interpret: Apply the above skills to formulate and defend a historical argument 
about the past.

● See the explanations.

http://historymaking.org/textbook/exhibits/show/skills/evidence


Reading Historical News

James Thomson Callender was a political writer and 
newspaper editor. While writing for a Democratic 
newspaper, Thomas Jefferson, who was the most 
prominent Democratic, supported Callender's 
attacks on Federalists. After Callender's conviction 
for his attacks on Federalists under the Alien and 
Sedition Act, Jefferson withdrew his support and 
denied Callender a sought-after patronage position. 
Subsequently, while working for a Federalist paper, 
the Richmond Recorder, Callender published a 
series of attacks on Jefferson, alleging a relationship 
with his slave Sally Hemings.

Source: James Thomson Callender, Richmond 
Recorder (1802) in Encyclopedia Virginia

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/what-the-journalist-claimed/


Student Activity

Goal: Source, Analyze, Contextualize, and 
Corroborate a news source with other 

sources. Interpret the evidence 
to support a position.



Break Out Session



Student Activity: Thomas Jefferson & Sally Hemings

● Draw a continuum on a whiteboard, with two endpoints: “Jefferson Was the Father 
of Hemings’ Children” and “Jefferson Was Not the Father of Hemings’ Children.” 
Optional: Create a spot for “Irrelevant Evidence.”

● Hand out pieces of evidence to students. Ask them to place evidence on the 
continuum. 

● Ask students to review the placement of evidence on the continuum. Discuss key 
pieces of evidence and their placement. Ask students if they think any pieces of 
evidence are misplaced.

● After reviewing all the evidence, discuss: Did Jefferson father Hemings' children?
● Optional Post-Activity Writing Assignment: Write an essay taking a position on the 

Jefferson-Hemings controversy and supporting your position with evidence.



Break Out Rooms: Suggested Activities

Complete the student activity, and discuss the following questions.

● What are the possible benefits of this activity for your students?
● What are the challenging of incorporating this activity into your classroom?
● How might this activity be modified for your courses?



Assertion of TJ’s Paternity by Federalists

"Federalist journalist James Thomson Callender was the first to publish a specific 
account of Jefferson's connection to Sally Hemings. In the Richmond Recorder, 1 
Sep. 1802, Callender first published the allegation that it was 'well known' that 
Jefferson kept a slave 'concubine,' whose name was Sally, and that their eldest 
son was Tom, age ten or twelve, who looked "strikingly" like Jefferson. He said he 
had learned this story from some 'Virginia Gentlemen.' Callender's story quickly 
spread throughout the Federalist press and became national in its range." 



Denial of TJ’s Paternity by Jeffersons

"Jefferson's daughter Martha Randolph and two of her children denied the story to 
friends and family members. Jefferson's Randolph grandchildren named one of 
their Carr cousins as the father of Sally Hemings's children." (1874 Randolph 
letter; 1868 Randall letter; 1858 Coolidge letter)



Assertion of TJ’s Paternity by Hemings

"Sally Hemings's son Madison stated that Jefferson was his father. Her son Eston 
took the surname Jefferson as an adult. In 1873, Madison Hemings told a 
newspaper reporter that he was Jefferson's son, recalling that his mother became 
Jefferson's "concubine" in France and was pregnant with his child (who lived "but 
a short time") on their return to Virginia in 1789. Jefferson, he said, was "the father 
of all of [her children]," naming himself, Beverly, Harriet, and Eston." (1873 
Madison Hemings recollections)



Denial of TJ’s Paternity by TJ’s Acquaintances

David Humphreys, who had been secretary to the American legation in Paris while 
Jefferson was ambassador, did not believe the story. A Philadelphia newspaper 
reported that Humphreys “has shown that the story of Sally was a falsehood.” 
Humphreys had left Paris before Sally Hemings arrived in 1787." (note from 
Philadelphia Aurora in Richmond Recorder, 1 Dec. 1802) Gen. Henry (Light-Horse 
Harry) Lee, a Federalist, was also not a believer. A Philadelphia newspaper 
reported that Lee, “who cannot be suspected of partiality for Mr. Jefferson, 
declared at general Bloomfield's table at Trenton a few days since, that there is no 
foundation whatsoever for that story.'" (note from Philadelphia Aurora in Richmond 
Recorder, 1 Dec. 1802)



Assertion of TJ’s Paternity by TJ’s Friend

"John Hartwell Cocke, Jefferson's friend and fellow member of the Board of 
Visitors of the University of Virginia, believed in Jefferson's connection with Sally 
Hemings. Decades after Jefferson's death, Cocke referred in his diary to the 
prevalence in Virginia of masters with slave families–'nor is it to be wondered at, 
when Mr. Jeffersons notorious example is considered.' He also mentioned the 
'damnable practice' of bachelor plantation owners keeping slave mistresses, even 
more common in Virginia than elsewhere, "as Mr. Jefferson's example can be 
pleaded for its defence.'" (Cocke journal, 26 Jan. 1853, 23 Apr. 1859, University of 
Virginia Library)



Assertion of TJ’s Paternity by Visitor

"Elijah P. Fletcher, Vermont schoolteacher and future mayor of Lynchburg, 
Virginia, reported that Albemarle County citizens believed the story. Passing 
through Charlottesville, Fletcher talked to members of both political parties, who 
told 'many anecdotes much to [Jefferson's] disgrace.' He gained the impression 
that 'the story of Black Sal is no farce--That he cohabits with her and has a 
number of children by her is a sacred truth.'" (1811 Fletcher letter)



John Adams: Assertion or Denial?

"Adams, who was estranged from Jefferson at this time, stated his strong 
disapproval of Jefferson’s financial contributions to James T. Callender, whose 
testimony on any subject Adams considered not worthy of belief. He continued: 
'Callender and Sally will be remembered as long as Jefferson, as blots in his 
character. The story of the latter is a natural and almost unavoidable consequence 
of that foul Contagion in the human Character, Negro Slavery.'" (Adams to Colonel 
Ward, 8 Jan. 1810, Massachusetts Historical Society)



SH and TJ at Monticello at Conceptions

"Sally Hemings’s birth patterns match Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello visitation 
patterns… [T]he observed correlation between Jefferson’s presence at Monticello 
and the conception windows for Hemings’s known children is far more likely if 
Jefferson or someone with an identical pattern of presence at and absence from 
Monticello was the father. There is no documentary evidence suggesting that Sally 
Hemings was away from Monticello when Jefferson was there during her 
conception windows."



Emancipation of Hemings Family

"The children of Sally Hemings that are known from Jefferson’s records all 
became free by the age of twenty-one, the only case of an entire enslaved 
Monticello family achieving freedom." (1826 will; Farm Book, p. 130; 1862 
Edmund Bacon recollections, p. 102; 1858 Ellen Coolidge letter)



DNA Testing

A team of geneticists conducted a series of DNA tests in 1998. The study tested 
Y-chromosomal DNA samples from male-line descendants of Field Jefferson 
(Thomas Jefferson’s uncle), John Carr (grandfather of Jefferson’s Carr nephews), 
Eston Hemings, and Thomas C. Woodson. The study indicated a genetic link 
between the Jefferson and Hemings descendants. The results of the study 
established that an individual carrying the male Jefferson Y chromosome fathered 
Eston Hemings, the last known child born to Sally Hemings. There were 
approximately 25 adult male Jeffersons who carried this chromosome living in 
Virginia at the times of conception. Most lived far from Monticello, but a few lived 
in close proximity and are known to have visited Monticello. The DNA testing also 
found no genetic link between the Hemings and Carr descendants. (DNA tests 
1998)



Main Session:
Post Break Out Room Discussion



Thomas Jefferson 
Was the Father of 
Sally Hemings’ Children

Thomas Jefferson
Was Not the Father of 

Sally Hemings’ Children



Were Callender's allegations "fake news"?
To what extent did the other evidence 

corroborate his account?



What are the possible benefits of this activity 
for your students?



Descriptions of Sources Taken From:

Thomas Jefferson Foundation, Report of the Research Committee on Thomas 
Jefferson and Sally Hemings (January 2000)

https://www.monticello.org/thomas-jefferson/jefferson-slavery/thomas-jefferson-and-sally-hemings-a-brief-account/research-report-on-jefferson-and-hemings/
https://www.monticello.org/thomas-jefferson/jefferson-slavery/thomas-jefferson-and-sally-hemings-a-brief-account/research-report-on-jefferson-and-hemings/


Main Session:
News Coverage of

Thomas Jefferson Today



History in the News

● History appears in news articles and opinion pieces.
● Journalists and opinion writers usually follow different standards than 

historians. Historians follow scholarly standards.
● Coverage of history in the news often includes many factual errors and 

interpretive problems.
● Students must scrutinize history in the news for bias and reliability.

https://www.historians.org/jobs-and-professional-development/statements-standards-and-guidelines-of-the-discipline/statement-on-standards-of-professional-conduct#Scholarship


Words often implicitly support or obscure 
specific interpretations.



What does this 
headline suggest 
about Thomas 
Jefferson & 
Sally Hemings?

Reading 
Today's 
News



Student Activity

Goal: Analyze embedded 
perspectives, themes, and messages 

about the past in current news.



Break Out Session



Student Activity: Reading the News

Read the descriptions of Sally Hemings in the different news sources. Discuss / 
Answer the following questions:

● How was Sally Hemings described in different ways in different news 
sources?

● In what ways did the different descriptions of Sally Hemings carry different 
interpretations of her experiences as an enslaved woman?



Break Out Rooms: Suggested Activities

Complete the student activity, and discuss the following questions.

● What are the possible benefits of this activity for your students?
● What are the challenging of incorporating this activity into your classroom?
● How might this activity be modified for your courses?



“Monticello owns up to its past,” Las Vegas Review-Journal, 
April 18, 2016

“Last year a new element was added to the experience: the ‘Hemings Family 
Tour,’ which tell stories about Sally Hemings, Jefferson’s mistress and mother of 
six of his children.”



“Fate of Thomas Jefferson statue unclear after vote,” 
WWNYTV, October 19, 2021

“Jefferson fathered at least six children with Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman 
who was his late wife’s half sister. The sexual relationship between Jefferson and 
Hemings, now generally accepted as a fact by historians of the era, began when 
Hemings was in her teens.”



“Opinion: For students learning American history, what does 
just ‘the facts’ mean?,” Tampa Bay Times, May 21, 2021

“Thomas Jefferson was a primary author of the Declaration of Independence, the 
foundational document of the United States. He was also a slave owner who 
almost certainly fathered several children with a slave named Sally Hemings. He 
never freed her.”



Main Session:
Post Break Out Room Discussion



In what ways did the different descriptions of 
Sally Hemings carry different interpretations 
of her experiences as an enslaved woman?







Main Session:
Conclusion



The skills to become 
expert readers of historical news 

are the same skills to become 
expert readers of today's news.



Primary Source Skills

● Source: Consider who created a source as well as the circumstances of its 
creation and how these factors shaped the content.

● Analyze: Examine the content of the source, including embedded 
perspectives, themes, and messages about the past.

● Contextualize: Place the source in its time and place, and consider how these 
factors shaped the content.

● Corroborate: Verify the accuracy of the source's content or the typicality of its 
perspectives by examining other sources, both primary and secondary.

● Interpret: Apply the above skills to formulate and defend a historical argument 
about the past.

● See the explanations.

http://historymaking.org/textbook/exhibits/show/skills/evidence


The Contemporary Context



Access Activities Here: 

https://go.ncsu.edu/me
dialit

Make a copy in your own google 
drive to insert your responses 

https://go.ncsu.edu/medialit
https://go.ncsu.edu/medialit




Nike Falls as Critics Fume on Social Media Over 

Kaepernick Deal (Bloomberg Sept 3, 2018)Colin Kaepernick ‘Just Do It’ Ad Sparks 

Nike Boycott(CBS Bay Area, Sept 4, 2018)
Trump: Nike ‘getting absolutely killed’ with boycotts 
over Colin Kaepernick’s ‘Just Do It’ campaign
 (Washington Post,  Sept 5, 2018)







Example for confirmation bias



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=enmB76wgaJE


YouTube, Instagram 

and Snapchat are the 

most popular online 

platforms among 

teens. Fully 95% of 

teens have access to a 

smartphone, and 45% 

say they are online 

'almost constantly‘.





Understanding Bias 

● Bias is a tendency to believe that some people, ideas, etc., are better than others, which often 
results in treating some people unfairly. 

● Explicit bias refers to attitudes and beliefs (positive or negative) that we consciously or 
deliberately hold and express about a person or group. Explicit and implicit biases can 
sometimes contradict each other. 

● Implicit bias includes attitudes and beliefs (positive or negative) about other people, ideas, 
issues, or institutions that occur outside of our conscious awareness and control, which affect 
our opinions and behavior. Everyone has implicit biases—even people who try to remain 
objective (e.g., judges and journalists)—that they have developed over a lifetime. However, 
people can work to combat and change these biases.

● Confirmation bias, or the selective collection of evidence, is our subconscious tendency to seek 
and interpret information and other evidence in ways that affirm our existing beliefs, ideas, 
expectations, and/or hypotheses. Therefore, confirmation bias is both affected by and feeds our 
implicit biases. It can be most entrenched around beliefs and ideas that we are strongly 
attached to or that provoke a strong emotional response.



'Fake news' named Collins 

Dictionary's official Word of the Year 

for 2017





What do you 
notice?



https://youtu.be/KELRMSRWmVA










https://scout.com/college/auburn/Board/104012/Contents/Thousands-Of-Fake-Ballot-Slips-Found-Marked-For-Hillary-Clinton-71896412












https://youtu.be/MlWfBDicFZE




Reflection

“At present, we worry that democracy is 
threatened by the ease at which disinformation 
about civic issues is allowed to spread and 
flourish.”
- Sam Wineburg, Sarah McGrew, Joel Breakstone, and Teresa Ortega, Evaluating Information: The Cornerstone of Civic Online Reasoning (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

History Education Group, 2016), 5. 

-Do you agree? Why/why not? What do you 
recommend should be done?













Minimum Wage 
●https://www.minimumwage.com/

https://www.minimumwage.com/


Reflection 

●What are your recommendations for 
engaging students in media literacy 
education?



The professionalization of news journalism

Future historian would find… “For he would find facts distorted, 
occurrences misrepresented, men maligned or 
lauded...according to the political views of the journal he was 
perusing.  He would find intolerance and prejudice soiling the 
pages under his hand where he turned. He would find that in the 
main, rant and declamation, frothy philippics and gross personal 
abuse, stood for argument; and that but few traces of calm and 
dispassionate reasoning could be found” - George F. Parsons 
(1868)



Modern News Journalism
● William Randolph Hearst (New York Journal in 1883) 

and Joseph Pulitzer (New York World in 1896): Non 
partisan and ad revenue generating “yellow 
journalism”

● Emergence of the AP: Wire service to provide foreign 
coverage  

● Muckraking and investigative journalism 
● Professionalization: Journalism schools and National 

Press Club
● Journalism ethics: truth, objectivity, and social 

responsibility 



Yellow Journalism



Muckraking and investigative journalism 





Rise of African 
American Press 

A newsboy sells 
The Chicago Defender, 1942



Henry Luce founded Time (1923)



Professionalization and journalism ethics 

“The year 1908 points to a change in the field, a time when journalism professionalism 
becomes officially established by formal university instruction and organization.  This year 
marks the beginning of university schools and departments of journalism” (Winfield, p 1)



Press as the “Fourth Estate”







https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/how-journalists-minimize-bias

