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Voter Education | How to Use This Reader

The primary sources in this reader can 
be used for inquiry-based learning exercises 
and projects. Each document falls under the 
umbrella topic of voter education, and students 
are encouraged to annotate in the margins in order 
to support the development of document analysis 
and critical thinking skills. Suggested projects that 
make use of this reader’s primary sources are also 
included for the educator as a springboard for 
research-based projects. 

HOW 
TO USE 
THIS READER
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Photo: Cover, Voter Education Project Publication 
Taconic Foundation Records | Rockefeller Archive Center

HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

The right to vote is a fundamental tenet 
of a democratic society. In the United 
States of America, countless social activists 
have waged hard-fought battles to ensure 
that every American citizen can vote, and 
therefore can have an equal voice in the 
governance of the nation.
The documents that follow – held at the 
Rockefeller Archive Center – demonstrate 
the various ways that philanthropy has 
supported voter education over the last 
century. Philanthropy is the distribution of 
funds by individuals or organizations for the 
public good.
These materials illustrate some of the historic 
barriers that have prevented Americans from 
voting, as well as the organized strategies 
intended to promote voter participation 
including:
•	 Documents showing the struggles women 

suffragists faced in the early twentieth-
century prior to the ratification of the 
Nineteenth Amendment, which granted 
women the right to vote in 1920, and 
the later work of organizations such as 
the League of Women Voters to educate 
female voters. 

•	 Documents from the Voter Education 
Project (VEP) during and prior to the racial 
upheavals of the American Civil Rights 
Movement highlight efforts to guarantee 
African-American voting rights.

•	 An outline of the “Rock the Vote” 
campaign illustrates more recent attempts 
to raise youth voting turnout at the dawn 
of the new millennium.

Together these groups of primary sources 
serve as a springboard for further research. 
With these materials in hand, students 
can then examine the various obstacles 
to full political participation faced by 
disenfranchised Americans across the 
twentieth century, the ways in which voting 
can affect social change, and the continued 
need for civic education today.
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HISTORY IN BRIEF:
WOMEN’S RIGHT TO VOTE IN AMERICA

•	 Conversations about women’s participation 
in American government date to the founding 
of the United States of America in 1776. 

•	 The first women’s rights convention in 
America was held from July 19-20, 1848 
in Seneca Falls, New York, and is popularly 
known today as the Seneca Falls Convention. 

•	 At the Seneca Falls Convention, suffragette 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who helped organize 
the 1848 meeting alongside African-
American abolitionist Frederick Douglass 
and other grassroots organizers, discussed 
a manifesto on women’s rights entitled the 
“Declaration of Sentiments.”

•	 The “Declaration of Sentiments” was written 
by Stanton and activists Lucretia Mott, Mary 
M’Clintock, and Martha Coffin Wright.

•	 After the Civil War ended in 1865, debate 
surrounding the women’s vote intensified. 

•	 In 1870, Congress passed the Fifteenth 
Amendment, which prohibited the denial 
of voting rights by “race, color or previous 
condition of servitude,” but women were still 
unable to vote.

•	 Some states provided women with at least 
partial voting rights in the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century through 
amendments to state constitutions, but full 
voting rights were not guaranteed to all 
female citizens until the ratification of the 
Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.   

•	 On the heels of the Nineteenth Amendment, 
in 1920, Carrie Chapman Catt, a former 
teacher turned voting rights activist, founded 
the League of Women Voters to empower 
women to speak up and help shape national 
and local policies.

•	 Many players participated in the fight for 
women’s suffrage, crossing class and race 
lines over many decades. 

•	 As an example: Margaret Olivia Sage, who 
established one of the twentieth century’s 
most influential philanthropies—the Russell 
Sage Foundation—made many gifts of 
financial backing to women’s education and 
rights.

Photo: Portrait of Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, n.d., Folder 663, Box 54, 
Russell Sage Foundation Photographs, Russell Sage Foundation Records, 
Rockefeller Archive Center
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HISTORY IN BRIEF: 
AFRICAN AMERICAN RIGHT TO 
VOTE IN AMERICA

•	 When the United States of America was 
established as an independent nation by 
the Continental Congress in 1776, most 
black inhabitants of the country were still 
held as slaves. President Abraham Lincoln’s 
1863 Emancipation Proclamation and the 
conclusion of the American Civil War in 
1865 granted freedom to all those formerly 
enslaved. 

•	 However, African-Americans were not 
immediately granted the same rights and 
privileges enjoyed by white citizens. 

•	 In 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment to the 
American Constitution granted African-
Americans citizenship, but not the right to 
vote. 

•	 The ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment 
two years later, in 1870, solved this problem, 
but many states continued to practice voter 
suppression tactics designed to limit black 
voting.

•	 In the 1950s and the 1960s, the American 
Civil Rights Movement, led by individuals 
such Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks, 
mobilized many African-Americans and 
white supporters to work toward ending the 
discriminatory policies and racial segregation 
that had prevented true equality. 

•	 The VEP (Voter Education Project) was 
created in 1961 as a collaborative effort 
by philanthropists, the Department of 
Justice, and several major civil rights leaders, 
including Martin Luther King, Jr. and Roy 
Wilkins, Executive Secretary of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP). 

•	 Under the auspices of the Southern Regional 
Council, the VEP distributed funds from 
private foundations to support grassroots 
voting drives, voter education, and voter 
protection activities that could ensure 
African-Americans’ safe exercise of their civic 
rights at the voting booth.

•	 The passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 
helped protect African-Americans’ and other 
minority groups’ right to vote by making voter 
suppression techniques illegal. 

•	 As these documents suggest, concerns 
regarding black voter suppression remain 
ongoing and organizations continue to 
support initiatives to ensure that all American 
citizens, regardless of race, gender, class, or 
creed can have a voice in the governance of 
the United States of America. 



7

Voter Education | Document Guide

1.	 Carrie Chapman Catt to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, April 1, 1911 
	 Folder 996| Box 98 | Series 10 
	 Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center

DOCUMENT 
GUIDE

	2.	 Mary Garrett Hay to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, Oct. 4, 1915 
	 Folder 997| Box 99 | Series 10 
	 Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center  

3.	 Westchester League of Women Voters, “Facts for Voters,” 1957 
	 Folder 88 | Box 14 | Series D 
		 Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center

4.	 Excerpt from “VEP Goals, Methods, Priorities for the 1980s,” Nov. 13, 1979 
	 Box 2297 | RG 1 Projects | FA479

	 Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center5.	 Voter Education Project, Press Release, February 6, 1985 
	 Box R2379 | RG 1 Projects | FA479    
	 Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center 

6.	 “Rock the Vote,” 2000 
	 Box 191 | Series 9 | RG 4  
	 Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 1

Carrie Chapman Catt to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, April 1, 1911, Folder 996, Box 98, Series 10, 
Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 1

Carrie Chapman Catt to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, April 1, 1911, Folder 996, Box 98, Series 10, 
Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 2

Mary Garrett Hay to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, Oct. 4, 1915, Folder 997, Box 
99, Series 10, Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 2

Mary Garrett Hay to Margaret Olivia Russell Sage, Oct. 4, 1915, Folder 997, Box 
99, Series 10, Russell Sage Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 3

Westchester League of Women Voters, “Facts for Voters,” 1957, Folder 88, Box 14, Series 
D, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 3

Westchester League of Women Voters, “Facts for Voters,” 1957, Folder 88, Box 14, Series 
D, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 4

Voter Education Project, Excerpt from “VEP Goals, Methods, Priorities for the 1980s,” November 13, 
1979, Box 2297, RG 1 Projects, FA479, Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 4

Voter Education Project, Excerpt from “VEP Goals, Methods, Priorities for the 1980s,” November 13, 
1979, Box 2297, RG 1 Projects, FA479, Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 4

Voter Education Project, Excerpt from “VEP Goals, Methods, Priorities for the 1980s,” November 13, 
1979, Box 2297, RG 1 Projects, FA479, Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 5

Voter Education Project, Press Release, February 6, 1985, Box R2379, RG 1, FA479, 
Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 6

“Rock the Vote,” 2000, Box 191, Series 9, RG 4, Markle Foundation records, Rockefeller 
Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 6

“Rock the Vote,” 2000, Box 191, Series 9, RG 4, Markle Foundation records, Rockefeller 
Archive Center
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DOCUMENT 6

“Rock the Vote,” 2000, Box 191, Series 9, RG 4, Markle Foundation records, Rockefeller 
Archive Center
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GUIDED QUESTIONS

DOCUMENT 1
1.	 Who is Mrs. Sage? 

2.	 How would you describe women’s suffrage?

DOCUMENT 2
1.	 How would you define a suffragist?

2.	 What was Mrs. Sage’s role in women suffrage, and how can you find out more about Mrs. 
Sage’s role in women suffrage?

DOCUMENT 3
1.	 What was the New York State Constitutional Convention?

2.	 What are some of the qualifications for voting?

DOCUMENT 4
1.	 What does the acronym VEP stand for?

2.	 What were some of the VEP’s goals?

DOCUMENT 5
1.	 What was the VEP publicizing?

2.	 What is the North Carolina study?

DOCUMENT 6
1.	 What is one of the goals of Rock the Vote?

2.	 Who is the target audience of the Rock the Vote campaign?
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PROJECT 1
The students use provided documents to generate a research question

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

•	 Students will filter through documents to find archival sources of interest

•	 Students will learn how to develop a research question 

•	 Students will learn about the research process

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1.	 How did you hone your research question?

2.	 What was the research process like for you?

3.	 What connections can you make between the documents, daily life, and current issues?

PROJECT 2
The students create an annotated bibliography of primary and secondary sources related to voter education 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

•	 Students will be introduced to the primary source documents and start to analyze documents

•	 Students will learn why and how to cite sources

•	 Students will be introduced to pathfinders (links to useful primary and secondary sources)

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1.	 What were some useful searching strategies?

2.	 Why is an annotated bibliography a useful resource?

3.	 What are some differences between primary and secondary sources?

SUGGESTED PRIMARY 
SOURCE PROJECTS

Voter Education | Suggested Projects



23

Voter Education | Suggested Projects

SUGGESTED PRIMARY 
SOURCE PROJECTS

PROJECT 3
The students host a Research Forum where students share their voter education research with their peers

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

•	 Students will work on close reading, corroborating, and contextualizing primary and secondary sources

•	 Students will present their research in an organized manner

•	 Students will learn effective public speaking strategies

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1.	 What were some of the tactics used in voter suppression?

2.	 Describe some of the individuals and organizations involved in voter education.

3.	 What were some important lessons you took away from your research?

Voter Education | Suggested Projects
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Marissa Vassari is Archivist and Educator at the Rockefeller Archive Center. She 
founded the Archival Educators Roundtable to facilitate communication among 
professionals who use primary sources in public outreach and teaching. She holds 
a BA in Psychology and Special Education, an MA in Childhood Education, and an 
MLIS degree with an Archival Studies specialization.

Elizabeth Berkowitz, MA, PhD, is the 2018-2020 Mellon/ACLS Public Fellow at the 
Rockefeller Archive Center, where she works as the Outreach Program Manager 
for the Research and Education division. An art historian, Elizabeth has taught 
extensively in museums and universities, and has published both popular and 
academic articles. 

ABOUT US
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RE:source is the digital platform for the Rockefeller Archive Center’s Research 
and Education division. RE:source’s stories, photo-galleries, and archival 
education teaching materials showcase the many facets of philanthropic 
practice—from the fields touched by philanthropic giving, to issues particular to 
the philanthropic sector.

The Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC) is a not-for-profit repository and research 
center that preserves and makes available for research the records of several 
dozen foundations and nonprofit organizations.

In addition to the papers of the Rockefeller family, the RAC’s collections 
include the records of the Rockefeller Foundation, Ford Foundation, Near 
East Foundation, Commonwealth Fund, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Henry 
Luce Foundation, W. T. Grant Foundation and many other philanthropic 
organizations. The papers of leaders of the philanthropic community, Nobel 
Prize laureates, and world-renowned investigators in science and medicine 

ABOUT US
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