CPGE -ENGLISH e PT e US 250th Anniversary

Video comprehension (Hour 1)

1/ Establish the context and the facts

1. Source and controversy

The report is by Judy Woodruff for PBS NewsHour’s America at a Crossroads series, broadcast
on 18 March 2026. The United States is approaching the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of
Independence. The controversy concerns how public historical sites should represent the
national past: should commemoration foreground achievement and progress, and how much
space should it give to slavery and other histories of exclusion? Federal instructions and reviews
can change the information visitors encounter, so the anniversary raises questions about both
national identity and control over public history.

2. The opening example

Place and historical setting: Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, the site of a major Civil War battle in early
July 1863. A battlefield usually associated with military conflict also contains the history of
civilian lives.

Abraham Brian and his family: Brian was a free African American whose house and barn stood on
the battlefield. His family fled as Confederate troops approached, fearing capture and
enslavement in the South. Confederate soldiers used the buildings as a point of reference during
the battle.

Why the story matters: the same small site connects military operations, Black freedom and the
threat of slavery. African American experience helps explain what the war meant; it is not merely
an additional anecdote.

3. Why begin with Brian?

Spears had visited Gettysburg repeatedly before discovering Brian’s story through an interpretive
marker. This shows how a familiar national landmark can contain important histories that visitors
overlook. The opening gives a concrete example of what a purely heroic or military narrative might
leave out, before the report introduces the political dispute.

2/ Follow the controversy and reconstruct the positions

4. From a political order to a contested removal

01:46-03:13 — The presidential order directs public monuments and markers to foreground
American achievement, progress and the landscape’s grandeur. Interior Secretary Doug Burgum
initiates a review and invites visitors to report potentially noncompliant information. Spears fears
thatthe fight against DEI will marginalise difficult histories, including slavery, Indigenous removal
and struggles for civil rights. This is his warning about the policy’s effects, not an admission by
the administration.

03:14-04:27 — In January, National Park Service staff removed an exhibit at Philadelphia’s
Independence National Historical Park about nine people enslaved by George Washington at the
presidential residence. The removed history concerned the people he enslaved, not the existence
of Washington himself.
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Citizens protested the loss of that history. Philadelphia sued the Department of the Interior and
the National Park Service. In February, a judge ordered the panels returned while the lawsuit
continued. This was an order during ongoing litigation, not a final resolution of the entire dispute.
The Department of the Interior did not give the report an interview or comment.

5. Two definitions of a fair historical account
Brenda Hafera

Problem: she argues that DEI initiatives have encouraged an excessive emphasis on negative
aspects of American history.

Support: she praises Mount Vernon for presenting Washington’s achievements alongside the
lives of people he enslaved, but criticises the Philadelphia display’s distribution of attention. She
cites a City Journal account that 25 of its 30 panels discussed race and slavery; students should
attribute this figure to her cited source.

Guiding principle: accuracy and proportionality, avoiding both whitewashing and an
overwhelmingly negative account.

Alan Spears

Problem: he argues that historically underrepresented experiences remain vulnerable to
exclusion.

Support: he stresses how little information on race, labour, women and LGBTQ experiences was
previously available, and describes the years of expert work behind exhibitions.

Guiding principle: recognise the historical starting point and preserve carefully researched,
inclusive accounts through transparent decisions.

6. Fair reformulations

According to Hafera, an accurate account should acknowledge injustice without allowing it to
overshadow other significant aspects of the nation’s history. According to Spears, reducing newly
visible histories in the name of balance may renew their exclusion because they began from a
position of severe underrepresentation.

Hafera rejects two distortions: disproportionate emphasis on negative facts and whitewashing.
Spears questions the assumption that the current situation already offers equal visibility. Neither
speaker’s position should be reduced to “celebrate everything” or “criticise everything”; nor
should Hafera be presented as the official who ordered the removal.

3/ Move from examples to issues

7. National pride and historical inclusion

Philadelphia exposes the tension between Washington’s place as a founding president and his
responsibility as an enslaver. Removing the exhibit can preserve an uncomplicated image of a
national hero while depriving enslaved people of public recognition. An achievement-only
narrative may conceal both the people denied freedom and the contradiction between founding
ideals and actual practice. The issue is whose lives count in the national story.
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8. Balance and historical accuracy

Hafera’s approval of Mount Vernon qualifies her criticism of Philadelphia: she accepts the
inclusion of slavery and does not argue that this history must disappear. Her objection concerns
relative emphasis. Spears challenges that measure because previously excluded histories still
need visibility. The two speakers therefore appeal to fairness through different criteria:
proportionality within an exhibition for Hafera, and correction of longstanding gaps for Spears.
Counting panels alone cannot settle their historical relevance.

9. Political authority and historical expertise

The president sets policy, the Interior Secretary oversees a review and National Park Service staff
implement decisions at sites. Visitors can influence the process through reports. Hafera’s think
tank conducts its own review, which is distinct from the government’s. Spears describes
exhibitions developed over years with experts from several disciplines and criticises decisions he
considers arbitrary and opaque. Protests contest the public legitimacy of removals; lawsuits
seek legal scrutiny, and judicial orders can constrain administrative action. The NPCA also joins
scientific and preservation groups in a separate lawsuit. It should not be confused with
Philadelphia’s case.

10. Truthful history and celebration

The final interviewee is Brenda Hafera. She argues that truthful commemoration can be
celebratory because, in her view, America has made important contributions and advanced
human freedom. Read alongside her rejection of whitewashing, this leaves room for
acknowledging injustice without abandoning pride. This is her interpretation, not proof that the
dispute has been resolved. The answer to the lesson title depends on whether celebration
recognises the people and experiences that complicate the heroic account.

4/ Build a question and an argument

11. A possible central question

Underwhat conditions can America’s 250th anniversary celebrate a shared national history when
both the inclusion of marginalised experiences and the authority to interpret the past are
contested?

12. A provisional answer

The report suggests that a shared commemoration needs to connect national achievements with
the experiences of people historically excluded from the dominant narrative. However, inclusion
remains contested because the speakers disagree over appropriate emphasis and over how
decisions about public history should be made.

13. Three connected parts

Part 1 — A shared national story requires recognition of experiences beyond national heroes.
Brian’s story demonstrates the explanatory value of African American history; Philadelphia
shows how its removal narrows public memory. Hafera’s support for Mount Vernon indicates that
recognition and achievement need not be incompatible.

Part 2 — Agreement on truth does not settle what a balanced account should foreground.
Compare Hafera’s criteria of proportionality with Spears’s argument about longstanding
underrepresentation. Explain why a selection of truthful facts may still give visitors a partial
understanding.
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Part 3— Aninclusive celebration depends on a credible process for interpreting history. Contrast
political instructions and reviews with expert preparation, then explain the scrutiny provided by
citizens and courts. Return to Hafera’s concluding claim to consider how celebration might
accommodate complexity.

14. Explain the progression

Part 1 establishes what is at stake in inclusion. Part 2 develops the difficulty: even speakers who
reject distortion disagree about emphasis. Part 3 takes the argument further by asking who can
decide and through which procedures. Possible transitions: “However, recognising these
histories does not settle how much space they should receive.” / “Beyond the content of the
exhibitions, the dispute therefore concerns the authority to shape public memory.”
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