
Video Comprehension – Elements of correction 
PBS NewsHour • Judy Woodruff • America at a Crossroads • 18 March 2026 
 

1 Context 
Identify the source, reporter, anniversary and controversy. 

PBS NewsHour; Judy Woodruff; the 250th anniversary of US independence. The report investigates 
disagreements over how public historical sites should present the nation’s past. 

2 Gettysburg 
Who was Abraham Brian? What happened to his family, and why does the opening matter? 

Abraham Brian was a free African American landowner at Gettysburg. His family fled approaching 
Confederate forces for fear of capture and enslavement. His property connects Black freedom, 
slavery and the Civil War: a famous battlefield also contains an easily overlooked civilian story. 

3 The political order 
What should public sites foreground? What does Spears fear may become less visible? 

The order prioritises national achievements, progress and the grandeur of the landscape. Spears 
fears that forced Indigenous removal, slavery, emancipation and civil rights will be marginalised 
because they complicate a celebratory narrative. 

4 Philadelphia 
What was removed? Who responded? What was the situation at the time of the report? 

An exhibit about nine people enslaved by George Washington at the Philadelphia property was 
removed. Citizens protested; the city sued the Interior Department and the Park Service. A judge 
ordered the panels returned while litigation continued. The report describes an ongoing dispute, not 
a final judgment on the entire policy. 

 5 Fair reformulation 
Confront the viewpoints 

Criterion Alan Spears Brenda Hafera 
Affiliation National Parks Conservation 

Association; nonprofit park 
advocacy organisation. 

Heritage Foundation; conservative think 
tank. 

Main concern Previously neglected histories risk 
renewed exclusion. 

DEI has produced disproportionate 
emphasis on negative history. 

Evidence or reasoning Years of expert work; marginalised 
experiences have moved from near 
invisibility to limited recognition. 

Mount Vernon includes Washington’s 
achievements and slavery. She cites a 
claim that 25 of 30 Philadelphia panels 
concerned race and slavery. 



Criterion for fairness Historical inclusion, expert scrutiny 
and transparent decisions; consider 
unequal starting points. 

Accuracy and proportionality; reject both 
excessive negative emphasis and 
whitewashing. 

In one sentence, compare Hafera and Spears without caricaturing either. 

Hafera argues that a fair account must avoid both disproportionate negative emphasis and 
whitewashing, whereas Spears maintains that restoring neglected experiences requires recognising 
their historically unequal visibility. 

6 A useful qualification 
Why does Hafera praise Mount Vernon? Why does Spears question appeals to balance? 

Her praise shows she accepts discussion of slavery alongside Washington’s achievements. Spears 
argues that balance can be misleading when excluded histories have only recently gained minimal 
visibility: equal-looking treatment may preserve inherited inequality. 

Moving from facts to issues (to prepare for the oral exam commentary) 

7 Authority 
Identify four actors who can influence public history. Explain one disagreement about their 
authority. 

The administration and Interior Department set policy; park staff and experts prepare interpretation; 
citizens protest; cities and courts challenge decisions. Spears contrasts years of expert work with 
decisions he describes as arbitrary and opaque. The dispute concerns both content and who can 
legitimately select it. 

8 The ending 
Does the final speaker treat historical truth and national pride as incompatible? Explain. 

No. The final interviewee argues that a truthful account can remain celebratory because the country 
has contributed to human freedom. Acknowledging injustice need not erase achievement. This is a 
possible reconciliation of pride and criticism, not proof that all disagreements are resolved. 

9  A short oral answer 
Whose America is being celebrated, according to the report?  

The report shows that the America being celebrated depends on which experiences institutions 
foreground. At Gettysburg, Abraham Brian’s story reveals how Black freedom and the threat of 
slavery are part of a familiar national landmark. The administration foregrounds achievement; 
Spears fears renewed exclusion. Hafera, however, accepts slavery’s inclusion and objects to 
disproportionate emphasis. Spears replies that marginalised experiences have only recently gained 
limited recognition. The issue is therefore both whose history is visible and who controls its 
presentation. Truthful commemoration may still support pride if it acknowledges achievement 
alongside exclusion. 


