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[bookmark: _gladbvhuuk65]Interrogating AI: Slavery, Mass Incarceration, and Historical Truth 
[bookmark: _nrfpd2co81v]By JTD Apr 6, 2026
*All of the pictures are linked to some pertinent information - just click on them.
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[bookmark: _4b4ehs4q0dc0]Instructor Rationale: Why This Assignment?
· This assignment is designed to move beyond the binary of “using AI” or “not using AI” by positioning AI as an object of critical inquiry rather than a shortcut for task completion. Grounded in Bryan Stevenson’s “Mass Incarceration” from The 1619 Project, the lesson asks students to engage deeply with the historical relationship between slavery and the modern U.S. carceral system while interrogating how that history is represented in AI-generated content.
· Rather than beginning with how students should use AI, this assignment begins with what students should understand and be able to do as historians: evaluate claims, identify omissions, analyze narrative framing, and connect past to present systems of power. AI is then introduced as a tool that can both support and distort these processes.
· Students first engage the historical text independently to build foundational understanding. They then use AI to generate and analyze competing narratives, treating AI outputs as sources that must be questioned, corroborated, and revised. In doing so, students practice critical AI literacy, examining not only what AI produces, but how and why those outputs may reflect incomplete, flattened, or biased representations of Black history.
· The final civic action letter asks students to apply their learning to a contemporary issue, incorporating both historical analysis and an awareness of common misconceptions, including those that may be reproduced by AI systems. A required reflection ensures transparency and metacognition in students’ AI use.
· This assignment aligns with Colorado Mountain College’s institutional commitments to:
· Equity: by centering marginalized histories and interrogating how they are represented or erased
· Care: by connecting historical analysis to present-day human impact
· Integrity: by requiring transparent, critical engagement with AI tools
· Innovation: by using AI not as a replacement for thinking, but as a site for deeper inquiry

[bookmark: _35fziov0p25o]Objective
· The 1619 Project challenges us to reframe U.S. history by centering the legacy of slavery. 
· In this lesson, students will engage Bryan Stevenson’s essay “Mass Incarceration” while also critically analyzing how AI tools represent (and misrepresent) this history. 
· Students will evaluate bias, omissions, and narrative framing in AI-generated content and apply their learning in a civic action letter.
[bookmark: _qmk7ltjer07s]
[bookmark: _al1kdsb6flag]Phase 1: Human First - Reading & Discussion
1. Read Bryan Stevenson’s essay and respond to the guiding questions prior to our in-class discussion. Focus on identifying the connections between slavery and mass incarceration, including key concepts such as the 13th Amendment exception, Black Codes, and convict leasing. In his essay “Mass Incarceration(webpage version),” published by the New York Times Magazine as part of The 1619 Project, Bryan Stevenson writes, “[C]entral to understanding this practice of mass incarceration and excessive punishment is the legacy of slavery.” 
a. What facts and images does Stevenson use to show the similarities between slave plantations and Angola (the Louisiana State Penitentiary)?
b. What rights were granted to U.S. citizens by the 13th amendment? What exception is written into the amendment that can revoke those rights? 
c. What were the Black Codes? What examples of Black Codes does Stevenson mention in his essay? 
d. What was convict leasing?
e. What contemporary policies does Stevenson suggest have been implemented in the same way in which the Black Codes were implemented in the past?
f. What do you think are the purposes of incarceration (the act of confining people in jails and prisons)? 
g. Do you think that jails and prisons are effective in carrying out those purposes? Why or why not? The United States has the highest rate of incarceration in the world. What explanations can you think of for this phenomenon, termed mass incarceration?

[bookmark: _eewnj8pbqr8g]Reflection & Discussion Questions
Identify the central idea of the essay, then process the following questions in your small group. 
1. What information in this essay was surprising or new to you? 
2. Stevenson writes that history has “fostered a view of black people as presumptively criminal.” 
· What does it mean to be “presumptively criminal”? 
· What are the negative impacts of presuming some people to be criminal?
3. How does Stevenson’s essay add to the way you think about the purposes of incarceration?
4. Why do societies have laws? What is their purpose? 
· How can the law be used positively? What are some examples? 
· How can the law be used negatively? What are some examples? 
5. Stevenson writes that “too many Americans are willing spectators to horrifying acts, as long as we’re assured they’re in the interest of maintaining order.” 
· What does order look like to you? Who is responsible for maintaining order?
· What “horrifying acts” have been committed in the name of maintaining order?
6. In his concluding paragraph, Stevenson writes, “Hopelessness is the enemy of justice.” What does this mean?
7. How are people organizing to oppose harsh punishment and mass incarceration in your community? 

[bookmark: _x2cehpwuf1j2]Phase 2: AI as a Historical Narrator
1. Prompt an AI tool: “Explain how mass incarceration is connected to slavery in U.S. history.”
2. Then analyze in your small group:
a. What specific claims does the AI make about the relationship between slavery and mass incarceration? Are these claims causal, descriptive, or vague?
b. What key historical concepts from Stevenson are missing or underdeveloped (e.g., 13th Amendment exception, convict leasing, Black Codes)?
i. Why do these omissions matter for understanding the argument?
c. How does the AI handle agency and responsibility?
i. Does it name actors (lawmakers, institutions), or does it rely on passive language?
d. Compare the moral urgency:
i. How does Stevenson convey urgency, and how does AI?
ii. What is lost when urgency is flattened?
iii. If a student relied only on this AI response, what misconceptions might they walk away with?

[bookmark: _hb0eywk2wp17]Phase 3: AI as a Biased Source
1. Prompt an AI tool: “Argue that mass incarceration is NOT connected to slavery.”
2. Then analyze in your small group:
a. What types of evidence or reasoning does the AI use to deny the connection between slavery and mass incarceration? (e.g., individual responsibility, crime rates, legal neutrality)
b. What assumptions are embedded in these arguments?
c. Which of Stevenson’s arguments or evidence directly contradict the AI’s claims?
d. How does the AI construct plausibility?
i. What makes the argument sound reasonable at first glance?
e. Where does the argument rely on absence of history rather than evidence?
f. Why is it important that we can generate convincing arguments that are historically incomplete or misleading?

[bookmark: _u4zwumianstx]Phase 4: Rewrite the AI (Knowledge Construction)
1. Using your knowledge from Stevenson’s essay and class discussions, revise one of the AI-generated responses into a more historically accurate and complete explanation.
2. Requirements:
a. Clearly explain the connection between slavery and mass incarceration. 
b. Incorporate specific historical evidence (e.g., 13th Amendment, Black Codes, convict leasing)
c. Use precise language that reflects agency and responsibility
d. Maintain clarity while improving depth and accuracy
3. What did you change and why?

[bookmark: _fg8otiwvxovg]Phase 5: Reflection
4. Write a short reflection:
a. What are the risks of outsourcing historical understanding to AI tools?
b. In what ways does AI reproduce or flatten dominant narratives about Black history?
c. How does Stevenson’s essay challenge those dominant narratives in ways AI does not?
d. What responsibility do you have, as a student of history, when using AI to understand issues that impact real communities?
e. How does this activity change how you think about:
i. Knowledge
ii. Authority
iii. Truth in history

[bookmark: _hz9vtbvks7v7]Phase 6: Letter to Your Representative
1. Research a current justice issue and write a letter to your representative that:
a. Explains the issue using credible sources
b. Connects to Stevenson’s argument
c. Addresses common misunderstandings (including those from AI)
d. Proposes a realistic solution
2. For those that really want to share their letters, below are our state representatives for Summit County. 
a. Senator Dylan Roberts: Senate District 8; E-mail: dylan.roberts.senate@coleg.gov; Webpage: Dylan Roberts
b. Representative Julie McCluskie:House District 13; E-mail: julie.mccluskie.house@coleg.gov; Webpage: Julie McCluskie
Need ideas to get you thinking about current issues in the justice system? Here is some recent reporting on under-reported justice issues from the Pulitzer Center. Keep in mind, many of these issues are now over 5 years old:
· The shortage of public defenders 
· Jailing the mentally ill
· Excessive sentencing for women who have experienced domestic violence
· Pretrial diversion
· Visitation for children with incarcerated parents
· Civil asset forfeiture
· Racial profiling by law enforcement
· The criminalization of self-defense 

[bookmark: _mxewhmgpit8i]Phase 7: Use of AI Reflection
1. Explain how you used AI in this assignment:
a. Specifically, how did you use AI in this assignment? (Include prompts if possible)
b. Identify one moment where AI was helpful but incomplete.
i. How did you push beyond it?
c. Identify one moment where AI was misleading or problematic.
i. How did you recognize that?
d. What strategies did you use to verify or challenge AI-generated information?
e. How did your use of AI impact your final argument and choices in your letter?
f. After this assignment, what guidelines will you follow when using AI in future history courses?

[bookmark: _ex2olrqxpp8i]Exploring the Legacy of Slavery in Mass Incarceration: AI-Integrated Letter Assignment (25 points)
[bookmark: _kcg25caifbpc]Equity – Historical Analysis & Representation (5 pts)
· 5: Demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of the relationship between slavery and mass incarceration; clearly centers systemic injustice and marginalized perspectives; critically evaluates how narratives (including AI-generated ones) represent or obscure these histories.
· 4: Shows strong understanding of historical connections and systemic inequities; includes some attention to how narratives are framed or limited.
· 3: Demonstrates general understanding of the issue but lacks depth in historical connection or attention to systemic inequities.
· 2: Limited or unclear understanding of historical relationships; minimal attention to equity or systemic impact.
· 1: Lacks accurate understanding of the issue or does not address historical/systemic context.
[bookmark: _xqqwd6mrf79s]Care – Research, Evidence & Community Impact (5 pts)
· 5: Uses multiple credible, relevant sources effectively; integrates evidence thoughtfully; clearly connects the issue to real-world impacts on communities.
· 4: Uses credible sources and generally supports claims; some connection to community impact.
· 3: Limited or uneven use of evidence; connections to impact are general or underdeveloped.
· 2: Minimal research or weak use of evidence; little attention to real-world implications.
· 1: No meaningful research or connection to impact.
[bookmark: _f1rnizroeihu]Innovation – Argumentation & Communication (5 pts)
· 5: Letter is compelling, well-structured, and persuasive; demonstrates strong voice and clarity; effectively addresses misconceptions and constructs a nuanced argument.
· 4: Letter is clear and organized; argument is mostly persuasive with some attention to complexity.
· 3: Communicates a main idea but lacks strong organization, persuasion, or depth.
· 2: Underdeveloped argument; lacks clarity or effectiveness.
· 1: Incomplete or off-task.
[bookmark: _wogxyi9szxxm]Integrity – Use of Sources & Connection to Stevenson (5 pts)
· 5: Thoughtfully integrates Stevenson’s argument; clearly connects historical analysis to the proposed solution; demonstrates honesty and depth in representing sources.
· 4: Connects to Stevenson and proposes a solution; may lack depth or specificity.
· 3: Mentions Stevenson or proposes a solution, but connections are limited or unclear.
· 2: Weak or minimal connection to Stevenson; solution is underdeveloped.
· 1: No connection to Stevenson or meaningful solution.
[bookmark: _btlcg3it12p5]AI Literacy – Critical Engagement & Reflection (5 pts)
· 5:Demonstrates advanced critical engagement with AI outputs; clearly identifies inaccuracies, omissions, and biases; revises or challenges AI-generated content using historical evidence; provides a thoughtful, specific reflection on AI use and its impact on learning.
· 4: Shows solid engagement with AI; identifies some limitations and reflects on use with reasonable detail.
· 3: Uses AI but analysis is general or surface-level; reflection lacks depth.
· 2: Minimal or unclear engagement with AI; limited reflection.
· 1: No meaningful engagement with AI or reflection provided.
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