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Interview of Mrs. Rachel Shankman.  Interviewed by Khadija Hassan and Denzel Young, of the 

Crossroads to Freedom Project, Rhodes College.   

 

Ms. Rachel Shankman is the director of the Memphis Facing History and Ourselves project.  The 

daughter of Jewish Holocaust survivors, Ms. Shankman describes how her religious background 

influence her outlook as a University of Memphis student during the Civil rights Movement.  She 

explains how her personal experiences drive her work with the Facing History and Ourselves 

initiative. 

 

This interview was conducted in 2007 to be included in the Rhodes College Crossroads to Freedom 

Digital Archive Project.  

The transcripts represent what was said in the interview to the best of our ability. It is possible that 

some words, particularly names, have been misspelled. We have made no attempt to correct mistakes 

in grammar. 

 

 

Khadija: On behalf of the people on the Crossroads team, I’d like to thank 

you for taking time out of your schedule to do this interview. 

 

Rachel Shankman: I’m delighted to do this. 

 

Denzel: Okay.  Could you give us your name for the record? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Sure, Rachel Shankman. 

 

Denzel: Okay.  So where were you born and raised? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Okay.  I was born actually in a displaced person’s camp in 

Germany, outside of Munich, Germany.  My parents were 

Holocaust survivors and we came to the United States in 1949.  So 

I grew up in Nashville until I graduated from high school.  And 

then actually, went to college here in Memphis.   

 

Denzel: What did you expect when you came to America? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Well, I was three, and so but, I think actually it’s a great question.  

It’s probably more what my parents expected.  I think having 

experienced what they did, they lost between 50 and 60 members 

of their family.  Again, for no other reason than because they were 

a particular religion. 

[01:00] And so, they studied the Constitution when they came to the 

United States, as we would kind of study the Bible.  It was the 

promise of America is what was so important to them and why 

they wanted so much to come here.  And then when they came to 

Nashville, Tennessee, I think what struck them was both the 

promise and then what hadn’t happened yet.  Because it was 1949, 
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it was the heart of segregation.  And they were frankly stunned 

because they had studied the Constitution.  They knew all about 

sort of the possibilities of freedom and equality.  And so they had 

experienced what they did based on religion and they came to this 

country and saw still the separation and still the inequality based 

on race.   

[01:53] So, it was, that was hard.  That was hard for them to kind of wrap 

their heads around.  And yet at the same time they were incredibly 

grateful for this country for letting, you know helping them restart 

their lives.   

 

Denzel: So, coming from that kind of environment how did you, how was 

growing up for you in this country, in the heart of segregation? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Okay.  Well, you know as I said I was three, and everything about 

growing up in Nashville was segregated.  Our schools were 

segregated.  Our neighborhoods were segregated and so my 

opportunity to engage with anybody who was different, who was 

African-American was very, very limited.  So, I think my notions 

about the ideas of how people should be treated really happened 

around my dining room table, because it was the conversation that 

my parents raised about how people should be treated.  Frankly, I 

think it was, in some ways it was an idyllic growing up, you know 

with a mom and a dad who adored me, loved me and at the same 

time, so it was kind of living parallel lives because you knew that 

at home, you were protected and you were loved.   

[03:12] 

 

 But you knew in the larger community that things weren’t quite 

right and if you were a White kid, who was really a kid, a little kid 

you weren’t really sure what to do with those feelings.  So, at least 

I was grateful that my parents could have those conversations with 

me.  They wouldn’t have had the wherewithal emotionally I think 

to have been in the forefront of marching for civil rights.  They 

were trying really hard to establish their lives.  But I think it 

shaped who I am as a human being because they did have those 

conversations.  And later on, when I had opportunities to be more 

involved it was those early hearing about things from them that 

really helped shaped who I am. 

[04:00] 

 

Denzel: So, you said you went to school, to university or college, right. 

 

Rachel Shankman: Pardon me. 

 

Denzel: You went to college, right -- 
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Rachel Shankman: Yes, I did.   

 

Denzel: Which college did you go to? 

 

Rachel Shankman: I went to University of Memphis. 

 

Denzel: Oh -- 

 

Rachel Shankman: But it was Memphis State. 

 

Denzel: So, was it still segregated when you went there? 

 

Rachel Shankman: No.  It was my dorm.  I lived on campus.  And my dorm was 

integrated.  I think probably not that many years prior to that, and 

it was a fabulous experience because I think for the African-

Americans who lived in my dorm and on my floor, they got to 

know us as human beings and vice versa.  A lot of the questions 

that we had about each other, once community was built, we could 

ask.  And I think that’s part of getting to know each other is just 

plain being able to ask.  I mean for example, a couple of the girls 

on my dorm finally told me that they used to worry about me a lot 

because I didn’t go to church on Sunday.   

[04:58] And it was only after we could talk about the fact that I was Jewish 

and didn’t go to church on Sunday, really afforded us the 

opportunity to engage with each other and engage with difference. 

 

Denzel: So, with you in college, even though the dorm was integrated were 

there still racial disputes on campus? 

 

Rachel Shankman: You know, I’m sure that there were issues on campus.  It was 

remember, that I was on campus in the ‘60s.  So, all kinds of things 

were happening on campus, including just more awareness of the 

Civil Rights Movement.  In some ways we had a little oasis but it 

was also the establishment of the Black Student Associations, 

people were finding their voice if they were in the African-

American community.  So, it was a rear learning curve for us.  And 

so the things that were happening across the nation, I mean really 

we were living through and experiencing and questioning and I had 

already graduated and was newly married when Dr. King was 

assassinated.   

[06:06] And you know, like so many people during that time, I remember 

precisely where I was, what that feeling was like, the great despair 

and also great fear about what it meant to our community.  So, it 

was interesting to sort of be there, and yet, I can’t say honestly that 

I was deeply involved marching, I wasn’t.  I was learning.  I was 
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listening.  I was developing personal friendships that again, I hope 

helped shape my career path and what I’m doing now.   

 

Khadija: Can we, sorry.  Can we take a few steps back and can you tell us 

about your parents’ occupations? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Sure.  My father learned and I don’t know exactly how, but in 

Europe, he learned how to be a watch repairman.   

[06:57] And he wanted so much to be independent that when he came to 

the United States he got a job as a watch repairman, but I think his 

proudest day was when he could open up his own little store, 

Froehler’s Jewelers.  And so my mom, it was a small family 

jewelry store and my mom and dad worked together in that store. 

 

Khadija: What do you do now?  Can you describe your own occupation for 

us? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Sure.  I’m the Senior Director of the Memphis Region of Facing 

History and Ourselves.  And we’re an international educational 

foundation.  Primarily it provides professional development for 

teachers about how to teach history.  So, when I said that my 

previous experiences growing up and learning about civil rights 

and learning about the Holocaust, and learning about history 

helped shaped for sure my decision that this was gonna be my 

career.  Because I wanted to be able to help teacher think about 

how making history, helping their students learn that history was 

relevant and important and what’s happened before shapes who we 

are and shapes the future.   

[08:03] 

 So, my work is to work with teachers and with students and to help 

them deconstruct what’s gone on in the past and to connect it, not 

just to leave it in the past, but to connect it to their own choices and 

decision-making today.  So the Civil Rights Movement has been a 

central piece of Facing History’s work for a number of years.  And 

we’ve created material and curriculum and a couple of pieces that 

we’ve used with teachers, you know this issue of race that still 

confounds and confronts us as human beings, we wanted to 

approach it from both head and heart.  So, we wanted to 

understand it from a scholarly perspective.  We wanted to 

understand what’s real about the concept of race and what’s a 

social construct?   

[08:57] So, eight years in the making this resource book is called “Race 

and Membership, an American History,” and it looks at the 

eugenics movement in our country when great scientists thought 

that they could tell who was worthy by genetics.  And so we’re 
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always about trying to bring history alive but also teaching it in a 

much more complex way, so we’ve created this. 

 

 And then also we wanted to look more deeply at the Civil Rights 

Movement, so we created a curriculum called “Choices in Little 

Rock.”  And it looks at what happened and the integration of Little 

Rock, Arkansas.  And again, how that feels similar or dissimilar to 

Memphis, sort of an across the nation.  So, those are the issues that 

we’re kind of really grappling with, who are we as human beings, 

and how does history influence that?  And we care a lot about 

democracy and the promise of this country.   

[09:55] And so it’s, what do we need to do to help young people learn how 

to be civicly engaged and find their voice and make a difference in 

their world.  So that’s kind of, what our work is across the nation. 

 

Khadija: Can you share with us your opinion about the certain mindset of 

Memphis between the ‘70s or like during the Little Rock era and 

between like the 1950’s and the 1970’s and are there any person 

experiences that have also helped shape your decision to choose 

this occupation? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Yeah, I think was, you know the ‘50s I was really, really little.  

But, I think it was the ‘60s.  I think it was a combination, part of 

the ‘60s post-college.  I lived in Los Angeles.  And I got really 

interested in sort of the anti-war movement.  And I realized that as 

Dr. King grew in his, what he was talking about, he really was a 

civil rights leader, but he was also a human rights leader.  And I 

don’t think those things are just disconnected. 

[11:00] And so I studied what he had to say and realized that so much of 

what shaped he was caring about poverty and caring about 

inequities and inequalities, and understanding what was happening 

across the globe.  As well as, what was happening right here at 

home.  And for me all of it felt very connected.  I felt like so often 

we would only look at microcosms of what was right in front of 

our nose and not understand that it was interconnected with what 

was happening really across the nation.   

 

 So, I mean my personal, my own personal experiences I think, a 

couple of things.  One was really a memory that my mother shared 

with me, and that was when they first moved to Nashville.  And 

even though I was with her, I don’t remember it because I was 

three, but she told me often about an experience when she was on a 

bus and was disoriented and wasn’t sure where to get off.   

[12:03] She was just learning English and an African-American woman 

offered to help her.  And she just remembered that kindness and 

she shared that with me.  And another time, when she got on a bus 
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that was very crowded and sat on the back of the bus because there 

was this seat that was available, and she said almost the look of 

fear on the part of some of the people who were on the bus, it was 

almost like please don’t do this.  You’re gonna cause trouble.  And 

at that point, she didn’t understand what that was all about, the 

separation of who could sit at the front of the bus and who could sit 

in the back of the bus.  So, she had some personal experiences that 

she talked a lot to me about.   

 

 And then I, you know I was influenced by the courage of other 

people that I saw that the idea of non-violence.   

[12:55] It was remarkable that people could experience almost daily 

assault and on what it means to be a human being and yet, didn’t 

respond in a violent way, really responded back with such dignity.  

So, I think I was a student during that time, more than activist 

during that time.  I think I was really paying attention to what was 

going on around me and finding my own voice and finding a little 

bit of courage.  I’m not nearly, I’m not courageous, when you look 

at the other people, you have interviewed.  I just hope that I have 

taken the lessons of what I’ve learned and can share that with 

other, with teachers and with other people and make it a little bit 

better and kind of walk on the shoulders of people who were very 

courageous before me. 

 

Khadija: You mentioned school a lot, do you think that education also 

helped shape your opinion about race in general? 

 

Rachel Shankman: You know, absolutely.  It’s so interesting.  I don’t, not only did it 

shape me, but it shaped this organization. 

[14:00] Because the woman who started Facing History, Margo Strom 

talks about you know that she went to Snowden, right down, not so 

far.  And that every day she could go to the zoo except one day 

during the week when Black children could go.  And she wondered 

why wasn’t she being taught about that in school?  So, just like, for 

her, for me it was not so much what I was taught, as much as what 

I wasn’t taught.  It was like how is it that a school which is 

supposed to be the most civic of space, we’re not talking about 

difference, whether it was race, whether it was gender, whether it 

was religion.  It was about the teachers didn’t trust that we could 

grapple with really complex issues and so school to me was the lab 

for testing out ideas, for being marginal a little bit, for finding 

those teachers who you know really did want you to push the 

envelope a little bit, so.  

[15:00] It was, to me has always been the most important place and 

probably I can always point to some teachers who totally shaped 

who I am, that I hope that’s still the case for students today. 



Rhodes College 20070808_Shankman Page 7 of 15 
Interviewers-Khadija, Denzel Young,  

Interviewee-Rachel Shankman 

 

www.escriptionist.com  Page 7 of 15 

 

Khadija: Definitely.  Do you feel that Facing History represents the ability 

to question, therefore why you wanted it to be, why you think it’s 

so important that it is within the school system now? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Absolutely.  I think if you look at case studies like the Holocaust 

for example, it was a moment in history where Jacob Ranowski 

who is a scientist says it was a period of time where we were 

looking at obedient ghosts and I think that’s an amazing image to 

hold on to, where people didn’t question.  And that ability for a 

nation to become a totalitarian regime where you don’t allow 

people to question is to me the most frightening potential then and 

frankly a little bit today.   

[16:04] You know anytime I feel at all that a democracy puts the brakes on 

questioning then I think that’s a red flag that we need to take very, 

very seriously.  So, I’m hoping that we’re going to learn from the 

past, but that we’re going to apply that right to today, you know 

where are those brakes in our questioning?  What’s being taught?  

What isn’t being taught?  Who gets to decide?  I think those are 

really important questions in our democracy. 

 

Khadija: Why do you feel that’s do important to be able to connect what’s 

happened in the past and what’s happening right now? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Okay, for a variety of reasons.  First of all, 30 years of experience 

with Facing History, nationally that’s how long the organization is.  

I think in the wisdom of the early founders of the organization, I 

think they realized that if you’re gonna get to the “ourselves” part, 

which is the critical part who am I am I as a human being.  

[17:02] Sometimes you start with the hot button issues of today, so for 

example at a group of folks, even in our group, all you see is this.  

You really don’t know me, and I think if we are going to start with 

a conversation about race, my experience is quite often people will 

shut down, they’ll get defensive, they won’t be open and honest.  

So, the rationale for Facing History was, let’s start with looking at 

something that happened somewhere else, perhaps a little bit 

historically removed from right now.  And let’s learn from that and 

then let’s let students, trust them that they’re going to uncover and 

discover what feels familiar, what feels different about another 

place, another time, and it’s amazing because immediately students 

start making the connection.   

 

 You know we start talking about what it was like for people to be 

deprived of their citizenship well it doesn’t take a lot before 

students start going well you know in our country we had laws that 

were unjust.   
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[18:09] In Nazi Germany, almost everything that happened after Adolph 

Hitler came to power was under the guise of the legal system.  

Well, we had Jim Crowe laws.  So, but if we started there with 

today, I think it would be a different conversation than when 

students can look somewhere else first, and then say, uncover it 

and discover it for themselves.  I think it just broadens the 

conversation to so much richer of a conversation.  So, even, I mean 

for our students, even if we’re looking at choices in Little Rock, 

you know that was 1957, that was a lifetime ago.  But, if we could 

look at that community and how people viewed their choices, and 

their decisions and we don’t, it’s not about demonizing people.  

It’s not about doing a broad brush, it’s about looking at human 

behavior and saying, you know how did people in this community 

view their options?   

[19:03] And how did these people view their options?  And how does that 

feel familiar to today and what’s different about it?   

 

 So, I think it’s a wonderfully honest, challenging way of, if you 

will, approaching history through the lens of human behavior.  And 

what we try to do is think about it almost through almost like a 

triangle.  At the top being sort of intellectual rigor, you know we 

want students to learn history.  We want them, you’ve got to pass 

those ________.  So, it’s not about sitting in a room and singing 

“Kum-Ba-Ya.”  It is about how do we make sure that students 

understand incredible pivotable moments in our world history, in 

our local history?  So that they have the facts, they have the 

knowledge.  But, that’s not enough.   

[19:59] Then we ask them to think about are they emotionally engaged 

with this material?  Because I don’t know, I know you’ve been 

taught history differently because I know you’re a teacher.   

 

 But for many of us, we were taught history in sort of a very linear 

fashion.  You learn the dates, the battles, the generals, you 

regurgitate it on a test and you never asked yourself what has it got 

to do with me?  So, we want students to know the facts but we 

want them to be engaged with it emotionally.  So, that’s why your 

project is so important.  When they start hearing and reading and 

learning about the narratives of one human being who lived during 

this history, they’re going to remember it and be engaged with it so 

much differently than had it just been a page in a textbook or 

lecture from a professor.   

 

 And then finally, we want them to be doing their own ethical 

inflection as they’re struggling with this hard stuff.  So by that I 

mean you know if you’re talking about civil rights, we do want 

them to think about questions like even though there were things 
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that were done under the guise of law, what does it mean to have a 

just law?   

[21:06] And what does it mean to question law?  And what are the avenues 

for making noise in the right way to change laws?  So, that the 

ethical reflection, people needing to struggle with complex stuff.  

My fear is dogma.  My fear is what any person or group says we 

have the only answer.  It’s this answer or, you know that’s 

dangerous.  That’s dogma.  To me I’m much more interested in 

probing the questions and having students ask even more 

sophisticated questions than perhaps when they start engaging with 

this material.  Because I think its way too easy for try to simply 

history and say here are the good guys.  Here were the bad guys.  

We know it’s more complicated than that. 

 

Khadija: And do you feel like these conversations that would be happening 

in a Facing History classroom get desensitized or even the 

experience?   

[22:01] It’s like the Holocaust victims who do come, who have come here 

like your parents or even the civil rights people that were here 

during the Civil Rights Movement, and but do you feel like there 

are some times their experiences are desensitized? 

 

Rachel Shankman: I’m not sure I quite understand.  Can you explain your question a 

little bit more? 

 

Khadija: For example, you once told me a story about your mother -- 

 

Rachel Shankman: Oh, I see what you’re saying, yes.  Yes.  I think what you’re 

referring to is that often people wanted to share their experiences 

and found it difficult, and I’m sure that’s true for many people in 

the Civil Rights Movement early on too.  Could people hear what 

they had to say?  In my mother’s case, when they came to the 

United States, she wanted to talk about her Holocaust experiences, 

not for pity, not for memorializing the experience, but honestly as 

a wake-up call to say, if this happened to us, it could happen to any 

group based on prejudice and fear and but when she wanted.   

[23:06] In one case she tried to tell her story to a group of people ini her 

neighborhood who said you know, oh it’s okay, my dear.  

Basically, get over it.  And said to her, we know you had it tough 

but we had it tough too.  We had sugar rations.  Well, she’s just 

told them that they lost 50 or 60 members of her family, so what it, 

it becomes so trivialized by the response then a lot of survivors of 

almost any trauma end up going inwardly and only talk to each 

other because they feel like they’re the only people who could 

understand it.  So, it took a long time for my parents to ever speak 
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to anybody outside of the community they knew and felt they 

could trust.   

 

 And I know that’s true of African-American soldiers and other 

soldiers who were in World War II.  You know they came back.  

[23:59] They saw horrific things, some of them even took pictures.  They 

put them in their shoe boxes, put them in their attic and never 

talked about it.  And just now thank goodness, their stories are 

coming forward so we can set the record straight.  And it’s one 

wonderful story that my mother shared upon her liberation at one 

of the slave labor camps in Germany.  One of the first people she 

saw who opened up her camp was an African-American soldier.  

And she had never seen in Europe, there were not very many 

African-Americans for sure.  There were Africans who were 

married to, some who had been married to German woman, but she 

said she saw this big gentleman who was weeping because 

nothing, you know he hadn’t been prepared for what he was going 

to see when he opened those doors.   

 

[24:52] And it’s ironic, one of the lessons I’ve learned is that irony of those 

soldiers who fought for my mother and some of the other people’s 

freedom, for our country’s freedom at that point, our military was 

still segregated.  So, that’s extraordinary, you know that they wore 

the uniform of our country, knew what they were fighting for but 

came back to this country and still were second-class citizens.  So, 

those are incredibly important stories and histories to understand. 

 

Khadija: Do you have any personal experiences with discrimination? 

 

Rachel Shankman: You know I have to say I’ve been extremely lucky in my life.  

When I was growing up there was still segregation, not only 

racially but religiously, so there were neighborhoods that as a 

Jewish child, my family couldn’t move into.  And I think that’s 

startling because we don’t know that piece of history.   

[25:50] There were, I remember seeing signs that said no dogs, forgive me 

for using the “N” word, no niggers or no Jews, which is you know 

as a child not understanding that at all, and as a child going to 

different water fountains and you know sort of questioning that.  I 

think I wasn’t always the most popular kid because I was, you 

know when I found my voice I was a little outspoken, would 

question why certain things were happening.   

 

 But, no, I never faced the, certainly I never faced the kind of 

discrimination and prejudice that folks in the African-American 

community did.  I think it was a little bit, sometimes a little tough 

being Jewish in a predominantly Christian society.  I certainly had 
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more than my share of times where people tried to convert me.  

And I understand that it was done out of love, but it was incredibly 

offensive.  You know knowing that people died to remain Jewish it 

was an opportunity for some to have a conversation to explain why 

that was offensive, for others it really fell on deaf ears, so.   

27:03] But no, I grew up really feeling that there was a lot of work to do, 

but didn’t have a lot of personal experiences with discrimination, 

very lucky I think.   

 

Khadija: Why do you feel like there was such segregation within religious 

wise?  And then why do feel people tried to convert you? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Well, I think we live in a very religious, certainly a very religious 

country, but also particularly so, a very religious part of the United 

States in the South.  And I’m not a scholar of the New Testament 

or the Gospel or Christianity, but I certainly understands from my 

colleagues who I work with and who I’ve learned so much from, 

that again, I think most of it came from a good place.   

[27:58] I think most of it came from, Christians understanding the desire, 

the need to spread the good word.  And to ________, and to bring 

people to Christianity, so, I don’t think they really understood.  I 

don’t think they understood what it felt like to be on the receiving 

end of that how uncomfortable it was, how disrespectful it was.  Or 

even, frankly how much Christians needed to learn about the 

relationship to Judaism, and that Judaism in so many ways is the 

parent of Christianity.  I don’t think they learned that, so it was a 

lot of out not knowing and understanding.  And in most cases, they 

said it was an opportunity for conversation and to kind of get over 

that.  And in a few cases, it broke some very promising 

friendships. 

 

Khadija: Do you feel that ignorance has shaped some of the reasons for such 

segregation and other faults in history – 

[29:01] 

 

Rachel Shankman: Absolutely.  I think that ignorance not knowing one another, is 

certainly a key element of misunderstanding, and so when we 

don’t know each other, when we don’t engage with one another, 

when we don’t see each other as equal and having value, then I 

think we rely on, we want to make sense of this world.  So, if we 

don’t engage with each other then I think we rely on the easiest 

way to make sense this complicated world.  So, we rely on myth.  

We rely on stereotypes.  We rely on what we’ve heard because we 

haven’t had a chance to test those notions and those assumptions.  

So, I can’t tell you how important I think it is for people to simply 

have the opportunities to engage with difference, to really get to 
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know each other on a one-on-one basis, as groups, to have 

dialogue. 

 

[30:00] I think there’s dignity in difference, I think there’s a lot of 

difference between people that needs to be, I don’t sort of believe 

everybody needs to be the same, that would not be very helpful.  

At the same time, I think there’s dignity in difference.  I think there 

is a need to understand the commonalities.  I think there’s a need to 

understand what’s transformative, what’s more important than me, 

and more important than you?  You know, what is it the needs in 

our own community that we can come together, no matter what our 

differences are to try to make it better.  So, that sounds very pie in 

the sky, and Pollyanna, but I really believe it.   

 

Khadija: Did you notice the people around you starting to push towards 

equal rights during the Civil Rights Era? 

 

Rachel Shankman: You know I did.  As I said I think even when I was in college, I 

think those great journeys start with one-step.   

[31:56] And so I think for the women who were in my dorm, who were 18-

year olds just being able to get out of their comfort zone and ask 

each other questions, and to protect each other when things got 

stormy at the University of Memphis.  Where people, it felt very 

polarized.  It felt like you’re either with us or you’re against us.  

We could band together differently because we knew each other.  

And we could protect each other.  And then we could as I said, 

then we could watch the real giants who were out there every day, 

you know the Jim Lawsons, the people who maybe don’t have the 

names that Dr. King had, but we saw those people in our own 

community who were so incredibly courageous and calm and we 

just learned.  We just learned and then hopefully when you learn 

you see it modeled.  You start seeing the possibilities for your own 

life.   

[31:56] And you start thinking about your options much more broadly than 

perhaps we had before, that question, no longer would we allow 

people to say you’re either, with us, or you’re against us.  We 

wouldn’t let ourselves be put in those boxes any more or after 

we’ve had exposure to other people. 

 

Khadija: Do you feel as those this has made you personally or directly 

involved within the Civil Rights Movement? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Again, I feel almost unworthy of the interview because I wasn’t 

out there.  I wasn’t marching.  I felt like I was almost sleepwalking 

through some of it.  But I feel like today, I feel a little more 

worthy.  Today, I feel like because I’ve done a lot of work with the 
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Civil Rights Museum, because I have real genuine friendships that 

are across races.  I feel a little worthier of doing it, but definitely I 

think we’ve made, I think we need to be celebratory and think 

about where we have come, certainly in my lifetime where we 

came from and where we have come to.   

[33:02] And at the same time continue to think deeply about what is that 

next level?  Where do we need to go?   

 

 And to be perfectly candid, I think the next civil rights issue for 

our city, our country, our world is education.  Because every day 

I’m out in the school or I’m hearing or reading or engaged with the 

other people who work for Facing History.  And the disparity that I 

see in what’s offered to students or the support that certain students 

have, the others don’t have, that to me is the next civil rights issue.  

And I hope it’s viewed as a civil rights issue and a human rights 

issue.   

 

Denzel: You said you notice.  You said something about education.  Even 

today, do you think that there’s like a racial or religious boundary 

of who gets what kind of education? 

[34:00]  

 

Rachel Shankman: I do.  I do.  I think that, first of all I think it starts with the 

perception.  I think there are a lot of people who view public 

education, as less than.  And so they make choices based on that 

belief and that idea and that has incredible repercussions for then 

what schools can offer.  In other words, it has very practical public 

policy implications or ideas or beliefs.  So, if school X becomes 

fewer students go there then they’re not gonna offer AP classes.  

They aren’t going to be able to offer their students what we know 

they’re gonna need to order to succeed in this world.  So, 

absolutely, I believe that belief shapes behavior, shapes public 

policy.  So, there’s tremendous disparity in our own community in 

the educational system.   

[34:54] And I work in independent schools as well as public schools, and I 

see a lot of disparity and it breaks my heart because I think every 

child, it is a civil rights issue.  I think every child, if we really 

believe in public education, and I really believe in public 

education, needs to be offered the support, the best teachers, 

everything it takes that some of these kids do have and since take 

for granted.   

 

Khadija: I really love your ability to connect the past with the present.  And 

that made me think, do you think that there is a great change 

between the Civil Rights Era and where we are today, besides the 

racial balance over there then and then aren’t today? 
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Rachel Shankman: I just think we need to shift the conversation.  I think we need to 

make it more complex.  And so therefore, you know when, I think 

there are a group of people in our country who feel like that was 

then, why are we still talking about it? 

[36:00] Act very weary of the conversation and I work for an organization 

called Facing History, so I feel like until there is an honest 

confrontation with, what’s happened, we can’t move forward.  We 

can’t ask people to turn the page until there’s been a chance to 

really look at what happened.  And again, not for the purpose of 

blame and shame, that’s so counterproductive.  But to learn from it 

and say you know what has changed?  How can we celebrate 

what’s changed?  And how can we then build on that foundation, 

but also what are the new issues that we need to be grappling with 

today, that we need to put in that framework of civil rights, that we 

need to put in that framework of human rights and that really will 

move us into the next millennium.   

 

 And so I think we need to shift the paradigm of some of the 

conversation.  It is a very tiring conversation if you have this group 

who’s trying to prove that they’re not responsible and you have 

this group who’s trying to say that you are responsible.   

[37:06] That’s a counterproductive conversation.  I think it needs to be 

what happened?  How do we understand it?  How do we just 

people in those historic moments so that we understand how they 

looked at their options.  And then how do we learn from that for 

today?  So how do we change the conversation and make it much 

more elevated?  Because I think in our community, we’re still kind 

of stuck in some of the old conversations that really don’t move us 

forward.  And that might be intentional.  Sometimes people are 

comfortable with the status quo.  It may be unintentional.  It may 

be that may be they haven’t had practice in engaging difference in 

a way that’s productive.  But, I think we really need to get there 

because we are, we really are part of global community now.   

 

 You know, when we do work in South Africa, I keep thinking 

wow, what if the South? 

[38:00] What if in the South, imagine what might have happened if we had 

had something like the Truth and Reconciliation Commission that 

was in South Africa?  Where you had a way to tell your stories and 

maybe part of this project is that.  You know, where you had a way 

to tell your story, but where victims and perpetrators could actually 

hear each other.  Where there was some judgment about what had 

happened and where there was a chance for repair and 

reconciliation, wow.  Imagine what that could have been like.  We 

didn’t quite have that.  So, what do we need to put into place now 
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in 2007 that does let us move forward, that lets us learn from 

history, confront it, and move forward? 

 

Khadija: Is there anything else that we haven’t covered that you’d like to 

add? 

 

Rachel Shankman: No, just that I feel so appreciative of your project because I do 

think it is personal narratives.  I know it is. 

[39:00] I know it’s the human story that folks will remember and so the 

fact that you’re capturing real human beings who lived during this 

time or have reflections, will be just a gift to the future.  So, thank 

you so much for doing this. 

 

Khadija: And if there is, is there any advice to our generation that you think 

you’d like to give? 

 

Rachel Shankman: Yes, value education.  I can’t tell you how disheartening it is to me 

to understand how hard people fought for people to have the 

opportunity to have an education, to have the ability to have their 

voice through the ballot and to not use that, it’s really so 

disingenuous to have had so many people die, spill blood to have 

that.  So, it is to use that education not only for yourself, but to 

think about how you use that to better your community.   

[40:02] It’s an obligation.  I feel a real issue about personal responsibility.  

So, yes, it’s not about blame and shame, but every one of us has a 

responsibility to make it a little bit better.  So, that’s my charge.  

You know, is to learn from history to see how you can see your 

face in somebody else’s story so that when you’re learning about 

the Holocaust, it isn’t Jewish history.  It’s human history.  And 

that, when we teach people about the Civil Rights Movement it’s 

not just about African-American history, it’s about human history.   

 

 So, until we can kind of walk in each other’s shoes and take 

perspective, then I think we’ll sort of, stay stuck.  But, I think the 

opportunities are amazing now to learn from each other and to 

share personal stories and to think about how to make this next 

generation better. 

 

Khadija: Well, thank you so much, once again for meeting with us and 

allowing us to interview you. 

 

Rachel Shankman: Thank you. 

[41:00] My pleasure -- 

 

 

 [End of Audio] 


