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Lesson Plan Template 
 
Teacher: Kathy Bollenbach 
 
 
Lesson Title: ‘Unintended Consequence’: The Cotton Gin & Slavery 
 
 
Grade Level: 8th 
 
 
Lesson Time Length: 2-4 days 
 
 
Big Idea: Students understand that there are/have been ‘unintended consequences’ 
throughout history. 
 
 
Lesson Abstract: This lesson is designed to give students an understanding that with 
the invention of the Cotton Gin, which was to make cotton picking easier for slaves, 
there were ‘unintended consequences’ resulting in the demand for more cotton and 
therefore more slaves.  There was a correlation between the spread of cotton 
production and the spread of slavery from 1790 – 1860. 
 
 
Lesson Background and Context:  The story of slavery in the United States starts at 
the Constitutional Convention of 1787 in Philadelphia, PA.  When delegates wrote and 
agreed upon the Constitution, cotton production was virtually nonexistent in America.  
There were approximately 700,000 slaves at that time.   
 
The slave states were adamant about having slavery protected by the constitution.  
Connecticut’s Roger Sherman assumed that the evil of slavery was “dying out . . . and 
would by degrees disappears.”  He also thought that it was best to let the individual 
states decide about the legality of slavery.  The delegates chose a union with slavery.  
Soon after the signing of the Constitution, cotton unexpectedly intervened in the 1790s 
and changed the course of America’s economic and racial future because of the 
simultaneous occurrence of two events: the mass production of textiles and the mass 
production of cotton.   
 
In the late 18th century, the process started in Great Britain where several inventions - 
the spinning jenny, Crompton’s spinning mule, and Cartwright’s power loom - 
revolutionized the textile industry. The improvements allowed cotton fabrics to be mass 
produced and, therefore, affordable to millions of people.  At the same time, Eli Whitney, 
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a twenty-eight-year-old unemployed recent graduate of Yale University, journeyed to the 
South and invented a useable cotton gin. The cotton gin is a mechanical device which 
removes the seeds from cotton, a process, which, until the time of its invention, had 
been extremely labor-intensive. A single cotton gin could generate up to fifty-five 
pounds of cleaned cotton daily.   
 
This contributed to the economic development of the southern states of the United 
States, a prime cotton growing area.  Some historians believe that this invention allowed 
for the African slavery system in the southern United States to become more 
sustainable at a critical point in its development.  The cotton gin, a labor-saving device, 
helped preserve the weakening arguments for slavery, since cheap (slave) labor was 
needed to pick cotton.  The immediate effect of the gin was to cause a massive growth 
in the production of cotton in the American South.  An unfortunate by-product of the 
cotton gin, an ‘unintended consequence’, was the expansion of slavery through the 
region, as laborers were needed to plant and harvest cotton. Cotton growing became so 
profitable for the planters that it greatly increased their demand for both land and slaver 
labor.  Because of the cotton gin, slaves now labored on ever-larger plantations where 
work was more regimented and relentless. 
 
 
Standards Alignment: 
 
Explain how relative price, people’s economic decisions, & innovations influence the 
market system (cotton gin led to increased productivity; more cotton produced; higher 
prices; demand for more cotton resulted in the ‘unintended consequence’ of more 
slaves being needed.) 
 
Explain how the technological developments impacted different parts of American 
society (cotton gin/growth of slavery/growth of cotton production) 
 
Compare and Contrast descriptions of the same event in U.S. History to understand 
how people differ in their interpretations of an historical event. 

 
 
Objectives : 
 
Know: 
• The impact of the cotton gin on: production of cotton; increased demand for cotton; 

    increased demand for slaves 
• The relationship between the Cotton gin, the cotton boom, and slavery in the 

    South 
• “Unintended consequences” of the Cotton Gin 
 
Do:   
• Analyze/interpret historical maps 
• Analyze primary source documents 
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• Create a project dealing with the ‘unintended consequences’ of the invention of the 
   Cotton Gin 

 
 
Teaching Materials: 
 
• Textbook, THE AMERICAN JOURNEY (Glencoe) 
• Historical maps 
• Primary source documents 
• Analysis worksheets for maps, written documents, artifact 
• Web sites dealing with cotton production; slavery; cotton gin 
 
 
Vocabulary: 
 
• Cotton Gin 
• Eli Whitney 
• Industrial Revolution 
• Patent 
• Deep South 
• mass production method 
• Long-staple cotton 
• Upland cotton (short-staple cotton) 
 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 
1. Open lesson with samples of cotton bolls that each group with have; students exam 
and answer questions #2 & 3 on the Artifact analysis worksheet. 
 
2. Students find seeds & determine how they think they were removed; was it 
easy/hard? Why/why not? 
 
3. Show PowerPoint: Cotton & Slavery: 1815-1848(slides 1-8); have students fill our Eli 
Whitney worksheet A; pair/share. 
 
4. Give students background information on Eli Whitney, the cotton gin, slavery, & 
cotton production in the United States (text book and handouts). 
 
5. Have students use laptops and go to: 
http://mappinghistory.uoregon.edu/english/US/US18-00.html); on the left side, scroll 
down to: The Spread of Cotton & of Slavery 1790-1860; student click through the six 
sections; students fill in map analysis worksheets. 
 
6. Map exercises from #5: have students write an Essay that is designed to test 
student’s knowledge of the geography of the area discussed and material presented as 
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well as test their knowledge of its historical development. 
 
7. Compare/contrast the areas of cotton production in 1790 with growth in 1860.  What 
accounted for the growth in production? What factors contributed to the spread of the 
‘Cotton Kingdom’? Note the relationship between areas of cotton production and the 
density of the slave population.  What does this suggest about the connection among 
the cotton gin, increased cotton production, & increased demand for slaves? 
 
8. Pass out primary documents: Black Inventors; Cotton Promotes Slavery; Map of 
Missouri Compromise of 1820; Cotton Production 1821; Growth of Cotton Production & 
Slave Population 1790-1860. After students read the documents, answer the questions 
on the Written document analysis worksheet and the Map Analysis worksheet. 
 
 
Technology Integration: 
 
• Cotton Gin, slavery in U.S., cotton production, Eli Whitney websites 
• Historical map websites 
• MS word, PowerPoint, for possible choice of final project 
 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
 
Students will be able to explain/illustrate the ‘unintended consequences’ of the Cotton 
Gin relating to slavery growth and cotton production growth through one of the following 
projects: 
 
Written Products:   
letter, poem, research report 
 
Presentation Products:   
speech; debate; play, oral report, dramatic reenactment 
 
Technological Products: 
web quest 
 
Media Product:   
PowerPoint, map, photo album scrapbook 
 
Construction Projects:   
physical model, museum exhibit, diorama 
 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 
 
•  Read a biography of Eli Whitney 
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•  Read some of the Slave Narratives 
•  Research cotton production in Kansas 
 
 
Resources: 
 
Artifact, Map, Written Document Analysis worksheets 
National Archives & Research Administration; Washington, D.C. 
www.archives.gov/education/lessons/ 
 
The American Journey 
Glencoe 
 
Cotton and Slavery in America from 1770s through the 1840s, The Relationship 
Stemmerman, Ann 
tinyurl.com/3llq2um 
 
Cotton in A Global Economy: Mississippi (1800-1860) 
Dattel, Eugene R. 
 
Eli Whitney worksheet 
www.docstoc.com/docs/5060092/Title-The-Cotton-Gin-A-Webquest 
 
The Invention of the Cotton Gin: Eli Whitney 
www.juliantrubin.com/bigten/whitneycottongin.html 
 
King Cotton: The Fiber of Slavery 
West, Jean M. 
 
Mapping History 
http://mappinghistory.uoregon.edu/english/US/US18-00.html 
 
Project Base Learning 
Buck Institute for Education 
bie.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


