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Reconstruction: Understanding Political Cartoons Lesson Plan 
 
��Teacher:  

Darrel Knoll 
 
��Lesson Title:  
 Reconstruction: Analyzing Political Cartoons by Thomas Nast  
 
��Grade Level:  

Eighth Grade 
 
��Lesson Time Length:  

90 minutes or two 45 minute classes 
 
��Big Idea: 
 

• Historical Analysis and Interpretation: Understanding how to interpret 
political cartoons and how they reflect/shape perspectives of a time 
period. 

 
��Lesson Abstract:  
 

This lesson is designed to help students understand how to interpret 
political cartoons to understand perspectives of a time period. Students 
will examine political cartoons on the Reconstruction from Harper’s 
Weekly to see how attitudes toward the Reconstruction changed over time.  

 
��Lesson Background and Context: 

Reconstruction: Students will have basic background information, 
including the conflict between Andrew Johnson and Radical Republicans 
and issues that bring the Reconstruction to a close. We also will have 
discussed the importance of print documents for reflecting and shaping 
attitudes and perspectives of America. Harper’s Weekly is examined 
because of its circulation and influence during the Civil War and 
Reconstruction.  
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��Standards Alignment: 
 

History Standard: The student uses a working knowledge and 
understanding of significant individuals, groups, ideas, events, eras, 
and developments in the history of Kansas, the United States, and 
the world, utilizing essential analytical and research skills. 

 
Benchmark 2: The student uses a working knowledge and understanding of 
individuals, groups, ideas, developments, and the causes and effects of the 
Civil War. 
 

9.▲(A) analyzes the impact of the end of slavery on African Americans 
(e.g., Black Codes; sharecropping; Jim Crow; Amendments 13, 14, 
and 15; Frederick Douglass; Ku Klux Klan; Exodusters). 
 

Benchmark 4: The student engages in historical thinking skills. 
 

1. (A) examines a topic in United States history to analyze changes over 
time and makes logical inferences concerning cause and effect. 
2. (A) examines a variety of different types of primary sources in United 
States history and analyzes them in terms of credibility, purpose, and 
point of view (e.g., census records, diaries, photographs, letters, 
government documents). 
4.▲(A) compares contrasting descriptions of the same event in United 
States history to understand how people differ in their interpretations of 
historical events. 

 
��Objectives: 
 

Students will understand they need to consider text, context, and subtext 
when analyzing political cartoons. 
 
Students will know that political cartoons can reflect and shape attitudes 
and perspectives in a given time period. 
 
Students will be able to discuss key elements to note when interpreting a 
political cartoon for its message. 
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��Teaching Materials: 
• A recent political cartoon that students will understand. In this lesson, I 

used cartoons referring to Tim Tebow. 
• Information about Harper’s Weekly and a Biography of Thomas Nast 
• Copies of two Thomas Nast cartoons and guiding questions. 

o Pardon and Franchise, Harper’s Weekly, August 5, 1865. 
o Colored Rule in a Reconstructed (?) State, Harper’s Weekly, March 

14, 1874. 
• Images of the two Nast Cartoons (projector, transparencies, etc.) 
• Student access to the internet or prints of other political cartoons for 

students to examine. 
 

��Vocabulary (terms and concepts will students learn): 
 

Text:  What information is provided through visible/readable text by the 
source. 
 
Context:  Background information that helps explain the information 
found in the source--what else was going on during the time period? 
 
Subtext:  Questions about source, author, audience, and purpose. What 
can we infer from knowledge about these things? 
 
Franchise:  right to vote: to guarantee the franchise of every citizen.  
 
Pardon: the excusing of an offense without exacting a penalty; a release 
from the legal penalties of an offense 
 
Columbia/white woman = symbol of America 
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��Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 

1. Group Students (3 in a group or pairs) 
2. Show contemporary political cartoons and have students quick write 

addressing the following questions about one of the cartoons: 
a. What is the cartoon’s message?  
b. How do you know? 

3. Students Share Quick Write Responses and Answer: 
a. What does it tell you about modern America? 
b. What would someone 100 years from now need to know about 

America to understand the political cartoon? 
4. Class discussion 

a. What would someone want to know 150 years from now? 
i. List student responses (examples): 

1. Author 
2. Purpose 
3. Time 
4. Audience 
5. People depicted and coinciding events 

b. Explain that we understand the cartoons because we have an 
understanding of the context of our age. 

c. Cartoons can help us understand context of the time. 
5. Hand out information and political cartoons from the reconstruction: 

a. Students read background information about Harper’s Weekly 
i. Importance as a national periodical 
ii. Political identity 
iii. Thomas Nast, Political Cartoonist 

b. Students examine Political Cartoon #1: Pardon and Franchise 
i. Student groups discuss and answer questions 
ii. Depending on pace and time, class discussion of answers on 

Pardon and Franchise may work well before moving to 
cartoon #2. 

c. Students examine political cartoon #2: Colored Rule in a 
Reconstructed (?) State and answer questions. 

d. Class Discussion focusing on questions. 
6. Assign each group a political cartoon from The Thomas Nast Collection: 

Reconstruction and Equal Rights web page: 
http://firstreport.com/nast/page9a.html 

a. What is the cartoon’s message about Reconstruction? 
i. Explain why you chose this answer with evidence based on 

questions one would ask when examining a political cartoon. 
ii. Groups will present their findings to the class. 

 



A Century of Progress Lesson Plan Template  Page  5 

��Technology Integration: 
 

• Projector 
• Computer 
• Electronic files of materials that students can access if computers 

are available. 
 
��Evaluation and Assessment: 
 
Short essay answer on a test. Students will be given a different cartoon and will 
discuss areas to consider as they analyze a political cartoon. 

• Author 
• Publication 
• Date 
• People 
• Text 
• Symbols 

 
��Extension and Enrichment: 

Students can examine more cartoons from www.andrewjohnson.com or 
use handout of various other political cartoons of the age.  
Attached: Political Cartoons of the Reconstruction Era 

 
��Resources: 
Thomas Nast, Cartoon, Harper’s Weekly, August 5, 1865. 
http://www.andrewjohnson.com/ListOfCartoons/ListOfCartoons.htm 
 
Thomas Nast, Cartoon, Harper’s Weekly, March 14, 1874. 
http://blackhistory.harpweek.com/7Illustrations/Reconstruction/ColoredRule
.htm 
 
Thomas Nast Cartoons 
http://firstreport.com/nast/page9a.html 
 
Political Cartoons 
The Cagle Post. www.cagle.com 
 
��(Be sure to attach student handouts, lecture notes, presentations and 
other documents associated with the lesson.) 
 


