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Lesson Plan 
 
Teacher:  
Sr. Joseph Mary O’Brien (Theresa C. O’Brien) 
 
Lesson Title: 
Culture, Economics, and History: The Causes of the Civil War 
 
Grade Level: 
8th grade United States History 
 
Lesson Time Length: 
This is the culminating activity for Chapters 1-14 and will take five days.   
 
Big Idea: 
 
Causes of the Civil War went beyond slavery. 
 
Lesson Abstract:  
 
This lesson is designed to aid the students in applying past information to an 
understanding of a familiar topic. In the course of the project, the students will 
work together to come to a fuller concept of the causes of the Civil War. 
 
Lesson Background and Context:  
 
The Civil War was not just about slavery.  Changes in economics resulted in 
changes in lifestyle and changes in employment.  The cultures of different 
areas of the country led to differing needs and “perceived” needs as well as 
interests and wants.  From the time of the Revolutionary War, areas had 
differing concepts of what they meant by “my country” leading to differing 
opinions concerning “States Rights” and “Federal Powers.”  Adding to all of that 
was the developing concerns for social reform based on religious beliefs and 
abolition based on “All men are created equal” and the dignity of the human 
person.  When all of these mixed with expansionism and new territories gained 
by wars and treaties, it became the match that set off the explosion called the 
Civil War. 
 
 
Standards Alignment: 
 
Student: 

• explains how the Industrial Revolution and technological 
developments impacted different parts of American society (e.g., 
interchangeable parts, cotton gin, railroads, steamboats, canals) 
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• explains the impact on American society of religious, social and 
philosophical reform movements of the 19th century (e.g., abolition, 
education, mental health, women’s rights, temperance). 

• retraces events that led to sectionalism and secession prior to the 
Civil War (e.g., Missouri Compromise) 

• explains the issues that led to the Civil War (e.g., slavery, 
economics, and state’s rights).Compromise of 1850, Kansas-
Nebraska Act-Popular Sovereignty, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.) 

•   compares contrasting descriptions of the same event in Untied 
States history to understand how people differ in their 
interpretations of historical events. 

 
Objectives: 
 
Know: 

• Supreme Court Decisions that impacted some part of the United 
States and aided in causing the Civil War. 

• Legislative Acts that impacted some part of the United States and 
aided in causing the Civil War. 

• Economic development that impacted some part of the United States 
and aided in causing the Civil War. 

• Social Reform and how it impacted some part of the United States 
and aided in causing the Civil War. 

 
Do: 

• Students will divide the United States into North-East, South and 
West and show the effects of Court Decisions, Legislative Acts, 
economic development and social reform on the sides taken in the 
Civil War. 

• Students will analyze primary source documents. 
• Students will develop a chalk-talk that expresses the above 

information. 
• Students will present and defend the premises behind their chalk-

talk. 
 
 
Teaching Materials: 
 

1. The American Journey produced by McGraw Hill/Glencoe 
2. Map for Louisiana Purchase (copyright)  
3. Overhead flow chart for the Industrial Revolution  (copyright) 
4. Missouri Compromise 
5. Compromise of 1850 
6. Kansas-Nebraska Act-Popular Sovereignty 
7. “Causes and Effects – Sectional Differences” chart (copyright) 
8. Colored sidewalk chalk 
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9. Handouts from April Century of Progress session 
 
 
Vocabulary: 
Abolitionist    Segregation 
Revival     Temperance 
Underground Railroad  Social Reform 
Reformers 
 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 

1. Teacher will open the lesson with a review of how the United States has 
developed legislatively, economically and socially since the 1760’s.  
Students will be encouraged to discuss wars, rebellions and treaties, 
showing where they have effected the development of the United States? 
[Use of prior knowledge] 

2. After putting  an H chant, the students will come up with events, laws, 
concepts (such as Manifest Destiny), putting each one under the 
positive, neutral or negative column  and explaining what they view as 
positive, neutral or negative and why.  [Use of prior knowledge] 

3. Before reading the chapter, the students will predict what areas they 
believe were in need of social reform.  This will be followed by reading 
aloud (chapter 14) as a class and identifying where they were right and 
making a list of things they hadn’t thought of or did not know about.  
Depending upon the time, we may not read section 3. As the class 
reads the chapter discuss the following questions: 

a. Why did Thoreau oppose the Mexican War? 
b. What was the purpose of the Mexican War? 
c. How is it involved with the reformers and the causes of the Civil 

War? 
d. How do you think developments in education affected changes 

that aided in causing the Civil War? 
4. Give the students the following notes on the abolition movement. 
 
I. The Abolition Movement was first led by Quakers from Philadelphia.  It was a 
strong part of their belief that all men and women were equal in the eyes of 
God, and that slavery was evil.  The leaders, however, tended to come from the 
Congregationalist like Methodist.  Most Catholics were having so many 
problems just surviving, they just went along with the status quo.  The 
Episcopalians tended to support slavery.  Some churches, like the Baptists, 
ended up splitting over the issue of slavery.  (Friendly Persuasion is a good 
movie to show what it was like for the Quakers of this time.) 
 
The Protestant revival movement in 1830 resulted in a growth in abolitionist 
movement, because it preached slavery as evil and that all have a moral 
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obligation to work toward social reform in many areas.  After being President, 
John Quincy Adams was elected to Congress and became the first elected 
representative for the Abolitionist movement. 
 
II. Underground Railway  

The “Underground Railway” was the idea of many abolitionists.  These 
men and women set us hideaways for runaway slaves.   Many of these 
people even set up secret places in their own homes.  This was 
encouraged in abolitionist newspaper articles. Read a short story about 
the escape on the Underground Railroad Barefoot: Escape on the 
Underground Railroad.  

 
The South responded by upping their reasons for slavery. “Instead of 
simply maintaining that slavery was necessary for the cultivation of their 
plantation...” now pro-slavers like Senator John C. Calhoun called 
slavery “…a positive good of all that was valuable in Southern society, 
and a benefit to the slave, who had security and care throughout his 
entire life.”  (p. 200, Christ Ant the Americas by Anne W. Carroll) 

 
Abolition continued: 
I. By the 1800’s, a strong realization had come that it is immoral to own 

another person, to treat a human being as cattle.  The Quakers were one 
of the first Religious groups in Colonial America to openly promote 
abolition of slavery.  Others opposed slavery for political reasons based 
on the Declaration of Independence.  Freed and escaped slaves, as well 
as those born free, opposed slavery as unjust, inhumane, and based on 
the false premise that blacks are “subhuman.”   

 
In 1817, President Monroe was part of the foundation of the American 
Colonization Society, which promoted returning freed slaves to Africa.  
They bought territory which later became the country of Liberia.  Most 
blacks opposed this action, since they knew it be controlled by pro-
slavery Southerners, and suspected Southerners wanted to get rid of free 
blacks before they could lead slaves into rebellion.  Other blacks opposed 
it because they were born and raised in America and knew they weren’t 
prepared to live in Africa.  In the end, very few American Negroes moved 
to Liberia.   
As a class, discuss why this was not an agreeable solution. 

 
Other freed blacks wanted a violent overthrow of slavery.  This was 
opposed by most.   

 
William Lloyd Garrison, a prominent white man, promoted the immediate 
freedom of all slaves, by law, with no compensation to slave-owners.  He 
used the newspaper to promote this belief. 
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II. Talk to the students about the following people. Ask why they think the 
abolition of slavery and the outbreak of the Civil War was so important to 
these people. 
A. Fredrick Douglas, an escaped self-educated, ex-slave, who became 

a powerful orator for abolition. While still a slave, Fredrick broke 
the law and used the school books of his owner’s son, to teach 
himself to read and write.  These skills were later used to write and 
publish an account of his life as a slave in My Bondage and My 
Freedom, (p. 340) “Even while he was still enslaved Frederick 
Douglass bravely fought slavery.  He suffered beatings for resisting 
commands and was once jailed for trying to escape.” (p. 440 The 
American Nation published by Prentice Hall.)  In 1838, Douglass 
became a runaway slave, when he escaped his owner in Maryland, 
seeking sanctuary in Massachusetts.  He made use of his story to 
lecture promoting abolition of slavery.  Later, he became a 
publisher of the North Star which was an abolition news paper.   
“Fellow citizens this murderous traffic is, today, in active operation 
in this boasted republic.  In the solitude of my spirit, I see clouds 
of dust raised on the highways of the South; I see the bleeding 
footsteps; I hear the doleful [sad] wail of fettered humanity on the 
way to the slave markets where victims are to be sold like horses, 
sheep, and swine…My soul sickens at the sight.” (p. 453 The 
American Nation published by Prentice Hall.) 
After the Dred Scott decision, Douglass spoke even more strongly 
in opposition of treating humans as animals, and the failure to live 
up to the dignity of the Constitution in the loss of respect for 
human beings. 

 
B. Sojourner Truth, freed when New York outlawed slavery, who 

joined the public circuit as a “crusader for justice” for the blacks 
and then for women. (p. 352 in America’s Story)  

 When fighting for a woman’s right to vote, she said:  
“That man over there says women need to be helped into carriages 
and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere.  
Nobody ever helps me into carriages or over puddles, or gives me 
the best place.  And ain’t I a woman?  Look at my arm!  I have 
ploughed and planted and gathered into barns, and no man could 
head me!  And ain’t I a woman?  I could work as much and eat as 
much as a man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well!  
And ain’t I a woman?...I have borne thirteen children, and seen 
most of them sold off into slavery and when I cried out my 
mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me?  And ain’t I a woman?”  
(p. 358 in America’s Story) 

 
C. Harriet Tubman, as escaped slave, became the best known 

conductor for the Underground Railroad.  “…Tubman helped more 
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than 300 passengers survive the dangerous trip.” (p. 353 in 
America’s Story) 

5. Give the students the assignment to use their prior knowledge and notes 
to come up with a list of 20 different things that they think helped cause 
the Civil War. 

  
 
Technology Integration: 
 
1. View presentations of “Causes of the American Civil War” on YouTube.   
2. Have the students use their past notes from 1760-1859 to come up with 

their own list of the causes of the Civil War using a word processor. 
3. Use excerpts from “Underground Railroad” hosted by Alfred Woodard 

produced by The History Channel and have the students compare their 
conclusions with those of this documentary. 

 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
 
1. Put the students into groups of three or four and have them exchange 

their choices of the causes of the Civil War. 
2. Take the students out in front of the school and give them a box of colored 

chalk and 40 minutes to design a map with symbols of the causes of the 
Civil War.  They must, in some way, show the opinions of the North-East, 
South and West.   

3. Have each group take turns explaining their map to the rest of the class.  
4. View excerpts from “Underground Railroad” hosted by Alfred Woodard 

produced by The History Channel and have the students use it to evaluate 
their Assessment activity. 

 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 
 
At the end of the chalk talk activity, bring the students in to read from 
handouts from the April 19, 2011 Century of Progress session.  Let the 
students pick from these handouts.  After reading the handout, each student 
will become either the author or one of the persons in the article, and 
presenting that point of view.  Students will be encouraged to act out that 
person.  Depending upon the class, the students will either 1) put on a short 
skit, or 2) have a round table discussion where each student is discussing from 
the point of view of the article, or 3) present the article from the student’s point 
of view. 
 
 
 
 



 

A Century of Progress Lesson Plan Template 2011 Page  7 

Resources: 
 
Appleby, Joyce (2005). The American Journey. New York: McGraw-Hill 
Companies, Inc. 
Carroll, Anne W. (1997).  Christ and the American. Rockford, Illinois: Tan 
Books and Publishers, INC. 
Davidson, James West (2003).  The American Nation . Upper Saddle River, New 
Jersey: Pearson Education, Inc.,  
Edwards, Pamela Duncan (1998). Barefoot: Escape on the Underground 
Railroad. New York: Scholastic INC.  
 
Lecture Outline: 
These are some of the notes the students have from prior chapters and 
discussions, as well as, some of the notes from Kansas History.  We will use 
them to build upon. 
 
1. The population in the United States was about 4 million at the time of the 
first census in 1790.  By 1820, the nation’s population was 9.6 million. New 
technology, local resources, and the capitalist economic system brought about 
the Industrial Revolution and influenced population trends.  In the United 
States, the Industrial Revolution began in New England.  As large businesses 
grew in the East, so did towns and cities. 
 
2. In the West, agriculture expanded, along with towns such as Cincinnati 
and Louisville.  By 1820 about 2 million people lived west of the Appalachians.  
Towns and cities were growing in the East and West, but in 1820most 
Americans still lived on farms. 
 
3. The Missouri Compromise (1820) - because of the equality of numbers of 
free verses slave states there was a concern that 1) slavery not spread; 2) slave 
states not lose power by limiting the number of slave states.  In 1819 the 
request that Missouri be admitted as a slave states brought to head these 
problems.  At that time Maine applied as a free state.   
 
The Missouri Compromise bill was an attempt to deal with these two “states” 
and the rest of the Louisiana Territory.  According to this bill, Missouri would 
be admitted as a slave state, and Main as a free state.  From the 36 degree 30 
degree North parallel south slavery would be legal and north would be free.  
Many of those in the South doubted the constitutionality of the bill, but 
approved it as a temporary means to admit Missouri and other territories as 
slave states.  This presented the problem of limiting the number of possible 
slave states as Spain owned the territories that would become Texas, New 
Mexico, Arizona and California. The south wanted to protect their influence in 
the Congress, and was afraid that the north, because of the influx of 
immigrants, would soon take over power in Congress. But in the North, slavery 
had become a major moral issue.   
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4. Tariff – South Carolina began to discuss secession from the union. Why? 

 a.  1828 – High tariff hurt the South and helped the North.  South had few 
manufacturing businesses and had to buy goods from the North or 
overseas imports.  North had an expanding manufacturing industry and 
they wanted to discourage imports and protect these industries.  South 
depended on crops harvested, at a time when prices paid for crops was 
dropping. 
b.  The Congress was more and more pro-North and passed laws biased 

toward Northern needs.  Vice-President John Calhoun led the battle to 
test the constitutionality of the tariffs that favored one U.S. area over 
another.  “According to Calhoun, the states could nullify any law that 
they believed unfair.” (p. 293 in textbook) 

c.   States Rights became a powerful debate issue.  Northerners argued for 
Federal Rights being higher than States Rights. 

         d.  South Carolina refused to obey the tariffs and threatened to secede.  
President Jackson threatened to send the army to enforce the tariff.  But 
he also got the Congress to lower the tariff.  Henry Clay came up with a 
compromise to delay secession, which slowly reduced tariffs over the next 
ten years.  But the compromise did not get a retraction from South 
Carolina’s claim to the right of States to nullify unjust laws and secede 
from the Union to protect states rights and needs.  

         e.  Sectionalism - “Vice President John C. Calhoun claimed that a state  
had the right to nullify, or cancel, a federal law that it considered to be 
unconstitutional.  He argued that the states had final authority because 
they created the national government.”  (p. 371, Prentice Hall) 

f. Daniel Webster argued that the Constitution united both the people 
and the states.  The nation, will collapse if states have the power of 
nullification of federal laws. 

 
5. “Slavery was an economic system and the South’’ greatest economic 
weakness. Their agricultural activity wasn’t enough to support all its people.  
Slavery was a whole way of life.  They had no time away from slavery.  By 1830 
it was pretty evident that the South and the North were two totally different 
societies.  Intellectually and psychologically the Southerners had changed their 
attitudes toward slavery.  They no longer apologized for their peculiar institute, 
but now promoted it as a good.  They became angry when slavery was 
criticized.  Slavery not only destroyed the freedom of blacks, but it also was 
destroying the freedom and development of the whites who owned slaves.”  (Dr. 
Loosbrock) 
 
6.      Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin in only 10 days.  He hoped that this 
would lesson the need to use slaves to clean cotton, but it had the exact 
opposite effect.  Now it was profitable to raise cotton.  As the Southerners 
increased their cotton crops, they began to wear out the soil in the south.  The 
planters began to look for new land further west.   
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7.    Compromise of 1850 was: 

A. California enters as a free state 
B. Territories seceded by Mexico become territories of New Mexico,  
 and Utah.  Voters will decide free or slave. 
C. Outlawed slave trade in Washington D.C., but recognized that 

Congress does not have power to ban salve trade between slave 
states. 

D. Strict fugitive slave law would be passed and followed 
E. Settled border dispute between Texas and New Mexico 
 

8.     Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 (p. 395 in America’s Story) 
A. Required all people to turn in runaway slaves 
B. People who helped runaway slaves were fined $1,000 and jailed 
C. Suspected negroes could not have a trial by jury; judges were given 

$10 for every accused negro they sent back to the South as a slave; 
but were only given $5 for finding a negro innocent of running 
away and setting the person free; this led to many free Africans 
being falsely accused and enslaved. 

D. This law led to riots in the North and the development of an 
underground railroad to help slaves escape slavery.  Northern 
Abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison encouraged the violent 
overthrow of slavery and the morality of assisting slaves who were 
escaping to freedom. 

E. Attached to the Fugitive Slave Laws was a Gag Rule, “prohibiting 
Congress from acting on anti-slavery petitions.”  Abolitionists 
accused the South of denying Northern states their right to oppose 
slavery. (p. 200, Christ and the Americas by Anne W. Carroll) 

F. “The law made it highly risky for slaves to flee the South.  Slave-
catchers, on the other hand, earned a fine living by tracking down 
fugitives for the reward money.  In come cases, greedy slave-
catchers kidnapped free blacks and claimed they were 
runaways….In the North…refused to obey the Fugitive Slave Law.  
Abolitionists continued to shelter runaway and help them reach 
freedom…Some Northern states even passed laws forbidding 
citizens to cooperate with slave-catchers.” (p. 393 in America’s 
Story) 

 
9.        Kansas-Nebraska Act = Popular Sovereignty  

A. In January 1854 Senator Stephen Douglas introduced the bill as a 
way to set up    
            government in this section of the Louisiana  Purchase where: 

1. Divided into 2 territories; Kansas and Nebraska 
2. Vote for slavery or no slavery 

B. This angered Northerners because the Missouri Compromise 
forbids slavery in the territory.  To many, it seemed as if, once 
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 again, the Southern plantation owners, politicians, and 
judges had won.  But the resounding effect was that all the anti-
slave  groups united.  Their inner fighting and bickering no longer 
mattered.  “Whigs, anti-slavery Democrats, and members of the 
 recently formed Free-Soil Party organized the Republican 
Party, calling for repeal of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the 
fugitive slave laws and for the abolition of slavery in the District of 
Columbia.” (p. 203, Christ and the Americas by Anne W. Carroll) 

10.        Dred Scott vs. Sanford  
A. Dred Scott was a slave.  His master moved him from the slave state 

of Missouri to the free state of Illinois and then to the free territory 
of Wisconsin.  Based on the Missouri Compromise and laws in 
those free territories, Mr. Scott should have been freed, but he 
wasn’t.  Eventually, his owner returned to Missouri, and when he 
died, left Dred Scott listed as property in his will.   

B. Abolitionist lawyers helped Mr. Scott file a lawsuit claiming  
 that since he lived in a free-state and free territory, Scott was now  
 a free man.  All of the North was shocked when the Supreme  
 Court threw out the case because: 

1. Scott was enslaved and not a citizen – no negro slave could 
be considered a citizen 

2. Only citizens can file lawsuits 
3. The Court clearly identified slaves as property, not persons 
4. Declared Congress does not have the power to outlaw slavery 

in any territory 
5. Declared Missouri Compromise unconstitutional because it 

deprived persons of their property without due process of 
law, violating the Fifth Amendment 

6. Made slavery legal in all the territories 
 


