
The Disabled Have Rights, Too! 

A lesson plan for grade 10 
Government and Civics 
21st Century Interdisciplinary Theme: Health Literacy 
By:  John Spicer of Hibriten High School, Lenoir, NC 
 

This lesson utilizes documents from the North Carolina State Government Publications Collection. 
Ensuring Democracy through Digital Access, a NC LSTA- funded grant project.  

Learning Outcome 

Students will explore the issue of treatment of the disabled from a historical perspective and will 
understand how the Americans with Disabilities Act has positively impacted society. 

Type of Activity:  Students will investigate the issue of disability and how society has changed in regards 
to viewing mental disabilities. 

Materials/Resources Needed 

• Computer with internet access 

• Introductory Prezi on Mental Illness and Reform 
o http://prezi.com/zrfvlafl-ifr/mental-illness-and-

reform/?auth_key=b3d20027f251d93188046e4044efa564f9e055aa 

• Document 1: Report of the Western North Carolina Insane Asylum, 1888, Digital pp 1152-1153 
o  http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,115575 

• Document 2: Report on the Asylum for the Insane 
o http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,95915 

• Website 1: Americans with Disabilities Act, summary from the U.S. Equal Opportunity 
Commission 

o http://www.eeoc.gov/facts/fs-ada.html 

• Website 2: Summary of Americans with Disabilities Act from Find Law organization 
o http://public.findlaw.com/civil-rights/disability-discrimination/ada-overview.html 

 

Activity Sequence 

1. Introduce the lesson by showing the Prezi on Mental Illness and Reform. 

2. Review with students that we have not always treated those with disabilities with dignity nor have we 
always tried to help them.  Explain that we began to address the issue by building asylums.  These 
asylums were not great places to be early on.  But, it was an attempt to treat those with disabilities.  
Pass out copies of the Asylum Admission Questions.  Patients, prior to admission, had to answer these 
questions as well as go through a physical examination.  These are just a few sample questions to get 
students thinking about treatment of the disabled.  Have a discussion with these guide questions:  
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* Could any of these questions be considered discriminatory?  In what ways? 

* How might some of these questions be seen as insensitive today?  Explain. 

* Would this be a fair admissions test today?  Why or why not? 

3. Direct students to the primary sources, Document 1 and Document 2.  Students may explore these 
documents on line. 

4. Announce to students that they will each assume the role as an investigative reporter for North 
Carolina News Network.  Using the guide questions provided, each student is to create an Investigative 
Report on “The Treatment of the Mentally Ill in North Carolina in the 1800s.”  Use facts from the primary 
source documents to support your work.  The report can take the form of a formal written 2 page report 
or PowerPoint presentation.  Students may also use other forms of technology as approved by the 
teacher. 

5. As each student finalizes their Investigative Report, ask them to complete the first part of the “Change 
Diagram” (included).  Students will simply summarize the main points of their investigation as to the 
conditions and treatment of the disabled in the 1800s. 

6. Once students complete their Investigative Report, have them report out on their findings. 

7. Now tell students that the need to see how people with disabilities are treated in today’s society by 
looking at the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.  Have students explore Website 1 and Website 2 
(and other sources) in order to learn about this law.  Students will complete the remaining side of the 
“Change Diagram.” 

8. Display a blank “Change Diagram” on the digital projector or on the board.  As a class, come to an 
agreement as to what best fits into both sides of the diagram.  Have a discussion with students as to 
how treatment of the disabled has improved over the years. 

Assessment 

Assess understanding by evaluating each student’s presentation: Each student is to create an 
Investigative Report on “The Treatment of the Mentally Ill in North Carolina in the 1800s.”  Facts from 
the primary source documents must be used to support work.  The report can take the form of a formal 
written 2 page report or PowerPoint presentation.  (Students may also use other forms of technology 
other than PowerPoint to report out, as approved by the teacher.) 

Author’s Notes 

Students should be encouraged to use other Internet resources during their investigations.  The teacher 
should have a general discussion about what types of Internet resources are appropriate.  

 



North Carolina Essential Standards 

CE.C&G.3 Analyze the legal system within the United States in terms of the development, execution and 
protection of citizenship rights at all levels of government. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Asylum Admission Questions 

(from an 1889 test regarding admission to an asylum) 

 

1.  What is the patient’s name? 
 

2.  Are you white or colored? 
 

3.  Is the patient showing any signs of mental 
imbecility or idiocy? 

 

4.  Are there any cases of idiocy in the family? 

 

5.  Was there any relationship between the 
parents previous to marriage? 

 

 

 

 

 



Guide Questions as you develop your Investigative Report 

1. What were some of the reasons that people were admitted to an asylum in 
the late 1800s? (Document 1: digital pp 1152-1153) 

2. What were some types of jobs required of the patients? (Document 1: 
digital pp 1146 and 1147) 

3. What information can you get from the charts on Document 1, pp 1150-
1151, 1155-1156? 

4. What were some of the expenses of the asylum (Document 1: p 1157) 
5. Create a chart showing an example of “discharges” of the asylum in the 

years 1857-1858.  As you look at your chart, would you consider the period 
1857-1858 a period of success?  Why or why not? (Document 2: p 688)  
Notice that “elopement” happens occasionally.  Speculate on why you think 
this might happen. 

6. Describe some of the general conditions and situations given in the 
Superintendant’s Report. (Document 2: pp 672-677) 

7. What are some of the responsibilities of supervisors and employees at the 
asylum? (Document 2: pp 707-714) 

8. Investigate further the treatment and conditions of the mentally challenged 
in the mid to late 1800s in order to add to your Investigative Report.  Be 
sure to cite your resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Change Diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Treatment of the disabled 
during the 1800s 

Treatment of the disabled in 
modern society 


