
 

 

Rebel or Patriot?: A Debate on North Carolina’s secession from the Union 

A lesson plan for grade 11 
History 
21st Century Interdisciplinary Theme: Civic literacy 
By:  Christy Cutts of East Chapel Hill High School 
 

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 

The learner will analyze and synthesize events from 1848 to 1861 in order to evaluate the 
decision of southern states to leave the Union by engaging in a debate.  

Type of Activity  

The learner will use prior knowledge of pre-Civil War United States History and analysis of a 
primary source document in order to prepare for a fish bowl debate on the legality of North  

Materials/Resources Needed: 

Resources: 

o Declaration of Independence  

o United States Constitution 

o Executive and Legislative Documents [1860; 1861] Digital Pg. 36-41  

 http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,99357 

o Governor’s [John Willis Ellis] Message to the General Assembly 

Materials: 

• A class set of American History textbooks 

• Handout Explaining the procedure (Appendix A) 

• Individual copies of Governor Ellis’ Message 

• Individual copies of graphic organizer (see Appendix B) 

• Copies for the Directions of the Fish Bowl Debate Style (see Appendix C) 

Activity Sequence 

Time: 2-3 50 minute Class periods 



 

 

Teacher Background:  This lesson is meant to be used immediately prior to the outbreak of the Civil War.  
In order to complete the lesson your students should have studied all or most of the following terms: 

Missouri Compromise, Wilmot Proviso, War with Mexico, Fugitive Slave Act, Kansas and Nebraska Act 
1954, Bleeding Kansas, Sumner attack, Formation of Republican Party, Dred v. Scott Supreme Court 
Case, Lincoln-Douglas Debates, John Brown’s Raid, Election of 1860 and Lincoln. 

 Steps: 1)Day One:  Introduction: Based upon your previous instruction have each student write a 2- 4 
sentence description of the tensions between North and South in the United States after the Election of 
1860.  Have several students volunteer their descriptions.  Allow 5 minutes.  

  2)   Instruct the students that they will be looking at North Carolina’s secession from the 
Union in order to prepare for a debate.  Write the following statement on the board:  Was North 
Carolina’s Decision to leave the Union an act of open rebellion or the state exercising its right to “alter or 
abolish” a government after a “long train of abuses”.  Assign each side of the room the position they will 
be preparing to debate.  Allow 5 minutes.  

  3)  Pass out the Directions Handout and go over it with the students.  Explain that their 
first task is to read Governor John Ellis’ message to the General Assembly of North Carolina detailing the 
abuses the Northern states have inflicted upon the Southern States and to fill out the graphic organizer 
listing his exact complaints against the North and the Union. Tell the students that the Governor’s 
message will be an integral part of their argument.   

  Then explain that their job after reading and analyzing the document is to prepare for a 
fish bowl debate.  Allow the students to work in pairs for most of the lesson.  Depending on what 
position they were assigned the students must prepare debate points following this guideline:   

 Each debate point will seek to support or discredit the Governor’s comments through the use of 
previously studied historical events (the terms listed in Teacher Background), the Declaration of 
Independence and the United States Constitution as evidence.  Allow 10 minutes.  

 4)  Assign partners and then allow the students to read and analyze the message and begin to 
prepare for the debate for the remainder of class.    

  5) Day Two: Allow the students to finalize their arguments with their partners. Allow 15-20 
minutes. 

 6)  Go over the rules of a fish bowl debate and then put the students into the two larger groups 
(you should have assigned the groups the day before) and instruct them to discuss their points and to 
elect an individual to go first.  Suggest that they discuss what each group member can say.  Allow 10 
minutes.  

 7)  Set up two chairs facing one another at the front of the class and ask for one member of each 
group to sit in them.  Explain the rules and procedures one more time. 



 

 

 8) Restate the prompt and select a student to speak first then allow the debate to grow 
organically.  Allow 20-25 minutes.  

9) Closure—Open discussion up to the whole class and revisit many of the points brought up for 
debate.  Then ask for a show of hands for who personally believes secession was rebellion or not.  Time 
will vary.  

 

Assessment 

Each student should write a one page position paper answering the debate question.  Ask the 
students to support their arguments and to include what should happen to the states if they 
lose the war?  Suggest that if the states rebel the punishment would be harsher than if they did 
not.  

Author’s Notes 

The length of this lesson will depend upon the speed of your class so tailor it to your classroom. 

A fish bowl debate is supposed to be fast paced and each student is supposed to talk.  If it helps 
pass out speaking tickets and each student has to turn the ticket in when they get up to speak. 

Do not interfere during the debate unless one student has stayed in too long or the debate has 
veered way off topic.  

Help the students find evidence for the Declaration and the Constitution. 

You could provide the students with a word bank of the historical terms listed under teacher 
background and instruct them to pull from that list.  

If you want to shorten the time spent on this lesson then do not give the students as much time 
at the start of day two.  

North Carolina Essential Standards 

USH.H.4 Analyze how conflict and compromise have shaped politics, economics and culture in the 
United States. 

USH.H.5 Understand how tensions between freedom, equality and power have shaped the political, 
economic and social development of the United States 

CE.C&G.1  Analyze the foundations and development of American government in terms of principles and 
values 

 



 

 

 

Appendix A 

Rebel or Patriot:  A Fish Bowl Debate 

Directions:  Today you will be preparing for a debate about North Carolina’s secession from the 
Union on May 20, 1861.  

Debate Question:  Was North Carolina’s decision to leave the Union an act of open rebellion or 
the state exercising its right to “alter or abolish” its government due to a “long train of abuses?” 

Choosing Sides:  One half of the class will be assigned one position and the other half of the 
class will be assigned the opposite position.  

Debate Style: Fish Bowl 

 In order to prepare for the debate you must complete the following tasks. 

Task One: With a partner read Governor Ellis Message to the General Assembly.  Fill out the 
graphic organizer with the complaints the Governor makes about the Union (or the North).  
There should be 9-11 complaints.   

Task Two: Create arguments for your position using the following guidelines for your evidence 
(this is NOT optional!).  In the debate you must use the evidence and the Governor’s Message 
as your debate points/arguments.  

Using the Governor’s message find historical events, quotes from the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution that either support his complaints against the Union, and 
therefore justify secession, or discredit his points in order to argue against the rightfulness of 
secession.  

For example:  In the debate you could say:  According to Governor Ellis the North has done 
____________, but as is clearly shown in the Wilmot Proviso that is not true.  (Then you expand 
upon that while debating).  

***HINT:  You are trying to prove or disprove that there were a “long train of abuses,” which 
justify or do not justify altering or abolishing a government.  
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Appendix C 

For Teacher Use Only 

Fish Bowl Debate Style: 

This is meant to be a fast paced debate style which gets every student contributing to a debate. 

Steps:   

1) Create a question or statement that is easy to argue from two different viewpoints. 

2) Divide the class into half.  Assign one half one view point and one half the other view 
point. 

3) Allow the students time to work as either individuals or pairs to prepare arguments and 
evidence for their position. 

4) Allow the students time to meet as a big group.  They should discuss the points they all 
came up with and pick the first person to start the debate. 

5) Put two chairs in front of the room facing one another.  The debate MUST occur in those 
chairs.  The only way to debate is to be in one of the chairs. 

6) Once the debate starts team members in the bigger groups should tap their fellow 
team-mates on the shoulder to replace them in the debate. Make it clear to students 
that each person should be allowed to complete their thought and respond to the other 
team before being tapped out.  

7) Each student should tap in at least once. 

8) This way everyone is watching the debate and then contributing.  Again, it should be 
very fast.  Students should stay in no longer than a minute or two.   

9) Intervene only if one student has been in the “hot seat” for a long time or if a student is 
taking over the debate and has been in the chair numerous times. 

10)  Tailor to your class-room environment and student needs.    

 


