
The Polio Epidemic: Should we Enforce Mandatory Vaccinations 

A lesson plan for grade 8 
Government & Civics 
21st Century Interdisciplinary Theme: Civic Literacy 
By: Cameron Braxton of Darden Middle School 
 

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

Learning Outcome 

Students will research a historically crippling disease that has affected many lives for thousands of years.  
Students will work in groups to collaboratively investigate the scientists and individuals that played an 
enormous role in the history of the poliovirus.  Students will use their research to support their opinions 
on the issue of mandatory vaccinations. 

Time Required: Three class periods 

Type of Activity: Teacher Guided Investigations 

Materials/Resources Needed 

1. Proceedings of the 1st N.C Conference on Handicapped Children pg. 5, 58 – 61 URL: 
http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,156221 

2. North Carolina’s Health pg. 47, 51 URL: 
http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,160693 

3.  Written Document Analysis Worksheet URL: 
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf 

4. Biography of Jacob Von Heine URL: 
http://www.whonamedit.com/doctor.cfm/584.html  

5. Biography of Karl Landsteiner URL: 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/redgold/innovators/bio_landsteiner.html 

6. Biography of Jonas Salk URL: 
http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/sal0bio-1  

7. The Cutter Incident, How America’s First Polio Vaccine Led to the Growing Vaccine Crisis URL: 
http://yalepress.yale.edu/yupbooks/excerpts/offit_cutter.pdf  

8. Access to the computer lab, digital library, and internet 
9. Notebook/Pencil 
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Activity Sequence 

To the Teacher: Teacher guided investigations can be an individual or collaborative learning experience.  
I designed this lesson to help guide students that are not experienced or that have difficulty with 
researching.  The second activity will require you to divide your class into groups of three.  Once 
students have completed the research activities, students will determine if they are for or against 
mandatory vaccinations. 

Step One- Analyzing the Nature of Polio 

A. Locate and read the following historical document: Proceedings of the 1st N.C Conference on 
Handicapped Children pg. 5, 58 – 61 URL: http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,156221. 

B. Print out and complete the Written Document Analysis Worksheet URL: 
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf 

a. Pg. 58 – 61 should be the focus of questions pertaining to the author and the written 
document. 

C. Students should keep this worksheet until the end of the lesson.  
a. This document has enough pertinent information so that students would not be 

required to research more about the disease.  

Step Two- Creating Collaborative Thinking Maps 

A. Divide students into groups of three and assign them each a scientist that played a critical part 
in identifying and vaccinating the poliovirus. 

a. Biography of Jacob Von Heine URL: 
i. http://www.whonamedit.com/doctor.cfm/584.html  

b. Biography of Karl Landsteiner URL: 
i. http://www.pbs.org/wnet/redgold/innovators/bio_landsteiner.html 

c. Biography of Jonas Salk URL: 
i. http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/sal0bio-1 

B. Students are to use the graphic organizer at the end of the lesson in order to identify the 
contributions that were made by their assigned scientist. 

C. Once students have finished, they will bring their efforts together in order to create a final 
product.  

Step Three- “Pandora’s Box”  

A. Historically, there have been instances where vaccinations have caused harm.  Students are to 
read “The Cutter Incident, How America’s First Polio Vaccine Led to the Growing Vaccine Crisis.” 
(http://yalepress.yale.edu/yupbooks/excerpts/offit_cutter.pdf)  

After reading the document, students should have a firm understanding of the fear 
associated with polio; and why some are against mandatory vaccinations. 
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Step Four- Identifying the Fate of the Poliovirus 

A. Students will study the statistical data from North Carolina’s Health pg. 47, 51 URL:  
http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,160693 (1981) 

B. Students will answer the following questions: 
a. Was Jonas Salk’s poliovirus vaccination effective against the disease? Does the benefits 

outweigh the risks? 
 

Assessment 

Step Five- Persuasive Essay 

A. Students will write an essay that justifies their opinion of mandatory vaccinations.  Students 
must use facts to support their statements. 

Author’s Notes: 

More information can be located at http://americanhistory.si.edu/polio/index.htm.  This page is 
supported by the Smithsonian National Museum of American History Behring Center.  

Page numbers refer to the digital number and do not correspond with the physical page number of the 
document. 

Extra Activities: 

Activity 1: 
A. Students could view the following 1963 advertisement from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. (CDC) 

a. “Wellbee Says BE WELL!” 
B. Print out and complete the Cartoon Analysis Worksheet URL: 

a. http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/cartoon_analysis_worksheet.pdf 

 

North Carolina Essential Standards 

North Carolina History 

NC.C&G.7  
The learner will analyze changes in North Carolina during the postwar period to the 1970's. 

 
NC.C&G.8  
The learner will evaluate the impact of demographic, economic, technological, social, and political developments in 
North Carolina since the 1970's. 
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Questions: 

1. What is the positive contribution that this scientist is known for? 

2. When was the contribution discovered or created? 

3. What is another interesting fact that is relevant to this topic? 

 

***Sample Thinking Map 
Created with PowerPoint 
  

 

Poliovirus: 

Scientists and 
Their 

Contributions 

Jacob Von Heine Karl Landsteiner 

Jonas Salk 


