
Know Your Rights: Accessing Public Trust Waters 

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

Students will research the issue of public access to coastal waters in North Carolina and compare their 
findings with that of other states.  Students will work in small groups and identify polices of the coastal 
states.  Students will gain a better understanding of the issue by examining the issue from different 
viewpoints. 

Time Required: Three class periods 

Type of Activity: Exploration of Civil Liberties 

Materials/Resources Needed 

1. Waterfront Access Study Committee Final Report April 13, 2007 pg. 7, 51 - 58 URL: 
http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,11018  

2. Town of Nags Head Beach Nourishment Glossary URL: 
List of Glossary Terms 

3. Town of Nags Head Beach Diagram of Public Trust Area URL: 
 http://65.41.45.203/beachnourishment/index.html  
4. About the North Carolina Sea Grant URL:   

http://www.ncseagrant.org/home/about-ncsg  
5. NationalAtlas.gov Unlabeled Map of the United States URL: 

Preview Map of the United States 
6. Access to library, digital library, internet 
7. Notebook/Pencil 

Activity Sequence 

To the teacher- Students are presented with an issue that continues to affect the lives of many that 
reside in the coastal regions of the United States.  Accessing coastal public waters is a right of many 
citizens of the United States.  However, this is a right of the states and not mandated by the federal 
government.  Therefore, not all citizens have the same rights as those in different states.     
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Step One- Understanding the Issue 

A. Students should be familiar with the following definitions:  
1) Public Trust Area:  

• The portion of the ocean beach subject to public trust rights. 
2) Public Trust Rights: 

• Public trust rights include, but are not limited to, the right of the public to navigate, 
swim, hunt, fish, and enjoy all recreational activities in the watercourses of the 
State and the right to freely use and enjoy the State's ocean and estuarine beaches 
and public access to the beaches. 

           (Click here for a Diagram) 
 
 
Step Two- Researching and Discussing  
 

A. Read the following historical document: Waterfront Access Study Committee Final Report 
April 13, 2007 pg. 7, 51 - 58 URL: http://digital.ncdcr.gov/u?/p249901coll22,11018. 

B. Focus on the concerns that each group has in regards to public access, and answer the 
following questions as if you were the one affected by the proposed questions:            

 
It is time for your family vacation!  

1. You want to access the coastal waters of North Carolina with a small boat. 
What problems might you have?  Why is public access a problem when 
historically it wasn’t an issue? 

New job opportunity as a local fisherman! 
2. What are your concerns with the closing of major fishing piers and the 
selling of private launch sites?  How will this affect your ability to earn a living? 

Your lavish condo is located on the beach. 
3. Your honored guests are complaining about the locals that are in the 
general area of your establishment.  What problems do you foresee in regards 
to public access to the beach around the grounds of your condo? 

 
C. Class discussion on their findings. 

 
Step Three- Researching Civil Liberties of the Coastal States 
 

A. Students are now aware of their rights to the coastal waters of North Carolina.  However, they 
are not aware of the rights of those that live in other states. 

B. Divide the class into groups and assign each group one of the following coastal states: 
a. Atlantic Ocean (14) 

i. Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Jersey, 
New York, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Georgia, Florida 

http://65.41.45.203/beachnourishment/index.html�
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b. Pacific Ocean (5) 
i. California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, Hawaii 

c. Gulf of Mexico (5) 
i. Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas 

d. Great Lakes (8) 
i. New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota 

e. Arctic Ocean (1) 
i. Alaska 

C. Students are to research their state and determine if the state supports public trust rights.  
 
Step Four- Navigational Nate’s Map of Public Trust Rights 
 

A. The class will create a mascot to represent Navigational Nate 
B. The class will develop a map that visually determines which states are in support or against 

public trust rights.  
a. Use the following map located at NationalAtlas.gov  

i. Preview Map of the United States 
b. There are many ways that you can incorporate this into your classroom.   

i. Print out the map and have students color the map. 
1. Red = No 
2. Blue = Yes 

ii. Use a Smart Board to display the map and allow kids to edit it. 
1. Red = No 
2. Blue = Yes 

(Colors May Vary) 

Assessment 

Step Five- Letter to a Local State Senator 

A. Individually, students will write a letter that voices their concerns for the coastal waters of North 
Carolina.  Students will base their opinions on the facts that they have learned throughout their 
investigations of public trust areas.   

a. Remind students that the letter should be addressed to Richard Burr (R) or                    
Kay Hagan (D). 

B. Rubric provided at the end of the lesson. 

Author’s Notes 

There are a lot of wonderful resources on the issue of public trust.  Students can learn more about the 
topic and how it currently affects North Carolina by visiting http://www.ncseagrant.org/ . 

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

North Carolina History 8th Grade 

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. 

NC.C&G.9 
The learner will explore examples of and opportunities for active citizenship, past and present, 
at the local and state levels.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 -Public Trust Rights- 

Letter to a Local State Senator 

 
Teacher Name:    ________________________________________ 
 
 
Student Name:     ________________________________________  

 

 
CATEGORY  4  3  2  1  

Salutation and 
Closing  

Salutation and 
closing have no 
errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and 
closing have 1-2 
errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and 
closing have 3 or 
more errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and/or 
closing are missing.  

Sentences & 
Paragraphs  

Sentences and 
paragraphs are 
complete, well-
constructed and of 
varied structure.  

All sentences are 
complete and well-
constructed (no 
fragments, no run-
ons). Paragraphing is 
generally done well.  

Most sentences are 
complete and well-
constructed. 
Paragraphing needs 
some work.  

Many sentence 
fragments or run-on 
sentences OR 
paragraphing needs 
lots of work.  

Content Accuracy  The letter contains at 
least 5 accurate facts 
about the topic.  

The letter contains 3-
4 accurate facts 
about the topic.  

The letter contains 1-
2 accurate facts 
about the topic.  

The letter contains 
no accurate facts 
about the topic.  

Ideas  Ideas were expressed 
in a clear and 
organized fashion. It 
was easy to figure 
out what the letter 
was about.  

Ideas were expressed 
in a pretty clear 
manner, but the 
organization could 
have been better.  

Ideas were 
somewhat organized, 
but were not very 
clear. It took more 
than one reading to 
figure out what the 
letter was about.  

The letter seemed to 
be a collection of 
unrelated sentences. 
It was very difficult 
to figure out what 
the letter was about.  

Grammar & spelling 
(conventions)  

Writer makes no 
errors in grammar or 
spelling.  

Writer makes 1-2 
errors in grammar 
and/or spelling.  

Writer makes 3-4 
errors in grammar 
and/or spelling  

Writer makes more 
than 4 errors in 
grammar and/or 
spelling.  

 
**Created with Rubistar URL:  
http://rubistar.4teachers.org 
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