
U.S. History
Lesson Plan



�Silent Debate�

Subject:
• History-Social Science: U.S. History

Level:
• Grades 11 and 12

Abstract:
• In this one-to-two-week unit, students will conduct research on a

controversial topic (depending upon the focus standards) and prepare for
a �debate� with a fellow student. The final product of the debate will be
an evaluative essay that presents both sides of the issue.

Invitation:
The invitation to this project should be a preliminary �side-taking�
activity.  Ideas include:

Taking Sides
Teacher presents an issue such as abortion, animal testing, missile
defense system, etc. �Pros stand on this side, Cons on this side, now
brainstorm everything you know or think you know about the issue. Use
brainstormed �facts� as a basis for initial debates.

Spectra-grams
Students place themselves on a continuum line regarding a particular
issue.  �Where do you stand on the issue of Freedom of Religion�left side
of line:  not important to me at all, right side of line: extremely important
to me.�

Teacher should let students debate a bit�let things get hot if possible�
then say:

One of the problems with debating issues is that people rarely have any
time to sit and really THINK about the issue, let alone do any hard
research before being asked to express an opinion. People feel defensive,
and emotions run high. Over the next week or so, we�re going to spend
some time learning about the structure of debate, and how to construct a
good, balanced argument.



Situations:
• Where: This unit will take place in the classroom, in the computer lab,

and in the library.

• When: This unit can be done any time during the year. Depending upon
the level of controversy involved, this could be a great �icebreaker�
activity for the beginning of the year or a heavier final assessment.

• How Long: Depending upon the number of debate participants, this
could be completed in 5-10 days.

Tasks:
• Task 1: Select the Issues

Depending upon the standard you select as a focus, you may want to
have all students take sides on one issue, or use the Invitation activities
to discern several small groups to debate various issues. 

• Task 2: Talk About Assessment
Communicate the rubric for the project to students. Post the rubric in a
prominent place in the room and refer to it often throughout the course of
the work on the project. 

• Task 3: Conduct Research
Students conduct preliminary research in the library. Schedule two 45-
minute library sessions and inform students that they will need to do all
follow-up work on their own. This should increase the efficiency of library
use time. Students will use K-W-L Research Guidelines (see attachment)
to guide their research. Remind students to record source information for
each source they consult and plan to reference in their debate. Students
should make note cards or create some sort of notes to use when forming
an argument of at least five points.

• Task 4: Preliminary Planning
Students should outline their argument by starting with a strong thesis
statement. Outline should list facts and references to be used in their
debate. Instruct students to use at least three different sources and
identify at least five supporting facts.

• Task 5: Form Teams
Partner or group students according to their issue. There should be equal
participants on each side of the issue. If groups are uneven, a wonderful
activity would be for one student to play �devil�s advocate� and argue
BOTH sides of the issue.



• Task 6: Opening and Point #1
On the day of the debate, remind students to bring their research notes
with them. Student A should open a new Microsoft Word document, save
it, and write his or her opening statement (1 paragraph.) The opening
statement should use a �hook� to get things going (see attachment,
�Developing an Issue�) and make their first argument, citing a source
within the body of their opening. Time Student A�s writing�10-15
minutes. At end of 15 minutes, direct students to quick save (CTRL + S)
and switch computers with their partner. If working with small groups,
direct students to switch with a person in the opposing group. These
steps are outlined in the Stepsheet for Silent Debate.

• Task 7: Response
Responder #1 reads the opening statement and writes a one-paragraph
response, using a different font color or font style to distinguish
themselves from other responders. The response must make use of at
least one fact, the source of which is incorporated directly into the
response (see sample in Stepsheet for Silent Debate.) Time response
writing�15-20 minutes. Quicksave.

• Task 8: Point #2
Student A returns to his or her computer and re-reads the opening
statement and first response. Direct students to take a moment to think
about the response and consult their notes before constructing their own
response, or Point #2. Remind them to switch the font color and/or style
back to their own. Time:  10-15 minutes. Quicksave.

• Task 9: Repeat
Repeat Tasks 7 and 8 as many times as the class period allows, or until
each member has written a minimum of 5 points/responses. Be sure to
remind students to quicksave after each response.

• Task 10: Compiling the Data
Students will use the information from this �debate� to write an
evaluative essay that presents BOTH sides of the debate equally. Write a
draft, have a member of the opposite side peer edit (for both mechanics
and balance of content,) and prepare a final draft in Microsoft Word.



Interactions:
• Full Class: Introductory �sides� activity; discussion of issues;

brainstorming

• Partners: silent debate; peer editing

• Small Group: brainstorming of issues; debate plan

• Individual: complete K-W-L Research guide; formulate points for a
debate; write an evaluative essay

Standards:
United States History and Geography:
Continuity and Change in the Twentieth Century

• 11.5 Students analyze the major political, social, economic,
technological, and cultural developments of the 1920s.
• 6: Trace the growth and effects of radio and movies and their role in

the worldwide diffusion of popular culture.
• 7: Discuss the rise of mass production techniques, the growth of

cities, the impact of new technologies (for example, the automobile,
electricity), and the resulting prosperity and effect on the American
landscape.

• 11.7 Students analyze America�s participation in World War II.
• 7: Discuss the decision to drop atomic bombs and the consequences

of the decision (Hiroshima and Nagasaki).
• 11.11 Students analyze the major social problems and domestic

policy issues in contemporary American society.
• 1: Discuss the reasons for the nation�s changing immigration policy,

with emphasis on how the Immigration Act of 1965 and successor
acts have transformed American society.

• 3: Describe the changing roles of women in society as reflected in
the entry of more women into the labor force and the changing
family structure.

• 5: Trace the impact of, need for, and controversies associated with
environmental conservation, expansion of the national park system,
and the development of environmental protection laws, with
particular attention to the interaction between environmental
protection advocates and property rights advocates.

• 6: Analyze the persistence of poverty and how different analyses of
this issue influence welfare reform, health insurance reform, and
other social policies.



Principles of American Democracy
• 12.2 Students evaluate and take and defend positions on the

scope and limits of rights and obligations as democratic
citizens, the relationships among them, and how they are
secured.
• 3: Discuss the individual�s legal obligations to obey the law, serve as

a juror, and pay taxes.
• 4: Understand the obligations of civic-mindedness, including voting,

being informed on civic issues, volunteering and performing public
service, and serving in the military or alternative service.

• 5: Describe the reciprocity between rights and obligations; that is,
why enjoyment of one�s rights entails respect for the rights of others.

• 12.3 Students evaluate and take and defend positions on what
the fundamental values and principles of civil society are (for
example, the autonomous sphere of voluntary personal, social,
and economic relations that are not part of government), their
interdependence, and the meaning and importance of those
values and principles for a free society.

• 12.10 Students formulate questions about and defend their
analyses of tensions within our constitutional democracy and
the importance of maintaining a balance between the following
concepts: majority rule and individual rights; liberty and
equality; state and national authority in a federal system; civil
disobedience and the rule of law; freedom of the press and the
right to a fair trial; the relationship of religion and government.

Assessment:
Student debate and essay will be assessed against a rubric. Work will be
evaluated regarding validity/clarity of information, organization, and style.

Tools:
• Microsoft Word software
• Access to one computer per student
• Access to the Internet or current library resources

Project Tips and Alternatives:
• Tip#1:  This activity works particularly well with ELL students as it

removes much of the discomfort of having to think AND speak on the
spot.

• Tip #2:  This activity could be adapted to serve as a preparatory activity
for a live debate.



Attachments: 
• "Rubric for the Silent Debate and Essay"
• "Research Task Sheet K-W-L"
• "Stepsheet: Conducting a Silent Debate"

Web Resources - Content:
• Features of an Effective Argument

http://www2.glam.ac.uk/lrc/about/guides/edic/html/argument.html
A tight summary of how to construct a good argument.

• The Virtual Presentation Assistant - U of Kansas: Supporting Your Points
http://www.ukans.edu/cwis/units/coms2/vpa/vpa5.htm
A list of types of factual support. This site is designed for speech
preparation, but the points are the same.

• Educational Site-ings
http://www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus/around/siteings.htm
United Nations reports on environment, human rights, population and
other issues.

• CIA World Factbook
http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html
A CIA publication, updated annually. Alphabetized profiles of countries
include data on everything from literacy and life expectancy rates to
economics and government.

• Information Please 
http://www.infoplease.com/
Searches Information Please Almanac, Entertainment Almanac and Sports
Almanac, the Columbia Encyclopedia and the Random House College
Dictionary.

Web Resources � Word:
• A list of linked web resources for Word can be found on the Word

Resources page.

Assistive Technology:
• Please refer to the Assistive Technology section for information on

methods and devices to help ensure that all students have access to the
curricula in the least restrictive environment.

http://www2.glam.ac.uk/lrc/about/guides/edic/html/argument.html
http://www.ukans.edu/cwis/units/coms2/vpa/vpa5.htm
http://www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus
http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html
http://www.infoplease.com/
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