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This unit is designed to allow students to explore individual topics related to the impact of inventions 
and economic changes and the reason for the rise of reform movements in the period 1800-1860. The 
economic and social developments in this period reveal different qualities about the American spirit of 
inventiveness and reform. The primary skill for students in this unit entails how to write an effective 
research paper. The teacher can follow the research paper format or create a shorter essay or other 
student projects around the topics considered.  

Unit Overview 

Critical Thinking 
The primary objective of this research project is to help students understand why certain individuals 
responded the way they did to events unfolding in this time period. This particular emphasis contrasts 
with students’ natural propensity to want to merely describe what is happening. To analyze why an 
event unfolds or why a particular person responds the way they do, certain parameters need to be 
established. Students need to be reminded that our goal in study history is not to describe what 
happened. We are trying to analyze why it happened the way it did. Analysis, as opposed to information 
and description, are concepts the teacher should consistently reinforce with students. Our goal is to 
analyze what the information means rather than to state the information as it unfolds in the course of 
history. 
 
Decision Making 

  

In understanding why certain individuals made the decisions they did, we can rely on decision making 
principles to help students analyze historical events. Any decision making concepts can help students 
analyze why certain individuals made the choices they did in the context of the time period. In this case, 
students can the frame they used to clarify the decision they were making. They could also consider the 
clear values they used to guide them in their decision. Students can also consider if the decision the 
historical figure made used sound reasoning in their decision. The decision elements can help serve as a 
guide to help students analyze why the historical event unfolded the way it did. 
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The Lessons 
Lesson #1 

 
Power-point presentation on the general economic and social characteristics of the period 1800-1860 

Lesson #2 

 
The students research and write an analytical research paper about a person or issue from the period 

Comments on the Lessons 
 

Lesson Used   Not Used Comments or Suggestions on the Lesson  

#1    

 

 

 

#2    

 

 

 

General Comments on the Unit 
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Lesson #1 

 

Power-Point Presentation 1800-1860 

 

To introduce this time period the teacher can present the brief power-point Economic and Social 
Developments, 1800-1860. This power-point lecture is designed to give general details about how the 
economic changes triggered social reforms. The students will be asked to give more details about the 
period in their research projects that follow in the next lesson. 
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Lesson #2 

Research Project  

Objectives of the Lesson and Connection to Critical Thinking and Decision Making 

 

The overall goal of this lesson is to help students write an effective historical research paper. Secondly, 
this lesson also helps student explore a historical topic from a more in-depth point of view. The idea of 
the research assignment is to help the students analyze why certain decisions were made during the 
period rather than to merely focus on what certain individuals did. In researching historical time periods, 
students tend to focus only on what a person accomplished. This research assignment asks students to 
explore why particular courses of action were taken. The goal is to incorporate decision making links 
into the paper to better understand the historical figure. As such, this type of paper is geared toward 
analysis rather than description.  

1. 
The Lesson  

 

Introduce the research paper assignment. The students can pick a person from the list provided 
or they can research a topic from the period. The students should use the Research Paper 
Requirements and Steps to Writing a Research Paper sheets to help them analyze a decision 
made in historical context.  The goal is to use historical facts about the person to analyze why 
the person made the decision they did.  The student should recognize that they are not merely 
describing what happened.  They are trying to unravel the reasons behind a particular decision. 
The role of the teacher is to facilitate the process of helping the students analyze their person or 
issue from a variety of angles by using the decision making links explored earlier. In the lesson 
we use the Mormons as an example for students to follow to analyze why a decision was made 
at that particular time.  

2. 

 

This assignment works best when the teacher is able to take several weeks to work with 
students in a library.  The teacher now works much more one on one with students to help them 
break down each component of the paper. The assignment is created to be modified by the 
teacher based on your particular  

3. 

  

Once the research paper is complete, the last lesson asks the students to evaluate the decision 
makers on a scale of 1-10. This is a good lesson to wrap up the unit. It asks the students to use 
their research paper information to argue the quality of the decisions made at this time. This 
activity works best as an entire class activity that helps the class pull together all of the 
information from the period.  
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Research Project Topic Ideas 
Abolitionists 

1. Why would Sojourner Truth try to convince people the issue of slavery was evil?  
 

1. Why would Abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison face so much racist attitudes in the North 
towards slavery in the South? 

 
2. Why would Harriet Beecher Stowe, a northerner, write a novel about slavery in the South? 

 
3. How did Fredrick Douglass, a former slave, influence the abolitionist movement in both the 

North and the South? 
 
Inventors 

4. How did Eli Whitney’s cotton gin affect the southern economy and influence sectionalism 
between the North and the South?  

 
5. Why would Samuel Slater start a factory system? 

 
6. Why would Samuel F.B. Morse want to invent a telegraph system? 

 
7. Why did white southerners who did not own slaves want to protect slavery in the South? 

 
The 2nd

8. Why would so many people convert to Christianity during the Second Great Awakening? 
 Great Awakening 

 
9. How did the Second Great Awakening help trigger reform movements in the North? 

 
Transcendentalists 

10. How did Henry David Thoreau or Ralph Waldo Emerson change people’s views on the American 
Dream during this time period? 

 
11. How did the Transcendentalist Movement help trigger reform movements during this period? 

 
Reformers 

12. Did women reformers like Elizabeth Cady Stanton succeed in changing attitudes about women?   
 

13. Why would Horace Mann try to reform the American education system? 
 

14. Why would Alexis de Tocqueville want to write about democracy in America? 
 

15. Why would Nat Turner, a slave in Virginia, try to lead a slave revolt? 
 
Utopian Groups 

16. Why would utopian groups like Brook Farm, New Harmony, and Oneida only last a brief period 
of time? 

 
17. Despite early unpopularity, why were the Mormons the only utopian group to succeed? 
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Research Paper Requirements 

I. Topic Question 
Your basic task for this unit is to research and write about why your person or group made the decisions 
they did in the early to mid 19th

II. Basic Requirements 

 century.  

• 3-5 pages in length  
• At least one primary source document from an on-line source or a book 
• At least one secondary source document from an on-line source or a book 
• Based on the sources, use an average of 1-2 footnotes per page in the paper 

III. Using Sources 
• Primary source documents were written during the period 1790-1860.  These types of 

documents may be diary entries, journals or books, newspapers from the time, speeches, or any 
other written document from the period.  You need to find at least one primary source 
document.  You may use either an on-line source or a source from a book. You may want to use 
more than one primary source in your paper. 

 
• Secondary source documents are articles or books written in our modern times about your topic.  

They include history books or periodicals or specialized encyclopedia sources.  In addition to 
your textbook, you need to find one more secondary source document from a book.    

IV. Organizing Your Research 
For basic information on how to write a research paper, you may refer to 
http://www.geocities.com/researchguide/ 

• Keep a list of your information in similar categories.  For example, keep your background 
information paragraph together, 1st

V. Plagiarism 

 body paragraph information, etc.  Make sure you cite the 
source where you find your information. 

Plagiarism is a serious academic offense.  It is a form of dishonesty about your work if you claim ideas 
are your own when you have, in fact, merely copied the ideas from another source.  To avoid plagiarism 
you must footnote any idea that comes directly from another author, even if you rephrase or 
paraphrase the words.   

VI. When to Footnote 
• All direct quotes 
• Interpretations, analysis from your source 
• Statistics and surveys 
• Little-known, specialized factual information 

VII. How to Footnote 
To review the MLA style of footnoting, use the following link:  http://www.thewritesource.com/mla/ 
Some basic rules include the following: 

http://www.geocities.com/researchguide/�
http://www.thewritesource.com/mla/�
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• Always include the page number for the information you are footnoting. 
• Give the complete bibliographic entry the first time you footnote a source. 
• After the first footnote for a source, you only need to put the author’s last name and the page 

number. 
• On-line sources, especially web sites, have their own specialized forms of bibliography entries 

and footnotes.  Refer to Writers Inc for this method. 
• Also, please number each page at the bottom 

 

VIII. Basic Format of the Paper 
The basic structure of a research paper differs slightly from an in-class essay.  Please follow the general 
format below: 

I. Paragraph #1:  Thesis paragraph 
 

II. Paragraph #2: Brief background of the period 1790-1860 
 

III. Paragraphs #3 and #4:  Body paragraphs that support your thesis 
 

IV. Last Paragraph: Conclusion stating the outcome of the decision 
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Steps to Writing Your Research Paper 
 

You are presenting an argument rather than describing an event 

Keep in mind that a history research paper is not describing what happened. Instead, you are developing 
an argument. In this case, you are trying to understand why a decision was made at a particular time. 
You are not even describing the impact of the decision until the concluding paragraph. You are trying to 
get into the mind of your person or group to discern why they made the particular decision they did. To 
write your paper, you can follow some of the steps below. 

I. Thesis Paragraph 
For a paper this length, your thesis paragraph should be at least five sentences in length.  The first part 
of the thesis paragraph should consist of some relevant biographical information about your person. The 
thesis statement itself is a 1-2 sentence direct response about why you think your person or group made 
the particular decision they did in the early to mid 1800s.  

• Brief Biographical Information 
Is there any biographical information about this person or group that sets the context for your 
argument? This is the one part of the paper where you can include any biographical information about 
your person that you think is relevant to your thesis. You should summarize this information in 3 or 4 
sentences. The information you include here should only be relevant as support for your thesis. You 
should only write about how this information helps the reader understand why your person or group 
made the particular decision they did at that particular time. 
 

• Your Thesis Statement 
In 1-2 sentences you need to answer the question about why your person or group made the particular 
decision they did during this period.  Remember that as you do more research you will probably change 
your thesis statement.  You also may not be able to write a thesis until you have done more research on 
your topic. Each component of your thesis should be represented in the body paragraphs. An example of 
a thesis would be as follows: 
 

Thesis Example 
The Mormons decided to move out West in the 1830s and 1840s because they saw the West as an 
opportunity for them to escape religious persecution in the East and to create an ideal Mormon 
community in Utah. 

This type of thesis gives 2 clear components that you will then support in 2 body paragraphs. If you have 
three components to your thesis then you should include 3 body paragraphs.  
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II. Background Paragraph: Framing the Period 1790-1860 
What types of issues from the time period 1790-1860 most relates to your topic? Much of the 
information in this paragraph can come from your textbook since you are summarizing key events that 
relate to your topic.  You need to pick out the basic information about events and trends that are taking 
place 1790-1860 that gives historical context to your group or person.  Your person or group did not 
make a key decision isolated from other issues taking place at that time. You should summarize this 
information in about 4-7 sentences. Not every issue in this period is connected to your topic. Only 
choose events or issues from 1790-1860 that directly relates to your topic.  

 

III. Body Paragraph #1 
Your body paragraphs are the support for your thesis and the biggest parts of your research paper. Your 
body paragraphs can be anywhere from 10-20 sentences in length. If you have two components to your 
thesis then you should have 2 body paragraphs. An example of how to support your thesis in your body 
paragraphs would be as follows: 

Thesis Example: The Mormons decided to move out West in the 1830s and 1840s because they saw the 
West as an opportunity for them to escape religious persecution in the East and to create an ideal 
Mormon community in Utah. 

Body paragraph #1    Body paragraph #2 (see section IV) 

Body Paragraph #1: 

Step #1: Ask questions about how to support your thesis. Now we are asking some logical questions 
about the religious persecution the Mormons faced in the East.  Some possible questions about the 
Mormons escaping religious persecution would be: 

Escape religious persecution in the East 

 Why were the Mormons facing persecution? 

 What religious beliefs were dominant and most widely practiced at this time? 

 If they altered certain beliefs or practices, would the persecution stop? 

 Did all the states in the East persecute the Mormons? 

 Were the Mormons well integrated into the life of their communities in terms of their 
work, social connections, participation in local affairs and political offices? 

 Was the desire to “escape” the best alternative they could have considered? 

Step #2: Gather the information about your topic from primary and secondary sources 
Once you ask some logical questions about your topic you are now ready to do some research about 
your topic from primary and secondary source material that relates to helping you answer your 
questions.  Start gathering the information that is most relevant to your thesis. Remember that you are 
not describing what happened at that time. You are creating an argument. It is important to ask good 
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questions that addresses why the decision was made rather than merely describing that they 
experienced religious persecution. You are using the primary and secondary source information to 
create your own argument.  So your body paragraph consists of the steps of gathering information 
about your topic and analyzing the information to support your thesis.  
 

Step #3: Analyze Your Information 
To analyze the information you have gathered we should use the links of the decision making chain we 
have referred to in previous lessons. Analysis is interpreting, not describing the decision that was made. 
You can analyze the information by referring to some of the questions below. You should analyze a piece 
of information in 2-4 sentences. Each time you use a different piece of information you should interpret 
its meaning and significance to the decision being made. Some good analysis questions about decision 
making are as follows: 

1. What was the frame they were working with when they made their decision? 
 

2. What values were evident in their decision?  Did they embody a sense of adventure? Did they 
feel passionate about a particular issue? Did they embody attitudes about America or what 
America could be like in the near future?  

 
3. What were the different alternatives they faced?  

 
4. Did they face major uncertainties about the decision they made?  

 
5. Did your person or group use logical reasoning in their decision? Why or why not? 

 
 

IV. Body Paragraph #2 
The second body paragraph is a second reason they made the decision they did.  You can answer some 
of the same questions as the first body paragraph, but your evidence is different.  The second part of the 
thesis sentence was “to create an ideal Mormon community in Utah”. The questions below provide a 
starting point for information collection. This information becomes the basis to analyze the importance 
of your findings on forming the “ideal” community. The process you follow is the same as the steps 
outlined for Body Paragraph #1.  

Body paragraph #2: to create an ideal Mormon community in Utah 

Step #1: Ask questions about how to support your thesis 

 Why do they need an ideal community? And, what was not ideal in their original 
communities? 

 Is an ideal community idea consistent with their values? 

 Is an ideal community realistic? 

Comment [SU1]: Added  - Second part of the 
thesis sentence “to create an ideal Mormon 
community in Utah”. 

Comment [SU2]: Here are the questions 
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 What would an ideal community look like in terms of laws, beliefs, behaviors and living 
spaces? 

 Why Utah with its harsh climate, limited water supply, no natural transportation 
systems such as rivers or sea ports? Why not some other state in the South, or Mid-
West or other region? 

 Did they consider the risks of hostile Indian tribes? 

 What plans did they have to develop basic community needs such as banks, hardware 
stores, medical services? 

Step #2: Gather the information about your topic from primary and secondary sources 
Here you follow the same process as the first body paragraph. However, now you are finding 
information that supports the idea of how the Mormons created an ideal community.  
 
 
Step #3: Analyze Your Information 
To analyze how the Mormons created an ideal community you can use the decision making questions 
again. However, now you are using the questions to analyze how the ideal community the Mormons 
created helps to explain the decision they made.  

1. What was the frame they were working with when they made their decision? 
 

2. What values were evident in their decision?  Did they embody a sense of adventure? Did they 
feel passionate about a particular issue? Did they embody attitudes about America or what 
America could be like in the near future?  

 
3. What were the different alternatives they faced?  

 
4. Did they face major uncertainties about the decision they made?  

 
5. Did your person or group use logical reasoning in their decision? Why or why not? 

 

V. Conclusion 
The conclusion wraps up your entire argument.  Here you can write some about the overall impact of 
the decision of your individual or group made. You can also address any of the historical consequences 
that resulted from the decision. It’s helpful in the conclusion to repeat or refer to your thesis. The 
conclusion should consider the following questions: 

 Was the decision rational (?) and by that we mean did they consider all the links in the 
decision chain? 

  In particular, did they frame their situation completely and well before considering their 
alternatives? 

Formatted: Bullets and Numbering



Unit #4: Economic and Social Developments 1800-1860 
 

14 | P a g e  
 

 Did they have the right values? 

  Did they develop a complete and good set of alternatives? 

 Was the decision reached after careful thought, after debate or was it impulsive? 

 Did they act quickly and decisively on their decision? 

 
 

Comment [SU3]:  
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