
Teaching American History  
Nathan Mattia 
Grant Lesson:  The Assassination of President Lincoln 
 
Essential Questions 

1. How do we know what really happened in history? 
2. What were the consequences of the American Civil War? 

 
Objectives 

1. Students will examine primary and secondary source documents for 
understanding of the events surrounding Lincoln’s assassination.   
Rockwood CCOs: HP2, HP11c 

2. Students will predict the national events that followed Lincoln’s 
assassination during reconstruction. 
Rockwood CCOs: HP5, HC18 

 
Procedures 

1. As a class, students will examine the $100,000 Reward poster for John 
Wilkes Booth. 
Examination Questions  for this document 

A. What features of this document stand out to you? 
B. Who wrote this document? 
C. Why was this document written? 
D. What new information have you gained from this document? 

 
2. In groups of 3, students will travel in stations and examine these other 

documents, using the questions above: 
A. Booth’s Cipher page (plus a short cipher worksheet) 
B. Appeal to the colored people 
C. Letter to Major General Dix 
D. Lincoln paycheck 
E. Wanted pictures 
F. $30,000 reward poster 
G. Letter to Andrew Johnson 

 
3. Each student will record their findings in their own notebook at each 

station.  Students will spend 5 minutes at each station.  After every 2 
stations, they must get their findings stamped by the teacher who will be 
checking for uniqueness (no copying) and honest attempts to answer all 
questions. 

 
4. Group processing:  Student groups will present their findings from one 

document to the class.  Teacher will clarify misinterpretations and ask 
leading questions that will prime students for the next reading. 

 
 



5. Reading:  Students will read “A Play at Ford’s Theater” chapter from Joy 
Hakim’s book War, Terrible War.   

 
Reading Questions to add to station notes:  (post these questions on the 
board as students finish reading)  The purpose of these questions is to help 
students to clarify their own thinking, fill in the gaps of the story, and think 
critically about what they’ve examined and what happened. 
1. List some new information you gained while reading this chapter. 
2. As far as we can tell, what was Booth’s motivation for this murder? 
3. What do you think he and his associates wanted to get out of this plot? 
4. Do you think they accomplished their goals? 

 
Assessment Writing #1 (To be done before the Hakim Reading, between 
Procedures steps 4 and 5) 
Piece together the story of Lincoln’s assassination and do your best to tell what 
really happened, based on your reading today.  Write as if you were making a 
history textbook of the events.  Make sure your writing includes:   
-short descriptions of all the people involved and what they did. 
-motives of the assassins. 
-information from ALL of your primary sources. 
 
Assessment Writing #2 (To be done upon completion of the entire lesson) 

Based upon what you’ve learned today, predict the northern government’s 
reaction to Lincoln’s assassination.  How will the United States change 
socially, politically and economically because of this assassination?  Back up 
your predictions with at least 3 pieces of evidence from the documents we 
examined. 
 
Be sure to consider the following in your answer. 
-Social changes 
-Political changes 
-economic changes 
-The background and motivations of the assassins. 

 
 
Scoring Guide for Assessment Writing #1 
4- Student composes a plausible and compelling story that could have 
happened.  Student includes all descriptions of the people involved, accounts for 
the motives of the assassins, and includes information from all 8 sources. 
3- Student composes a plausible story that could have happened.  Student 
includes descriptions of most of the people involved, accounts for the motives of 
the assassins, and includes information from at least 6 sources. 
 
2- Student composes a story of the assassination that has some holes in it.  
Student includes descriptions of some of the people involved, accounts for the 



motives of at least one assassin, and includes information from at least 4 
sources. 
 
1- Student composes an implausible explanation of what happened in the 
assassination of Abraham Lincoln.  Student may not include descriptions of the 
people involved or the motives of the assassins.  Student includes information 
from less than 4 sources. 
 
Scoring Guide for Writing Assessment #2 
4- Student thoroughly and thoughtfully predicts the Social, Political and Economic 
changes to come and uses at least 3 pieces of evidence from the documents to 
do so. 
3-Student predicts the Social, Political, and Economic changes to come and uses 
at least 3 pieces of evidence from the documents to do so. 
2-Student predicts 2 out of 3 types of change and/or uses only 2 pieces of 
evidence from the documents to do so. 
1-Student predicts only 1 of the 3 types of changes and/or uses only 1 piece of 
evidence from the documents to do so. 
 
Teacher Notes 
This lesson is to be taught in the larger context of a civil war unit that has 
examined the causes of the civil war, the actions of President Lincoln, the range 
of public opinion about Lincoln in the early 1860’s, and the events of the United 
States Civil War.  This lesson will most likely take one or two 90 minute classes, 
depending on how familiar students are with examining primary source 
documents. 
 
Bibliography 
All sources come from the National Archives, Washington D.C.   
www.archives.gov 
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