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Lesson Plans

Title:  This Guilty Land
GRADES:  6-8

Standards

Kansas HGSS (2020):  
• 3.2: The student will analyze context and draw

conclusions of how societies are shaped by the
identities, beliefs, and practices of individuals
and groups.

Kansas ELA (2017):
RI.7.1: Cite several pieces of textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as 
well as inferences drawn from the text.

Objectives
Knowledge:  
• John Brown came to Kansas to support the

abolitionist cause.
• John Brown was tried and hanged for treason

after leading a raid on Harpers Ferry.

Skills:
• Analyzing issues
• Organizing information
• Drawing conclusions
• Primary sources

Focus Questions
• Was John Brown a terrorist or a martyr?
• Was John Brown typical of the abolitionists

working to make Kansas a state free of slavery?
• Do the ends justify the means?

• character chart
• class discussion
• epitaph

Assessment Tools

Activities

1. Provide context for the lesson by placing John Brown within the period of Kansas Territory and the years
just before the start of the Civil War.  Share with the class that John Brown was a complex man.  Some
consider him a martyr and others a terrorist.

2. Pass out the “Getting to Know John Brown” cards.  Using the cards, have students organize into two
groups— “What did John Brown say?” and “What did others say about John Brown?”

3. Complete the “Who is John Brown?” worksheet using the information on the cards.  Discuss what students
included on their worksheets.

4. Using the cards, class discussion, and worksheet, have students write an epitaph for John Brown.
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Lesson Plans

T E A C H I N G

I N S T R U C T I O N S

Previous Knowledge
Students:

• have a basic understanding of the territorial period in
Kansas history

• recognize John Brown as a supporter of the free-state
cause

• understand the definition of martyr and terrorist
• understand the purpose of an eqitaph.

Lesson Content
The purpose of this lesson is to show that John Brown was a complex man.  To this day

people disagree whether he was a martyr or a terrorist.  This lesson uses quotes and objects
from John Brown’s lifetime to highlight this complexity.

Two points are important to keep in mind when doing this lesson:  first, that Kansas
Territory was a time and place torn between the proslavery and free-state struggle, and
second, that John Brown was not typical of the free-staters, or even of the abolitionists, of his
time.

The struggle between proslavery and free-state supporters during the territorial years
was marked by violence, intimidation, threats of violence, and more.  Missourians crossed the
border to vote illegally in territorial elections and the government often supported these
actions.  Even if people did not personally experience violence they usually recognized it as a
possibility they might one day encounter.  Even without John Brown’s presence, Kansas
Territory was a volatile place to live.

John Brown was not typical of the vast majority of abolitionists of his day.
Abolitionists felt slavery was morally wrong and should not exist.  This in itself was different
from some free- state supporters who did not oppose the institution of slavery but also did
not want it in Kansas for economic reasons.  Although abolitionists opposed slavery they did
not usually view African Americans as their equals.  John Brown did, and he treated them as
such.

This lesson plan was prepared by the 
Education and Outreach Division, 
Kansas State Historical Society for 
Territorial Kansas Online.  This 
cooperative project of the Kansas State 
Historical Society and the Kansas 
Collection, Spencer Research Library, 
University of Kansas was made 
possible with funds provided by the 
Institute of Museum and Library 
Services--National Leadership Grants 
Program.  This lesson plan may be 
reproduced for classroom use.  Any 
other use or distribution of this lesson 
plan MUST CREDIT 
www.territorialkansasonline.org; the 
Institute of Museum and Library 
Services; the Kansas State Historical 
Society; and the Kansas Collection, 
Spencer Research Library, University of 
Kansas.
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