
CLASS PRESENTATION PROMPT: RECONSTRUCTING THE NARRATIVE OF U.S. HISTORY, 1776-1877 
50-minute group presentation due during class meeting 

  

OVERVIEW 

Working with other members of your group, you will narrate American history from 1776 to 
1877 in a 50-minute dramatic presentation. Given the limitations of time, your presentations 
cannot be comprehensive. You will not be able to summarize every major event covered in this 
class between the American Revolution and the end of Reconstruction. You will therefore be 
asked to select a particular theme, trend, or narrative and focus on only those events, people, 
or incidents that pertain most closely to the story you’re trying to tell. 

Think of it this way: if you choose to focus on the contraction and expansion of civil rights for 
Americans of color, immigrants, and women, you will likely focus on events like the Trail of 
Tears, the publication of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative, the Seneca Falls Convention, the rise of 
the Know-Nothings, and the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment. If, by contrast, you think of 
the period as one characterized primarily by the rise of modern capitalism, then events like the 
invention of the cotton gin, the Panic of 1819, Andrew Jackson’s “Bank War,” and the opening 
of the Lowell mills will likely prove far more important in your presentation. 

  

REQUIREMENTS 

With all that in mind, the requirements for this project are as follows: 

• Your presentation must have a distinctive and discernible argument or perspective. As 
such, it must provide concrete answers to the following questions:  

o What was the most important change or set of changes to emerge from this 
period in American history? 

o What events, people, and trends were most important in shaping this 
transformation? 

o Has this transformation been, on the whole, a positive or negative one? 
o What lesson should we take from this history? 

• Your presentation must tell a story. Stating discrete facts or summarizing disconnected 
incidents will not be acceptable. You must draw causal links between different events 
and trends, and with them, between different parts of your presentation. 

• Your presentation must be entertaining and engaging. This is not your standard class 
presentation. Dull recitations and boring PowerPoints will not be acceptable. Some 
element of dramatic flair is mandatory (see below for ideas). 

• Your presentation must be polished. When it’s time for your group to present, I do not 
want to see group members reading from a script. While note cards and other reference 
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aids are fine, group members must nevertheless demonstrate a basic fluency with their 
materials. 

  

FORMAT 

There are a number of different ways in which students can approach this project. One way 
might involve formatting the presentation as a newscast, with an anchor interviewing 
important people from U.S. history. Another way might involve patterning the presentation on 
the Epic Rap Battles of History series, with group members representing historical conflicts 
through rhyme battles. Still another approach might involve modeling the presentation on the 
TV show Shark Tank with historical agents of change pitching ideas to a panel of historical 
leaders who then respond in period appropriate ways. 

 

ORGANIZATION 

Each group (see the "People" tab on Canvas for group assignments) will be divided into three-
to-five subgroups of five-to-six members. The first sub-group will be known as The Bosses. The 
Bosses will be charged with sketching out the overall narrative of the presentation as well as a 
skeleton script or storyboard. While the Bosses should sketch out their narrative in consultation 
with the class as a whole, they will wield executive authority over the other subgroups. And 
they will be responsible for making sure that the work of these sub-groups comes together to 
constitute a coherent whole. 

The remaining members of each group will be divided into two-to-four subgroups. Each 
subgroup will be responsible for presenting on a specific period of time or coherent theme. 
These groups’ primary responsibility will involve translating the Bosses’ rough script into 
dramatic and comic gold. In other words, they will be responsible for transforming the Bosses’ 
storyboard into the nuts and bolts of an actual presentation. 

Students who are more interested in the creative dimension of this project than its analytical or 
organization side are best suited to these subgroups. Within these subgroups, however, 
students may take on a variety of roles. These range from writing scripts to performing them; 
from collecting research to coordinating communications; from designing costumes to doing 
artwork; from filming footage to editing video. 

Indeed, while I would ideally like to see everyone visibly participate in the final project, I 
understand that some students would prefer to work behind the scenes. It is crucially 
important, therefore, that you carefully document the roles that each person has played in 
executing the project. 
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DEADLINES 

Week 2: 
Group members will organize themselves into subgroups and submit team 
rosters to Dr. Trainor. 

Week 6: 
Groups members will determine the overall format of their presentation. In 
other words, they will state their intention to model their presentation on an 
episode of Shark Tank, for instance, or an installation of the nightly news. 

Week 9: 
Groups members will determine the overall theme of their presentation. In 
other words, they will state their intention to tell the story of the rise of modern 
capitalism, for instance, or the abolition of slavery. 

Week 13: 
Groups members will demonstrate to Dr. Trainor that they have begun 
preparing the content of their final presentation. In other words, they should 
have the beginnings of scripts, props, and/or costumes in hand. 

Week 15: Groups must present. 

 

EVALUATION 

Both groups and individual members will be evaluated on three criteria: 

1. Historical Accuracy (i.e. how accurately does your group treat the events / themes 
included in its presentation?). 

2. Interpretive Clarity (i.e. how clearly has your group presented its argument? Have you 
selected appropriate evidence to substantiate the story you are trying to tell?). 

3. Creativity (i.e. has your group attempted to present its findings in a compelling and/or 
unusual fashion?). 

 


