
CLASS PRESENTATION PROMPT:  

RECONSTRUCTING THE NARRATIVE OF THE CIVIL WAR 

75-minute group presentations due in class between Thurs., 23 April and Tues., 28 April  

(Group assignments available on ANGEL) 

OVERVIEW 

Working in groups, you will narrate American history from 1776 to 1965. You will devote particular 

attention to the causes, events, and consequences of the American Civil War. 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 Voting Rights Act of 

1965. You will therefore be expected to choose only those incidents, events, trends, and historical 

processes that are absolutely vital to the kind of story you are trying to tell and the narrative 

argument you are trying to make. 

Think of it this way: if you conceive of the Civil War as a political crisis caused by the failure of elite 

political leadership, you will likely focus on one set of events in your presentation (the Missouri 

Compromise, the Nullification Crisis, the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act and so 

on). But if you think of it as the culmination of decades of grassroots insurgency by free and 

enslaved African Americans and their allies, you will likely focus on a very different set of events 

(Nat Turner’s rebellion, the publication of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative, John Brown’s raid, and 

the mass desertion of bondspeople from Southern plantations during the Civil War itself). This is 

precisely the kind of trimming, pruning, tailoring, and editorializing that I want you to do.  

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 (among many others): 

o What was the primary cause of the war? 

o What is the main significance of the war (i.e. why should we still care about it)? 

o Why did the North win the war and the South lose? 

o What were the most important and lasting consequences of the war?  

o How should we remember the war? 

 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 grandmother’s 

class presentation. Dull recitations and boring PowerPoints will not be acceptable. Some 

element of dramatic flair is mandatory (see below for ideas). 
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 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 aids 

are fine, group members must nevertheless demonstrate a basic fluency with their materials. 

FORMAT 

In the past, the most effective presentations have blended dramatic or comic enactments of 

historical incidents with present-day narration. But there are ultimately a number of ways to 

approach this project: one group, for example, used a scripted episode of Jeopardy! as a way to recap 

the history of the Civil War era, while another reimagined Sherman’s ‘March to the Sea’ as a 

fisticuffs showdown right here in Happy Valley. The point is: there are multiple ways to approach 

this assignment. While this paragraph is meant to provide some ideas – and the prompt as a whole 

intended to offer some structure – I trust you and your groups members to come up with your own 

exceptionally creative solutions to the problem of how to tell the story of this period. 

ORGANIZATION 

Each group will be divided into five subgroups of 4-5 members each. The first sub-group will be 

known as The Generals. The Generals will be charged with sketching out the overall narrative of 

the presentation and a skeleton of a script or storyboard. While the Generals should sketch out their  

narrative in consultation with the group as a whole, they will wield executive authority over the other 

sub-groups. And they will be responsible for making sure that the work of these sub-groups comes 

together to constitute a coherent whole. As such, the Generals’ task will almost certainly be more 

demanding than that of any other group. It is a role best suited to over-achievers (you know who 

you are!). For that reason, I will award an extra five points to the presentation grade of all 

Generals. 

The remaining members of each group will be divided into four sub-groups. Each sub-group 

will be responsible for presenting on a specific period of time (I strongly recommend the following 

divisions of time – 1776 to 1850; 1850 to 1861; 1861 to 1865; 1865 to 1965 – though groups should 

feel free to divvy up the timeline as they see fit). These groups’ primary responsibility will involve 

translating the generals’ rough script into dramatic and comic gold. In other words, they will be 

responsible for transforming the Generals’ storyboard into the nuts and bolts of a presentation.  

DEADLINES 

Week 6: Groups members will organize themselves into subgroups and submit team rosters 
to ST. 

Week 11: Generals must schedule meetings with ST to discuss preliminary drafts of their 
storyboards. 

Week 13: Representatives from each of the sub-groups should submit a summary or rough 
draft of their presentation materials. 

Weeks 14-15: Groups must present. 



P a g e  | 3 

  

LOGISTICS 

I will set up a closed message board for each group on ANGEL (under the ‘Presentation’ folder) to 

help facilitate brainstorming and exchange outside of the classroom setting. But you should also feel 

free to use alternative electronic tools of your choice (GroupMe, Facebook, Twitter, etc.). And, of 

course, in-person meetings remain an effective, if low-tech, solution. The important point is that you 

communicate. How you choose to do so is secondary.   

EVALUATION 

Groups 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?). 

Each component will be worth one-third of your group’s grade. Persons who do not visibly 

contribute to their group’s presentation will be assigned a lower grade than their peers.  

Finally, please be prepared to provide materials that will allow me to re-evaluate your presentation 

after you have presented it to the class as a whole. Recorded videos or music, scripts, outlines, 

posters, and other materials will allow me to discover nuances and conclusions that I may have 

missed during the initial presentation.  


