
 

 

Inquiry and Primary Source-Based Lesson Plan 
Lesson 1: The Dehumanizing Effects of Eugenics 
 

Lesson Details 

Grade Level & Unit: Grades 9-12 - Disability in 
the Progressive Era  

 
Rachael Romero. San Francisco Poster Brigade. 

Library of Congress.  

Subject Area Focus: History and Civics 

Inquiry skill(s) Focus: Analyze perspectives of 
people and historical 
contexts across historical 
eras. Examine the history 
of U.S. constitutional 
democracy honestly and 
with appreciation for its 
strengths.    

Estimated Time to 
Complete: 

140 minutes in three 
sessions. An extension 
could add 50 minutes. 
Further research and civic 
engagement could take 
much more time.  

 
Lesson Summary: 
The grades 9-12 Introduction to Disability History is a prerequisite for this lesson. Students examine terrible 
events in U.S. history–forced sterilization of people with disabilities under the laws of the eugenics 
movement–in part to examine how values change. Primary sources include challenges to eugenics from the 
1930s as well as 21st century efforts to come to terms with its impacts. The material is emotionally difficult. It 
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is essential to create a safe space for all, including students who might relate personally to the topic. 
Particular attention is required to ensure that discussion respects students of varied views. It is vital to clarify 
that universal norms of democracy today are clear that there is no valid justification for the program of 
eugenics and that its claims were in no way supported by valid science.  
The grades 9-12 Disability Rights Civics Projects Lesson offers an opportunity for students to take action to 
educate the public and policy makers about the rights of people with disabilities to control their lives. The 
lesson on eugenics offers context for such a project.   

 
A. Desired Results/Objectives: 
Compelling Questions/Historical Question(s): 

●​ How do the perspectives of Americans today shape interpretations of the early 20th 
century eugenics movement?  

●​ How can we offer an account of U.S. constitutional democracy that is simultaneously 
honest about the wrongs and hopeful about the nation’s ideals?  

Supporting Questions: 
●​ What is equality? How have Americans' definitions of equality changed over time? 

Who is included and who is not? 
●​ Where did eugenics ideas come from? How well did the claims of eugenicists reflect 

genuine scientific research over time?  
●​ Which groups wanted eugenics laws? What groups did they target? Who opposed 

eugenics?  
●​ What were the impacts of the eugenics movement? What is being done to 

compensate its victims?  
 
Standards - Skills summarized above. Standards cited in detail in unit overview.    

●​ Content 
○​ What social and political values were in conflict during the U.S. Progressive Era 

(1890-1940)?  
 
Universal Design for Learning:  
How will you meet the needs of students with disabilities & remove barriers they might encounter? 
[Also see Unit Plan grid.] 

●​ Engagement: Eugenics is a difficult yet compelling topic. The lesson begins and ends 
with a hopeful outlook, rather than simply presenting eugenics as a past horror.  

●​ Representation: Students analyze a variety of media: editorials, posters, reports, and 
charts. Students organize their analysis using popular tools from the National Archives 
and the Library of Congress.  

http://EmergingAmerica.org​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Page 2 

http://emergingamerica.org


Reform to Equal Rights: K-12 Disability History Curriculum​ ​ Grades 9-12: Lesson 1: The Dehumanizing Effects of Eugenics 
 

●​ Expression and Action: Students do their best to analyze and report on a difficult 
topic grounded in democratic ideas of equality. An alternative assessment assignment 
allows students to prepare a report to the state.  

●​ Cultural Considerations: Because eugenics is deeply disturbing, especially for students 
who recognize that they might have been its victims, consider how some students need 
additional notice and support. Some students may think about their own future 
families. The lesson begins by examining objections to eugenics at the time and its deep 
flaws. It closes by exploring how people today can address past injustices. 

 

Lesson Vocabulary 

Disciplinary “Brick” Words Transferrable “Mortar” Words Other Disciplinary Words 

●​ Eugenics 
●​ Historical perspectives 
●​ Equality 

●​ Perspectives 
●​ Interpretations 
●​ Evidence 

●​ Progressives 
●​ Plutocrats 
●​ Override 
●​ Obnoxious 
●​ Genes / Genetic 
●​ Heredity 
●​ Defectiveness 
●​ Segregation  
●​ Sterilization 
●​ Compensation 
●​ Coerced 
●​ Sacrifice 
●​ Consent 
●​ Imbeciles 
●​ Degenerate 
●​ Ku Klux Klan, KKK  
●​ Nuremberg Trials 
●​ Unsexed  
●​ State “Colonies” 

B. Assessment:  
●​ Pre-Assessment: 

○​ Students discuss how the meaning of “equality” has changed over time.  
●​ Formative Assessment(s): 

○​ Students examine and make notes on several primary sources, including using 
the National Archives primary source analysis tool.  

○​ Students mark up excerpts of the North Carolina Sterilization Victims 
Compensation Report.  
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●​ Summative Assessment:  
○​ Students write three or four paragraphs to answer questions about how 

perspectives change and why it matters. Students can include drawings and 
may have the option to present their thinking orally.  

 
C. Learning Plan:  
Lesson Introduction 

●​ Ask: “How have Americans' definitions of equality changed over time? Who is included 
and who is not?” In pairs, students identify any time in U.S. History when the definition 
of “equality” changed. Why did it change? Share ideas with the whole class.  
 

Learning Activities 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

 Before this lesson:  
In the grades 9-12 introduction, the class 
set ground rules for discussing difficult 
topics  and offensive language, and 
discussed the meaning of “equality”.  
If students wonder what language is 
appropriate, they should ask the teacher.  
Because the history of eugenics is 
disturbing, consider how some students 
might get additional notice and support.  

 

5 minutes Post the questions:  
1.​ How do different factors influence 

the perspectives of people during 
different historical eras?  

2.​ What social and political values 
were in conflict during the U.S. 
Progressive Era (1890-1940)?  

Ask: How have Americans' definitions of 
equality changed over time? Who is 
included and who is not? 

 
 
 
 
 
In pairs, students identify any time in U.S. 
History when the definition of “equality” 
changed. Why did it change?  
A few share ideas with the whole class.  

15 minutes Part A: What were objections to eugenics 
at the time?  

 

http://EmergingAmerica.org​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Page 4 

http://emergingamerica.org


Reform to Equal Rights: K-12 Disability History Curriculum​ ​ Grades 9-12: Lesson 1: The Dehumanizing Effects of Eugenics 
 

Learning Activities 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

Analyze R.F. Paine editorial (see slides) 
using the National Archives analysis form 
(below), especially: Type - Date - Author - 
Audience - Why written? - What evidence 
points to why? - Two things about the U.S. 
at that time - Question for author.  
Discuss the questions about the editorial.  
Two points to consider:  

●​ You may wish to note that Paine 
mainly challenges who gets to 
decide.  

●​ Does he really want to sterilize rich 
boys?  

Analyze the quotation from the famous 
lawyer, Clarence Darrow’s essay: The 
Eugenics Cult (see slide).  

●​ What are Darrow’s objections to 
eugenics?  

 
Examine “Where to Begin,” editorial by 
R.F. Paine (1915). Complete National 
Archives analysis form.  
 
 
Look for evidence to discuss:  

●​ Who does Paine want to protect? 
What political group do you think 
he represents?  

●​ From this editorial, what do you 
think the eugenics movement was?  

●​ What does Paine think of eugenics? 
 
Analyze the quotation from Clarence 
Darrow (1926).  

●​ What does he think of eugenics?   

15 minutes Part A (continued): What was eugenics?  
Guide examination the 1912 clipping from 
the New-York Daily Tribune, “Eugenists 
Would Improve Human Stock by Blotting 
Out Blood Taints.”  
Use the Observe-Reflect-Question 
protocol from the Library of Congress.  
Generate a list of questions.  
The clipping includes images and a 
paragraph.  
Explain vocabulary: “unsexed” - 
sterilization, and institutions, called 
“colonies” - residents cannot leave. 

Examine the two clippings from, 
“Eugenists Would Improve Human Stock 
by Blotting Out Blood Taints.” Use the 
Observe - Reflect - Question - Investigate 
form. 

●​ What are Eugenicists claiming 
about some Americans?  

●​ Why are these four people labeled, 
“Menaces to Society”? 

●​ Who do the eugenicists want to 
take action?  

●​ What actions do they want to see? 
●​ Who decides who gets sent to 

camps and who gets sterilized? 
●​ On what basis do they decide?  

List your questions. 
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Learning Activities 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

30 minutes Part A (continued): What was eugenics?  
Present documentary examination of 
eugenics. (See lesson slides.)  
Note: Students should try to figure out the 
flaws in the graphic from “The Curse of 
Heredity,” but the teacher may have to 
explain it.) See the summary in the 
presenter notes in the slides.  
 
Expanded investigation could include the 
somewhat more detailed analysis of 
“Flaws in Eugenics Research” in the online 
exhibit of the Eugenics Archive.  

Take notes.  
Note when questions are answered.  
Study the sources and questions as each 
comes up.  

●​ What was the context for the 
eugenics movement? 

●​ What were the flaws in the 
“scientific” thinking of eugenicists?  

●​ Why did powerful people support 
eugenics?  

●​ What were some impacts of 
eugenics? On individuals? On the 
United States and the world?  

●​ What does Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr. see as his responsibility 
to Americans with disabilities?  

●​ What effect did Nazism have on 
American attitudes about 
eugenics?  

40 minutes Part B: Post these questions:  
●​ How have Americans’ views of 

eugenics changed?  
●​ How do the perspectives of people 

in the present shape 
interpretations of the past?  

●​ How should we judge historical 
events such as the eugenics 
movement?  

 
Share the Compensation Report Analysis 
graphic organizer. (In student materials.)  
Excerpt from the final report to the 
governor of North Carolina on 
compensating sterilization victims. (2012). 
(Excerpt in student materials. There is a 
link to the whole report.)  

 
 
 
Small groups of students each analyze one 
of four sections of the 2012 North Carolina 
Sterilization Victims Compensation 
Report.  
Mark up your section. 
Circle the most important three sentences.  
Complete the graphic organizer.   
Be ready to report to the other groups 
what your section is about.  

●​ What key points does this section 
make?  

●​ What actions does it report on or 
call for?  
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Learning Activities 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

Each group should summarize their section 
of the report.  
Discuss as a whole class how the report 
makes use of historical evidence and 
narrative.  

●​ What tools does the report use to 
measure and to judge the past?  

●​ Write a title on this section.  
 
Groups share and discuss.  
Discuss how the report uses historical 
evidence and narrative.  

50 minutes or 
more for 
research plus 
20+ minutes for 
groups to 
present to the 
class. 

Advocate for Compensation. Students 
research the history of sterilization in their 
state up to the present, and petition policy 
makers to compensate victims.    
Students examine the 1977 poster “Stop 
Forced Sterilization.”  
Summarize the 2005 article by Alexandra 
Minna Stern.  
The poster refers to a law originally 
targeting people with disabilities but used 
later to sterilize poor women of color.   
Virginia passed a compensation law in 
2015. California passed a compensation 
law in 2021.  

Interested students read the 2005 Stern 
article and present it to class.  

●​ Were there forced sterilizations in 
your state or region?  

●​ What are links between ability, 
race, wealth, and gender? 

Students may want to research and 
educate policy makers and the public 
about the importance of personal choice 
for all Americans.  
Especially if students live in a state that 
had involuntary sterilization of people with 
disabilities, they may wish to investigate 
the status of efforts to compensate 
victims.  

 

Summative Assessment: 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

40 minutes Part C: Students prepare answers to 
guiding questions.  
The second question (about the context of 
eugenics) assumes that students have 
studied the Progressive Era.  

Students discuss the questions below. 
 
Write three or four paragraphs total as 
you answer the questions. Refer to 
primary sources from the lesson.  

●​ How do the perspectives of 
Americans today shape how we 
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Summative Assessment: 

Time What does the teacher do? What does the student do? 

Offer students the option to write an essay 
or to record a podcast. Encourage 
students to graph and illustrate reports.  
 
Alternate assignment: As you answer the 
questions above, imagine that you are 
going to explain to a commission in 
another state why North Carolina 
compensated victims of sterilization. 
Record your testimony (audio or video).  

interpret the early 20th century 
eugenics movement?  

●​ How did the eugenics movement 
respond to changes of its time?  

●​ How have the views of Americans 
changed toward people with 
disabilities since 1900? Why?  

●​ Why should we care about a 
historical event 100 years ago?  

 

D. Materials, Sources, & Equipment Used in the Lesson   
(Unit Overview includes images of primary sources and full citations with URLs.) 

Lesson Slides 
1.​ Slides for Grades 9-12 - Lesson 1 - The Dehumanizing Effects of Eugenics.  

What primary sources are used?   
1.​ (1881). American asylum for deaf and dumb, Hartford, Conn. H.P. Arms Jr., Phila., Pa. 

[Print]. Library of Congress.  
2.​ (c1893). American Woman and Her Political Peers. Briggs-Wall, H.  [Print]. Library of 

Congress.  
3.​ (1909). The Fool Pied Piper. Lax Immigration Laws. [Lithograph]. Library of Congress.  
4.​ (c1910-1915). Wm. Chas. Flynn. Bain News Service. [Photograph.] Library of Congress.  
5.​ (1911). “The Curse of Heredity.” Western Kansas World (WaKeeney, KS), October 28, 

1911, Image 3, col. 1-3. Chronicling America, Library of Congress.  
○​ Excerpts in student materials and slides.  

6.​ (1912). “Eugenists Would Improve Human Stock by Blotting Out Blood Taints.” New 
Daily York Tribune. Chronicling America, Library of Congress.  

○​ Excerpts in student materials and slides.  
7.​ (1915). “Alexander Graham Bell Will Talk on Eugenics.” The Washington Times 

(Washington [D.C.]), February 4, 1915, (Home Edition.) Chronicling America, Library of 
Congress.  

8.​ (1915). “Where to Begin.” The day book. [volume], October 08, 1915, Last Edition, 
Image 21. R.F. Paine. Chronicling America, Library of Congress. Link to Paine letter.  

○​ Excerpts in student materials and slides.  
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9.​ (c1922). Group at White House, including William H. Taft and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. 
Washington, D.C. Harris & Ewing. [Photograph]. Library of Congress.   

10.​(1925). “Cross burning, Ku Klux Klan.” Harris and Ewing photographer. [Photograph]. 
Library of Congress.   

11.​ (1926). The Eugenics Cult. By Clarence Darrow. The American Mercury, Volume VIII, 
Number 30, June.  

12.​(1926). Clarence Darrow (standing) at Mcleod Hearings.  
13.​(1927). Buck v. Bell, 274 U.S. 200. Creator: Holmes, Oliver Wendell, Chief Justice, 

Supreme Court of the United States. Buck v. Bell. 
14.​ (1932). Genes and Eugenics. New York Times.  
15.​(1938). Human sterilization today. Human Betterment Foundation. Page 8. Pamphlet. 

Library of Congress.  
16.​(1945). Nuernberg [i.e., Nuremberg] trials in session. New York World-Telegram & Sun. 

[Photograph.] Library of Congress. Link to Nuremberg photo. Full-sized Nuremberg 
image in blog. 

17.​(1977). Stop Forced Sterilization. Rachael Romero. San Francisco Poster Brigade. 
[Print]. Library of Congress.  

18.​(2012). Governor’s Eugenics Compensation Task Force. An excerpt from the final report 
to the governor of North Carolina on compensating sterilization victims in 2012. Digital 
Public Library of America. Courtesy of North Carolina Department of Natural and 
Cultural Resources via North Carolina Digital Heritage Center.  

○​ Excerpts in student materials.  
19.​(2017). “Were you forced or coerced into losing your ability to conceive a child? Could 

you be a sterilization victim?” North Carolina Office of Justice for Sterilization Victims. 
20.​(n.d.). Website of the N.C. Office of Justice for Sterilization Victims. North Carolina 

Department of Administration, Office of Justice for Sterilization Victims.   
What secondary sources are used by students?  

1.​ Flaws in Eugenics Research. Garland Allen. (n.d.). Eugenics Archive.  
2.​ Unwanted Sterilization and Eugenics Programs in the United States. Lisa Ko. 

Independent Lens, PBS. (January 29, 2016).  
3.​ Sterilized in the Name of Public Health: Race, Immigration, and Reproductive Control in 

Modern California. Alexandra Minna Stern. (2005).  
Other Teaching Materials 

1.​ (n.d.). Primary Source Analysis Tool from the Library of Congress: Observe - Reflect - 
Question.  

2.​ (n.d.). National Archives and Records Administration, Document Analysis Worksheets.   
 
Student Materials 
​ On following pages.  
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https://www.loc.gov/resource/hec.42463/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2016894342/
https://dododreams.blogspot.com/2011/09/reprint.html
https://www.loc.gov/item/2005687215/
https://www.loc.gov/item/usrep274200/
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/image_header.pl?id=1805
https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.0020380g/?sp=8&st=image
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008680590/
https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2016/09/nuremberg-trial-verdicts/
https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2016/09/nuremberg-trial-verdicts/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2015647473/
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/eugenics-movement-in-the-united-states/sources/1632
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/eugenics-movement-in-the-united-states/sources/1632
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http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/html/eugenics/essay_5_fs.html
https://www.pbs.org/independentlens/blog/unwanted-sterilization-and-eugenics-programs-in-the-united-states/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1449330/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1449330/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/guides/
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“Where to Begin.”  
The day book. [volume], October 08, 1915, LAST EDITION, Image 21. R.F. Paine. 
Link to Paine letter. 
Excerpt.  
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“Eugenists Would Improve Human Stock by Blotting Out 
Blood Taints.” 
(1912). New Daily York Tribune. Chronicling America, Library of Congress. Link to 
Eugenists article.  
Excerpt.  
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The Curse of Heredity 
(1911). Link to The Curse of Heredity. Western Kansas World (WaKeeney, KS), 
October 28, 1911, Image 3, col. 1-3. Chronicling America, Library of Congress.  
 
This article provides the so-called science used by eugenicists. They drew 
conclusions based on their preconceptions. The article claims, “More than 
two-thirds of the descendants of the original founder of the family, a criminal 
who came to America in… the seventeenth century, were criminals, 
feeble-minded persons or degenerates.” Yet far more factors than one man’s 
genes set the character of seven generations of thousands of people.  
 
Excerpts.  
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2012 North Carolina Report on Compensation of 
Sterilization Victims - Excerpts A-D 

●​ Excerpt from the final report to the governor of North Carolina on 
compensating sterilization victims in 2012.  

●​ Website of the N.C. Office of Justice for Sterilization Victims.  
 

2012 North Carolina Sterilization Victims Compensation Report Notes 

What are the key points of 
this section?  

What actions does this section 
call for? 

What title would you 
give this section?  

  
 

2012 North Carolina Report on Compensation of 
Sterilization Victims - Excerpt A 
 
Forty-nine people were sterilized under the 1929 law prior to the N.C. Supreme 
Court ruling it unconstitutional in 1933. The state legislature immediately 
re-drafted North Carolina’s eugenics laws to correct the 1929 law’s lack of notice 
of hearing and lack of a right to appeal for those ordered to be sterilized… 
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…Females accounted for eighty-five (85) percent of sterilization victims in North 
Carolina. Non-whites, composed of predominantly Blacks and some Native 
Americans, accounted for forty (40) percent of sterilizations.    
 
 

2012 North Carolina Report on Compensation of 
Sterilization Victims - Excerpt B 
 
The N.C. Eugenics Board program was abolished by the state legislature in 1977 
and the powers of the Board were transferred to the state courts. Involuntary 
eugenics laws in North Carolina were finally repealed in 2003. North Carolina’s 
Eugenics Board program approved the majority of its sterilizations after World 
War II resulting in North Carolina having more surviving victims than other 
states.  Most states abolished their eugenics programs or laws after World War II. 
The presence of the Human Betterment League, a Winston-Salem based eugenics 
nonprofit, boosted public, legislative and financial support for eugenics in North 
Carolina. This nonprofit closed in the mid-1980s.  
 
In 2002, the Winston-Salem Journal published a five-part series about North 
Carolina’s sterilization and eugenics history. Following the series, Governor Mike 
Easley issued an apology to victims on behalf of the state and created a 
Gubernatorial Commission to examine the history and propose  
recommendations… 
 
Nearly 7,600 sterilization procedures were performed with approval from the 
North Carolina Eugenics Board program before the program ended. The State 
Center for Health Statistics estimated in October 2010 that 2,944 victims of 
North Carolina’s Eugenics  Board  program  could  still  be  alive...   
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2012 North Carolina Report on Compensation of 
Sterilization Victims - Excerpt C 
 
Based  on  majority  approval,  the  Task  Force  recommends a package of 
compensation described as follows that provides a lump-sum financial payment 
and mental health services to living victims. The package also provides for the 
expansion of the N.C. Justice for Sterilization Victims Foundation and public 
education to serve as a deterrent against any future abuse of power by the 
government of North Carolina...     
 
The Task Force recommends a lump sum payment of $50,000 to the estimated 
1,500 to 2,000 living victims of the N.C. Eugenics Board program... 
 
Sterilization victims have told the Task Force that they have suffered a lifetime  of  
psychological  disorders  from  the  forced  sterilizations  they endured as children 
or young adults. The Task Force proposes that the state appropriate money to 
pay for the mental-health services of these victims. These services could include 
counseling, victim support groups and other out-patient mental health services… 
 
 

2012 North Carolina Report on Compensation of 
Sterilization Victims - Excerpt D 
 
With its state mandated Eugenics Board program, North Carolina violated the 
most basic rights of its citizens through an abuse of science and social policy. 
Today, the state must do everything it can to make sure that it never repeats 
those abuses. A strong public education program will serve as a deterrent. The 
Task Force recommends that the eugenics exhibit be updated as a traveling 
exhibit and that a permanent exhibit memorializing all victims of the Eugenics 
Board program be created. The N.C. Justice for Sterilization Victims Foundation  
will determine the logistics and location of the permanent exhibit. The N.C. 
Justice for Sterilization Victims Foundation should work with the Community 
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College system to display the traveling exhibit at campuses throughout the 
statewide system. Finally, the Task Force recommends that the N.C. Justice for 
Sterilization Victims Foundation develop an ongoing oral history project to 
document the stories of victims whose history has yet to be told. The Foundation 
should reach out to oral history, journalism and film programs at universities and 
foundations across the state for help with the project. The Task Force adds that 
the Eugenics Exhibit is separate from the extensive outreach program that the 
Foundation will also operate…. 
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