
Introduction:    

 Without a doubt, the question, “where do humans come from?” was asked long before Charles 

Darwin published Origin of Species in 1859. Yet throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-

first century, the debate amongst members of the scientific and religious communities has continued to 

be a divisive and widely debated topic.  The Scopes “Monkey” Trial is perhaps one of the critical events of 

this controversy and one of the landmark legal decisions of the twentieth century. 
 

Guiding Questions: 

• Who were the major figures of the Scopes Trial? 

• What were the main arguments on both sides of the Scopes Trial? 

• What was the outcome and the legacy of the Scopes Trial? 

 

Learning Objectives:  

• The students will write a letter to the editor of the Chattanooga Daily Times based on the article, Plan 

Assault on State Law on Evolution. 

• The students will make predictions on the outcome of the ACLU wanting to test the anti-evolution 

legislation in Tennessee in 1925. 

• The students will research and create mock interviews of participants in the Scopes Trial to be per-

formed in front of the class.   

• The students will tell the story of the Scopes Monkey Trial through the use of primary sources.  

• The students will be assessed through an essay test consisting of the three guiding questions directly 

linked to the Tennessee standard US.38. 
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Scopes Trial 

Lesson plans for primary sources at the Tennessee State Library & Archives 

Author: Kristy Sproles, Sullivan Central High School 

Grade Level: High School 

Date Created: May 2015, standards updated 2019 

Visit https://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education  for additional lesson plans.   

https://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education-outreach-classroom-resources


Curriculum Standards:  

US.36  Describe the Scopes Trial of 1925, including:  the major figures, the two sides of the controversy, the out-

come, and legacy. (C, P, H, T) 
 

Common Core Grade 11-12 ELA Standards: 

• Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite spe-

cific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. 

• Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and quanti-

tatively, as well as in words. 

• Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating 

understanding of the subject under investigation. 

• Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research. 
 

Materials Needed:  

• Access to TSLA website and The Scopes 'Monkey' Trial Collection 

• Copies of the May 4, 1925, Chattanooga Daily Times article, Plan Assault on State Law on Evolution 

(found at the end of this lesson plan) 

• Copies of the letters, photographs, and any necessary documents from the collection to be used in the 

timeline activity 

• Access to the interviews with Sue K. Hicks on the TSLA website 

Copies or access to the background information on The Scopes 'Monkey' Trial 
 

 

Background:    

“The Scopes Trial” Author: George E. Webb    

Source Location: Tennessee Encyclopedia of History & Culture 

 

“John Washington Butler” Author: George E. Webb    

Source Location: Tennessee Encyclopedia of History & Culture 

 

 

Lesson Activities: Introductory Activity 

 With no introduction or background information, students will read the article in the May 4, 1925, Chatta-

nooga Daily Times' article, Plan Assault on State Law on Evolution. Students will write a letter to the editor with 

their opinion on the newspaper article.  Students will share these letters in small groups or in a large group dis-

cussion.  The teacher should then ask students what they think will happen in Tennessee with the ACLU test case.  

Will a teacher be charged with a crime for teaching evolution?  If yes, will he or she be found guilty?  Before mov-

ing on to the Instruction and Class Activity, have the students read the introduction from the TSLA The Scopes 

'Monkey' Trial collection. 
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http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/scopes
http://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entry.php?rec=1179
https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/
http://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entry.php?rec=167
https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/


Lesson Activities Continued: 

Instruction and Class Activity: 
 Students must read the introduction to The Scopes 'Monkey' Trial collection on the TSLA website and the 

teacher must provide the background information concerning the Scopes Trial.  The teacher should display the 

photograph, Dayton Leaders in Robinson's Drugstore, and explain how the leaders of Dayton, Tennessee, wanted to 

bring attention to their small town so they "selected" John Scopes to violate the Butler Act.  The teacher may choose 

one or both of the following class activities: 

 

Activity 1 

  

The students will listen to the interview clips A-D with Sue Hicks, a lawyer 

from Dayton, TN.  The teacher should discuss the importance of interviews as 

a primary source but also mention that this interview was conducted fifty 

years after the Scopes Trial.  Students should be allowed to ask questions and 

discuss the interviews after each one.   

 

 Interview A: students look at the Hunter Civic Biology textbook 
 
 Interview B: students look at the photograph of William Jennings Bry-
an arriving in Dayton 

 Interview C: students view the photograph of Clarence Darrow  

 Interview D: students view the photograph of William Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow 

  

 The teacher will divide the class into pairs and assign each 

pair a person involved in the Scopes Trial to research.  The list can in-

clude the following: John T. Scopes, William Jennings Bryan, Clarence 

Darrow, Governor Austin Peay, a citizen of Dayton in 1925, a Tennes-

see Supreme Court judge, Charles Darwin, Sunday School teacher, 

John W. Butler, Judge John T. Raulston, William Jennings Bryan Jr., an 

ACLU member, a local preacher,  Joe Mendi (if he could speak), etc.  

The students will conduct research on the person assigned to them.  

The students must create 10 interview questions with the answers 

based on one primary source from TSLA and other research.  The stu-

dents will perform/conduct the interview in front of the class with 

one person being the interviewer and the other student being the per-

son from the Scopes Trial.  The interview will last two minutes, the 

primary source must be presented as evidence, and the pair must an-

swer the 3 guiding questions in their interview/presentation. The 

class will then be given 1 minute to ask questions and the students 

must answer as they think that the person would in 1925.    
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http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/84/rec/2
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/164/rec/28
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/scopes/id/125/rec/1
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/161/rec/2
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/87/rec/16
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/87/rec/16
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/159/rec/3
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/91/rec/1
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/165/rec/4
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/75/rec/2


Lesson Activities Continued: 

Activity 2 

 

The teacher will supply each student with a different primary source from TSLA's The Scopes 'Monkey' Tri-
al Collection such as a photograph, letter, Bryan's death certificate, textbook, cartoon, etc.  Each student is to re-
search their source and then write a brief summary explaining the importance of their source to the Scopes Trial.  
As a whole class, the students are to put their sources in chronological order by lining up in the classroom or in a 
hallway if necessary.  Beginning with the first source, students explain the importance of the source and continue 
until all sources have been described.  By explaining the sources, the students will tell the story of the Scopes Mon-
key Trial through the use of primary sources.  
 After one or both of the activities have been completed, students will view the interview with Sue K. Hicks, 
parts E, F, and G.  Students will write down 2 possible effects (short term and/or long range) of the Scopes Trial.  
The students are then to turn to a neighbor and add another effect of the Scopes Trial to his or her list.  Eventually, 
students should meet with all of their classmates and compile a list of the effects and be able to describe the legacy 
of the Scopes Trial. 

 

Assessment:  

 

 Students will complete an essay test/quiz in which they will answer the three guiding questions:   

 

(1) Who were the major figures of the Scopes Trial? 

(2) What were the main arguments on both sides of the Scopes Trial?  

(3) What was the outcome and the legacy of the Scopes Trial?   

If students can successfully answer the three questions, then the students will have mastered Tennessee standard 

US.38.   
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http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/scopes
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/scopes
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/163
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/160
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/scopes/id/162
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