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CHAPTER 13: WWII and Atomic Weapons 
GOAL

To examine and discover the significance of the
Manhattan Project

OVERVIEW

This scene depicts the office of an associate at the
Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) Oak Ridge facility
during the effort to create an atomic weapon.
Students should deduce that it took place before
1945. It is also irrelevant as to who is the occupant of
this office.

VOCABULARY

fission–the splitting of atoms, resulting in the release
of incredible amounts of energy

physicist–a scientist who studies the structures and
mechanisms that make up the universe

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The early 20th century saw great strides in the 
science of physics, and for the first time an under -
standing was gained regarding the world of the atom.

Once World War II began, rumors that Nazi Germany
was developing an atomic weapon were taken seri-
ously. The famed physicist Albert Einstein, himself a
refugee from Nazi Germany, recognized the critical
importance of this effort. He wrote to President
Roosevelt warning that Germany’s research could
result in a new weapon of awesome destructive power,
a weapon that the Nazis would not hesitate to use.

In June of 1942, the United States began its own
top-secret program to develop an atomic weapon led
by General Leslie Groves and the Corps of Engineers.
Research was ongoing, and numerous government
facilities were mustered into the effort. The University
of Chicago had a laboratory under Stagg Field where
great strides were made in understanding the nature

of atomic theory. The first controlled nuclear fission
was demonstrated here by Enrico Fermi—had it failed,
a catastrophic explosion could have devastated the city.

Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and Hanford, Washington
contributed by processing and refining uranium into
fissionable material, a complex and dangerous task.
The research facility at Oak Ridge had been built as a
part of the vast TVA project during the 1930s, supply-
ing hydro-electric generation and rural electrification
to a large region. The location in the isolated hills of
Tennessee helped with security.

As work progressed at these facilities, a new one
was established in remote Los Alamos, New Mexico,
under the direction of Robert Oppenheimer, a leading
physicist. Oppenheimer and his teams of scientists
and engineers worked feverishly to research and
develop something that had never been done before,
at times a seemingly impossible task. The Nazi effort
faltered due to scientific error and the steady destruc-
tion of the German economy by Allied bombers.

In 1945, the Oak Ridge plant was manufacturing
enough “bomb grade” U-235 (a fissionable type of
uranium), and work could begin on assembling—and
testing—a workable bomb. By the time the scientists
were ready to test the first bomb in July, Nazi
Germany had already surrendered (May 8, 1945), and
the war in Europe was over. Japan, reeling from two
years of military defeat, was still relentlessly fighting,
and showed no signs of giving up. A bloody invasion
of the Japanese home islands was a grim possibility.

The fateful test proved successful, and production
was rushed to make more bombs, this time to be used
on an enemy. On August 6, 1945 the B-29 bomber
Enola Gay dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima,
Japan. Three days later another was dropped on
Nagasaki. The Japanese were helpless in the face of
this terrible destruction and surrender came swiftly.
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QUESTIONS TO PROMPT STUDENT INVESTIGATION
n What is the Manhattan project and why

was it “top secret”?

n What role did the TVA have in the Manhattan
Project?

DESIRED QUESTIONS FROM STUDENTS

n What was the Manhattan Project?

n What was the Tennessee Valley Authority?

n Why was this project secret?

n What is atomic energy?
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Reserve an approximately 8’ x 8’ area. On a desk
place the folder. Inside the folder place the paper
titled “Manhattan Project.” 

SPECIAL EFFECTS

Machinery sounds, typewriter and telephone sounds,
soft office chatter

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

n How do you think the world might be different
had President Roosevelt not listened to Albert
Einstein’s warning?

n Why was this program not called “The Atomic
Weapon Project”?

n Why was the atomic weapon not used to end
WWII in Europe?

n Should the American people have been informed
of the Manhattan Project?

n Was the use of the atomic bomb the only choice
available to the United States to end the war 
with Japan?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES

1. Further Research
n Research the life of Robert Oppenheimer

n Research the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki

n Have students research other locations utilized in
the Manhattan Project and then chart what these
locations had in common with Oak Ridge,
Tennessee

2. Student-Created Clues
n Write sketch notes of a scientist working on the

Manhattan Project

n Create a clue that may have appeared in this scene
(see Chapter 17 for help)and write a paragraph
defending this clue

3. Role-Play
n Students will work in groups of three to research

Albert Einstein and then interrogate this historical
figure regarding his role in this scene/historical
event. One student will be the detective and the
other student will role-play how the character
might have answered the question. The third 
student will be a fact checker. The fact checker’s
responsibility will be to make sure the comments
and questions from the interrogation match the
facts. See the Student Activity Sheet on page 71 to
accompany this activity.

n Students may also brainstorm a list of other
historical figures they wish to question.
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SETTING UP THE SCENE

SUGGESTED CLUES

CLUE PURPOSE

Desk and chair Establishes office setting

Document cover titled “Manhattan Project” Introduces the project
(included)

Folder labeled “confidential” Denotes secrecy of project
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION

This is one office of a large organization created by the American government.

THE SCENE

The sounds of machinery humming in the background fade as you step into the room. As the door closes
behind, you are left with the quiet of a simply furnished office. 

NON-ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

• The precise date

• The occupant of this office

FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVE

DETECTIVE’S NOTES AND SKETCHES 

14
00

15
00

16
00

17
00

18
00

19
00

20
00

Columbus discovers
America 1492

Jamestown colony
founded 1607

French & Indian
War ends 1763

Texas War of
Independence 1836

World War I
begins 1914

Humans land
on moon 1969

Dutch surrender New
York to English 1664 

Spanish settle St.
Augustine, Florida 1565 

Declaration of
Independence 1776 

Civil War
begins 1861

World War II
begins 1939

On the timeline above, indicate the approximate year in which the scene takes place. 

COPY THIS PAGE FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVES
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CHAPTER 14: Civil Rights
GOAL 

To examine the beginning of the Civil Rights move-
ment in America and to discover why the bus in 
the scene is divided into two sections, one for white
persons, and one for African Americans

OVERVIEW

This scene occurs in the inside of a segregated
Montgomery Alabama bus in the days following a
woman’s arrest for refusing to give up her seat. The
clues, which appear only in the “whites only section”
of the bus, are the key ones for investigating the
scene. The clues in the white section do not have
specific owners; they simply belong to the white 
people who sat in the seats.

VOCABULARY

civil disobedience–peacefully refusing to obey a
law that is believed to be immoral or unjustified

civil rights–rights guaranteed to all citizens regard-
less of race, creed, or national origin

disenfranchised–denied the right to vote

racist–one who believes in the superiority of one
race over another

segregation–the practice of separating persons of
different races by law

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

One of the most enduring legacies of the American
Civil War was the continuing discrimination against
African Americans. After a brief period of black civil
rights enforced during the Reconstruction of the
Southern states (1865–77), black Americans suffered
at the hands of the white political structure. Policies
of racial segregation were legitimized by law. Under
these “Jim Crow” laws, blacks were disenfranchised,

and as a result had virtually no political power in the
South. Laws were also passed that allowed the policy
of “separate but equal” in public accommodation.
This allowed the white establishment in the South to
provide supposedly equal but in reality much inferior
services and facilities—especially in regard to schools
and transportation. Blacks were also denied entry
into public colleges and universities. 

World War II saw black Americans serve in a 
segregated army and navy, and after the war black
leaders persuaded President Harry Truman to 
integrate the armed forces in 1948. This act of
Truman’s further legitimized the aspirations of black
Americans to crusade for full citizenship in the life 
of the country, and thus the modern civil rights
movement was born. 

One of the defining acts of civil disobedience that
galvanized the national black community happened
on December 1, 1955 in Montgomery, the capital city
of deeply segregated Alabama. Rosa Parks, a black
seamstress, refused to give up her seat to a white
passenger on a city bus, as mandated by law. Her
arrest sparked a boycott of all city buses, led by
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., as president of the 
Montgomery Improvement Association. After almost
a year, the “Montgomery Bus Boycott” was even -
tually successful, when lawyers filed suit against
Montgomery’s segregation laws. The court ruled that
the city’s buses must be desegregated, a decision that
was upheld by the United States Supreme Court.

King’s reputation as a strong voice for civil rights
grew as a result, and he went on to lead the great
national effort to ensure that the rights enshrined in
our constitution were enjoyed by all Americans.
Martin Luther King ultimately gave his life in this
great cause, victim to a white racist assassin.
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n Why are there signs on the bus?

n Is this date important?

n Why does one section have items in it while the
other section is empty?

DESIRED QUESTIONS FROM STUDENTS:

n Why were there separate sections?

n Who made these rules?

n What happened in Montgomery, Alabama?

n Why is there litter and other items in only the
“whites only section” of the bus?

QUESTIONS TO PROMPT STUDENT INVESTIGATION



16 Adventures in  Discover y for  Kids

Reserve an approximately 8’ x 12’ area. Set up 
several rows of classroom chairs. Label the front 
section “whites only.” Label the back section 
“colored only.” An alternative setting would be an
actual school bus.

SPECIAL EFFECTS

Civil rights tape recording, idling engine of automo-
bile or bus, cries of angry protesters on both sides of
the issue

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

n Why was boycotting the buses an example of civil
disobedience?

n How might America be different had 
Rosa Parks not refused to move from her seat?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES

1. Further Research
n Research other civil rights movements and leaders

n Research other leaders who believed in peaceful
demonstrations (i.e. Gandhi) and leaders who
favored non-peaceful demonstrations (Malcolm X).
Then hold a classroom discussion on this topic:
Which method do you agree with: the peaceful or
non-peaceful method?

2. Student-Created Clues
n Create a clue that a black person protesting the

buses may have had at the scene

n Create a clue that may have appeared in this scene

(see Chapter 17 for help) and write a paragraph
defending this clue

3. Role-Play
n Students will work in groups of three to research

Rosa Parks and then interrogate her regarding her
role in this scene/historical event. One student will
be the detective and the other student will role-
play how the character might have answered the
question. The third student will be a fact checker.
The fact checker’s responsibility will be to make
sure the comments and questions from the interro-
gation match the facts. See the Student Activity
Sheet on page 71 to accompany this activity.

n Students may also brainstorm a list of other
historical figures they wish to question.
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SETTING UP THE SCENE

SUGGESTED CLUES

CLUE PURPOSE

Classroom chairs (8-12) Represents seats on the bus

Sign that reads “Colored only section” Establishes segregation

Litter (in white section only), Reinforces that half the bus was empty of 
or other lost/forgotten items, like a jacket passengers

Sign that reads “Whites only section” Establishes segregation

Bus route brochure cover (included) Establishes location of Montgomery, Alabama
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION

This is a typical bus used in an American city.

THE SCENE

The loud traffic noise occasionally overpowers the idling rumble of the bus engine. Windows rattle in their
metal frames and your shoes squeak on the rubber floor. Whiffs of diesel fumes enter the bus when the door 
is opened. 

NON-ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

• The names of those who originally owned the clues in the white section 

FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVE

DETECTIVE’S NOTES AND SKETCHES 

14
00

15
00

16
00

17
00

18
00

19
00

20
00

Columbus discovers
America 1492

Jamestown colony
founded 1607

French & Indian
War ends 1763

Texas War of
Independence 1836

World War I
begins 1914

Humans land
on moon 1969

Dutch surrender New
York to English 1664 

Spanish settle St.
Augustine, Florida 1565 

Declaration of
Independence 1776 

Civil War
begins 1861

World War II
begins 1939

On the timeline above, indicate the approximate year in which the scene takes place. 

COPY THIS PAGE FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVES
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FOR MORE INFORMATION CALL
MA6-3000
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CHAPTER 15: The Cold War
GOAL

To examine the fear of nuclear war felt by those 
living in the 1950s, and to discover why families felt
compelled to build bomb (or “fallout”) shelters in
their homes given the difficulty and expense

OVERVIEW

This is a room in the house of a family living in
October 1957 who, upon hearing the news of the
Russian launch of Sputnik, decides to build a back-
yard bomb shelter.

Details such as the state or region in which the
family lives, the number of family members, etc. 
are not relevant to investigating this scene.

VOCABULARY

fallout–radioactive particles from an atomic explo-
sion that are deadly to humans and animals

communism–an economic ideology that assumes
that all wealth is held in common or by the state

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The United States had ended World War II with the
“ultimate” weapon, an atomic bomb of frightening
destructive power. Alone among the other victorious
Allied powers—the United Kingdom, France, China,
and the Soviet Union—only the U.S. possessed atom-
ic weapons.

With the postwar division of Europe into two antag-
onistic groups of nations, tensions and the potential
for armed conflict grew between the opposing sides.
One side, led by the communist Soviet Union, included
the Soviet-occupied nations of Eastern Europe, behind
what Winston Churchill characterized as an “iron
curtain.” The Soviet Union, now a major world power,
was interested in com peting economically and militari-
ly with the U.S. and its allies around the world. The

other group of nations, led by the U.S., was opposed
to Soviet interests, and intended to stand firm against
outward aggression. Incidents like the blockade of
Berlin by the Soviets in 1948 brought both sides nearly
to war.

Across two great oceans and with the atomic
bomb, the United States enjoyed near-certain immu-
nity from attack. This immunity was somewhat com-
promised when Russian scientists tested their own
atomic bomb in 1949. Weapons research on both side
was rapid, and first the U.S., and then the U.S.S.R. (in
August of 1953) perfected and tested atomic “hydro-
gen bombs” of even greater destructive power. 

At first only aircraft were capable of delivering
atomic weapons, but missile techno logy, much of it
based on Nazi German efforts during World War II,
meant that nuclear weapons could now be sent to
attack an enemy in minutes via rockets. In 1957, when
the U.S.S.R. sent the Sputnik satellite into space, rocket-
launched weapons became a grim reality.

A new balance of terror came into being, and
talk of nuclear war between both sides entered into
everyday life. People were frightened all over the
world, but perhaps no more than in the United
States. Families were encouraged to prepare to sur-
vive atomic war, and one way to do this was to
build and stock fallout shelters. During the 1950s, at
the time of the event known as the Cuban Missile
Crisis of 1962, the American public lived with the
very real possibility of all-out nuclear war.

Fortunately, during the 1960s and ‘70s (and despite
continuing confrontation), both sides learned to bet-
ter manage their relationship, and by the 1980s, the
U.S.S.R. was no longer able to sustain the economic
effort required to wage “cold war.” The Soviet Union
collapsed soon after, and most former communist
nations established democratic governments.

QUESTIONS TO PROMPT STUDENT INVESTIGATION
n What is this family planning to build?

n Is the year important?

n Why are there soup cans?

n Why are they sketching that project?

DESIRED QUESTIONS FROM STUDENTS

n Why did this family have this shelter?

n What was the shelter’s purpose?

n Why didn’t they face their fear?
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Reserve an approximately 8’ x 8’ area. Locate the
table in the center. Place the items listed above on it.

SPECIAL EFFECTS

Television show or music from the mid-1950s (a few
years before Elvis Presley and “rock & roll” 
became popular)

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

n Do you think the events of World War II
contributed to this family’s fear?

n Does this time in history remind you of another
time in American history?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES

1. Further Research
n Research the Russian Sputnik launch

n Research bomb shelters

n Research the policies of Presidents Eisenhower and
Kennedy during the Cold War. Upon completing
your research, defend in writing the president you
believe to be most effective during this time.

2. Student-Created Clues
n Create a clue: the front page of a newspaper that

would appear in this scene

n Create a clue that may have appeared in this scene
(see Chapter 17 for help) and write a paragraph
defending this clue

3. Role-Play
n Students will work in groups of three to research

President Dwight Eisenhower and then interrogate
him regarding his role in this scene/historical
event. One student will be the detective and the
other student will role-play how the character

might have answered the question. The third stu-
dent will be a fact checker. The fact checker’s
responsibility will be to make sure the comments
and questions from the interrogation match the
facts. See the Student Activity Sheet on page 71 to
accompany this activity.

n Students may also brainstorm a list of other
historical figures they wish to question.   

SETTING UP THE SCENE

SUGGESTED CLUES

CLUE PURPOSE

Desk and/or other furniture Establishes a work setting within home

Cover of plans for fallout shelter Shows intentions of the family

Pencil, scrap paper Shows planning activity

Canned food Demonstrates stocking a bomb shelter
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION

This is a desk (or table) in the home of a family who, like many Americans of the time, were living in fear.

THE SCENE

Although no one is in the room, you hear the sounds of a man’s voice from the black-and-white television
downstairs. When you listen carefully, you realize that a popular variety show is being broadcast.

NON-ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

• The state in which the family lives

• The number of members of the family

FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVE

DETECTIVE’S NOTES AND SKETCHES 

14
00

15
00

16
00

17
00

18
00

19
00

20
00

Columbus discovers
America 1492

Jamestown colony
founded 1607

French & Indian
War ends 1763

Texas War of
Independence 1836

World War I
begins 1914

Humans land
on moon 1969

Dutch surrender New
York to English 1664 

Spanish settle St.
Augustine, Florida 1565 

Declaration of
Independence 1776 

Civil War
begins 1861

World War II
begins 1939

On the timeline above, indicate the approximate year in which the scene takes place. 

COPY THIS PAGE FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVES
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COMPLETE
PLANS FOR
A BACKYARD
FALLOUT
SHELTER

PREPARED BY THE UNITED STATES
OFFICE OF CIVIL DEFENSE, MARCH 1956

CHAPTER 15 CLUE (TO BE COPIED AND CUT OUT)
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CHAPTER 16: The Vietnam War
GOAL

To examine American viewpoints regarding the war
in Vietnam and to discover why students and other
citizens were protesting

OVERVIEW

This scene depicts the aftermath of a protest in the
United States that occurred in the days following the
Tet Offensive in the winter of 1968. This date is rele-
vant because many students became active demon-
strators after the late January 1968 Tet Offensive. The
names of the students and the university are all facts
which are irrelevant to solving the scene.

VOCABULARY

guerillas–soldiers who fight in small groups,
specializing in raids and “hit-and-run” attacks

offensive–a planned attack or group
of attacks by military forces

Tet–the Vietnamese New Year celebration

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Cold War era saw the United States engaged in
efforts to contain the spread of communism and
establish the American ideals of freedom and democ-
racy in other parts of the world. The Korean War
(1950–53) was the first open conflict of the cold war.
Many leaders in the United States believed in the
“domino” theory, warning that if one country fell to
communism, others would soon follow, like a row of
toppling dominoes. This theory would characterize
American foreign policy in South East Asia, a region
emerging from French colonial rule after World War II.

The Vietnamese fought a war with France, forcing
the French to quit in 1955. Instead of creating a united
Vietnam, the peace agreement divided the country
between a communist north and a corrupt democracy
in the south. North Vietnam and South Vietnamese

communist guerrillas called “Viet Cong” waged war
against the South Vietnamese government, hoping to
unite all of Vietnam under communist rule.

President John F. Kennedy and his advisers decided
to begin aiding the South Vietnamese government in
its fight against the communists in the early 1960s.
American military supplies, and eventually soldiers,
were sent to aid the South Vietnamese army.

In a major escalation of U.S. involvement,
President Lyndon Johnson, through the Gulf of
Tonkin Resolution approved by Congress in 1964,
began sending tens of thousands of American sol-
diers to fight in the jungles of Vietnam. Johnson
assumed the U.S., with its powerful military,
advanced technology, and superior economy would
help the South Vietnamese to win its war.

In late January 1968, the North Vietnamese and
Viet Cong launched a major offensive during Tet.
The United States Embassy in Saigon was attacked,
and vicious and prolonged fighting proved that this
war would be neither easy nor short. Johnson kept
sending more troops, the war dragged on, and the
number of dead and wounded American soldiers
grew daily. The war was seen on television each
night in American living rooms, and people began
to question if what was going on was right.

Support for the war among the American public
began to weaken, led in large part by students on
American college campuses. Unfortunately, the war—
and the protests—continued to escalate, and by 1970
public and Congressional pressure led President
Richard Nixon to begin a search for ways to end U.S.
involvement. Peace talks were started against a back-
ground of gradual American withdrawal and the slow
but steady collapse of the South Vietnamese govern-
ment. In April of 1975, the last American troops left
Vietnam, and the victorious North Vietnamese com-
munists soon reunited their country.

QUESTIONS TO PROMPT STUDENT INVESTIGATION
n What does the message on the sign mean?

n What is the date on the paper?

n Is this date important to understanding the scene?

DESIRED QUESTIONS FROM STUDENTS

n Why were there protesters?

n What were they protesting?

n Did something happen in 1968?

n What was the Tet Offensive?
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SETTING UP THE SCENE

SUGGESTED CLUES

CLUE PURPOSE

Cardboard signs reading “peace” Establishes that a student protest occurred
(example included)

Paper from a college student with a Establishes the time of the year
February 1968 date (included)

Burned candles Establishes that a student protest occurred

Gloves Establishes the season of the year

Reserve an approximately 10’ x 10’ area. The peace
symbol sign and candles should be scattered around
an area that could be a sidewalk, road, or grassy
area. The homework/test should be folded up and
left amidst the other items.

SPECIAL EFFECTS

Crowd noise, shouts of anti-war slogans, music 
from 1967 (especially protest or anti-war songs),
smell of incense

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

n Why do you think the students were so against
the war?

n How do you think the student protests influenced
American government?

n Why was the Tet Offensive more influential than
other battles of the Vietnam War?

n Do you think the United States should have been
involved in Vietnam? To what extent?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES

1. Further Research
n Research the support of the American public

during the Vietnam War and other wars (like
World War II). Lead a class discussion as to why
or how public support might have been different.

n Research the Vietnam Memorial in 
Washington, D.C.

n Create a chart showing the major
battles and campaigns of the Vietnam War.
Information such as location, date, number of
soldiers, and victor should be researched. Battles
in Vietnam as reported to the American public

stressed the number of enemy casualties. Why?

2. Student-Created Clues
n Create a poem or diary entry written by a 

student about the war in Vietnam, one that 
another protester may have left at the scene.

n Create a clue that may have appeared in this scene
(see Chapter 17 for help) and write a paragraph
defending this clue.

3. Role-Play
n Students will work in groups of three to research

President Lyndon Johnson and then interrogate
him regarding his role in this scene/historical
event. One student will be the detective and the
other student will role-play how the character
might have answered the question. The third 
student will be a fact checker. The fact checker’s
responsibility will be to make sure the comments
and questions from the interrogation match the
facts. See the Student Activity Sheet on page 71 to
accompany this activity.

n Students may also brainstorm a list of other
historical figures they wish to question.
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION

This is a scene where people were voicing their opinion during a great national debate.

THE SCENE

You smell the waxy odor of burnt-out candles. The wail of sirens mixed with the chants of anti-war slogans
from crowds of people can still be heard in the distance. A few young people linger nearby, and the ground is
littered with papers, hand-made signs, cans, and other items. The cold air is barely noticeable.

NON-ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

• The name of the college or university

• The name of the student

FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVE

DETECTIVE’S NOTES AND SKETCHES 

14
00

15
00

16
00

17
00

18
00

19
00

20
00

Columbus discovers
America 1492

Jamestown colony
founded 1607

French & Indian
War ends 1763

Texas War of
Independence 1836

World War I
begins 1914

Humans land
on moon 1969

Dutch surrender New
York to English 1664 

Spanish settle St.
Augustine, Florida 1565 

Declaration of
Independence 1776 

Civil War
begins 1861

World War II
begins 1939

On the timeline above, indicate the approximate year in which the scene takes place. 

COPY THIS PAGE FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVES
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CHAPTER 17: Re-Creating Your Own Scenes
What is a Scene?

Think about what a room looks like after a birthday
party. There are probably paper plates and cups 
scattered. Maybe one of your friends left their jacket.
There might be signs that read “Happy Birthday,”
balloons, leftover cakes and other treats, torn wrap-
ping and ribbons from gifts.What else do think might
have been in the room?

These clues left behind help us reason what might
have taken place.

Think about a historical event. What ideas do you
have about what might have been left at the scene?

Remember the historical event or activity has already
taken place. The question is: what clues might have
been left behind?

Fun Historical Scenes to Re-Create
• Abraham Lincoln’s office during the time he was

writing the Emancipation Proclamation or the
Gettysburg Address

• The inside of the Mayflower when the Pilgrims
were on their voyage to America

• A scene depicting a major invention: airplane, 
telephone, electric light bulb, etc.

• A scene of significance to your area (city, town,
etc.) or state

• A scene of a fictionalized family who just arrived in
America, during an era of your choosing

PRACTICE RE-CREATING SCENES
Think about an event that happened in your life and sketch how it might have looked
after the event was over.
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What are clues?

• Banner that reads “Happy Birthday”

• Paper cups 

• Party hats

• Cake crumbs

• Crumpled wrapping paper

All of these things provide evidence that a birthday
party has taken place. Some clues are obvious, like
the “Happy Birthday” banner. Others are less clear,
like the paper cups or cake crumbs. 

What are good clues?

• Letters and diary entries are fun clues. These clues
usually have a date and indicate feelings of those
living the historical event or era. 

• In the first American Revolution scene, one clue
was the letter from the father. If you decide to make
letters or diaries as clues, you should not directly
state what you want your friends or classmates to
investigate. It is more fun to make them guess.

• The letter from the first American Revolution
scene does not directly say that the Declaration of
Independence had been signed. Instead, the letter
discusses the desire to return to England. Another
clue was that the letter was dated July 8th.

• Some clues are good guesses based upon historical
facts. In the Constitution scene, although we do not
know for certain that the handkerchief was left in
Independence Hall, given the excitement during the

Constitutional Convention, it is likely. A delegate
may have had a handkerchief because it is a fact
the Constitution was drafted during the warm
months of summer. The handkerchief may have
been the delegate’s only way to politely mop a
sweaty brow.

• Some clues are based upon logical reasoning.
It is likely that many of the delegates took daily
notes and perhaps left them behind. You have
probably taken notes in school to review for an
important test. 

• Some clues, like candles or quill pens, are there to
help identify a time period.

Student-Created Clues

PRACTICE MAKING CLUES
Write a pretend diary entry of a person who is about to go on a vacation.
Remember to write the entry in such a way that others must guess the location.
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ACTIVITY SHEET • SETTING UP YOUR OWN SCENES

STEP 1. Select a topic from history and choose an event from that topic.

STEP 2. Research that historical event. Think about what you need to know in order to re-create a scene.

STEP 3. Decide what you want your friends or classmates to investigate. For instance, you may want the
investigators to guess what historical event had happened. 

Would you rather …
Create a scene at the site

of the historical event?
Create a scene of fictional people

who reacted to the historical event?

It will help to make a sketch of your scene to decide which kind of clues you can use,
the kind of location needed to re-enact your scene, and where and how to place the
clues in your scene.

List clues that might have been left at this scene
and list a reason for each to be included.

List clues that show people lived during an 
important historical event and list a reason for
each to be included. 

STEP 4. Make or gather your clues and set up your scene. In all of the steps above, use your research
to help you. Use the back of this sheet for more space.
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Student Activity Sheet 

What is your hypothesis about the scene based upon the information given?

List questions you have about the scene: Answers to your questions about the scene:

Based upon the answers to your questions, what is going on in this scene? Was your
hypothesis correct? What conclusions about history can you make from your information?

New questions you have regarding any part of this scene:

List the items you observe in the scene and make an inference as to how each is connected to
the meaning of the scene.

Item Inference

COPY THIS PAGE FOR THE STUDENT DETECTIVES
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Information sheet to be completed by the interrogator, fact checker, and role-playing person:

Historical Person: 

Date of Birth: Place of Birth: Occupation:

Scene/historical event:

What was this person’s role?

What other activities has this person been involved in prior to the above event?

DIALOGUE

Detective/interrogator writes questions here. The person who is playing the historical person summarizes his
or her answers. The fact checker completes the summary at the end.

Q=

A=

Q=

A=

Q=

A=

Fact checker comments: 

ACTIVITY SHEET • INTERROGATION OF HISTORICAL FIGURES

CUT HERE

Detectives often interrogate (question) those who may have knowledge about what they are investigating.
Before questioning, a detective will research the person’s background to better understand the person.

What questions have
you asked this person?
Did the person role-
playing the historical
character answer the
questions accurately?
Why or why not?








