
Supporting Question Should Columbus Day be renamed Indigenous Peoples’ Day?

Formative Performance Task ● Read two opposing viewpoints regarding Columbus Day and 
summaries key points.

● Debate the issue of Columbus Day with classmates. 

Conceptual Understanding 7.2a - Social, economic and scientific improvements helped European 
nations launch an Age of Exploration. 
7.2b - Different European groups had varied interactions and 
relationships with the Native American societies they encountered.  
Native American societies suffered from losses of life and land due to 
the Encounter with Europeans justified by the “Doctrine of 
Discovery.”

Content Specifications 7.2a.2 - EXAMINE the voyage of Columbus, leading to the 
Columbian Exchange. 
7.2b.c - EXAMINE the major reasons Native American societies 
declined in population and lost land to the Europeans.

Sources Teacher Sources:

● Google Slides Version of handouts, talking cards. and 
rubric 

● "More Cities Celebrating ‘Indigenous Peoples Day’ amid Effort 
to Abolish Columbus Day." Washington Post. The 
Washington Post, n.d. Web. 18 Sept. 2016.

● Stefoff, Rebecca, and Howard Zinn. A Young People's History 
of the United States. New York: Seven Stories, 2007. 

● Banner, Stuart, How the Indians Lost Their Land: Law and 
Power on the Frontier. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2005. 

● Dunbar-Ortiz, Roxanne. An Indigenous Peoples' History of 
the United States. N.p.: Beacon, 2015.

Student Sources: 

● Talking Cards for Debate
● Handouts - historical background reading, graphic organizer 

and exit ticket 

Social Studies Practices Gathering and Interpreting Evidence

Lesson Plan 
Columbus Day Debate

A student-centered socratic seminar for middle school students. 
Students debate whether Columbus Day should be changed.

Great for students in grades 6-8! 

These standards are specifically for New York State, however, you can swap out these and 
add your own. This lesson also aligns with the C3 framework. 



● In some form or another, the students need to read both of 
the articles provided regarding Columbus Day.  I might have 
them read one in class, and then assign the second for 
homework.  Sometimes, I have them read each paragraph 
with a partner, create a one sentence summary, and then 
rotate partners.  With these reading, one could just have 
students read and highlight all of the main points made by 
each of the articles.  They can then pick the top three that 
they think should be included in the graphic organizer. 
(60-80 minutes).

● Discuss debate day with students - Based on the readings 
and their notes, the students will discuss whether the name 
“Columbus Day” should be replaced with “Indigenous 
Peoples Day.”  To facilitate a conversation where all students 
participate evenly, I provide the students with talking cards.  
Each student is given four cards.  This allows students to all 
participate without one student dominating the discussion, 
and others sitting silently.  For those students who are 
particularly shy, it helps have them note the statements they 
would like to make on the graphic organizer.  Obviously, the 
number of cards teachers provide their students with 
depends on the number of students you have in class, and 
the time teachers have provided for the debate. (15 min.)

● Debate Day - Our debates last between 30 and 40 minutes - 
a full period of class.  Students are graded by the rubric 
provided, and they are shown the rubric the previous day.  I 
write out the names of the students on the rubrics before 
class begins so that I’m prepared for the rigorous grading.  
Teachers may find it necessary to record the debates for 
grading, however, I have not found that that is are needed. 
(30-40 min.)

● Assign exit ticket for homework if students did not complete 
the exit ticket during the debate. 

This lesson may 
last 3 to 4 days 
depending on how 
you decide to 
implement the 
procedure. 

● Print and laminate talking cards.  I like to have four task cards available for students 
depending on class size. 

● Print and copy the handouts in a packet for students. If using, make sure the exit ticket is 
a separate page so it can be turned in. 

Before Class...

Class Procedure...

During the 
debate, it’s really 
helpful to remind 
students that 
they can ask 
each other 
questions. This 
encourages 
students to talk 
to each other 
instead of you as 
the teacher.  

Lesson Plan 
Columbus Day Debate

A student-centered socratic seminar for middle school students. 
Students debate whether Columbus Day should be changed.

Great for students in grades 6-8! 



Columbus Day should remain a Federal Holiday.  Although Columbus was not the first person to 

set his foot in the Americas, nor the first European, he still introduced the Americas to Western 

Europe.  The contact that was made when he landed on the shores of Hispaniola forever 

connected the world.  

Columbus did not land where he had predicted or planned.  Although he had hoped to land 

somewhere in China or India, instead he ended up on a Caribbean island he would call 

Hispaniola.  He was also incorrect about the size of the world, and only estimated it to be one 

third of its actual size.  Still his voyages could never been seen as a failure.  Columbus’s voyages 

connected the western hemisphere and the eastern hemispheres, and sparked the Columbian 

Exchange.  The populations of Europe were introduced to new food and fiber crops and the diets 

of people in Europe were greatly improved.  

Some point out that Columbus destroyed Native American cultures and ruined their societies, 

however, this should be blamed more on disease.  Columbus did not treat the Indians well, and 

his sailors didn’t either.  Still, most often, Native Americans died from diseases they contracted 

from the Europeans.  The native populations died because they didn’t have immunity to diseases 

like smallpox, typhoid and diphtheria.   Those diseases spread like plagues as they came into 

contact with the Spanish explorers. These diseases were not transmitted deliberately, and 

Columbus and the other Spanish explorers did not realize that they were spreading them to the 

Native Americans through contact.  

Some Italian Americans have protested against changing of the name Columbus Day to 

“Indigenous Peoples Day.”  The day was originally created in the 1930’s because Italian 

Americans wanted a day to celebrate Italian American heritage.  They argue that the day does 

not celebrate the man - Columbus, but it is more a celebration of Italian immigration over the 

past two centuries. 

Ultimately, It’s unfair for modern Americans to judge Columbus’s actions in the 14th and 15th 

centuries by our current standards.  The holiday name should remain as a celebration of Italian 

cultural heritage, and a recognition of the monumental events that occurred after Columbus’s 

arrival.   

Name ___________________________
Social Studies        

Opinion 1 - Columbus Day should stay:



Yes, 
however...

I disagree...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

Don’t you 
think..

I find it a 
problem that...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

Don’t you 
agree that...

What do you 
think about...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

From my 
point of 
view... I take issue 

with the idea 
that...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

Yes, 
however...

I disagree...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

Don’t you 
think..

I find it a 
problem that...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

Don’t you 
agree that...

What do you 
think about...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.

From my 
point of 
view... I take issue 

with the idea 
that...

Ask a question or contribute to the discussion.


