
 

 

King Cotton 
Lesson Summary 

This lesson is designed to help students think about how cotton 

influenced the slave trade, slave culture, economic policies, the 

Civil War, and the Industrial Revolution. 

 

Suggested Sequence of Events: 

1. Read through the AITC Cotton Reader to learn about cotton.  

2. Complete the activity following the procedures: 

• As a class, read through the background information on 

the student worksheet and discuss. 

• Give each student 1 cotton boll for ginning. 

• Have them examine the woody stem and the boll holding 

up the cotton fibers.  What do they notice about the 

textures? 

• How would it feel to pick cotton with bare 

hands? 

• Would gloves have been available for 

protection? 

• Have students predict how many seeds are in their 

cotton boll. 

• Now, have your students begin to gin the cotton, 

removing the seeds from the fibers. Make sure to get all 

or as much cotton off the seeds as possible! 

• Once they have ginned their cotton boll, have them 

compare the number of seeds they found with their 

predicted amount. 

• Ask: Why do you think people used to have so few 

changes of clothes during this time period? 

• Have students reflect on their ginning work. How did they 

like it? 

• Have students complete the student worksheet to 

calculate how much cotton it takes to make clothes. 

5. Whole class discussion and reflection of activity. Then, discuss 

the invention of the cotton gin.   

• How many years passed after the invention of the cotton 

gin until the beginning of the Civil War? 

• Did the tensions between the Northern and Southern 

states escalate after this important invention? 

Grade Level 

3-5 

 

Length of Lesson 

45 minutes 

 

Objective 

By the end of this lesson, 

students will have a 

better understanding of 

the importance of cotton 

and the invention of the 

cotton gin. 

 

Materials Needed 

• Cotton Bolls (1 per 

student, classroom 

sets available at 

www.cottonman.com) 

• Copies of student 

worksheets 

 

Standards 

Common Core 

CCSS.ELA-

Literacy.RI.4.3; RI.4.5; 

RF.4.3a 

 

CCSS.Math.Content.3.0

A.A.1 

 

NGSS 

3-LS4-3; 3-LS4-4; 4-LS1-

1 

http://agintheclassroom.org/TeacherResources/terra_nova_cotton.shtml
https://cottonman.com/


 

 

Extension Ideas:  

• As students are ginning their cotton, listen to songs, or spirituals, that slaves sang to pass the 

time while they worked.   

• What cultural differences may be expressed in music? 

• Do we still listen to music to pass the time while we work? 

• What does the kind of music we listen to say about our cultural heritage? 

• Go to the ‘Growing a Nation’ website at www.growinganation.org and discover more about 

cotton, the Civil War, and the Industrial Revolution. 

• Read “George Washington Carver: His Life and Discoveries with 21 Activities” by Peggy 

Thomas. Discuss the Civil War era and make connections to agriculture and science.  

• For a historical perspective of cotton, go to www.cotton.org for additional resources or order 

the video “Cotton, the Perennial Patriot” from National Agriculture in the Classroom at 

www.agclassroomstore.com. 

• Discuss modern cotton farming! Share with the class an excellent online slide show: “Cotton: 

From Field to Fabric in Forty Frames” available at www.cotton.org. 

• This presentation describes the major steps involved in producing and processing 

cotton. It has great pictures and easy-to-read captions. As the teacher, you have 

control over the speed of the presentation which allows as much time as needed for 

commentary or questions.  

• Have students examine the cotton fibers under a hands lens. They will notice that these fibers 

have almost a silky appearance.   

• Have student compare cotton fibers to other types of fibers. What plants/animals do 

we get other fibers from? 

• Compare and contrast wool with cotton, watch the silent file From Wool to Cloth at 

www.growinganation.org. 

• Watch a time lapse video of a cotton plant growing. 

• Watch a video from a  farmer discussing cotton growth and harvest. 

• STEM: Have students use recycled materials to design and build a cotton gin. 

• STEM: Have students use recycled materials to build a cotton ball launcher. 

• Go to agintheclassroom.org to contact your County Literacy Coordinator for free classroom 

sets of our Ag Mags!   

 

https://www.negrospirituals.com/
https://growinganation.org/
https://www.amazon.com/George-Washington-Carver-Kids-Discoveries-ebook/dp/B079J676R5
http://www.cotton.org
https://agclassroomstore.com/cotton-the-perennial-patriot/
http://www.agclassroomstore.com
https://www.cotton.org/pubs/cottoncounts/fieldtofabric/forty-frames.cfm
https://www.cotton.org/pubs/cottoncounts/fieldtofabric/forty-frames.cfm
https://growinganation.org/content/show-content/1/81/360/
http://www.growinganation.org
agintheclassroom.org


 

 

King Cotton 
Background Information 

If you ask someone “What was the cause of the Civil 

War?” chances are they will answer “slavery.” True, but 

why did the South want or need slaves? Cotton. Cotton 

picking was a job for healthy adult slaves. Generally, 

these slaves would hand pick cotton in the fields all day.  

 

Ginning cotton means to remove the lint or fiber from the 

seed. It is important to remember that the more lint one 

removed from the seed, the more profit from each boll. 

There are anywhere from 12- 42 plus seeds per boll. A slave could gin one pound of cotton a day. 

Eli Whitney is generally credited with the invention of the cotton gin (1793). He basically wanted to 

“rake” the fiber from the seeds. His machine, operated by a hand-crank, revolutionized the produc-

tion of cotton.  

 

The cotton plant dries out at the end of  the growing season when it’s ready to be harvested. The 

leafy part of the boll, called the bract, turns brown and becomes very sharp and prickly. The bracts 

also curl back on each other which can make it difficult to separate the fiber from the bract when 

picking and can cut hands very quickly. 

 

With the invention of the cotton gin, one slave could gin 50 pounds of cotton a day. Did this mean 

plantation owners needed fewer slaves? No, this machine meant cotton was a more profitable 

crop. Now plantation owners felt they needed more slaves to produce even more cotton.  

 

Today, the United States produces 43 million tons of cotton annually. The largest cotton producing 

states are Texas, Mississippi, and Georgia. Cotton is even an important crop in the West. Arizona 

and California are well-known for their Pima cotton, which is a finer, more expensive cotton fiber. 

Most of those fuzzy seeds are fed to dairy cattle or processed into cottonseed oil, which can be 

found in nearly every kind of snack food, including chocolate candy bars. 

 

Ginning Process 

1. Cotton bolls, made up of fiber and seeds, are fed into the cotton 

gin. The dark arrows show the path of the cotton through the gin.  

2. As the handle is turned, the cylinder and brushes rotate.  

3. Wire teeth catch the cotton fibers and pull them through narrow 

wire slots.  

4. The seeds are too large to pass through the slots. They fall to the 

bottom of the gin.  

5. Rotating brushes pull cleaned cotton fiber from the wire teeth and 

sweep it out of the gin.  

Student Worksheet 



 

 

•  215 pairs of jeans  

• 409 men’s sport shirts  

• 690 terry bath towels  

• 765 men’s dress shirts  

• 1,217 men’s T-shirts  

• 3,085 diapers  

• 4,321 mid-calf socks  

• 313,600 $100 bills  

 

King Cotton 
Student Worksheet 

 

Consider how many cotton bolls are needed to 

produce a pair of jeans. Want to find out? Find 

a scale and weigh a pair of jeans and one 

ginned cotton boll. You’ll need to gin about 360 

bolls for jeans that weighs around 3 pounds! 

One bale of cotton 

weighs about 480 

pounds and is about 

the size of your 

refrigerator! 

With one bale of 

cotton you can make 

one of the following 

items:  



 

 

King Cotton 
Student Worksheet 

Use the information from the first page to answer the following questions.  

Round your answer to 2 decimal places.  

 

1. How many pounds of cotton does it take to make one pair of jeans?  

2. How many pounds of cotton does it take to make one sport shirt?  

3. How many bath towels can be made from one pound of cotton?  

4. How many men’s dress shirts can be made from one pound of cotton?  

5. How many men’s T-shirts can be made from one pound of cotton?  

6. How many diapers can be made from one pound of cotton?  

7. How many mid-calf socks can be made from one pound of cotton?  

8. How many $100 bills can be made from one pound of cotton?  


