
Project #1: Mock Nixon 

Impeachment Trial

Overview:

,Q�WKLV�OHVVRQ��VWXGHQWV�XVH�RQOLQH�UHVHDUFK�WR�¿QG�WKH�FDXVHV�DQG�HIIHFWV�RI�WKH�:DWHUJDWH�6FDQGDO�
(1972–1974). They then use that information to conduct a mock impeachment trial of President 
5LFKDUG�1L[RQ�KDG�KH�UHPDLQHG�LQ�RI¿FH��QRW�UHVLJQHG��DQG�QHYHU�UHFHLYHG�WKH�SDUGRQ�IURP�
President Gerald Ford. 

Objectives:

As a result of completing this lesson, students will:

�� Understand the events surrounding the Watergate scandal, including the break-in, 
subsequent cover-up, and subsequent investigation and judicial action during the scandal

�� Speculate as to why the Nixon Administration might have felt it necessary to take the 
actions that caused the scandal

�� Develop conclusions about the impact of the scandal on the U.S. government and on the 
American public

�� Synthesize information regarding the scandal and analyze its impact on the three branches 
of government, as well as the Constitutional system

Time required:

Three to four class periods, although it may be necessary to assign some of the research tasks 
as homework.

Materials needed:

Computers with Internet access. Depending on how the class conducts the trial, you may also 
wish to provide microphones to participants in the trial as well as video equipment for recording 
the trial for viewing at a later date.

Lesson procedure:

Before beginning the lesson, students should have a basic understanding of the events 
surrounding the Watergate scandal, as well as the later cover-up, Congressional hearings, the 
Watergate tapes, and the eventual resignation of President Nixon. You may wish to review related 
slides from the PowerPoint with the class prior to beginning the lesson.
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After reviewing the events surrounding Watergate, discuss them with the class in more detail. 
The related Web resources for the lesson offer further background on what happened during the 
VFDQGDO��WKH�8�6��Y��1L[RQ�GHFLVLRQ��DQG�1L[RQ¶V�VXEVHTXHQW�UHVLJQDWLRQ�IURP�RI¿FH��1H[W��DVVLJQ�
roles for the impeachment trial, either as principals in the case, witnesses, or attorneys. (Note: in 
an impeachment trial, the Senate would act as a jury to convict or acquit the president, and House 
managers would act as the prosecutors. The Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court 
would act as the presiding judge.) Depending on the size of the class, you may wish to revise the 
number of principals, witnesses, House managers, and defense attorneys.

Evaluation:

$OORZ�VXI¿FLHQW�WLPH�IRU�WKH�VWXGHQWV�WR�V\QWKHVL]H�WKHLU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LQWR�SRVLWLRQ�SDSHUV��
After the activity has concluded, evaluate student work using a suitable rubric that mirrors the 
objectives of the lesson. You may wish to construct a rubric of your own, or may wish to use a 
rubric created by your school or school district. (A sample rubric follows this lesson.)

Witnesses:
�� President Richard M. Nixon
�� James W. McCord (former CIA agent who worked as a security consultant for the 

Committee to Re-Elect the President [CREEP])
�� *��*RUGRQ�/LGG\��&5((3�RI¿FLDO�ZKR�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�EUHDN�LQ�DQG�VXEVHTXHQW�

cover-up)
�� +RZDUG�+XQW��&5((3�RI¿FLDO�ZKR�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�EUHDN�LQ�DQG�VXEVHTXHQW�FRYHU�XS��
�� John Dean (White House counsel)
�� H.R. Haldeman (Nixon White House Chief of Staff who resigned as the depth of the 

scandal grew)
�� John Ehrlichman (Nixon White House Chief Domestic Advisor, who resigned at the same 

time Haldeman did)
�� Bob Woodward (Washington Post reporter)
�� Carl Bernstein (Washington Post reporter)
�� Mark Felt (Assistant FBI Director who was “Deep Throat,” the source cited in many 

Washington Post stories about Watergate)
�� $OH[DQGHU�%XWWHU¿HOG��SUHVLGHQWLDO�DVVLVWDQW�LQ�WKH�1L[RQ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�ZKRVH�

testimony included information about a comprehensive tape recording system in the Oval 
2I¿FH�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�PDQ\�:DWHUJDWH�UHODWHG�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZHUH�DUFKLYHG�

�� $UFKLEDOG�&R[��:DWHUJDWH�VSHFLDO�SURVHFXWRU�¿UHG�LQ�WKH�³6DWXUGD\�1LJKW�0DVVDFUH´�
�� Leon Jaworski (Appointed special prosecutor after Cox’s dismissal)

House managers:
You should appoint a reasonable number of House managers to act as prosecutors. While Nixon 
never actually faced an impeachment trial, 13 members of the House Judiciary Committee served 
as managers during the impeachment trial of President Bill Clinton. You may wish to appoint a 
VPDOOHU�QXPEHU�RI�PDQDJHUV��EXW�PDNH�VXUH�\RX�KDYH�HQRXJK�VWXGHQWV�WR�IXO¿OO�WKH�UHTXLUHPHQWV�
of the trial as listed below.
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Defense Attorneys:
<RX�VKRXOG�DSSRLQW�WZR�WR�¿YH�GHIHQVH�DWWRUQH\V�WR�UHSUHVHQW�1L[RQ�LQ�WKH�WULDO�DQG�FRYHU�YDULRXV�
aspects of the trial as listed below.

Chief Justice:
The Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court acts as the judge in an impeachment trial. In 1974, 
the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court was Warren Burger.

Other roles:
Remaining students may assume the roles of research assistants helping the attorneys develop 
arguments, the bailiff, or members of the Senate “jury” that decides the verdict in the case. (Note: 
in an impeachment trial, a two-thirds majority of the Senate would be needed for conviction.)
Once roles have been assigned, students should begin their research using the “Impeachment 
Trial Information Sheet” and suggested Web resources included with this lesson.

Suggested Web resources:

(Note: Several Web sites provide information on the Watergate scandal. You may wish to have 
students conduct further Internet searches for other sources to use in completing the project. 
Also, encourage students to use traditional resources such as encyclopedias, books, and archival 
newspaper and magazine copies to complete their research.)

Watergate Resources:
Washington Post “Watergate Story” page:  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/special/watergate/

Washington Post “Watergate Story” timeline page:  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/special/watergate/timeline.html

“Watergate Info” site: http://watergate.info/

Gerald R. Ford Library and Museum “Watergate Files” page:  
KWWS���ZZZ�IRUG�XWH[DV�HGX�PXVHXP�H[KLELWV�ZDWHUJDWHB¿OHV�LQGH[�KWPO

CNN Watergate 25th Anniversary page:  
http://www.cnn.com/ALLPOLITICS/1997/gen/resources/watergate/

Musarium “Illusion and Delusion”—The Watergate Decade page:  
http://www.musarium.com/watergate.html

The Woodward and Bernstein Watergate Papers Exhibit (University of Texas at Austin):  
http://www.hrc.utexas.edu/exhibitions/web/woodstein/

Mary Ferrell Foundation Watergate page: http://www.maryferrell.org/wiki/index.php/Watergate
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Watergate and the Constitution lesson page (National Archives):  
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/watergate-constitution/

Watergate Trial Conversations (Nixon Library):  
KWWS���QL[RQ�DUFKLYHV�JRY�IRUUHVHDUFKHUV�¿QG�WDSHV�ZDWHUJDWH�WULDO�WUDQVFULSWV�SKS

Watergate Collection (Presidential Recordings Program, Miller Center, University of Virginia): 
http://whitehousetapes.net/transcript/nixon/watergate 

History Commons Watergate timeline:  
http://www.historycommons.org/timeline.jsp?timeline=nixon_and_watergate_tmln

TIME Magazine Covers Watergate:  
http://www.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1862380,00.html

Related Mock Trial Web sites:

http://www.peterpappas.com/journals/trial/rules.html

http://www.law.indiana.edu/webinit/tanford/Tournament/rules.html

www.jms.aps.edu/JMS/Key/documents/mocktrialstudentnotes.doc (Note: Adobe Acrobat Reader 
PXVW�EH�LQVWDOOHG�IRU�WKLV�¿OH�WR�RSHQ��

http://www.hawaiifriends.org/mtsmrule.html

http://www.classbrain.com/artteensm/uploads/mocktrialguide.pdf (Note: Adobe Acrobat Reader 
PXVW�EH�LQVWDOOHG�IRU�WKLV�¿OH�WR�RSHQ��

Note: You should review some or all of these resources in order to familiarize students with basic 
procedures, as well as to prepare them for the actual trial simulation. You should also prepare the 
class for general procedures in a mock trial. While state laws may vary, most court trials follow 
this format:

1. Opening statement for the House managers (civil case)/Prosecution (criminal case) 
2. Opening statement for the defendant (civil or criminal case) 
3. House managers present their case by direct examination of a witness 
4. Defense cross-examines witness
5. House managers again question witness (Steps 3–5 continue for each Prosecution/

Plaintiff witness) 
6. House managers rest 
7. Defense presents their case by direct examination of a witness 
8. House managers cross-examine witness
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9. Defense again questions witness (Steps 7–9 continue for each Defense witness) 
10. Defense rests
11. House managers make closing statement 
12. Defense makes closing statement
13. Judge gives instructions to the Senate jury

14. Senate jury deliberates verdict

Evaluation Procedure:

At the conclusion of the trial, evaluate student work using a suitable rubric. To determine the 
winner of the trial, you may wish to award the side (House managers or Defense) that has the 
most points according to the rubric, or you can have students in the class act as a jury, deliberate, 
and determine the winner. 

You may wish to use a rubric developed by your school or district, or you can use the sample 
rubric included in this lesson.
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Nixon Impeachment Trial 

Information Sheet

Description of the piece of 
evidence

Does the evidence help your 
side or hurt it?

How can you best use this 
evidence or refute it?
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Mock Trial Rubric

Team Evaluated: House Managers (or) Defense
Attorneys:

Standard Poor (1) Below 
Average (2) Average (3) Above 

Average (4) Excellent (5) Group 
Score

Opening 
Statement

Statement 
poorly 
delivered; 
not clear 
or concise

Statement 
not delivered 
well; few 
effective 
points made

Statement 
delivered 
fairly 
well; some 
effective 
points made

Statement 
delivered 
well; most 
points made 
effectively

Statement 
delivered 
extremely 
well; all 
points clear, 
concise, and 
effective

Direct 
Examination

No questions 
ask for clear 
information, 
witnesses 
allowed to 
give mostly 
irrelevant 
information

Questions 
generally 
do not ask 
for clear 
information, 
witnesses 
allowed to 
give a lot of 
irrelevant 
information

Questions 
fairly clear, 
witnesses 
allowed to 
give some 
irrelevant 
information

Questions 
generally 
clear, wit-
nesses kept 
from giv-
ing much 
irrelevant 
testimony

Questions 
always ask 
for clear 
information; 
witnesses not 
allowed to 
give irrelevant 
testimony

Cross 
Examination

Attorneys 
completely 
antagonistic 
and argu-
mentative; 
no contra-
dictions in 
testimony 
exposed

Attorneys 
antagonistic 
and overly 
argumenta-
tive; few 
contradic-
tions in 
testimony 
exposed

Attorneys 
not antago-
nistic or 
overly argu-
mentative; 
fair amount 
of contra-
dictions in 
testimony 
exposed

Attorneys 
not antago-
nistic or 
overly argu-
mentative; 
most con-
tradictions 
in testimony 
exposed

Attorneys not 
antagonistic; 
all contradic-
tions in testi-
mony exposed

Closing 
Statements

Presentation 
not orga-
nized or rea-
sonable; does 
not empha-
size attor-
neys’ case

Presentation 
not well 
organized or 
reasoned;  
not effective 
in emphasiz-
ing case

Presentation 
fairly well 
organized 
and reason-
able; gener-
ally effective 
in emphasiz-
ing case

Presentation 
well orga-
nized and 
reasonable; 
presenta-
tion effective 
in emphasiz-
ing case

Presentation 
extremely 
well orga-
nized and 
reasonable; 
highly effec-
tive in empha-
sizing case

Understanding 
Issues and Law

Lack of 
knowledge 
of issues 
and law

Little 
knowledge 
of issues 
and law

Fair 
knowledge 
of issues 
and law

Reasonable 
knowledge 
of issues 
and law

Exemplary 
knowledge of 
issues and law
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Witnesses:
Characteri-
zations

Witnesses 
were nei-
ther believ-
able nor 
convincing

Witnesses 
were some-
times believ-
able and 
convincing

Witnesses 
were gener-
ally believ-
able and 
convincing

Witnesses 
were usu-
ally believ-
able and 
convincing 

Witnesses 
highly 
believ-
able and 
convincing

Performance Witnesses 
were not able 
to answer 
questions

Witnesses 
were rarely 
able to 
answer 
questions

Witnesses 
were gen-
erally able 
to answer 
questions

Witnesses 
usually able 
to answer 
questions

Witnesses 
always able 
to answer 
questions

Preparation Witnesses 
not familiar 
with infor-
mation in 
fact sheets 
and notes

Witnesses 
rarely famil-
iar with 
information 
and needed 
to refer fre-
quently to 
fact sheets 
and notes

Witnesses 
were ade-
quately 
familiar with 
information 
and only 
occasion-
ally needed 
to refer to 
fact sheets 
or notes

Witnesses 
were 
generally 
familiar with 
information 
and rarely 
needed to 
refer to 
fact sheet 
or notes

Witnesses 
were com-
pletely 
familiar with 
informa-
tion and did 
not refer to 
fact sheets 
or notes

Team:
Courtroom 
Decorum

Voices of 
team mem-
bers not 
clear or dis-
tinct; cour-
tesy to other 
side not 
exhibited

Voices of 
team mem-
bers rarely 
clear or 
distinct; 
courtesy not 
frequently 
exhibited 
toward 
other side

Voices of 
team mem-
bers not 
clear or 
distinct at 
times, cour-
tesy usu-
ally exhib-
ited toward 
other side

Voices of 
team mem-
bers usu-
ally clear 
and distinct, 
courtesy 
exhibited 
toward 
other side

Voices of 
team mem-
bers always 
clear and 
distinct, 
courtesy 
exhibited 
toward 
other side

Involvement of 
Team Members

Obvious that 
most team 
members not 
prepared

Many team 
members not 
prepared

Approx-
imately half 
of the team 
members 
prepared 
for trial

Most team 
members 
prepared 
for trial

All team 
members 
prepared 
for trial

Total Team 
Score (maximum 
RI����SRLQWV�
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