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Unit Overview 
For the period 1600-1783 students will explore how American colonial culture developed over time and 
consider how the change in colonial values ultimately led to the Revolutionary War. In these lessons, 
students will address the wide range of cultural differences that emerged in the 13 original colonies, 
why these differences developed, and how these differences impacted the notion of freedom in 
American colonial culture.   
 
Critical Thinking 
Unit 1 on the Colonial period helps students learn how to interpret events. Interpretation requires that 
students be given certain parameters by which to analyze the deeper meaning of an event. The 
approach to the Colonial period is to view Colonial events from the perspective of the developing values 
that unfolded from the period 1607-1783. The students are also given clear guidelines about how to 
analyze and structure an essay by using the events to interpret bigger issues such as why the colonists 
decided to fight the Revolutionary War. 
 
Decision Making 
The unit takes a more in-depth look at clear values. Values are critically important to consider when 
decisions are made. We also use all of the links in the decision chain when we interpret why the Salem 
Witch Trials took place. The Salem Witch Trial lesson reinforces the lesson in the introduction unit. The 
students now have been provided opportunity to consider the decision chain again as a tool to analyze a 
historical event. 
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The Lessons 
Lesson #1: Cultural Values in America 
Students look at contemporary values in the U.S. assessing the difference between cultural values and 
individual values 
 
Lesson #2: The Differences in Values in Colonial Society 
Students look at some primary source documents to consider some of the different values that emerge 
out of the Colonial period  
 
Lesson #3:  The Original 13 Colonies 
The teacher uses a power-point to look at the geographic, political, economic, and social characteristics 
of the original 13 colonies 
 
Lesson #4: The Salem Witch Trials  
Students use the decision chain to consider why the Salem Witch Trials took place in 1692-1693 
 
Lesson #5:  Slavery in Colonial America 
Students use a timeline of the evolution of slavery in the colonies to consider how the institution of 
slavery moved from individual decisions to a cultural value 
 
Lesson #6:  18th

A more in-depth look at how a few important colonial events shaped colonial society 
 Century Changes in the Colonies 

 
Lesson #7:  The Revolutionary War 
Students analyze the short term and long term causes of the Revolutionary War 
 
Lesson #8:  Writing an Essay in U.S. History 
Students look at specific ways to structure an essay and to write with analysis 
 
 

Comments on the Lessons 
 

Lesson Used   Not Used Comments or Suggestions on the Lesson  

#1    

 

 

 

#2    
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Lesson #1 

Cultural Values in America 

Students are introduced to the concept of cultural values. The development and promotion of values 
become a guiding theme throughout our history. Values merge into reform movements, political beliefs, 
legal statutes, and economic principles that play a major role in shaping our history. Our individual 
values are also a major component for guiding our decisions and determining our quality of life. When 
individual values are shared by enough people we create a cultural value. Understanding our cultural 
values helps students analyze why people made the decisions they did at certain points in our history.  

1. You can begin this lesson by showing students the sheet, Cultural Values and the sheet, How Our 
Values Are Learned. The sheet highlights some of the most dominant values in our culture 
today. You can discuss the sheet by asking students some questions like: 
 

• Based on your individual values, do you disagree with any of our cultural values? 
• What cultural values seem to be the most dominant right now? 
• Can you think of any situations how our cultural values have been taught to you through 

your family, sports, school? 
• Do any of our cultural values contradict each other? 
• Can you list your own top 5 individual values? 
• What institutions now have the biggest impact in shaping our individual values today? 

 
2. After you finish discussing the Cultural Values sheet you can immediately move the Lesson 2 to 

consider some of the cultural values that emerged from the Colonial period. 
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Cultural Values 
 
Cultural values are the general beliefs shared by a majority of people who live in the same culture. Our 
cultural values guide the political, economic, social, and foreign policy events taking place in a given time 
period. Here is a list of some modern day cultural values in America. 
 
Ideals

1. Freedom:  This ideal pervades U.S. life. Americans highly value individual freedom.  

: Our ideals are the most basic principles that have the biggest impact in shaping our cultural 
values. 

 
2. Democracy:  By this term, Americans refer to majority rule, to the right of everyone to 

express opinions, and to representative government that is limited and promotes our freedom. 
 

3. Capitalism: Americans firmly believe in a free market economic system where anyone, 
theoretically, can achieve economic success if they work hard enough. 

Cultural Values
4. Achievement and Success: Americans place a high value on personal achievement, 

especially outdoing others. This value includes getting ahead at work and school, and the goal of 
attaining wealth, power and prestige. 

: Our cultural values are the individual beliefs that stem from our ideals. 

 

5. Individualism: Americans prize success through individual efforts and initiative. They 
cherish the idea that a person can rise from the bottom to the very top of society. If someone 
fails to "get ahead", Americans generally find fault with the individual, rather than with the 
social system for placing roadblocks in his or her path.  
 

6. Activity and Work:  Americans expect people to work hard and to be busily engaged in 
some activity even when not at work. 
 

7. Efficiency and Practicality:  Americans award high marks for getting things done 
efficiently. Even in everyday life, Americans consider it important to do things as fast or as well 
as possible, and constantly seek changes to increase efficiency.  
 

8. Science and Technology:  Americans have a passion for applied science, for using 
science to control. nature--to tame rivers and harness winds--and to develop new technology, 
from carburetors to computers. 
 

9. Progress: Americans expect rapid technological change. They believe that they constantly 
build more and better products to improve one’s quality of life. 
 

10. Material Comfort: Americans expect a high level of material comfort. The comfort not 
only includes nutrition, medical care, and housing, but also the latest recreational playthings. 
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11. Humanitarianism: Americans emphasize helpfulness, personal kindness, aid in mass 

disasters, and organized philanthropy. 
 

12. Equality:  It is impossible to understand Americans without being aware of the central role 
that the value of equality plays in their lives. 
 

13. Racism:  Although it sharply contradicts freedom, democracy, and equality, Americans value 
some groups more than others and have done so throughout history. The institution of slavery 
in earlier U.S. society is a most notorious example. 
 

14. Education: Americans are expected to go as far in school as their abilities and finances 
allow. Over the years the definition of an "adequate" education has changed sharply, and today 
the expectation of a college education is held as an appropriate goal for most Americans. 
 

15. Religion:  There is a feeling that every true American ought to be "religious." This does not 
mean that everyone is expected to join a church or synagogue, but that everyone ought to 
believe in a Supreme Being and follow some matching set of precepts.  
 

16. Romantic Love:  Americans feel that the only proper basis for marriage is romantic love. 
Songs, literature, mass media, and "folk beliefs" all stress this value, and sometime include the 
theme that "love conquers all." 
 

17. Leisure:  This is reflected in the large growth of the recreational industry--from computer 
games, boats, and motor homes, to vacation homes and a gigantic travel industry.  
 

18. Physical Fitness: This is not new to the U.S., but is becoming a key value. It can be seen in 
the boom in "natural foods" and concerns about diet and weight.   
 

19. Self-Fulfillment: This value is reflected in the "human potential" movement, and an 
emphasis on "self-help" and "personal development." 
 

20. Environmental Awareness: People are more concerned more than ever about 
environmental issues. i
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  How Our Cultural Values Are Learned 
 

 

Ideals are the principles that guide and define our values. Our biggest ideals are freedom, democracy, 
and capitalism. 
 
Institutions reinforce our ideals by teaching us and passing on our cultural values. Some institutions 
include the church, schools, the family, the government, the military, and the media. 
 
Cultural Values become the shared beliefs of a majority of people who live in the same society. 
 
You develop your own individual values and beliefs based in part on how you are influenced by your 
culture. 
 

Ideals 

   Institutions 

Cultural 
Values 

You 
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Lesson #2 

The Differences in Values in the Colonial Period 

Values help us identify important decisions made and enable us to create or eliminate alternative 
courses of action. Societies function better if the populace has similar values. As groups of 
people add to the populace in any area, the values they bring with them will add and merge with 
the existing values or possibly differences in values may cause conflict. The values of some 
groups in position of more power can dominate the values of other less powerful groups. Values 
are also situational as the Northern colonies had different geographic conditions which 
encouraged different commercial activities so manufacturing was valued there while farming 
was more valued in the South where the conditions were more suitable for large scale 
agricultural production.   In this lesson, the students will use primary source documents to 
consider how a variety of cultures existed in colonial America.  Each primary source document 
represents some of the values that were held by some colonial people.  This study on values will 
be used in later lessons on how values shape culture and to recognize that when values change, 
culture changes as well.  The Colonial Period is a good study about the emergence of different 
cultures that converged in the same region to form different sets of values.   
 

1. Distribute the primary source documents sheet on the Values of the Early Colonial 
Period.  They should complete the chart on the different values represented in the 
primary source documents.  The focus of the lesson is to help the students recognize 
that the initial settlers in the colonies represented a variety of values. It may help the 
students to define the values of the different settlers in each region by thinking of an 
individual, like themselves, living in that area at that time.  

 
2. Once the students have completed the chart, discuss the analysis questions based on 

the sheet, The Cultural Values of the Colonial Period. The students can apply the 
cultural values information from the previous lesson to the values evident in the 
Colonial period. 
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Values of the Early Colonial Period 
 

Document #1   Early Settlers in Virginia (1607) 
By Captain John Smith 

 
Newport, Smith, and twenty others, were sent to `discover the head of the river: by divers small 
habitations they passed, in six days they arrived at a town called Powhatan, consisting of some 
twelve houses, pleasantly seated on a hill; before it three fertile isles, about it many of their 
cornfields, the place is very pleasant, and strong by nature, of this place the Prince is called 
Powhatan, and his people Powhatans. The people in all parts kindly entreated them, till being 
returned within twenty miles of Jamestown, they gave just cause of jealousy: but had God not 
blessed the discoverers otherwise than those at the fort, there had then been an end of that 
plantation; for at the fort, where they arrived the next day, they found 17 men hurt, and a boy 
slain by the savages, and had it not chanced a cross bar shot from the ships struck down a bough 
from a tree among them, that caused them to retire, our men had all been slain, being securely all 
at work, and their arms in dry fats.ii

 
  

Document #2   Dutch Minister Describes the Iroquois (1644) 

The principal Nation of all the Savages and Indians hereabouts with which we are connected, are 
the Mahakuaas [Mohawks].  This Nation has a very heavy Language, and I find great difficulty 
in learning it so as to speak and preach to them fluently: there are no Christians who understand 
the Language thoroughly; those who have lived here long can hold a kind of Conversation, just 
sufficient to carry on Trade, but they do not understand the Idiom of the Language. I am making 
a Vocabulary of the Mahakuaa Language, and when I am among them I ask them how Things 
are called - then, as they are very dumb, I cannot sometimes get an Explanation of what I want… 

…The Women are obliged to prepare the Land, to mow, to plant, and do every Thing; the Men 
do nothing except hunting, fishing, and going to War against their Enemies: they treat their 
Enemies with great Cruelty in Time of War… 

   Though they are very cruel to their Enemies, they are very friendly to us: we are under no 
Apprehensions from them; we go with them into the Woods; we meet with one another 
sometimes one or two miles from any Houses, and are no more uneasy about it than if we met 
with Christians: they sleep by us too in our Chambers; I have had eight at once, who laid and 
slept upon the Floor near my Bed.  They are very slovenly and dirty; they neither wash their Face 
nor Hands, but let all the Dirt remain upon their tawney Skin, and look as dirty as Hogs… 

They are entire Strangers to all Religion.  They worship and present Offerings to the Devil whom 
they call Otskon or Airekuoni. . . . They have otherwise no Religion: when we pray they laugh at 
us; some of them despise it entirely, and some when we tell them what we do when we pray, 
stand astonished. iii 
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Document #3   John Winthrop, A Model of Christian Charity (1630) 
 
…Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into covenant with Him for this work. We 
have taken out a commission. The Lord hath given us leave to draw our own articles…Now if the Lord 
shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath He ratified this covenant 
and sealed our commission, and will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in it; but if we 
shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends we have propounded, and, dissembling 
with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great 
things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath against us, and be 
revenged of such a people, and make us know the price of the breach of such a covenant. iv

 
  

Document #4   Early Settlers in Pennsylvania (1682) 
 
About a year after our arrival, there came in about twenty families from high and low Germany, of 
religious, good people; who settled about six miles from Philadelphia, and called the place Germantown. 
The country continually increasing, people began to spread themselves further back… 
 As people began to spread and improve their lands, the country became more fruitful; so that 
those who came after us were plentifully supplied; and with what we abounded we began a small trade 
abroad. And as Philadelphia increased, vessels were built, and many employed. Both country and trade 
have been wonderfully increasing to this day; so that, from a wilderness, the Lord, by his good hand of 
Providence, hath made it a fruitful field… 

Source: The American Spirit 

 
Document #5             Slavery Is Justified (1757) 
 This is our part of the grievance, but to live in Virginia without slaves is morally impossible. 
Before our troubles, you could not hire a servant or slave for love or money, so that unless robust 
enough to cut wood, to go to mill, to work at the hoe, etc., you must starve, or board in some family 
where they both fleece and half starve you. There is no set price upon corn, wheat, and provisions, so 
they take advantage of the necessities of strangers, who are thus obliged to purchase some slaves and 
land. This, of course, draws us all into the original sin, and the curse of the country of purchasing slaves, 
and this is the reason we have no merchants, traders, or artificers of any sort but what become planters 
in a short time.  

 A common laborer, white or black, if you can be so much favored as to hire one, is a shilling 
sterling or fifteen pence currency per day; a bungling carpenter tow shillings or two shillings and 
sixpence per day; besides diet and lodging. That is, for a lazy fellow to get wood and water, add to this 
seven or eight pounds more and you get a slave for life.  

Source: The American Spirit 
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Document #6  Benjamin Franklin Analyzes the Population (1751) 
  

Land being thus plenty in America, and so cheap as that a laboring man that understands 
husbandry can, in a short time, save money enough to purchase a piece of new land sufficient for 
a plantation, whereon he may subsist a family, such are not afraid to marry.   For, if they even 
look far enough forward to consider how their children, when grown up, are to be provided for, 
they see that more land is to be had at rates equally easy, all circumstances considered… 

Source: The American Spirit 
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Values in Colonial Culture 
Please use some of the primary source documents and your understanding of the period to 
analyze the different values of the people who lived during the Colonial period. These values 
will be expressed in the boxes below. Fill out as much information in the boxes below based on 
the primary source documents. What words or phrases or basic cultural values best describes the 
basic attitudes, values, beliefs, and goals of each person?  
 

Person Cultural values, attitudes, beliefs, future goals 
Document #1: Early Settlers in 
Virginia 
 
 

 

Document #2: Dutch Minister  
 
 
 

Document #3: John Winthrop 
 
 
 

 

Document #4: Early Settlers in 
Pennsylvania 

 
 
 
 

Document #5: Slavery is 
Justified 
 
 

 

Document #6: Benjamin 
Franklin 
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The Cultural Values of the Colonial Period 
Answer the questions below based on reading the primary source documents and your knowledge of the 
Colonial period. 

 

    
1. Before the emergence of such ideals as capitalism and democracy, what would possibly be 

the ideals of the Colonial Period? 
 

2. What institutions had the most influence in the Colonial Period? 
 
3. Based on the documents, what three cultural values seem to stand out the most? 

 
4. The values from what groups of people would have the most influence in the Colonial 

period? 
 
5. Why would the values of such groups of people like slaves, Native Americans, and women 

not become the dominate values of the Colonial period? 

 

Ideals 

Institutions 

Cultural 
Values 
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Lesson #3 

The Original 13 Colonies 

The goal of this lesson is to explore how and why the geographic, political, economic, and social 
institutions differed from region to region in the colonial period.  The colonies are divided into the 
following regions: 

• The New England Colonies:  Maine, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, 
and Connecticut 

• The Middle Colonies:  New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware 
• The Chesapeake Colonies:  Virginia and Maryland 
• The Southern Colonies:  North Carolina and South Carolina, (Georgia served as a 

buffer colony from Spain) 
 

1. Open the power-point entitled The Original 13 Colonies. Students should first color in the 
different regions.  They can use the blank map and the student handout sheet entitled,   The 
Four Regions of the Original Colonies to fill out the information based on the power-point. 
 

2. The lecture and power-point should center on the idea that individual values become general 
characteristics of a region.  These characteristics evolve, merge among people, and eventually 
form institutions.  For this lecture we are looking at how the geographic features relate to the 
political, economic, and social institutions in the original 13 colonies.  The lecture should focus 
on one region at a time.  
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Teacher Notes 

The Original 13 Colonies 
 
In this lecture, it may be useful to indicate that some of the characteristics of each region 
influenced what was important and what was possible to its citizens. The regional characteristics 
influenced types of occupations, types and forms of political participation, the development of 
class structures and the opportunity for upward mobility in economic and social standing. 
 

The Four Regions of the Original Colonies 
 

    New England           Middle         Chesapeake  Southern 

Geography 

-Cold 

-Rocky soil 

-Short growing 
season 

 

Geography 

-Rivers gave easy 
access to back 
country 

-Best ports in 
colonies 

-Biggest cities in 
colonies 

Geography 

-Rough frontier 

-Warm climate 

-Good rivers 

-Pretty good ports 

Geography 

-Hot 

-Swamps 

-Malaria common 

-Lacked deep water 
port to attract 
immigrants 

Economic 

-Climate and soil 
did not yield a large 
surplus of crops for 
any one family to 
become rich 

-Few indentured 
servants 

-Became more 
diverse with trade 

-Self-sufficient 

 

Economic 

-Materialistic 

-Farm for family 
and trade 

-Diverse economy 

-Best poor man’s 
region 

-Wheat not too 
profitable but 
enough to make a 
living 

 

Economic 

-Exploitive 

-Combination of 
rich and poor 

-Tobacco a single 
crop economy   

-Tobacco allowed a 
Virginian to earn 
more in 1 day than 
an Englishman 
could earn in a week 

-Wealthy seeking 
new tobacco land 

Economic 

-Rice 

-Cattle 

-Sugar cane 

-Indigo 

-Charleston a 
commercial city 

-Boom town 
mentality 

-Wealthiest people 
in colonies in this 
region 
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Political 

-Government an 
instrument of God 

-Separation between 
church and 
government 

-Church members 
could vote 

-Democratic-town 
meetings.  All could 
speak, even women 

-Stable, inclusive 

-No taxation 
without 
representation 

Political 

-Based on religious 
community and 
language 

-No clear ethnic 
majority 

-Forced toleration 
due to so many 
different ethnic 
groups 

-Each region had a 
council to advise the 
governor and an 
assembly to 
represent the people 

Political 

-Elite class ran 
politics.  An 
aristocracy 

-100 families 
controlled all 
politics in Virginia 

-By 1670 voting 
restricted to 
landowning white 
males 

 

Political 

-Planter elite 
dominated politics 

-The top 10% 
controlled most all 
politics  

 

Social 

-Dominated by the 
Puritans 

-Strict religious 
ethic 

-They be a “city on 
a hill,” a witness to 
the rest of Europe 
on how to live a 
godly life 

-Most came to 
America in the 
1630s 

-How apply 
theology to 
everyday life was 
their main concern 
in the New England 

Social 

-The most diverse 
region ethnically 

-Only part initially 
settled by non-
English 

-Dutch Calvinists, 
Scandinavian 
Lutherans, German 
Baptists, Swiss 
Pietists, Scots 
Presbyterians, Black 
slaves 

-Manhattan 18 
different languages 
spoken 

-Less equal than 
New England but 

Social 

-Houses isolated.  
Few towns 

-Labor in short 
supply 

-Head right system 
anyone receive 50 
acres for every 
person he 
transported to the 

Colony 

-Elite classes and 
poor whites.  
Wealthy emulated 
wealthy European 
classes 

-Religion not too 

Social 

-Labor scarce 

-Settled by west 
Indies as food 
source for them 

-Buffer to Spanish 

-Slavery important 

-Problems with 
Indians killing cattle 

-Racial imbalance 

-Some indentured 
servants.  Didn’t 
like to come here 

-Some regions 80% 
die of malaria 
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colonies 

-By 1640 10,000 
Puritans to 
Massachusetts Bay 

-Developed small 
towns.  150 acres 
per family.  Each 
town about 36 miles 
square  

-Strict family code.  
-Little privacy 

-Like-mindedness 

 

more than 
Chesapeake 

-Penn and religious 
liberty 

-Merchant elite in 
cities 

-Poor can’t compete 
with slaves in South 
or deal with Puritans 
in North.  This the 
best place for a poor 
person to settle 

 

important 

-1 in 3 in Va. 
landless whites in 
1600s 

-1676 Bacon’s 
Rebellion.  Couldn’t 
trust poor whites.  
Alternative was 
slaves 

-By 1690 15% of 
labor force is slaves 

-1700-1740 half the 
population was 
slaves.  Slavery 
replaced indentured 
servants 

 

-Red, white, black 
racial tension 

-Slave revolt 1740 
tightened up 
restrictions on 
slaves 

-Really unequal 
distribution of 
wealth 
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The Four Regions of the Original 13 Colonies 
 

New England Middle Chesapeake Southern 
Geography 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Geography Geography Geography 

Economic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Economic Economic Economic 
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New England Middle Chesapeake Southern 
Political 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Political Political Political 

Social 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Social Social Social 
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The Original 13 Colonies 

v 
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Lesson #4 

The Salem Witch Trials 

Why did the Salem Witch Trials take place between the years 1692-1693? The incident in Salem, 
Massachusetts is certainly one of the more perplexing events that took place in the Colonial period. The 
goal of this lesson is to examine the actions during the Salem Witch Trials and determine if the 
reasoning for these decisions were rational or not based on our knowledge of the period.   

1. The lesson is designed as a game where the students use cards to consider how to explain why 
the Salem Witch Trials took place. Students should use the cards that correspond to the Decision 
Chain used in the Introduction Unit to come to their own conclusion on why the Salem Witch 
Trials happened. The teacher can divide the class into small groups. Each group is responsible to 
use the decision links to analyze why they think the Salem Witch Trials took place.  
 

2. Each card gives away a different aspect of the Salem Witch Trials.  After each group has read 
through the cards, each group can offer their own analysis about why they think the Salem 
Witch Trials took place and if the decisions the Puritans made during this period would be 
considered rational or not.  The goal is to help students create a good thesis statement. In their 
thesis, they are not restating facts. They are offering an explanation based on the facts. The 
exercise helps students begin to learn how to synthesize historical information.  
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Why did the Salem Witch Trials take place? 
Your goal in this lesson is to use the cards provided and the Decision Chain sheet to answer the question 
about why the Salem Witch Trials took place in 1692-1693. After you finish reading through the cards, 
each group will need to write a 2-3 sentence analysis statement below. 

Step 1: Read the Helpful Frame cards 
Please answer the questions from the cards. 
 

Step 2: Read the Clear Values cards 
What are a few cultural values that really stand out among the Puritans? 
 

Step 3: Read the Useful Information cards 
What is the most helpful information in explaining why the Puritans would decide to put people on trial 
for being a witch? 
 

Step 4: Read the Creative Alternatives cards 
What were 2 or 3 different alternatives the Puritans faced in deciding what to do about the people who 
had been accused of witchcraft? 
 

Step 5: Read the Follow Through cards 
What evidence suggests that the Puritans were fully committed to follow through with their decision to 
do something about the people accused of witchcraft? 
 

 

Writing a Thesis Statement 

A thesis statement is an analysis statement you make that clearly answers why the Salem Witch Trials 
took place. Remember, you are not just restating evidence. You are synthesizing all of the facts you have 
gathered into a single statement. In you group, finish the statement below: 

The Salem Witch Trials took place because… 

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________ 
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Clear Values 

The church formed the foundation 
of the Puritan social order. 

Clear Values 

Puritans had a strong sense of the 

sovereignty of God and the 

depravity of humanity.  They strived 

hard to live in accordance with 

God's will. 

 

Clear Values 

People were innately unequal. Only 

the saints who were real Christians 

could run the church and the local 

government. 

 

Clear Values 

Adherence to the strict Puritan 

moral code was both a sign of 

salvation and a path to prosperity.  

 

Clear Values 

Puritans believed strongly in the 
correctness of their views and stood 
ready to use the power of the state 
to enforce religious uniformity. 

 

Clear Values 

The Scripture offered solutions to all 

problems of individual conduct, 

church and secular government, and 

social organization. 

 

Clear Values 

Many people accused of being a 

witch could escape execution if they 

confessed to being a witch.   

 

Clear Values 

The Puritans were not very 

committed to showing outward 

signs of salvation such as economic 

success, being a godly person, and 

avoiding evil at all costs.  
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Useful Information 

Most of the people being 

accused of witchcraft lived on 

the outskirts of town rather than 

in the central area of town. 

 

Useful Information 

When a person was accused of 

being a witch they were 

immediately thrown in a prison. 

Their property was also taken. 

 

Useful Information 

In most of the witchcraft trials, 

the accuser and the accused did 

not live next to each other and 

did not know each other. 

 

Useful Information 

Many people accused of being a 

witch could escape execution if 

they confessed to being a witch.   

 

Useful Information 

Several of the accused witches 

were prosperous merchants and 

traders on the outskirts of town.   

 

 

 

 

      

       

Useful Information 

Most of the girls who were 

accusing people of being a witch 

were daughters of poor farmers.   

 

 

 

      

       

 

Useful Information 

Disputes over land boundaries were 

common among the Puritans. 

 

Clear Values 

The Puritans believed that if a sin 

was committed in the community, 

the sinner had to be punished or the 

whole community would suffer 

wrath from God  
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Helpful Frame 

Immediately after people were 

accused of witchcraft in Salem 

what decision did the Puritans 

need to make?     

 

 

 

 

      

       

 

Helpful Frame 

What consequences did the 

Puritans want to avoid in making 

the decision to hang a person 

accused of being a witch? 

 

 

 

 

      

       

 

Helpful Frame 

What were the Puritans trying to 

achieve through the decision to 

hang people accused of 

witchcraft? 

 

 

 

      

       

 

Creative Alternatives 

The Puritans could have forgiven 

the people accused of witchcraft 

rather than hang them. 

 

Creative Alternatives 

Puritans could have ignored the 
issue and let the accused witches 
continue on with their lives. 

Creative Alternatives 

They could have suspected the girls 

making the accusations were 

incorrect. 

 

Follow Through 

The Puritans committed to 

follow through because they 

were willing to kill people to end 

the hysteria. 

 

Follow Through 

They strongly believed in their 

Puritan values which included 

avoiding evil at all costs.  
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Follow Through 

The Puritans wanted to keep 
order in their colony to insure 
safety and stability so that their 
colony would be able to prosper 
in the future.   

 

Follow Through 

Over 50 people in Salem 
confessed to being a witch.  Also, 
19 people were hung during this 
period. 

 

Follow Through 

They wanted to protect their 
religious community and families 
because they felt that the 
witches were a threat to their 
safety. 

 

Sound Reasoning  

Were they relying on emotions 

instead of reason? 

 

Sound Reasoning  

Were they basing their decision 

on their religious values or on 

group pressure? 

 

 

Follow Through 

Over 150 people in Salem were 

imprisoned for witchcraft during 

the period.  

 

Follow Through 

The leaders of the colony did not 
want to upset the majority of 
people who were against the 
witches because they feared a 
revolt or the colony falling apart.   

 

Follow Through 

1 person was pressed to death 
by rocks.  4 people died in jail 
awaiting their trial. 
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Sound Reasoning  

Did they examine the 

consequences that would follow 

their actions or were they 

reckless in their decision? 

 

 

Sound Reasoning  

Were the values (religious and 

social) that the Puritans were 

following reasonable? 

 

 

Sound Reasoning  

Did they thoroughly look at all 

the information or were they 

being presumptuous in making 

the decision? 
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Lesson #5 

Slavery in the Colonial Period 

In this lesson we briefly explore a perplexing question about how the decision to increase slavery 
in the colonies would ultimately become a cultural norm in the Colonies.   
 

1. The students are asked to read the sheet entitled Timeline of Colonial Slavery before 
answering some of the questions that follow. 

 

2. To further explore the issue of slavery you may also consider showing the PBS series 
“Africans in America”  http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/home.html or segment 2 of the 
“Roots” series.   

 

 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/home.html�
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Timeline of Colonial Slavery 
When do individual decisions about owning a slave become a cultural value in the Colonies? 

1600s: Poor, white indentured servants were brought to the Colonies to fill the need for working on 
farms.  Indentured servants worked for an allotted period of time, usually 7 years, in order to repay the 
money their masters spent on the servants’ voyage to the colonies.   

1619: 20 Slaves sold to Jamestown by Dutch Traders (Slaves had same status as indentured Servants at 
this time) American slavery changed from Indians to Blacks. Native Americans were unsuitable as slaves 
because they were easily susceptible to European diseases. 

1620: In Plymouth slaves were considered servants and were set free after turning 25. 

1624: Dutch entered slave trade: their law stated that all children of slaves were also slaves.  Beginning 
of the Triangle Trade: Soon, Tobacco planting became really profitable and more black slaves were 
traded into the colonies in exchange for pounds of tobacco. 

The southern colonies developed a farm economy that needed cheap labor to survive.   
 
Large farms developed called Plantations.  In the 1600s these plantations developed such cash crops like 
tobacco.  These cash crops yielded huge profits for some planters in the Chesapeake and Southern 
colonies.  In the North, due to cold weather and poorer soil that was not amenable to grow such crops 
as tobacco, plantations were not common. 
 
1642: Virginia makes a law to help find runaway slaves.  People who housed them are fined 20 pounds 
of tobacco for each night the slave was harbored.  Slaves are branded after the second time they try to 
run away. 

1649: Tobacco exports bring much prosperity to Virginia colonies. 

1661: Virginia law legalizes slavery 

1662: Virginia law created that all children will hold the same status as their mother and black slaves will 
be servants for life.  Freed black slaves are no longer aloud in Virginia. After this, many other colonial 
legislatures adopted this law, which defined common law that children held the same status of their 
fathers.  Slaves defined as property and slave revolts are greatly feared. 

1662: Virginia law limited interracial sexual relations.  Slaves were tried at non-jury courts.  Offending 
slaves were burned at the stake, branded, lynched, whipped, dismembered, or castrated. 

1663: Maryland law said that all imported blacks are slaves and any white woman who marries a black 
holds the status of slavery as long as their spouse lives. 

1660s: The status of slavery fully established and recognized.  Slavery started growing rapidly in the 
Colonies.  With new laws and growing populations, slavery was thriving.  Development of plantation 
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agriculture caused a large demand for slaves.  Slaves were skilled laborers and did not get malaria easily, 
so they were considered good workers.  

1667: Slavery becomes an official institution in the Colonies. 

1670: Voting rights are removed from any freed slaves. 

1676: Bacon’s Rebellion took place.  Former indentured servants rebelled against the Virginia 
government demanding that more land be opened up in the frontier country. Nathaniel Bacon was a 
backcountry farmer from Virginia who Bacon led a group of former indentured servants and poor Blacks 
in a battle against local tribes in the interior of Virginia. The rebellion was finally put down by British 
authorities.  Bacon's Rebellion demonstrated that poor whites and poor blacks could be united in a 
cause. A great fear emerged among the ruling class that freed servants could unite against the wealthy 
elite. 
 
1680s: Slaves become an essential part of the economy in the Colonies. 

1715: Black slaves make up 25% of total population of Virginia  

1749: Slaves mostly held in groups of 20 by large slave owners.  Those slave owners governed the towns. 

1750: Slaves comprise 20% of colonial population, mostly south of Pennsylvania, and over 40% of 
Virginia. 

1761: Quakers were the first group in America to attack slavery even though many Quakers owned 
slavesvi
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Individual Decisions that Became Cultural Values 
Individual decisions can have tremendous impact on a culture.  After reading the timeline on 
how slavery evolved in the colonies, please answer the questions below: 

1. Based on the timeline, at what point did slavery move from being a decision of an individual 
farmer purchasing a slave to a cultural value of an entire region? 

 
 

 

 

2. Why would slavery increase in the colonies over the course of the late 1600s and 1700s? 
Consider some of the following issues: 

• The need for more cheap labor 
• Increased racism toward people of African descent 
• Higher profits from farming 
• Higher profits from trading slaves and tobacco 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Was slavery in the Colonial period primarily an economic issue, a political issue, or a social issue? 
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Teacher Note: Optional Exercise 
 
An optional exercise for the students can include a “Hierarchy of Values”  In the top two tiers of the 
triangle are the values that are considered most important to a colonist. These are the unshakeable and 
unchangeable values such as the Puritan or German immigrants seeking religious freedom. Other values 
in the top tier might be economic betterment or the key religious principles such as no theft or no 
murder. In the middle tier are values that tend to link more with the current period and these values can 
alter as conditions change. Values in this tier can be related to learning a trade or expanding the farm or 
the business. Values in the lowest tier are the day to day values such as living well with your neighbors, 
participating in the town meetings or educating your children. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The activity in this exercise asks the students or groups of students to select a colonist from one the 
regions with specific responsibilities such as farming, clergy, merchant or others and develop the value 
hierarchy for that individual. Once the hierarchies are completed, the students can compare the 
differences and similarities and discuss why these differences exist and consider how these differences 
affected the use and expansion of slavery.   

Values HierarchyValues Hierarchy

Tier I Tier I –– Most Most 
important & important & 
permanent valuespermanent values
Tier II Tier II –– Important Important 
values now that can values now that can 
change when change when 
conditions change.conditions change.
Tier III Tier III –– values that values that 
activate us everyday.activate us everyday.
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Lesson #6 

18th Century Changes in the Colonies 

 
The following lesson looks at the changes that take place in colonial society from the 17th century to the 
18th

 

 century.  The lesson centers around how key issues and events such as Salutary Neglect, 
Mercantilism, The Triangular Trade, the Navigation Acts, The Molasses Act, the Great Awakening, and 
the French and Indian War impact and change culture over time. The goal of the lesson is to ask 
students to apply the Historical Categories sheet to the specific events. In analyzing events, students 
tend to merely use phrases like, they didn’t like it or it was not a good policy. Our goal is to get students 
to analyze historical events on a deeper level. The teacher should ask students to try to specifically apply 
the words and questions from the Historical Categories sheet from Lesson #1 in the Introduction Unit.  

If we examine these issues in light of who created the issue and how carefully did the decision makers 
calculate the possible consequences of these decisions, then the progression of steps from 13 
independent colonies to a united assembly of Colonies becomes more evident. For example, the issue of 
Salutary Neglect had significant consequences. The British decision(s) to let the colonies have wide 
degrees of economic freedom and independence had the consequence of the colonists enjoying this 
freedom and benefiting from this trade. When the leniency was removed, resentment started and 
turned into open rebellion in certain locales such as the Boston Tea Party. Hence, understanding the 
range of potential consequences from any decision is very important. A second example is the issue of 
taxation which was, originally, designed as “self taxation “via representation in the colony legislatures. 
Later, the decision by the British Parliament to directly tax the colonies created a “no taxation without 
representation” reaction which contributed to a growing resentment toward the English overlords. 
Again, decisions made without full grasp of the potential consequences. The same impact occurs with 
Mercantilism as the success of traders with markets other than British only encourages the colonists to 
export to the widest set of buyers. This type of economic freedom is treasured when gained and is very 
hard to remove. British control over the slave and molasses trade backfired as the colonists found ways 
to get to closed markets. The attempt of the British to control the trade prominently indicated that 
government control against the colonies interests was not a government the colonies wanted. In the 
“Great Awakening” a different set of decisions were made and in this case it was the decision by several 
distinguished clergymen. Through their studies and thought these clergymen realized that one church 
(i.e., the Church of England) did not have all the answers and insights on how to live the good life and 
how best to relate to God so they embarked on delivering a message of their view of the path to God. 
These individual decisions resulted in demonstrating that many religious pathways were possible and 
attractive and that religion should not be dominated by one church. From this perspective, it was not 
difficult for the colonists to understand that one government like one religion is not responsive to 
people with varying conditions and needs. These four forces combined to supply a strong base of 
resistance to continued British rule.  
 
Pass out the sheet entitled, Analyzing the Significance of Events. Work with the students to carefully 
consider what each event means in from a political, economic, or social point of view. 
  



Unit 1: The Colonial Period 
 

36 | P a g e  
 

Analyzing the Significance of Events 
Apply the Categories sheet to the following events that take place in the 17th and 18th

 

1. The Triangular Trade 

 century.  

It was a route used to receive slaves, and it got its name from the triangular formation that the 
three routes formed. The first route carried fish, lumber, and other goods from New England to the 
West Indies. There they picked up sugar and molasses, which was used to make rum. From the 
West Indies the merchants carried rum, guns, and other tools to West Africa. These items were then 
traded for slaves, and the slaves were carried back to the West Indies where they were sold. The 
trip for the slaves back to the West Indies was called the Middle Passage. Due to the harsh 
treatment of the slaves, many of them did not survive.  
 

 
 

• Looking at the triangular trade from an economic, political, and social perspective, what 
significance did the event have on colonial life and culture? 

 

 

• What larger impact did the triangular trade place on the colonies that would affect future 
time periods and events? 
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2. Salutary Neglect  

It referred to the neglect by England to the American Colonies from 1607-1763 . The colonists did 
not enforce the Acts that Parliament placed over them, which overtime, made the colonists believe 
that Parliament had no authority over them.  

• How did salutary neglect directly impact the social life in America in terms of creating an 
American identity? 

 

 

3. Navigation Acts 

The Navigation Acts were passed by Parliament in the seventeenth century. America was restricted 
because only British ships could transport imported and exported goods from the colonies; the only 
people allowed to trade with the colonists were British citizens. Products produced in the colonies 
could only be exported to British ports. This limited trade between the colonies and foreign nations 
that were not under British control.  

• Looking at the Navigation Acts from an economic point of view, how did these acts 
contribute to an attitude  

 

• Which societal classes in the colonies were affected the most by the Navigation Acts? Why? 

 
 

4. Molasses Act 

An Act passed by Parliament that placed a duty on sugar, molasses, and rum that was imported into 
the colonies from non-British islands in the Caribbean. Parliament passed this act due to the 
request of planters of the British West Indies. They feared that American trade with other islands 
would destroy the British sugar industry. As a result of the Molasses Act, the colonists began 
smuggling goods. Parliament failed to enforce the act, and it was eventually repealed by the Sugar 
Act. 

• Besides economic reasons, how else did the Molasses Act affect life in the colonies? 
 

• In what ways did the Molasses Act hinder the colonial economy? 
 

• From an economic perspective, what did Great Britain hope to gain by enacting the 
Molasses Act? 
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5. Great Awakening 

The 1st

 

 Great Awakening was a series of religious revivals that lasted from the 1730s to the 1760s. 
It was led by Jonathan Edwards and George Whitfield. It was characterized by an emphasis on the 
sins of humanity and the need for redemption through Jesus Christ. Baptists, Presbyterians, and 
Congregationalists extended religion to the poor, blacks, women, and those who had been excluded 
from the most influential churches of the time.  

• From a social point of view, how did the Great Awakening shape future ways of thinking that 
would define U.S. culture in the years to follow? 

 

• What major religious changes were caused by the Great Awakening? 

 

 

6. French and Indian War 

 It was a war between France and England for control of North America and Europe. The British 
ended the war when they captured Quebec and kicked the French off the North American continent. 
With the French defeat, England began to control her colonies with more authority by imposing 
new taxes to pay for the war. This was also the first time that many Americans fought side by side 
with British troops.   

• From a political point of view, what would be the possible impact on the French and Indian 
War on the colonies? 
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Lesson # 7 

The Revolutionary War 

 
1. This lesson explores why the colonists decided to fight the Revolutionary War against the British.  

The students will be asked to gather information, categorize the events, and develop a thesis 
based on the overall events that took place in the American colonies from 1607 to 1775.  The 
student handouts outline some of the key events that took place after the French and Indian 
War ended.  The students will be asked to refer to the sheet on how to structure an essay in U.S. 
History and the decision techniques discussed earlier to create an outline that analyzes the 
decision to go to war.   

 
2. The outline the students create helps them gather historical facts to develop a historical 

argument.  Once the facts are gathered they need to develop a thesis that involves political, 
economic, and social reasons that the colonist decided to fight the Revolutionary War.  As a part 
of their analysis, the students are also asked to apply decision techniques that will help them 
analyze if the decision to go to war was justified. 
 

3. The final component of the lesson is a sample student essay on how to write about a historical 
event. The essay is color coded so the students can recognize the different components of the 
essay. 
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Why would the Colonists decide to fight the Revolutionary War? 
 
To begin to answer the question above, you first need to gather the right information. You may refer to 
the decision requirements in earlier lessons to organize your thoughts. What values in the colonies were 
being violated or frustrated by the actions of the British? What information did the colonists have that 
indicated that British rule must be stopped? Did the colonists have other alternatives than war to 
change or remove British rule?  Based on what we have studied in the colonial period, you should first 
gather the relevant facts that relate best to the question above.  To begin, please refer to the different 
components below. 
 
General Characteristics of the Original 13 Colonies 1607-1700  
Could you argue that the American colonies established an independent culture from the British when 
the colonists were established from 1607-1700?  To answer this question, please refer to the map and 
information from the previous lesson on “The Original 13 Colonies” and the lesson on how slavery was 
established in the colonies.  Then write a 1-2 sentence analysis for how each historical category below 
contributed to an independent attitude among the colonists.  
 
Political
 

    

 
 
 
 
 
 
Economic
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
Social
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Geography 
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The Period 1700-1763 
What were possible causes for the Revolutionary War based on the period 1700-1763?  How could 
certain events and issues in the period 1700-1763 contribute to an attitude of independence on the part 
of the colonists?   Please refer to the power point notes on this time period to analyze the issues listed 
below.   For each issue please write a 1-2 sentence analysis of how each issue contributed to an attitude 
of independence. 
 

• Salutary Neglect 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Triangular Trade 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Navigation Acts 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Molasses Act 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Great Awakening 
 
 
 
 
 

• The French and Indian War 
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Short term causes for the Revolutionary War 1763-1776 
By looking at the list below you can see that many policies were suddenly passed by the British after 
1763.  The British government felt that it was only right for the colonist to help pay for the debts caused 
by the French and Indian War and to pay for the troops stationed in America after 1763.  As a result the 
British ended Salutary Neglect and started imposing taxes and other limitations on the colonists.  Based 
on the list of events below and the primarily source documents that follow, are the causes for the war 
primarily political, economic, or social?  Explain. 
 

British Policy toward the Colonies 
1763-1776 

 
1763 The French and Indian War ends.  The British immediately impose the 

Proclamation of 1763.  This proclamation prohibited settlement West in the 
area beyond the Appalachian Mountains. 

1764-
1765 

The Grenville Acts tried to control colonial trade and raise revenue by placing a 
light tax on stamps and sugar. The Sugar Act levied an additional tax on sugar 
and forbade the importation of rum.  Its enforcement threatened the triangular 
trade. The Stamp Act declared that all printed materials have a common stamp.  
This act attempted to raise 1/3 of the cost the British paid to station British 
troops in the colonies. 

1766 The Declaratory Act allowed the British Parliament to make any laws for the 
colonies without representation from the colonies. 

1770 A  group of 60 colonists came upon a squad of British troops.  The mob started 
throwing rocks at the troops and taunted them to fight.  The British troops fired 
into the crowd and killed several citizens.  The event was quickly labeled the 
Boston Massacre in the local papers. 

1773 A small group of colonists disguised themselves as Mohawk Indians and 
dumped British tea overboard in the Boston harbor to protest a British tax on 
tea.  The event became known as the Boston Tea Party. 

1774 In response to the colonial defiance of the tea tax and the Boston Tea Party, 
Parliament passed what was called the Intolerable Acts, the Coercive Acts, and 
the Quartering Act.  These acts closed the Boston port, forbade local town 
meetings, and required colonists to provide food and shelter to British soldiers.  

1775 Representatives from the thirteen colonies known as the Second Continental 
Congress came together to raise money and create an army and a navy.   

1776 The Declaration of Independence was a document written by Thomas Jefferson 
that formally cut ties with the British.   
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Key Documents 

The Revolutionary War Period 
 

Patrick Henry Demands Boldness (1775) 
 They tell us, sir, that we are weak; unable to cope with so formidable an adversary. But when 
shall we be stronger?....Sir, we are not weak if we make a proper use of those means which the God of 
nature hath placed in our power. Three millions of people armed in the holy cause of liberty, and in such 
a country as that which we possess, are invincible by any force which our enemy can send against us. 
Besides, sir, we shall not fight our battles alone. There is a just God who presides over the destines of 
nations and who will raise up friends to fight our battles for us. The battle, sir, is not to the strong alone; 
it is to the vigilant, the active, the brave. 
 It is vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. The gentlemen may cry, Peace, peace! but there is no 
peace. The war has actually begun!...Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of 
chains and slavery? Forbid it, almighty God. I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give 
me liberty or give me death! 
 
Source: The American Spirit 
 
 
Declaration and Resolves of the First Continental Congress (1774) 
 …the inhabitants of the English Colonies in North America, by the immutable laws of nature, the 
principles of the English Constitution, and the several charters or compacts, have the following rights: 
 Item. That the foundation of English liberty, and of all free government, is a right in the people 
to participate in their legislative council: and as the English colonists are not represented, and from their 
local and other circumstances, cannot properly be represented in the British Parliament, they are 
entitled to a free and exclusive power of legislation in their several provincial legislatures…  
 
Source: Sources and Documents illustrating the American Revolution 
 
Thomas Paine Talks Common Sense (1776) 
 In the following pages I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common 
sense: 
 I have heard it asserted by some that, as America has flourished under her former connection 
with Great Britain, the same connection is necessary towards her future happiness, and will always have 
the same effect. Nothing can be more fallacious than this kind of argument. We may as well assert that, 
because a child has thrived upon milk, it is never to have meat, or that the first twenty years of our lives 
is to become a precedent for the next twenty. But even this is admitting more than is true. For I answer 
roundly that America would have flourished as much, and probably much more, had no European power 
taken notice of her. The commerce by which she hath enriched herself are the necessities of life, and 
will always have a market while eating is the custom of Europe… 
 Every quiet method for peace hath been ineffectual. Our prayers have been rejected with 
disdain…Wherefore, since nothing but blows will do, for God’s sake let us come to a final separation… 
 
Source: The American Spirit 
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Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (1776) 
[I] 

 When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 
political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume, among the powers of the 
earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a 
decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel 
them to the separation. 
 We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed. That, whenever any form of government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. 

[VI] 
 We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress 
assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do in the 
name and by the authority of the good people of these colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That 
these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states; that they are absolved 
from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the state of 
Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved; and that as free and independent states they have full 
power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and 
things which independent states may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our 
fortunes, and our sacred honor. 
 
Source: The American Spirit 
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Lesson #8 

Writing an Essay in U.S. History 

Students tend to struggle writing effective essays because they don’t know how to structure an essay. 
The lesson that follows is designed to help students know what to write and how to write an effective 
essay. 

Pass out the sheet entitled, Structuring an Essay in U.S. History. The sheet goes over very specific 
components on how to write a good essay in U.S. History that uses specific historical events to 
effectively analyze a question in history. The next sheet, Writing an Outline Essay is designed to ask 
students to apply the information from Structuring an Essay. Finally, the students are given a color 
coded sample student essay that highlights the different components of an essay.  
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Structuring an Essay in U.S. History 
 
Thesis Paragraph 
   Introduction 
Write a brief introduction that may give some relevant background information to the question.  This 
information should be no more than 2-3 sentences.  Address the context of the time period.  What key 
ideas lead up to the issue you are about to address?  If you are unable to write a good introduction, you 
may jump right into the thesis statement. 
 
   Thesis Statement 
Your thesis statement is a 1-2 sentence response to the question.  Ask yourself what the question is 
asking you to analyze.  You can state your two body paragraph categories as your thesis or you may 
write a more detailed response to the question. 
 
1st

   Topic Statement 
 Body Paragraph 

The first sentence in your body paragraph should be your topic statement.  Your topic statement tells 
the reader what this particular paragraph is about.  You could write about a political, economic, social, 
or some other specific.  You are merely informing the reader what this paragraph will entail.  Your topic 
statement should be no more than 1 sentence. 
 
   Terms  
After your topic statement you need to begin using specific facts such as key events or important people 
to back up your main point.  Each body paragraph should have 2-3 terms.  Only define the term based 
upon your thesis.  Don’t give any more information about the term than is necessary to back up your 
thesis.   
 
   Analysis 
Analysis means that you are explaining how you support your overall argument.  You are interpreting 
how your key terms support your thesis.  Remember that you are presenting an argument rather than 
merely describing what is happening in a time period.  Analysis is giving an interpretation on why 
something is happening rather than merely describing what is taking place.  In your analysis you go back 
to the thesis question idea to make an interpretation, based on your facts above, about how to interpret 
the question. 
 
2nd Body Paragraph (3rd

The second body paragraph follows the same structure as the first body paragraph.  The 2
 Body Paragraph if necessary) 

nd body 
paragraph, of course, is the 2nd

 
 topic you are using to back up your thesis. 

Conclusion 
Your conclusion is all analysis.  Now you are analyzing the entire question rather than just one 
paragraph’s worth of information.  You should wrap up your argument in the conclusion by showing the 
reader that you have clearly supported your argument.  Your conclusion should be no more than 3-4 
sentences.   
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Writing the Outline Essay 
 

Why would the colonists decide to fight the Revolutionary War? 
 
To answer the question above you will need to use the student handout sheet on “Structuring an Essay 
in U.S. History.”  To analyze the question, you will also need to refer to the decision techniques 
discussed previously.   
 
Introduction:  
What characteristics from the original 13 colonies framed the background to the decision to fight the 
Revolutionary War? 
 
 
 
 
Thesis Statement: 
In a 1-2 sentence statement clearly state why you think the colonists decided to fight the Revolutionary 
War? 
 
 
 
 
Body Paragraph #1:  Political causes for the war 
Topic statement on the political reasons for the decision to go the war. What specific political values did 
the colonists want that were violated by the British?  
 
 
 
Examples: Please use 2-3 events, issues or documents that helps support the political causes for the war.  
Please give a 1-2 sentence analysis for how each event contributed to the decision to go to war. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis of the events:  To analyze the decision to go to war please use the appropriate decision 
techniques to analyze if the political decision to go to war was justified? 
 
 
 
 
 
Body Paragraph #2:  Economic causes for the war 
Write a topic statement on the role of economic reasons for the decision to go to war. What specific 
economic values did the colonists want that were withheld or withdrawn by the British? 
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Examples: Please use 2-3 events, issues or documents that helps support the economic causes for the 
war.  Please give a 1-2 sentence analysis for how each event contributed to the decision to go to war. 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis of the events:  To analyze the decision to go to war please use the appropriate decision 
techniques to analyze if the economic decision to go to war was justified? 
 
 
 
 
Body Paragraph #3:  Social causes for the war 
Write a topic statement on the role of social reasons for the decision to go the war. What specific social 
values important to the colonists and were violated by the British? 
 
 
Examples: Please use 2-3 events, issues or documents that helps support the social causes for the war.  
Please give a 1-2 sentence analysis for how each event contributed to the decision to go to war. 
 
 
 
 
Analysis of the events:  To analyze the decision to go to war please use the appropriate decision 
techniques to analyze if the social decision to go to war was justified? What were the primary values 
that empowered the war decision? What alternatives to the war and to conduct the war were 
developed and seriously considered? What was the primary information that indicated the necessity of 
war?  Did the colonists have a good command and understanding of the consequences of war with the 
British? What consequences were anticipated? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Concluding Paragraph:  Using the decision techniques, please analyze if the overall political, economic, 
and social decision to go to war was justified. 
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Student Sample Essay 
 

Why would the colonists decide to fight the Revolutionary War? 

 

 

 

 

 

    Prior to the French-Indian War the thirteen colonies received vast amounts of political, economic, 
and social freedom. Politically and economically, colonies in the New England and Middle region 
established a democracy supporting the expansion of trade and small farms. On the other hand, the 
colonists of the Chesapeake and Southern regions established a government comprised of the 
aristocratic planter elite who profited from the production and selling of cash crops including 
tobacco and sugar cane. Socially, the colonies of New England were mainly religiously strict 
Puritans while the Middle colonies were very diverse not only religiously but also in all aspects of 
life. In the Chesapeake and Southern colonies labor was scarce providing for an unequal balance of 
wealth between the elite and poor white trash class. After the French-Indian War the values 
between England and the colonies differed dramatically. England's new political presence, 
economic limitations imposed on the colonies, and the shift in values in the colonies led to the 
outbreak of the Revolutionary War of 1775-1783. 

   In the 1760 and 1770's England enforced new political policies, inhibiting the control of the 
colonists governing system. In 1766 Parliament passed the Declaratory Act permitting virtual 
representation of the colonies, thus allowing England to assert parental authority over the 
colonists. Existing across the Atlantic Ocean, English leaders knew little about the foreign land of 
America and were mainly interested in the benefits the colony would bring to its mother country. 
England’s decision to virtually represent the colonies angered many due to the lack of knowledge 
and concern for the people residing in the American colonies that Parliament possessed. The 
colonies felt as if they were not represented by England's laws, demonstrating the different 
perceptions of a just governing system in the colonies. The English governing body also passed the 
Intolerable Acts restricting a series of colonial privileges. Such restrictions forbade town meetings, 
reduced the power of the colonial government, and allowed British soldiers to be tried in England. 
The Intolerable Acts undermined the present governing system established by the colonies. 
Comfortable with their current administration, England's decision to inflict significant change upon 
the lives of the colonists upset many. No longer able to have a strong voice in their own 
government, colonists were infuriated by England's obstruction of their previous independence. As 
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a result, revolutionary views ran rampant throughout the American colonies. Even when 
Parliament passed the Tea Act of 1773 imposing no new taxes, but rather boosting the East India 
Company through the direct selling of surplus tea, colonists were angry. Although the Tea Act 
provided for the purchase of tea at bargain prices, colonists were still enraged with the legislation 
of Parliament. Feeling England was not entitled to any political control over the American colonies, 
any legislation from their governing body was rejected in the colonies. In addition this act bypassed 
the colonial merchants through the direct vending of tea by the British. Colonists believed that 
England had yet again overstepped its political boundaries within America despite the fact that 
overall this act benefited colonial economy. The different perceptions of a fair government, 
England's obstruction of the previously independent colonies resulting in a loss of political voice in 
their own country, and the fact that any legislation England enforced upon the colonies was 
rejected, demonstrates that England's political presence in America was a catalyst for the outbreak 
Revolutionary War.  

            Post French-Indian War, England's new economic authority in the colonies created agitation, 
sparking English resentment which in turn led to the Revolutionary War. In the 1760's Parliament 
passed the Townshend Acts raising colonial revenues to pay the salaries of the governors and 
judges England installed in America. By raising revenues England inflicted a financial strain upon 
many of the colonists. Furthermore, the revenues were used to support a form of government that 
majority of colonists did not support.  Therefore enforcing an economic burden upon the colonists 
in order to fund the installment of a governing system that did not comply with colonist wishes, 
lead to commotion. In addition, Parliament also issued the Currency Acts. Designed to forbid the 
colonies from printing paper money, this act limited the amount of currency in circulation. 
Colonists were angered by England's involvement in their government that resulted in an overall 
loss of money. Economically this threatened the financial positions of the colonists. With less money 
flowing throughout the colonies, the impoverished especially struggled to maintain their lifestyles. 
England's lessening of the currency in circulation aided in the outbreak of the Revolution because 
economically the act interrupted the present monetary system in the colonies. Yet another factor 
leading to the outbreak of the Revolutionary War was England’s policy of mercantilism. 
Mercantilism was the idea that there is a set amount of wealth within the world and therefore 
European colonies especially maintained colonies elsewhere to profit and maintain the balance of 
trade. Thrusting mercantilism on the colonies agitated many because its policies were geared 
mainly towards British gain rather than mutual benefit. Mercantilism was a hassle namely because 
it restricted free market and set extra provisions for colonial trade, thus hindering the expansion 
and disallowing the flourish of the colonial economy. England’s decision to interject in the colonial 
economy aided in the offset of the Revolutionary War. By raising revenues which in turn financially 
strained many middle and lower class colonists in order to promote a government that the majority 
of people did not support, an overall loss of money in circulation through the Currency Acts, and 
provisions through the practice of mercantilism that hindered colonial economy and free market 
demonstrate that England’s economic authority in the colonies lead to the Revolutionary War.  

 As anti-British sentiment was beginning to spread throughout the colonies, social unrest 
was created in response to England’s unfair political and economic policies.  The social movements 
in turn rallied support for the Revolutionary War. One group that socially protested the acts of 
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Parliament enforced in the colonies was the Sons of Liberty. A widely known act of this group was 
the hanging of stamp Distributor, Andrew Oliver in a public area. After the colonists became aware 
of this public movement against the Stamp Act as carried out by the Sons of Liberty, from example, 
they too protested the act in violent ways. The colonists formed mobs burning down the property of 
not only Andrew Oliver but other Stamp Act enforcers too. Because the colonists were willing to use 
violent acts in response to the violent act demonstrated by the Sons of Liberty, is can be concluded 
that even the work of a few angry colonists can trickle down and cause complete social chaos 
among the whole. It was the work of the Sons of Liberty that aided in the influence of colonial 
society in order to trigger the start of Revolutionary War. In 1768 the Massachusetts Letter of 
Circulation was sent from the Massachusetts House of Representatives to that of all the colonies. 
The letter challenges several of the acts of King George and Parliament as being unconstitutional. 
This letter was sent from Massachusetts to other colonies in order to raise social awareness on the 
issue of Parliament’s unjust rulings in colonial America. The Massachusetts Circular letter opened 
the eyes of colonists to the grievances committed by Parliament and King George III. The letter 
rallied support for the Revolutionary War as the governing bodies in the colonies exposed English 
unfair ruling policies. The Boston Tea Party of 1773 is the  famous protest to the Tea Act in which a 
group of men impersonated Mohawk Indians and boarded three British ships, the Beaver, the 
Eleanor, and the Dartmouth dumping forty-five tons of tea into the British Harbor. Tea being a 
traditional drink as well as a major import to the colonies, the decision to waste forty-five tons of 
this heavily consumed liquid represents strong animosity from the colonists. Being a custom not 
only in the colonies but also in England, tea was a common ground between the two lands. The 
colonists' social protest wasting one of the few ties they had left with England, lead to the surge of 
the Revolutionary War. The colonists decision to form a mob in response to the acts of the Sons of 
Liberty, the Massachusetts Letter of Circulation that rallied support for the war by opening the eyes of 
the colonists to injustices committed by the English governing body, and the Boston Tea Party which 
injured the traditional tie with England, are all prime examples of social reasons that triggered the start 
of the Revolutionary War.  

   England's overall presence in the colonies politically and economically agitated the colonists, causing 
social unrest. After the end of the French-Indian War, England increased its involvement in the once 
primarily self-run colonies. Politically England overstepped its boundaries in the colonies in a sudden 
manner. Colonists had already established their own forms of government that required little British 
approval. With the insertion of England's political rulings into colonial politics, the Revolutionary War 
became inevitable. Also, England's decisions to economically use the colonies for the benefit of the 
mother country and tax without representation angered many. England became a controlling economic 
authority in the colonies leading to revolutionary ideas. Finally England's new political and economic 
policies received much resentment from the colonists as social chaos spread from colony to colony. 
Groups such as the Sons of Liberty formed in response to Britain's harsh policies while protests such as 
the Boston Tea Party were common. All in all the Revolutionary War was caused over a difference of 
opinion and different values between two governing bodies. As tensions climax the governing bodies 
seek solutions to the problem, sometimes unable to compromise resulting in a full-fledged war.   
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