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John Adams

An American Founder (cont.)

Analyzing the Primary Source
1. Have small groups of students read the background information, Adams’s Life.  (A copy 

of this text at a lower reading level is provided in the Digital Resources—bgadams2.pdf).  
Review key words with students as necessary.  As students read, encourage them to 
annotate the text by noting the various accomplishments of Adams.2. Provide time for students to complete at least two of the activities from the back of the 
primary source card.

3. Distribute sheets of paper.  In the center of their papers, have students write 
John Adams.  In the space around the center, have each student write about the 
different accomplishments of Adams.  Students should also write about how these 
accomplishments affected the transition of the colonies into the United States. 4. Adams’s wife, Abigail Adams, was also an important historical figure.  Study her 
contributions during her 54-year marriage to John Adams.  Then, have students create 
short biographies highlighting her accomplishments.  Pull students into small groups to 
have them discuss the lives of the Adams family and how the members were affected by 
the presidency.

Document-Based Assessment
 ■ Distribute copies of Dinner with John Adams.  A digital copy of the primary source is 
provided in the Digital Resources (independence.jpg). ■ Have students think about what they’ve learned throughout this lesson, carefully analyze 
the primary source, and respond thoughtfully to the questions.

These key content words are included in both levels of the background information.
 ■ denounced—publicly announced to be evil ■ negotiate—to settle something through discussion ■ ratified—approved 

 ■ unanimously—completely agreeing

Key Words

PRIM
ARY SOURCE CARD ACTIVITIES
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John Adams

An American Founder

Learning Outcomes

■ Students will identify the accomplishments of John Adams.

■ Students will be able to explain the significance of

contributions made by John Adams to the founding of the

United States.

Materials

■ copies of the John Adams primary source card (adams.pdf)

■ copies of Adams’s Life (page 33; bgadams1.pdf)

■ copies of the Dinner with John Adams document-based assessment (page 34; dinner.pdf)

Essential Question 

■ Why is it important to understand the accomplishments of historical figures?

Guiding Questions 

■ What were Adams’s most important accomplishments?

■ What were the different roles John Adams had throughout his life?

■ What were Adams’s beliefs regarding the new nation?

■ What was Adams’s role in the Boston Massacre?

Introducing the Primary Source

1. Ask students what they already know about the Founders of the United States.  Find

out how many they can name from memory.  On chart paper, create a list of the names

students are able to generate.

■ Use this list to discuss the accomplishments of each person.

■ Save this list for future lessons.

2. Share the portrait of John Adams on the primary source card.  Give students a few

minutes to make lists of at least five observations that show he was an important figure.

3. Introduce the essential question, and use the provided guiding questions to discuss

Adams.  Encourage students to ask their own questions to facilitate further inquiry.

?

The learning outcomes 
are the focus throughout 
each lesson.

Page references and 
digital filenames make 
lesson preparation easy.

Essential questions 
provide inquiry anchors 
for students as they 
investigate enduring 
understandings.

Students collaborate to interact 
with the primary source through 
inquiry, textual analysis, and 
engaging activities.

These assessments 
provide opportunities 
for students to 
independently 
practice primary 
source analysis.

Key content vocabulary from the 
historical background information 
is bolded in student texts and 
defined here for reference.

For digital-only 
reproducibles, digital 
filenames are provided.

The guiding questions 
help support development 
of inquiry by focusing on 
the primary source being 
studied.
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Adams’s Life

John Adams was born in a small house 

in Massachusetts in 1735.  His family 

owned a farm and valued education.  He 

attended Harvard University where he 

studied law.  He served as a successful 

lawyer for 14 years.

In 1764, Adams married Abigail Smith.  

They were married for 54 years and 

made a very strong team.  During the 

early years of his marriage, Adams began 

writing against the British government.  

He wrote a paper in 1765 that stated the 

Stamp Act was unfair.  This brought him 

a lot of attention.  He became a leader 

for people who opposed British rule.  

Despite this, Adams felt independence 

from England should be a last resort.  He 

even defended the British soldiers who 

were accused of the Boston Massacre.  

He ensured they had a fair trial.  At the 

trial, he denounced mob violence.

In 1774, Adams was chosen to 

represent Massachusetts at the 

Continental Congress.  This group of 

leaders was meeting in Philadelphia.  

During his two years as a representative, 

he wrote many papers about 

independence.  He was noticed by 

Thomas Jefferson from Virginia.  Adams 

helped Jefferson write the Declaration 

of Independence.  This document was 

unanimously adopted by Congress.

Next, Adams sailed to Europe to seek 

peace with Britain.  His trip was not 

successful.  He argued with Benjamin 

Franklin and French officials.  He decided 

to go to the Netherlands instead.  While 

he was there, he got a large loan to help 

the United States gain independence.  

Later, he returned to France to help 

negotiate the Treaty of Paris.  The 

treaty was important because in it 

Britain acknowledged the United States’ 

independence.

For two more years, Adams worked 

with Franklin and Jefferson to get treaties 

signed.  These would help America 

survive as an independent nation.  

Adams returned to the United States in 

1781.  The Articles of Confederation were 

being ratified at this time.

Later, Adams was elected as vice 

president under George Washington.  

He was then elected as the second 

president of the United States.  He 

faced difficult times.  There was nearly 

a war with France.  This was called the 

XYZ Affair.  In an effort to prevent war, 

Adams sent a group of men to France to 

seek peace.  This worked, and the war 

was prevented.  However, Alexander 

Hamilton and others did not agree with 

Adams’s decision and wanted him  

to declare war.  Jefferson was in 

an opposing political party,  

and he led a group who 

opposed Adams’s policies.   

As a result, Adams served  

only one term as president.

Adams retired to 

Massachusetts where he lived 

the last 25 years of his life.  He 

died on July 4, 1826, just a 

few hours after Jefferson 

died.  It was the 50th 

anniversary of the signing 

of the Declaration 

of Independence.
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Adams’s Life 
John Adams was born in 1735 in Massachusetts.  His family owned a small house and a farm.  They valued education, so Adams went to Harvard University.  He studied law.  He was a lawyer for 14 years.

In 1764, Adams married Abigail Smith.  They were married for 54 years.  They made a very strong team.  Early in his marriage, Adams wrote against the British government.  He wrote that the Stamp Act was unfair.  This paper from 1765 brought him a lot of attention.  He became a leader for those who were against British rule.  But Adams wanted independence from England to be a last resort.  He even defended the British soldiers who were accused of the Boston Massacre.  He made sure they had a fair trial.  At the trial, he denounced mob violence.

In 1774, Adams became a representative for Massachusetts.  He went to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia.  He was a representative for two years.  He wrote many papers about independence.  He started to get noticed by Thomas Jefferson, another representative.  Adams helped Jefferson write the Declaration of Independence.  Congress accepted the Declaration unanimously.
Adams sailed to Europe after his first term.  He wanted to make peace with Britain.  But he was not able to.  He argued with Benjamin Franklin and French officials.  So, he went to the Netherlands.  He got a large loan to help the United States gain independence.  Then, he went back to France to help 

negotiate a treaty.  It was called the Treaty of Paris.  The treaty was important.  In it, Britain accepted that the United States was independent.
Adams worked with Franklin and Jefferson for two more years.  They helped to get treaties signed.  These helped the country last as an independent nation.  Adams returned to the United States in 1781.  The Articles of Confederation were being ratified at this time.  Later, Adams was elected as vice president.  He worked under George Washington.

Adams was then elected as the second president of the United States.  He faced hard times.  There was nearly a war with France.  This was called the XYZ Affair.  To prevent war, Adams sent a group of men to France to seek peace.  This worked, and the war was averted.  However, Alexander Hamilton and others did not agree with Adams’s decision.  They wanted him to declare war.  Jefferson was in an opposing political party.  He also led a group who opposed Adams’s policy.  As a result, Adams served only one term as president.

Adams retired in 
Massachusetts.  He lived there for the last 25 years of his life.  He died on July 4, 1826.  Jefferson died a few hours before him.  It was the 50th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.

The historical background information provides students with key information about both the 
time period and the primary source.  It is provided at two different reading levels to support 
differentiation.  When preparing for a lesson, decide which level best meets the needs of your 
students. Use one level for all students, or differentiate the reading levels by student need.

■■ Encourage students to write strong questions they have as they read these texts. The 
Creating Strong Questions lesson on pages 28–30 will prepare students for this important 
aspect of the inquiry arc.

■■ Suggestions for annotations students could make while reading are provided in each 
lesson plan.

Glossary terms are 
bolded to highlight 
their importance 
to the content.  All 
glossary words 
are included in 
both levels of 
the information.

A Student Glossary 
is provided on the 
digital resources.  
This document 
includes the 
vocabulary words and 
definitions from all 
16 lessons. 

Within the Teacher’s Guide, 
the texts are leveled at a 
seventh- to eighth-grade 
reading level and are denoted 
by a triangle in the top right 
of each page.

Texts leveled at 
a fifth- to sixth-
grade reading 
level are denoted 
by a square and 
are only provided 
in the Digital 
Resources.
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Writing Challenge 

Adams defended the British soldiers in the Boston 

Massacre.  Research the event and the trial that followed.  

Write an essay explaining why Adams decided to take 

the case when no one else would.  Be sure to write about 

how this trial affected his career.

About the Engraving

This engraving was created by James Smither in 1797.  It is from a painting of John 

Adams by John Singleton Copley.  John Adams is considered one of the founders 

of the United States.  He served as a representative to the Continental Congress.  

He helped write the Declaration of Independence.  After becoming the nation’s 

first vice president, he was elected as the second president.  This engraving was 

published on February 15, 1797, just two weeks before Adams was sworn in as 

president on March 4.

Analyzing History

• What details in this image show the 

importance of this person?  At what point 

in his career does this image appear to 

have been painted?

• Why do you think Adams was considered 

unsuccessful as a president during his 

time?  How did his decision regarding the 

XYZ Affair affect his presidency?

• Create a campaign poster for Adams to 

be elected to a second term as president.  

Include his first-term accomplishments, 

and persuade others to re-elect him.

• Imagine you are Adams.  Write a short 

speech persuading Congress to send a 

second group to France to seek peace 

and avoid war.  The first group failed, and 

war is imminent.  Explain why this effort 

should be tried again.

Historical Writing 

Fiction

John Adams and Thomas Jefferson 

wrote a series of letters to each other 

in the last 25 years of their lives.  As 

Adams, write a letter to Jefferson 

looking back on your life.  Describe your 

most important accomplishments.

Nonfiction

After writing the Declaration of 

Independence, Adams wrote to his wife, 

“The most memorable Epoch in the 

History of America has begun.”  Write 

about Adams’s role in the era following 

the Declaration of Independence.

John Adams

©  | Teacher Created Materials 
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America’s First Constitution
About the Document
The Articles of Confederation was America’s first governing document.  The 
Continental Congress drafted the document in 1778, and it was ratified in 1781.  
During the period under the Articles of Confederation, it became clear the nation 
would need a stronger document to survive.  The Constitution was then written.  
It included several components from the Articles of Confederation.
Directions: Your job is to take on the role of a representative at the Continental 
Congress in 1778.  You will work with a small group of students, all representing the 
same colony.  Review the background information and the Articles of Confederation 
with your group.  You need to understand the rights provided by the Articles of 
Confederation.  Then, work together to write a speech supporting or opposing the 
ratification of the Articles of Confederation.  You should base your reasons on your 
knowledge of the time period and the document.1. Which colony do you represent?

2. What are four main rights provided by the Articles of Confederation?

3. Should your colony support or oppose ratification?  Explain your support.

 Challenge
Look at the signatures and states on the document.  Several signers did not 

sign the document until several weeks after July 9, 1778.  Research the time 
period, and explain what may have delayed these members from signing.

Background information provides a 
concise description of the primary 
source image students will study.

Activities for students increase in 
complexity, providing scaffolded 
opportunities for student engagement.

Fiction and nonfiction writing prompts 
promote deeper connections to the 
primary source.

An inquiry-driven writing task challenges 
students to take their learning to the 
next level.

Key information about the primary 
source reproduction prepares 
students for the activity.

Engaging activities encourage 
students to use higher-order 
thinking skills as they analyze the 
primary source.

Extension challenges are provided 
to engage students in more 
complex tasks.

■■ Hint: Find and use the photograph button on your copier when copying student 
reproducibles, including document-based assessments.  This will produce clearer images 
that will be easier to analyze.
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Dinner with John Adams

Directions: Use the image to answer the questions.

dining room in the home of John Adams

1. How is John Adams’s dining room similar to and different from other 

dining rooms?

2. Why would there be portraits of George and Martha Washington in the 

Adams’s house?

3. Based on what you have learned about Adams, what might he and his guests 

have discussed over dinner?

How to Use This Resource cont.)

Document-Based Assessments

How to Use This Resource (cont.)

Document-Based Assessments

Digital Resources

Students use general knowledge of 
the time period, what they learned 
in the lesson, and details in the 
primary source to respond to the 
constructed‑response questions.

Each DBA includes a visual 
or textual primary source.

Projecting primary sources while students are analyzing them allows for whole‑class 
discussions.

At times, projecting full‑color versions of a primary source may be more beneficial than 
copying them on black‑and‑white copiers.

A document-based assessment (DBA) connected to the content of each lesson gives students 
an opportunity to practice primary source analysis. These DBAs practice key skills needed for 
many social studies assessments in middle school and high school.

©  | Teacher Created Materials	 111309—Exploring Primary Sources: Constitution & New Government 21
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Document-Based Questions

Document-Based Question Essay Tasks

Directions: Use the documents on pages 115–117 and your knowledge of the Constitution 

and new United States government to complete one of the following essay tasks.

Before you begin writing your essay, complete the following steps:

1. Read and annotate your chosen essay task from this page.

2. Think about the evidence you need to look for in the documents to respond to the 

prompt.

3. Determine other information you can include in your essay.  This can be information you 

learned in class or read about in a book or online.

4. Write a first draft of your thesis before you look at the images on pages 115–117.

5. Analyze the images on pages 115–117, and respond to the questions on those pages.

6. Revise your thesis and make it clear and concise.  Make sure you can support your thesis 

with evidence from the images you analyzed.

Essay Task 1

How has the U.S. Constitution shaped the basic rights of American citizens?

In your essay, remember to:

 ■ Explain how the language of the 

Constitution supports basic rights of 

American citizens.

 ■ Provide an example to support how the 

Constitution supports the basic rights of 

American citizens.

 ■ Provide details and evidence to support 

your answers.

 ■ Include a topic sentence, an introduction, 

a body, and a conclusion.

 ■ Explain the history behind the writing of 

the U.S. Constitution.

Essay Task 2

Write about one influential person who helped shape the new U.S. government.

In your essay, remember to:

 ■ Describe what this person did and how 

these actions contributed to the new U.S. 

government.

 ■ Describe the events leading up to these 

actions.

 ■ Provide details and evidence to support 

your answers.

 ■ Describe the historical significance 

of these actions, including how they 

continue to affect American citizens 

today.

 ■ Include a topic sentence, an introduction, 

a body, and a conclusion.

CULM
INATING ACTIVITIES

©  | Teacher Created Materials 

111309—Exploring Primary Sources: Constitution & New Government 111111

Project-Based Learning Activity

A New Government for a New Land
Learning Outcomes
Students will use what they learned to establish a government for a fictitious place.
Materials

 ■ copies of New Government Notes (page 117; govnotes.pdf) ■ copies of New Government Planning (page 118; newgov.pdf) ■ resource books on different nations’ governments and/or access to the internet
 ■ technology or art supplies
 ■ copies of PBL Rubric (pblrubric.pdf); optional

Procedure
1. Tell students they have moved to a new fictitious land.  It can be anywhere!  Part of starting 

this new land is creating a new working government.  They have so much to think about to 
make their government exactly right for their new land.2. Place students into groups of six to nine students each.  Explain that they will each play 
a role to describe different aspects of their government.  Then, they will assemble their 
respective parts to create one whole “new government” project.3. Distribute New Government Notes and read the directions together as a class.  Explain that 
students should not write anything until after they have had a chance to read about different 

types of governments.  They will need to decide as a whole group what type of government 
their new land will have and who will run it.4. Review each group’s notes to be sure they have thought through the general outline of 
their new government.  Then, distribute New Government Planning.  Explain that this page 
describes each person’s responsibility to the project.  Students should spend a few minutes 
deciding who will work on what before beginning.5. Help students gather and organize needed materials.  Then, give them time to create their 
presentations.

6. Explain that as students complete their parts of the project, they should assist other group 
members who may need additional assistance to finish in time.7. Tell students they are coming together as representatives of their new land for a United 
Nations Convention.  At the end of all of the presentations, discuss how the new lands can 
work together to maintain international peace (the purpose of the real United Nations).

8. Use the PBL Rubric, which is provided in the Digital Resources (pblrubric.pdf), if you’d like 
to evaluate student work.  If desired, you may evaluate each student’s individual contribution 

to the group project, evaluate the project as one group grade, or give two grades, one for the 

individual contribution, and one for the group presentation.

Document-Based Questions 

Document‑based questions 
(DBQs) require students to analyze 
multiple DBAs and then respond 
to essay tasks in cohesive, 
well‑supported essays.

Each has a specific question 
and indicators to guide student 
responses.

Two essay tasks allow students 
to choose which DBQ they’d like 
to answer.

Project-Based Learning Activity 

Engaging project‑based learning (PBL) 
activities provide opportunities for students 
to work collaboratively and share what 
they’ve learned about the content.

Student presentations of PBL work 
are excellent for inviting guests to 
visit and see what students are doing.
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Constitutional Convention

Crafting the Constitution

Learning Outcomes
■■ Students will describe the conflicts that led to compromises 
during the Constitutional Convention.

■■ Students will be able to explain the events that took place 
within Independence Hall by creating brochures to share 
their knowledge.

Materials

■■ copies of the Constitutional Convention primary source card (constitutional.pdf)

■■ copies of Constitution Creation (page 45; bgconstitutional1.pdf)

■■ copies of the Independence Hall document-based assessment (page 46; 
independencehall.pdf)

Essential Question

■■ How are governments created, structured, and changed?

Guiding Questions

■■ Who are some people you recognize in this room?

■■ Using evidence from the painting, what are these people doing?

■■ How would you describe the mood of the people in this room?

■■ This room looks the same today.  What do you think it is used for now?

Introducing the Primary Source

1.	 Ask students to draw a picture of what they think of when they hear the word convention.  
Have students share their pictures, and let them know they will be learning about the 
Constitutional Convention of 1787.

2.	 Share the painting of the Constitutional Convention on the primary source card.  Give 
students a few minutes to make lists of at least five observations or questions they have 
about the image.

3.	 Introduce the essential question, and use the provided guiding questions to discuss the 
painting.  Encourage students to ask their own questions to facilitate further inquiry.
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Constitutional Convention

Crafting the Constitution (cont.)

Analyzing the Primary Source 

1.	 Have small groups of students read the background information, Constitution Creation.  
(A copy of this text at a lower reading level is provided in the Digital Resources—
bgconstitutional2.pdf).  Review key words with students as necessary.  As students read, 
they should annotate the text by circling conflicts and underlining compromises that were 
made as the Constitution was being written.

2.	 Provide time for students to complete at least two of the activities from the back of the 
primary source card.

3.	 Discuss the conflicts students found in the historical background information.  Have a 
discussion about how some of these conflicts were resolved. 

4.	 Have the class plan a field trip to the Independence Hall National Historic Park in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  Use the internet and other travel resources to have your 
students figure out what they’d need to travel to the location.  

5.	 After completing their research, have small groups of students create travel brochures 
that tell what they could learn at Independence Hall.  The brochures should describe the 
sights and explain the historical events that took place there.

Document-Based Assessment
■■ Distribute copies of Independence Hall.  Digital copies of the primary sources are 
provided in the Digital Resources (independencehall1.jpg and independencehall2.jpg).

■■ Have students think about what they’ve learned throughout this lesson, carefully analyze 
the primary source, and respond thoughtfully to the prompt.

These key content words are included in both levels of the 
background information.

■■ committee—a group of people who were elected to study a problem, plan an 
event, or perform a specific duty

■■ convention—a meeting of people for a common purpose

■■ overthrow—cause a downfall

Key Words
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Constitution Creation

Independence Hall was built in 1732.  
It is located in Philadelphia and once 
served as the Pennsylvania Statehouse.  
It was one of the largest buildings in the 
colonies at the time.  The Continental 
Congress met there.  The representatives 
wanted to keep their meetings and 
debates secret.  So, they closed the 
doors and windows.  That way, no one 
could overhear them. 

The Articles of Confederation did 
not work.  It became clear that a better 
government needed to be created.  
The Constitutional Convention was 
proposed.  The representatives met in 
Independence Hall.  George Washington 
attended.  Benjamin Franklin, Alexander 
Hamilton, James Madison, and Thomas 
Jefferson were also there.  However, 
Patrick Henry did not attend.  He 
thought Madison would force a strong 
central government.  Representatives 
from 12 of the 13 colonies attended the 
convention.  The representatives from 
Rhode Island refused to attend.  They felt 
the other men were trying to overthrow 
the existing government. 

The representatives debated about 
the form they believed the new 
government should take.  Several 
representatives proposed plans for the 
new government.  Some of these plans 
were the Virginia Plan, the New Jersey 
Plan, and the Hamilton Plan.  These plans 
were vigorously debated because each 
man felt his plan represented the ideal 
government. 

It took about two months of debate 
before the Great Compromise was 
reached.  This compromise provided 

a two-fold system of congressional 
representation.  The House of 
Representatives would allow for each 
state to have representatives based 
on the size of its population.  All states 
would have the same number of seats in 
the Senate. 

Another very important issue was 
between the northern and southern 
states.  They could not agree on how 
slaves should be counted for taxes and 
representation.  Southerners did not 
want slaves counted as people.  This is 
because they would then have to pay 
taxes.  But they did want the slaves to 
count in their population.  This would 
help the states have higher numbers 
of congressional representatives.  The 
compromise was to count slaves as 
three-fifths of a person for taxes and 
representation.  It was known as the 
Three-Fifths Compromise.  

A committee was selected to draft a 
new Constitution.  The final version of 
the Constitution was ratified in July 1788.

C
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onvention
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Independence Hall

Directions: These pictures of Independence Hall show the location where the 
Constitutional Convention was held.  There were 55 men who filled this room for 
several months as they debated and wrote the Constitution.  No reporters were 
allowed in the room.  Write an article as if you were a reporter peeking in the 
window during the convention.  Use the pictures to describe what you see in the 
room and what is happening.
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About the Painting

Congressional representatives first met in Independence Hall in Philadelphia to form a new 
government.  The Declaration of Independence was written in this room.  The Constitution 
was also written there.  Important leaders such as George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, 
Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison all attended the Constitutional Convention.  The 
title of this painting is Scene at the Signing of the Constitution.  It was painted by Howard 
Chandler Christy in 1940.

Analyzing History

•	 Knowing that 55 members attended the 
Constitutional Convention, what do you think 
the atmosphere in the room was like?

•	 What types of procedures were probably in 
place for the representatives to speak and give 
their speeches?

•	 Franklin supported a strong, but balanced, 
central government.  Hamilton favored a very 
strong ruler at the center of the government.  
Write a conversation between the two men 
about this issue.

•	 Patrick Henry refused to attend this meeting, 
because he felt it was a conspiracy to 
overthrow the government.  If Patrick Henry 
had attended the Constitutional Convention, 
what might his role in history have been?

Historical Writing
Fiction

Pretend you are a 
representative attending the 
Constitutional Convention.  
Write a journal entry reflecting 
on the discussions and debates 
that happened.  Include 
details on who said what, 
people’s reactions, and how 
disagreements were solved.

Nonfiction

Why did Washington 
participate very little in the 
Constitutional Convention?  
Describe whether you agree or 
disagree with his decision.

Writing Challenge
A room that looks very much like this one was created in the Capitol 
building in Washington.  Representatives used to prefer to sit by the 
fireplace.  Now, they prefer to sit farther back in the modern room.  This 
is because of CSPAN.  Study CSPAN and its role in Congress today.  If 
you were a representative in Congress today, how would CSPAN affect 
your job?

Constitutional Convention



PRIM
ARY SOURCE REPRODUCTION ACTIVITIES

©  | Teacher Created Materials	 111309—Exploring Primary Sources: Constitution & New Government 93

Plan for Washington, DC

Mapping a Capital

Learning Outcomes
■■ Students will be able to explain how the location for 
Washington, DC, was chosen.

■■ Students will plan their own capital city and be able to identify 
all the key elements needed to house a country’s government.

Materials

■■ Plan for Washington, DC reproduction (plan.pdf)

■■ copies of Capital Plan (page 95; bgplan1.pdf)

■■ copies of Washington, DC, Map (page 96; dcmap.pdf); optional

■■ copies of The New Capital City (page 97; newcapital.pdf)

■■ copies of the Philadelphia Map document-based assessment (page 98; philadelphia.pdf)

Essential Question

■■ How can the design of a location help to represent something greater?

Guiding Questions

■■ The design of the streets of the city is called a “wagon wheel” design.  Look at the 
Plan for Washington, DC, and explain why this term fits the street design.

■■ Which building forms the center of the capital city?

■■ What other building occupies a large area of the city?

■■ What natural resources are near the city that may have helped the people living 
there?

Introducing the Primary Source

1.	 Have students draw a map of their school from memory.  Once students have finished, 
display a map of the school (or show them the school on Google Maps™) for comparison.  
Ask students if they left anything out.  Discuss the sites of buildings and classrooms, 
pointing out the possible reasons for various locations.  Explain that students will be 
learning about the layout of the capital city of the United States.

2.	 Share the Plan for Washington, DC reproduction, and ask students to study it carefully.  
(You may also choose to display the digital version of the map or distribute copies 
of Washington, DC, Map.)  Give students a few minutes to make lists of at least five 
observations or questions they have about the map.
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Plan for Washington, DC

Mapping a Capitol (cont.)

Introducing the Primary Source  (cont.) 

3.	 Introduce the essential question, and use the provided guiding questions to discuss the 
city.  Encourage students to ask their own questions to facilitate further inquiry.

Analyzing the Primary Source

1.	 Have small groups of students read the background information, Capital Plan.  (A copy 
of this text at a lower reading level is provided in the Digital Resources—bgplan2.pdf).  
Review key words with students as necessary.  As students read, they should annotate the 
text by highlighting sections that explain how the city was designed.

2.	 Distribute copies of The New Capital City, and have students complete the activity in 
small groups or independently.  Students will assume the role of architects designing a 
new capital city for the country today.  They will plan a capital that not only includes all 
the elements the present capital contains, but also landmarks or design elements that 
would be relevant for modern times.  They should reference the symbolism Pierre L’Enfant 
included in his plan for the capital and include some symbols in their own plans.

3.	 After students have finished their plans, have them write descriptions of the locations of 
their capitals and explain why they chose those locations.  Further, have them explain the 
political, cultural, security, and geographic benefits to their nation’s capitals that make 
them better than the current one.

Document-Based Assessment
■■ Distribute copies of Philadelphia Map.  A digital copy of the primary source is provided in 
the Digital Resources (philadelphia.jpg).

■■ Have students think about what they’ve learned throughout this lesson, carefully analyze 
the primary source, and respond thoughtfully to the questions.

These key content words are included in both levels of the background information.

■■ centralized—located at a central place; bring together in one area

■■ commissioners—head officials of government departments

■■ surveyed—examined; looked over

Key Words
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Capital Plan

In 1787, the new government was 
just being formed.  The Constitution 
gave Congress the power to create a 
capital city for the new nation.  Many 
members of Congress debated about 
where the new capital should be located.  
Philadelphia, Baltimore, and New York 
were all suggested as locations.  But 
the southern representatives wanted 
a more centralized location.  It had 
been very difficult for them to travel 
to Philadelphia for meetings of the 
Continental Congress.

The congressmen finally agreed 
on a southern location for the new 
capital.  Virginia and Maryland both 
gave some land where the capital could 
be built.  This 100-square-mile piece of 
land was selected.  President George 
Washington chose a Frenchman named 
Pierre L’Enfant to design the city.

Since this land was unsettled, the 
country had a unique opportunity.  An 
entire city could be created from scratch.  
Benjamin Banneker was a self-educated, 
free black man living in the area. He and 
Andrew Ellicott surveyed the area.  They 
laid the boundary stones in a diamond 
shape around the land.  This would 
eventually become the nation’s capital.

In L’Enfant’s plan, he placed the 
Capitol building on a high point with a 
view of the Potomac.  In Europe, it was 
customary to save the grandest spot for 
the leader’s palace.  But the goal was to 
have the city reflect the idea that every 
citizen was equally important.  L’Enfant 
named a number of streets after states in 
the union.  These streets were connected 
by squares and circles.  Many elements 

of his plan have evolved over time.  
Many of the circles and squares have 
been renamed for Civil War heroes.  For 
example, DuPont Circle was named after 
Samuel Francis DuPont.  He was a rear 
admiral in the United States Navy during 
the Civil War.

The city streets were designed in a 
grid system with diagonal avenues that 
would intersect them.  This resulted in 
streets that are wagon wheel designs 
spread over a grid.  L’Enfant also 
included large areas of grass in front of 
the Capitol building.  Today, this area is 
called the Mall.  It is now surrounded by 
the Smithsonian museums that attract 
millions of visitors each year.

After just one year of work, L’Enfant 
was fired as the planner for the 
city.  He was defiant of some of the 
commissioners.  He destroyed a 
resident’s house to make room for an 
avenue.  He also was delayed in getting 
a map for the sale of city lots.  George 
Washington hired Andrew Ellicott to 
finish the job.

Ellicott used the same ideas that 
L’Enfant had created and made few 
changes.  The Plan for Washington, DC, 
was intended to serve as a model for 
other cities.  Today, the city looks very 
similar to its original plan.
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Washington, DC, Map
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The New Capital City

About the Map

It was very important for the framers of the Constitution to create a strong seat 
of government.  Several locations were suggested for the new capital city.  A 
compromise was made, and Virginia and Maryland gave up part of their land to create 
the nation’s capital.  The decision to choose this location was very controversial.  At 
the time, there were only the 13 original states.  Other suggested locations were New 
York City, Philadelphia, and Baltimore.  

Directions: Assume the role of an architect who is designing a new capital for the 
country today.  Plan a capital city that includes all the elements of Washington, DC, 
but that also includes landmarks or new elements that people need today.

1.	 What are some current elements in the capital that you want to highlight?

2.	 What are some new elements or locations that you think should be included?

3.	 Think about the symbols L’Enfant included in his plan for the capital and 
include some in your plan.  For each of the elements you include, draw a 
symbol next to it that you can use on the map.  Sketch your symbols here.

4.	 Use a large sheet of paper to draw your newly planned capital.

	 Challenge

Washington, DC, has streets named after letters of the alphabet.  But if you 
zoom in on a map of Washington, DC, you find no J, X, or Y streets.  Research 
possible reasons for the omission of these streets in Washington, DC.
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Philadelphia Map

Directions: Use the map to answer the questions.

Philadelphia, 1777

1.	 What other state is near this city?

2.	 Why might the building be included at the bottom of the map?

3.	 How might water have played a part in this city’s businesses?
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