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I) Description:  

This mini-unit, entitled Dear Tom, will include four lessons and teach my 
students how to read and understand historical letters. Seventh grade is when 
many students are introduced to real primary source documents, therefore 
students must be taught how to decode different types of documents and how 
to interpret what they have learned. This mini-unit will instruct the students on 
how to  decode historical letters, as well as helping the students understand 
certain conventions that were typically used in letters from this period. In 
addition, this unit will allow the students to gain individual perspectives on the 
opinions of both James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, by reading their 
correspondence. Finally this unit will ask the students to draw a connection 
from the types of communication used in the 1700s to the way we 
communicate now. By having the students use historic letters to construct a 
Facebook status or a tweet, they have to demonstrate both understanding of 
the text, as well as understanding of the way people communicate. Although 
fewer people write letters today, how we communicate our ideas and opinions 
are just as important as it was in the 1700s.  

II) A Description of the Students and Setting:  

”Dear Tom” is designed for seventh grade students who are studying Colonial 

and Revolutionary America. The unit is designed to be taught during a unit on 
the Constitutional Convention, in order to allow the students to understand the 
struggles and arguments the founding fathers had over how to best establish 
the government for the United States of America. Prior to teaching this lesson 
the students should have discussed the Constitutional Convention and the 
struggles with ratification between the Anti-federalist and Federalist.  

III) A Purpose or Big Idea: 
a. Essential Questions 

i. How were Jefferson and Madison’s view on government similar and 
different? 

ii. What can we learn from analyzing and understanding the letters of 
historical figures? 

iii. How has communication changed since the 1700s and how has 
that affected the way people communicate? 

b. Common Core State Standards 
i. RH 6.8.6 – Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of 

view or purpose 



ii. RH 6.8.1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
primary and secondary sources 

iii. RH 6.8.2 – Determine the central ideas or information of a primary 
or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the source 
distinct from prior knowledge or opinions 

iv. WHST 6.8.10 – write routinely over extended time frames (time for 
reflection and revision) and shorter time frame (a single sitting or a 
day or two) for a range of discipline–specific tasks, purposes and 
audiences.  

 
IV) Lessons 

a. Day 1: How to Read Other People’s Mail 

i. Learning Objectives: 
1. Students will be able to identify key traits in historical letters. 
2. Students will be able to explain how the postal system 

worked in Colonial America. 
3. Students will be able to identify several difficulties in Colonial 

communication after participating in a simulation.  
ii. Instructional Resources: 

1. PowerPoint: on “How to Read Other People’s Mail” 
(attached) 

2. Article about Colonial Mail - 
http://www.pbs.org/benfranklin/l3_world_letters.html 

iii. Instructional Process: 
1. Initiation: When the students arrive in the classroom the 

following questions will be posted on the board. How do you 
communicate with people and what information do you 
share? How do you think this is different from how people 
communicated at the time of the American Revolution? The 
students will answer these questions using complete 
sentences and then share their answers with the class.  

2. Learning Activity Part 1: The students will read an article 
from PBS.org about colonial mail. The teacher will then use 
the article to begin a class discussion about how mail was 
delivered during the colonial period.  

a. SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
i. How did the postal system improve? 

ii. Where would a letter have to go before it 
reached the intended recipient? 

iii. What are some difficulties this system might 
create for people during this time? 

3. Learning Activity Part 2:  PowerPoint presentation that 
provides the students with a cheat sheet for how to read 
historical mail. 
Closure: The students will write down 3 things they learned, 
two things they have questions about, and 1 prediction about 



how today’s letter writing activity will connect to our recent 
discussion about the Constitutional Convention.  

 
b. Day 2: Group Letter Analysis Activity 

i. Learning Objectives: 
1. Students will be able to decode a historical letter. 
2. Students will analyze a historical letter and identify the 

central topics discussed in the letter. 
3. Students will form their own opinion about the topic 

discussed in the letter using prior knowledge.  
ii. Instructional Resources: 

1. Copies of Thomas Jefferson’s letter to Abigail Adams “A 
Little Rebellion Now and Then” - 
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/presidents/thomas-jefferson/letters-
of-thomas-jefferson/jefl55.php 

2. Decoding Historical Letters Graphic Organizer (attached) 
iii. Instructional Process: 

1. Initiation: When the students walk into the room the following 
questions will be on the door. Why do we read historical 
letters even though they are “private” correspondence? The 
students will answer this question using complete sentences 
and share their answers with the class. 

2. Learning Activity Part 1:   
a. The teacher will distribute copies of Thomas 

Jefferson’s letter to Abigail Adams “A Little Rebellion 
Now and Then”, along with the Decoding Historical 
Letters Graphic Organizer.  

b. The students will be asked to first  skim the document 
and record their observations. The class will then 
discuss the students’ observations and draw the 
students’ attention to certain aspects of the letter, for 
instance the dates. 

c. The students will then read the letter aloud. The 
teacher will stop after every paragraph and ask the 
students to summarize what was described.  

3. Closure: All students most stand and explain one thing they 
learned or one question they have before they may exit the 
classroom.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Name: __________________      Class: ____________ 

Decoding Historical Letters 
 

Directions: First skim the letter and then answer the following questions based upon your 
observations. 
 
Who wrote the letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Who is the letter addressed to? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

When was the letter written? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

When was the letter written that the author is responding to? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Three Observations based on your first glance. 

1. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

3. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 



Directions: Now read the entire letter. While you read, please highlight key words or phrases. In 

addition, please underline any unfamiliar words and look them up in a dictionary.  

What was the main topic being discussed in the letter?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What was the author’s opinion?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What insight did you gain about the author from reading this letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What is your opinion about the topic of the letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 



c. Day 3: Small Group Activity 
i. Learning Objectives: 

1. Students will be able to decode a historical letter. 
2. Students will analyze a historical letter and identify the 

central topics discussed in the letter. 
3. Students will form their own opinion about the topic 

discussed in the letter using prior knowledge.  
ii. Instructional Resources: 

1. Decoding Historical Letters Graphic Organizer (attached) 
2. Historical Letters Activity 

a. To James Madison  
Property of Natural Rights, Oct. 28, 1785  

b.  To James Madison 
Objections to the Constitution, Dec. 20, 1787 

c. To James Madison 
Bill of Rights, Mar. 15, 1789 

d. John Adams 
More on the Constitution, Nov. 13, 1787 

iii. Instructional Process: 
1. Initiation: When the students walk into the classroom the 

following question should be written on the board. Drawing 
on previous class discussions, identify two arguments that 
occurred between the framers at the Constitutional 
Convention. Based upon what we have learned about 
Jefferson, what do you think his opinion would be about 
these topics? The students should answer this question 
using complete sentences and share their answers with the 
class. Where do they get the knowledge for answering this 
question? The previous day’s lesson involves only a letter 
between TJ and AA. 

2. Learning Activity Part 1: 
a. The students should be divided into four groups and 

each group should be given one of the packets from 
the Historical Letters Activity (A, B, C, or D). 
Struggling readers might benefit from working with the 
letter to John Adams which is in Group D.  

b. Using the Decoding Historical Documents graphic 
organizer as a guide the students should work 
together in their groups to first make observations 
about the document. Then the students should read 
the letter, summarizing and decoding each paragraph, 
before answering the questions in Part 2 of the 
graphic organizer.  

c. While the students work on this activity the teacher 
should circulate around the room, clarifying any 



questions the students might have and assisting the 
students in analyzing the documents. 

3. Learning Activity Part 2:  
a. After the students complete this activity, each group 

should share their letter and what they learned about 
Jefferson’s political views and opinion of the 
Constitution. 

b. Based on these letters the teacher should then lead a 
group discussion and compile a list on the board of 
Jefferson’s views on government and the 
Constitution. 

i. What were some of Jefferson’s objections to 
the Constitution? 

ii. How does Jefferson think the Constitution can 
be improved? 

iii. What is Jefferson afraid will happen if the 
Constitution is passed the way it is currently 
written? 

4. Closure: On a post-it note the students will write whether 
they believe Thomas Jefferson would have sided with the 
Federalists or Anti-Federalists if he was at the ratification 
convention in Richmond Virginia and one sentence to 
support their answer. The students will then stick the note to 
the board on their way out.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Name: __________________      Class: ____________ 

Decoding Historical Letters 
Directions: First skim the letter and then answer the following questions based upon your 

observations. 

Who wrote the letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Who is the letter addressed to? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

When was the letter written? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

When was the letter written that the author is responding to? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Three Observations based on your first glance. 

1. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

3. _____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 



Directions: Now read the entire letter. While you read, please highlight key words or phrases. In 

addition, please underline any unfamiliar words and look them up in a dictionary.  

What was the main topic being discussed in the letter?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What was the author’s opinion?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What insight did you gain about the author from reading this letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What is your opinion about the topic of the letter? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 



Historical Letters Activity – Group A 
To James Madison  

Fontainebleau, Oct. 28, 1785  
http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-

new2?id=JefLett.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=
public&part=41&division=div1 

   DEAR SIR, -- Seven o'clock, and retired to my fireside, I have determined to enter into 
conversation with you. This is a village of about 15,000 inhabitants when the court is not here, 
and 20,000 when they are, occupying a valley through which runs a brook and on each side of it 
a ridge of small mountains, most of which are naked rock…. This being the first trip, I set out 
yesterday morning to take a view of the place. For this purpose I shaped my course towards the 
highest of the mountains in sight, to the top of which was about a league.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

   As soon as I had got clear of the town I fell in with a poor woman walking at the same rate 
with myself and going the same course. Wishing to know the condition of the laboring poor I 
entered into conversation with her, which I began by enquiries for the path which would lead me 
into the mountain: and thence proceeded to enquiries into her vocation, condition and 
circumstances. She told me she was a day laborer at 8 sous or 4d. sterling the day: that she had 
two children to maintain, and to pay a rent of 30 livres for her house (which would consume the 
hire of 75 days), that often she could no employment and of course was without bread. As we 
had walked together near a mile and she had so far served me as a guide, I gave her, on parting, 
24 sous. She burst into tears of a gratitude which could perceive was unfeigned because she was 
unable to utter a word. She had probably never before received so great an aid. This little 
attendrissement (emotion), with the solitude of my walk, led me into a train of reflections on that 
unequal division of property which occasions the numberless instances of wretchedness which I 
had observed in this country and is to be observed all over Europe.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________



______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
   The property of this country is absolutely [concentrated] in a very few hands, having revenues 
of from half a million of guineas a year downwards. These employ the flower of the country as 
servants, some of them having as many as 200 domestics, not laboring. They employ also a great 
number of manufacturers and tradesmen, and lastly the class of laboring husbandmen. But after 
all there comes the most numerous of all classes, that is, the poor who cannot find work. I asked 
myself what could be the reason so many should be permitted to beg who are willing to work, in 
a country where there is a very considerable proportion of uncultivated lands? These lands are 
undisturbed only for the sake of game. It should seem then that it must be because of the 
enormous wealth of the proprietors which places them above attention to the increase of their 
revenues by permitting these lands to be labored. I am conscious that an equal division of 
property is impracticable, but the consequences of this enormous inequality producing so much 
misery to the bulk of mankind, legislators cannot invent too many devices for subdividing 
property, only taking care to let their subdivisions go hand in hand with the natural affections of 
the human mind. The descent of property of every kind therefore to all the children, or to all the 
brothers and sisters, or other relations in equal degree, is a politic measure and a practicable 
one…. Whenever there are in any country uncultivated lands and unemployed poor, it is clear 
that the laws of property have been so far extended as to violate natural right. The earth is given 
as a common stock for man to labor and live on. If for the encouragement of industry we allow it 
to be appropriated, we must take care that other employment be provided to those excluded from 
the appropriation. If we do not, the fundamental right to labor the earth returns to the 
unemployed. It is too soon yet in our country to say that every man who cannot find 
employment, but who can find uncultivated land, shall be at liberty to cultivate it, paying a 
moderate rent. But it is not too soon to provide by every possible means that as few as possible 
shall be without a little portion of land. The small landholders are the most precious part of a 
state…. 

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

     

 

 



 

  … I am to-morrow to get [to] M. Malsherbes (an uncle of the Chevalier Luzerne's) about seven 
leagues from hence, who is the most curious man in France as to his trees. He is making for me a 
collection of the vines from which the Burgundy, Champagne, Bordeaux, Frontignac, and other 
of the most valuable wines of this country are made. Another gentleman is collecting for me the 
best eating grapes, including what we call the raisin. propose also to endeavor to colonize their 
hare, rabbit, red and grey partridge, pheasants of different kinds, and some other birds. But I find 
that I am wandering beyond the limits of my walk and will therefore bid you adieu. Yours 
affectionately. 

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Historical Letters Activity – Group B 
OBJECTIONS TO THE CONSTITUTION  

To James Madison  
Paris, Dec. 20, 1787  

http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-
new2?id=JefLett.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=

public&part=66&division=div1 

   DEAR SIR, -- My last to you was of Oct. 8 by the Count de Moustier. Yours of July 18. Sep. 6. 
& Oct. 24. have been successively received, yesterday, the day before & three or four days 
before that. I have only had time to read the letters, the printed papers communicated with them, 
however interesting, being obliged to lie over till I finish my dispatches for the packet, which 
dispatches must go from hence the day after tomorrow. I have much to thank you for. First and 
most for the cyphered paragraph respecting myself. These little informations are very material 
towards forming my own decisions. I would be glad even to know when any individual member 
thinks I have gone wrong in any instance. If I know myself it would not excite ill blood in me, 
while it would assist to guide my conduct, perhaps to justify it, and to keep me to my duty, 
alert…. 

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

   …The season admitting only of operations in the Cabinet, and these being in a great measure 
secret, I have little to fill a letter. I will therefore make up the deficiency by adding a few words 
on the Constitution proposed by our Convention. I like much the general idea of framing a 
government which should go on of itself peaceably, without needing continual recurrence to the 
state legislatures. I like the organization of the government into Legislative, Judiciary & 
Executive. I like the power given the Legislature to levy taxes, and for that reason solely approve 
of the greater house being chosen by the people directly. For tho' I think a house chosen by them 
will be very illy qualified to legislate for the Union, for foreign nations &c. yet this evil does not 
weigh against the good of preserving inviolate the fundamental principle that the people are not 
to be taxed but by representatives chosen immediately by themselves. I am captivated by the 
compromise of the opposite claims of the great & little states, of the latter to equal, and the 
former to proportional influence. I am much pleased too with the substitution of the method of 
voting by persons, instead of that of voting by states: and I like the negative given to the 
Executive with a third of either house, though I should have liked it better had the Judiciary been 
associated for that purpose, or invested with a similar and separate power. There are other good 
things of less moment.  



Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I will now add what I do not like. First the omission of a bill of rights providing clearly & 
without the aid of sophisms for freedom of religion, freedom of the press, protection against 
standing armies, restriction against monopolies, the eternal & unremitting force of the habeas 
corpus laws, and trials by jury in all matters of fact triable by the laws of the land & not by the 
law of nations. To say, as Mr. Wilson does that a bill of rights was not necessary because all is 
reserved in the case of the general government which is not given, while in the particular ones all 
is given which is not reserved, might do for the audience to whom it was addressed, but is surely 
a gratis dictum, opposed by strong inferences from the body of the instrument, as well as from 
the omission of the clause of our present confederation which had declared that in express terms. 
It was a hard conclusion to say because there has been no uniformity among the states as to the 
cases triable by jury, because some have been so incautious as to abandon this mode of trial, 
therefore the more prudent states shall be reduced to the same level of calamity. It would have 
been much more just & wise to have concluded the other way that as most of the states had 
judiciously preserved this palladium, those who had wandered should be brought back to it, and 
to have established general right instead of general wrong. Let me add that a bill of rights is what 
the people are entitled to against every government on earth, general or particular, & what no just 
government should refuse, or rest on inferences.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The second feature I dislike, and greatly dislike, is the abandonment in every instance of the 
necessity of rotation in office, and most particularly in the case of the President. Experience 
concurs with reason in concluding that the first magistrate will always be re-elected if the 
Constitution permits it. He is then an officer for life. This once observed, it becomes of so much 
consequence to certain nations to have a friend or a foe at the head of our affairs that they will 
interfere with money & with arms. A Galloman or an Angloman will be supported by the nation 
he befriends. If once elected, and at a second or third election out voted by one or two votes, he 
will pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government, be supported by 
the States voting for him, especially if they are the central ones lying in a compact body 



themselves & separating their opponents: and they will be aided by one nation of Europe, while 
the majority are aided by another. The election of a President of America some years hence will 
be much more interesting to certain nations of Europe than ever the election of a king of Poland 
was. Reflect on all the instances in history antient & modern, of elective monarchies, and say if 
they do not give foundation for my fears. The Roman emperors, the popes, while they were of 
any importance, the German emperors till they became hereditary in practice, the kings of 
Poland, the Deys of the Ottoman dependances...  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I do not pretend to decide what would be the best method of procuring the establishment of the 
manifold good things in this constitution, and of getting rid of the bad. Whether by adopting it in 
hopes of future amendment, or, after it has been duly weighed & canvassed by the people, after 
seeing the parts they generally dislike, & those they generally approve, to say to them `We see 
now what you wish. Send together your deputies again, let them frame a constitution for you 
omitting what you have condemned, & establishing the powers you approve. Even these will be 
a great addition to the energy of your government.' -- At all events I hope you will not be 
discouraged from other trials, if the present one should fail of its full effect. -- I have thus told 
you freely what I like & dislike: merely as a matter of curiosity, for I know your own judgment 
has been formed on all these points after having heard everything which could be urged on them. 
I own I am not a friend to a very energetic government. It is always oppressive.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The late rebellion in Massachusetts has given more alarm than I think it should have done. 
Calculate that one rebellion in 13 states in the course of 11 years, is but one for each state in a 
century & a half. No country should be so long without one. Nor will any degree of power in the 
hands of government prevent insurrections. …After all, it is my principle that the will of the 
majority should always prevail. If they approve the proposed Convention in all it's parts, I shall 
concur in it cheerfully, in hopes that they will amend it whenever they shall find it work wrong. I 
think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries; as long as they are chiefly 



agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be vacant lands in any part of America. When 
they get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, they will become corrupt as in 
Europe. Above all things I hope the education of the common people will be attended to; 
convinced that on their good sense we may rely with the most security for the preservation of a 
due degree of liberty. I have tired you by this time with my disquisitions & will therefore only 
add assurances of the sincerity of those sentiments of esteem & attachment with which I am Dear 
Sir your affectionate friend & servant  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Historical Letters Activity – Group C 
A BILL OF RIGHTS  

To James Madison  
Paris, Mar 15, 1789  

http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-
new2?id=JefLett.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=

public&part=76&division=div1 

   DEAR SIR, -- I wrote you last on the 12th of Jan. since which I have received yours of October 
17, Dec 8 & 12. That of Oct. 17. came to hand only Feb 23. How it happened to be four months 
on the way, I cannot tell, as I never knew by what hand it came. Looking over my letter of Jan 
12th, I remark an error of the word "probable" instead of "improbable," which doubtless however 
you had been able to correct. Your thoughts on the subject of the Declaration of rights in the 
letter of Oct 17. I have weighed with great satisfaction. Some of them had not occurred to me 
before, but were acknoleged just in the moment they were presented to my mind. In the 
arguments in favor of a declaration of rights, you omit one which has great weight with me, the 
legal check which it puts into the hands of the judiciary. This is a body, which if rendered 
independent & kept strictly to their own department merits great confidence for their learning & 
integrity. … I am happy to find that on the whole you are a friend to this amendment. The 
Declaration of rights is like all other human blessings alloyed with some inconveniences, and not 
accomplishing fully it's object. But the good in this instance vastly overweighs the evil.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I cannot refrain from making short answers to the objections which your letter states to have 
been raised….2. A positive declaration of some essential rights could not be obtained in the 
requisite latitude. Answer. Half a loaf is better than no bread. If we cannot secure all our rights, 
let us secure what we can….4. Experience proves the inefficacy of a bill of rights. True. But tho 
it is not absolutely efficacious under all circumstances, it is of great potency always, and rarely 
inefficacious. A brace the more will often keep up the building which would have fallen with 
that brace the less. There is a remarkable difference between the characters of the 
Inconveniences which attend a Declaration of rights, & those which attend the want of it. The 
inconveniences of the Declaration are that it may cramp government in it's useful exertions. But 
the evil of this is short-lived, trivial & reparable. The inconveniences of the want of a 
Declaration are permanent, afflicting & irreparable. They are in constant progression from bad to 
worse. The executive in our governments is not the sole, it is scarcely the principal object of my 
jealousy. The tyranny of the legislatures is the most formidable dread at present, and will be for 



long years. That of the executive will come in it's turn, but it will be at a remote period. I know 
there are some among us who would now establish a monarchy. But they are inconsiderable in 
number and weight of character. The rising race are all republicans. We were educated in 
royalism; no wonder if some of us retain that idolatry still. Our young people are educated in 
republicanism, an apostasy from that to royalism is unprecedented & impossible. I am much 
pleased with the prospect that a declaration of rights will be added; and hope it will be done in 
that way which will not endanger the whole frame of the government, or any essential part of 
it…  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

…I hope to see you in the summer, and that if you are not otherwise engaged, you will encamp 
with me at Monticello for awhile.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Historical Letters Activity – Group D 
 

MORE ON THE CONSTITUTION  
To John Adams  

Paris, Nov. 13, 1787  
http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-

new2?id=JefLett.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/par
sed&tag=public&part=65&division=div1 

   DEAR SIR -- This will be delivered you by young Mr. Rutledge. Your knowledge of his father 
will introduce him to your notice. He merits it moreover on his own account.  

   I am now to acknowledge your favors of Oct. 8 and 26. That of August 25 was duly received, 
nor can I recollect by what accident I was prevented from acknowledging it in mine of Sep. 28. It 
has been the source of my subsistence hitherto, and must continue to be so till I receive letters on 
the affairs of money from America. Van Staphorsts & Willinks have answered my draughts. -- 
Your books for M. de la Fayette are received here. I will notify it to him, who is at present with 
his provincial assembly in Auvergne.  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

   How do you like our new constitution? I confess there are things in it which stagger all my 
dispositions to subscribe to what such an assembly has proposed. The house of federal 
representatives will not be adequate to the management of affairs either foreign or federal. Their 
President seems a bad edition of a Polish king. He may be reelected from 4. years to 4. years for 
life. Reason and experience prove to us that a chief magistrate, so continuable, is an officer for 
life. When one or two generations shall have proved that this is an office for life, it becomes on 
every succession worthy of intrigue, of bribery, of force, and even of foreign interference. It will 
be of great consequence to France and England to have America governed by a Galloman or 
Angloman. Once in office, and possessing the military force of the union, without either the aid 
or check of a council, he would not be easily dethroned, even if the people could be induced to 
withdraw their votes from him. I wish that at the end of the 4. years they had made him for ever 
ineligible a second time. Indeed I think all the good of this new constitution might have been 
couched in three or four new articles to be added to the good, old, and venerable fabrick, which 
should have been preserved even as a religious relique. -- Present me and my daughters 
affectionately to Mrs. Adams. The younger one continues to speak of her warmly. Accept 



yourself assurances of the sincere esteem and respect with which I have the honour to be, Dear 
Sir, your friend and servant,  

Summarize: ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



d. Day 4: Bringing Thomas Jefferson into the 21st Century 
i. Learning Objectives: 

1. Students will be able to summarize a portion of one of 
Thomas Jefferson’s letters, creating a tweet. 

2. Students will be able to defend their summary of Jefferson’s 
views. 

3. Students will be able to compare and contrast 
communication in Jefferson’s day with communication today  

ii. Instructional Resources: 
1. Teaching Tom to Tweet Assignment Sheet 
2. Reflection Journal 

iii. Instructional Process: 
1. Initiation: When the students walk into the classroom the 

following question should be written on the board. What 
does it mean to save something for posterity? Since Thomas 
Jefferson made copies of many of his letters in order to save 
them for posterity, does that make his letters less “private”? 
The students will answer these questions using complete 
sentences and share their answers with the class. 

2. Learning Activity Part 1: 
a. Each student will be given a copy of the teaching Tom 

to Tweet assignment sheet.  
b. Review the directions with the students and then have 

the students work on the assignment independently. 
c. Allow the students 15 to 20 minutes to complete the 

assignment and then have the students share their 
tweets and explanations with the class.   

3. Learning Activity Part 2:  
a. In the student’s reflection journal the students should 

respond to the following question, how has 
communication changed and what affect does that 
have on how we communicate? This is an opinion 
based question, however, the students should justify 
their answer using evidence from our previous class 
discussions. The student’s responses should be at 
least one page long in their reflection journals. 

b. Several students should share their reflections, 
allowing the class to discuss this topic in greater 
depth.  

4. Closure: Students will be asked if they have considered how 
what they say on the internet and social media might be 
viewed by students 100 years from now. This will lead to a 
brief discussion about the legacy the students, like Jefferson, 
are leaving based upon their words.  
 
 



Name: _________________      Class: ___________ 
 

Teaching Tom to Tweet 
 

Directions: People in the 1700s shared their ideas, thoughts, and opinions through   long letters, 
but today people prefer to share their thoughts in 140 characters. Modern politicians and 
celebrities have embraced technology to express their thoughts and ideals to the masses. Your 
job is to help bring Thomas Jefferson into the 21st century and translate this portion of his letter 
to James Madison  into a tweet. Make sure you convert the text to modern language without 
losing the meaning of the text. After you create the tweet, please explain why you chose this 
translation.  Remember tweets cannot be longer than 140 characters including spaces.  
 
“   As soon as I had got clear of the town I fell in with a poor woman walking at the same rate 
with myself and going the same course. Wishing to know the condition of the laboring poor I 
entered into conversation with her, which I began by enquiries for the path which would lead me 
into the mountain: and thence proceeded to enquiries into her vocation, condition and 
circumstances. She told me she was a day laborer at 8 sous or 4d. sterling the day: that she had 
two children to maintain, and to pay a rent of 30 livres for her house (which would consume the 
hire of 75 days), that often she could no employment and of course was without bread. As we 
had walked together near a mile and she had so far served me as a guide, I gave her, on parting, 
24 sous. She burst into tears of a gratitude which could perceive was unfeigned because she was 
unable to utter a word. She had probably never before received so great an aid. This little 
attendrissement, with the solitude of my walk, led me into a train of reflections on that unequal 
division of property which occasions the numberless instances of wretchedness which I had 
observed in this country and is to be observed all over Europe. ” – Thomas Jefferson to James 
Madison – October 28, 1785 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Explanation: __________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

TommyJeff: 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________


