
 

 

We Won!  Now What?  A New Nation 
June 2011 

Biographies of the Nation, Year One 
Missey Dore, 5th Grade Teacher 

Morning Star Elementary, Bozeman, MT 
 

Unit Topics:   
Analysis of Primary Documents, Articles of Confederation, The Constitutional 
Convention,  Three Branches of Government, Federalists vs. Anti-Federalists 
 
Essential Questions:   
What are primary documents?  How do we analyze primary documents?  What were 
the Articles of Confederation?  Why couldn’t they hold the new nation together?  
What happened at the Constitutional Convention?  What are the three branches of 
government?  What were the Federalists and Anti-Federalists arguing about? 
 
Context and Content Background:   
After the improbable victory of the American Revolutionaries over the British 
Empire, the Americans had to build a new nation.  Fighting against a common enemy 
was tough but constructing a new country based on idealistic and untested 
principles of government was even tougher.  Americans formed a diverse and 
independent citizenry.  They lived in vastly different lands, participated in a wide 
variety of economic endeavors and distrusted central power to varying degrees.   
 
A host of problems plagued the United States after the Revolutionary War.  The 
states’ representatives did not meet regularly and rarely agreed.  No one state 
wished to be under the control of any other state.  Important decisions about 
defense and currency were never addressed.  On the economic front, inflation 
raged, taxes increased and many Americans lost their farms.  The desperate 
situation of farmers led to the failed Shay’s Rebellion.   
 
How then could Americans stick together collectively as a country?  What kind of 
new system could guarantee individual liberties yet organize an infant nation? 
 
Unit Focus: 
Primary sources give us first account information of the past.  To understand that 
past, we need to interpret primary documents of the time.  We must bring our 



 

 

powers of observation and critical reasoning into the process of interpretation.  
There are many types of primary documents we can access such as diaries, 
newspapers, pamphlets, death records, marriage records, ship manifests, paintings, 
personal letters, sketches and bills of sale.  Another area of focus is the Articles 
of Confederation.  This first form of government after the American Revolution 
had too many weaknesses or holes to bind a diverse citizenry as a nation.  
Therefore, prominent thinkers and politicians met to figure out how to address the 
deficiencies of the Articles of Confederation.  A new system was conceived at the 
Constitutional Convention.  It resulted from months of fierce debate and 
compromise on all sides.  A major issue split those in attendance at the Convention 
and continues today:  how powerful and far-reaching should a central government 
be for the United States of America?  This question divided the delegates at the 
Convention into two main factions known as the Federalists and Anti-Federalists.  
Both sides had compelling reasons for their beliefs.   
 
Unit Sequence and Understandings: 
1)  Give New Nation Era Pretest (see assessment appendix.) 
2) Students examine church records from the late 18th century in New England 

(see appendix.)  Break students into pairs or triads to analyze one record.  
Direct attention to bulletin board that has the Primary Source Analysis Tool 
questions.  Familiarize students with the 3 step process of Observe, Reflect and 
Question used in the primary document analysis process.  Review the questions 
within each category.  Practice with the church records document and share 
findings. 

3) Conduct a class brainstorming session on primary documents.  Create a class 
chart of as many primary document types as students can think of.  Have 
students choose different types of primary documents and create their own 
artwork simulating primary documents (see photo appendix.)  Share student 
made primary documents and post on the primary document bulletin board.  
Explain that historians examine these types of documents to try to discover 
what life was like in past times. 

4)  Students explore the post-Revolution nation to uncover the problems many 
citizens faced.  Put students into pairs or triads to jigsaw read Unit 5, Lesson 1:  
“The Confederation Period” in Harcourt Horizons United States:  Beginnings 
textbook.  Students then create a sentence strip with one sentence and a 
drawing about their assigned paragraph that explains the main idea.  Next 
students share their sentence strips in order of the reading.  Post sentence 
strips in pocket chart and then call on students to read through them 



 

 

sequentially.  Leave the pocket chart visible in the classroom for easy reference 
(see photo appendix.) 

5)  Pass out copies of first page of Articles of Confederation.  Students use 
Primary Document analysis sheet and work in pairs to analyze ideas in each 
paragraph.  Discuss basic ideas that states retain independence and are in a 
league of friendship under Articles. 

6)  Direct students‘ attention to bulletin board with Swiss cheese poster (see photo 
appendix.)  Invite them to speculate what it represents and lead discussion to 
show it represents the Articles of Confederation.  Break students into 
discussion groups of 3-4 and have them predict what the holes or weaknesses of 
the Articles were.  Guide discussion to show the holes represent no national 
army, no state wanted to be under the control of another state, poor attendance 
at Congressional meetings,  each state had its own money, no central judicial 
system, no power to collect taxes, no one major leader or executive, each state 
received one vote regardless of its population and 9 of 13 states needed to 
enact laws.  Put labeled arrows up as you reach these conclusions.  (see photo 
appendix.)  Students draw the Swiss cheese in their folders and label the holes 
to show the weaknesses in the Articles of Confederation. 

7)  Show the movie, “A New Nation 1776-1815” Invision Communication, 1996, 
available through Safari Montage.  Before the movie, review ideas about societal 
problems in the new nation and how the Articles of Confederation couldn’t 
address them.  Point out the holes in the Swiss cheese.  Throughout movie stop 
at designated chapters to discuss and clarify points about why the Constitutional 
Convention was organized, what were the debates and what was the outcome. 

8)  In Literature Circles read Shhh! We’re Reading the Constitution by Jean Fritz.  
Group students by ability levels for the reading.  Students create discussion 
questions, define unfamiliar vocabulary, draw illustrations, choose important 
passages and analyze characters as part of their roles in the Literature Circles.  
They rotate these jobs throughout the reading of the book.  Students who 
finish before other groups use the Primary Document Analysis sheet and are 
assigned specific sections of the Constitution (found in the back of Shhh! We’re 
Reading the Constitution.)  Additionally, the earliest group(s) to finish can 
create skit about the Constitutional Convention (see appendix for skit starter 
document.)  

9)  Create a brown and green butcher paper tree bulletin board poster (see photo 
appendix.)  Divide students into pairs and triads and pass out a role/duty of each 
branch (see hand-out appendix).  Students refer to Unit 5, Lesson 3:  “The 
Three Branches of Government”  chapter on the Constitution in Harcourt 



 

 

Horizons United States:  Beginnings textbook to find which branch their 
role/duty belongs.  Students then explain the meaning of this duty in student 
friendly language and make a drawing on a pre-made leaf (see photo appendix.)   

10) Students present their leaves with student friendly language and drawing 
explaining the roles and duties of each branch of government.  They attach their 
leaf on the tree.  

11)  Compare the sturdiness of Swiss cheese to a tree in a class discussion.  
Which will last longer?  Lead a discussion about the separate branches of 
government and distill roles of the branches (write laws, interpret laws, enforce 
laws) and job titles (representative & senator, judge, president).  Label these 
distillations in another color and post (see photo appendix.) Students copy down 
3 branches tree in their folders for later study. 

12)   Watch skit from early finishers of Literature Circles reading of Shhh! 
We’re Writing the Constitution. Discuss the two sides of delegates in the 
Constitutional Convention:  the Federalists and Anti-Federalists.  Which 
historical figures sided on the Federalist side?  the Anti-Federalist side?  What 
were their arguments?  What was the Great Compromise? 

13)   Remove Primary Document bulletin board and replace with a Constitution 
bulletin board consisting of Federalist arguments and pictures of Federalists and 
Anti-Federalists known from book Shhh!  We’re Writing the Consitution.  Also 
include information comparing/contrasting Civil Rights vs. Civil Liberties and the 
Great Compromise. 

14)   Conduct quote matching activity.  Choose quotes from Federalists and Anti-
Federalists from Constitutional Convention found on 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/ratification.  Attach quotes to note cards 
and pair up students.  Pairs should analyze quotes and decide if they hold a 
Federalist or Anti-Federalist quote card.  On the back of the card they write 
the reason they have chosen their position.  Utilize the bulletin board reasons to 
guide student responses for their reasons.  Students line up on sides of the 
bulletin board and then share their quotes and their reasons for choosing 
Federalist or Anti-Federalist.  Complete activity by ensuring each pair has chose 
the appropriate side with reasons connected to those posted on the bulletin 
board. 

15)   Give students ample time to circulate, talk and take notes from all 
information visible in the classroom.  Add these notes to their folder notes on 
Swiss cheese (Articles of Confederation), Power Tree (3 Branches of 
Government) and Constitution bulletin board (see photo appendix.)   

16)   Give New Nation Era Posttest (see assessments appendix.) 



 

 

 
Reflection: 
This instructional plan was an honest, straight-forward approach to teach students 
about primary documents and the rough start our country endured.  Students had 
precious little understanding of this historical time period nor of our own national 
government structure that still persists today.  The scores on the pretest revealed 
extremely low levels of content and vocabulary knowledge.   
 
Interestingly, the low scores on the pretest provided me a clear path in my 
instruction.  I knew that everyone had a lot to learn and that vocabulary terms and 
abstract concepts like Civil Rights, executive, Anti-Federalist would require a lot 
of time and many modality approaches.  I decided to use the space of the bulletin 
boards as a visual reference.  The metaphors of the Swiss cheese as the Articles 
of Confederation and the sturdy tree as the Constitution suited visual learners 
well.  They also provided a common language and reference for everyone.  I believe 
these strategies worked well.  In addition, the partnering activities of reading, 
writing, drawing and presenting provided active engagement in content attainment.  
The post test scores proved these strategies were effective in helping students 
acquire knowledge vocabulary and concepts related to the New Nation Era. 
 
Despite the solid gains on the posttest, I still feel I could have improved this 
instructional plan.  There are numerous ways I could have made my teaching more 
effective and increased student understanding.  To begin with, I could have 
introduced more primary documents.  In order to make students empathize with 
the difficult economic realities of farmers losing their land, I would have liked to 
have introduced primary sources from those disenfranchised farmers.  Or perhaps 
examining the records of foreclosures might have made a more personal connection 
with students.  Another very important area that I didn’t address or utilize was 
maps.  In the earlier history of the U.S. we had looked at maps and globes to 
understand how European exploration traversed the oceans to find new land.  I 
think that showing the changing political boundaries or maps would have added an 
important visual and geographic understanding of the New Nation.  More powerful 
yet would be to have the students draw these maps and then post them on 
permanent display in the classroom. 
 
Finally, another change I plan to make next year is a beginning of the year 
discussion/exploration into the definition of government.  On the pretest students 
showed a passable yet superficial understanding of government.  I didn’t delve into 



 

 

the concept too deeply.  Next year, I plan to take more time and increase student 
participation in this definition.  It’s important for students to construct a shared 
meaning of government so a framework can be created to understand the big 
change from colony to country.  As I stated in the historical background of this 
instructional plan, it’s no small task to create a new country!  I believe it’s 
important for our children to understand the incredible feat our founding fathers 
and citizenry accomplished when we began this new experiment called the United 
States of America. 
 
 
 
 
 



We	  Won!	  Now	  What?	  	  A	  New	  Nation	  

Appendix	  of	  teaching	  materials:	  

Photoappendix:	  

File	  names:	  	  PDocanalysis,	  StudentexPDocs,	  StudentPD1,	  StudentPD2,	  
confederajigsaw,	  Swisscheese1,	  Swisscheese2,	  Swisscloseup,	  Swisscheesefinal,	  
3branchtree,	  judbranch,	  legbranch,	  execbranch,	  fedantifedwall,	  antifedside,	  
fedside,	  greatcompromise	  

Assessments:	  	  	  

1.	  	  Pretest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Vocabulary	  and	  Concepts	  

2.	  	  Posttest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Vocabulary	  and	  Concepts	  

3.	  	  Assessment	  Data	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Concepts	  and	  Vocabulary	  

Primary	  Documents:	  

1.	  	  Church	  records	  

2.	  	  Page	  1	  Articles	  of	  Confederation	  

3.	  	  The	  Constitution	  (found	  in	  the	  back	  of	  Shhh!	  We’re	  Writing	  the	  Constitution)	  

Handouts:	  

1.	  	  Primary	  Source	  Analysis	  Tool	  

2.	  	  Articles	  of	  Confederation	  vs.	  Constitution	  	  

3.	  	  Roles/Duties	  of	  3	  Branches	  

4.	  	  Skit	  starter	  

	  



Pretest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Concepts	  and	  Vocabulary	  	   Name:________________________	  
	  

What	  are	  the	  Articles	  of	  Confederation?	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  Constitution?	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  Bill	  of	  Rights?	  

	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  difference	  between	  Civil	  Liberties	  and	  Civil	  Rights?	  

	  

	  

Put	  these	  names	  in	  the	  appropriate	  box.	  	  Are	  they	  Federalists	  or	  Anti-‐Federalists?	  

John	  Jay,	  	  Thomas	  Jefferson,	  	  Alexander	  Hamilton,	  	  Thomas	  Paine,	  	  James	  Madison,	  	  Patrick	  Henry	  

Federalists	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Anti-‐Federalists	  
	  
	  

	  	  

What	  is	  the	  big	  argument	  between	  these	  two	  sides?	  

	  

	  



Pretest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Concepts	  and	  Vocabulary	  	   Name:________________________	  
	  

	  

How	  would	  you	  describe	  government?	  	  What	  does	  it	  do?	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

What	  are	  the	  3	  branches	  of	  the	  United	  States	  government?	  	  Label	  them	  in	  the	  boxes	  below	  and	  describe	  
what	  each	  branch	  does.	  	  Here	  are	  some	  concept	  words	  to	  help	  you:	  	  	  judge,	  	  make	  laws,	  	  senator,	  	  
interpret	  laws,	  	  executive,	  	  congressperson,	  	  president,	  	  legislative,	  	  enforce	  laws,	  	  judicial.	  

Please	  add	  other	  duties	  or	  jobs	  that	  belong	  in	  each	  branch.	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  

	  

What	  are	  “checks	  and	  balances?”	  



Posttest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Concepts	  and	  Vocabulary	   	   Name:________________________	  
	  

What	  are	  the	  Articles	  of	  Confederation?	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  Constitution?	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  Bill	  of	  Rights?	  

	  

	  

	  

What	  is	  the	  difference	  between	  Civil	  Liberties	  and	  Civil	  Rights?	  

	  

	  

Put	  these	  names	  in	  the	  appropriate	  box.	  	  Add	  names	  if	  you	  can.	  	  Are	  they	  Federalists	  or	  Anti-‐Federalists?	  

John	  Jay,	  Thomas	  Jefferson,	  	  Alexander	  Hamilton,	  	  William	  Patterson,	  	  James	  Madison,	  	  Patrick	  Henry	  

Federalists	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Anti-‐Federalists	  
	  
	  

	  	  

What	  is	  the	  big	  argument	  between	  these	  two	  sides?	  	  Give	  reasons	  for	  each	  side’s	  position.	  

	  

	  



Posttest	  of	  New	  Nation	  Era	  Concepts	  and	  Vocabulary	   	   Name:________________________	  
	  

	  

How	  would	  you	  describe	  government?	  	  What	  does	  it	  do?	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

What	  are	  the	  3	  branches	  of	  the	  United	  States	  government?	  	  Label	  them	  in	  the	  boxes	  below	  and	  describe	  
what	  each	  branch	  does.	  	  Here	  are	  some	  concept	  words	  to	  help	  you:	  	  	  judge,	  	  make	  laws,	  	  senator,	  	  
interpret	  laws,	  	  executive,	  	  congressperson,	  	  president,	  	  legislative,	  	  enforce	  laws,	  	  judicial.	  

Please	  add	  other	  duties	  or	  jobs	  that	  belong	  in	  each	  branch.	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  

	  
_________________	  branch	  
	  

	  

What	  are	  “checks	  and	  balances?”	  	  Give	  examples	  of	  how	  “checks	  and	  balances”	  work	  between	  the	  
branches.	  
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Crafting	  the	  Constitution	  Skit	  
	  

The	  Federalists:	  	  Alexander	  Hamilton	  of	  New	  York:	  Kameryn,	  	  	  James	  Madison	  of	  Virginia:	  Althea,	  	  

GeorgeWashington	  of	  Virginia:	  Cooper,	  	  

The	  Anti-‐Federalists:	  	  Patrick	  Henry:	  Keely,	  	  William	  Patterson	  of	  New	  York:	  Augusta,	  

Ghost	  of	  Thomas	  Jefferson:	  	  Elliot	  

Set	  the	  scene:	  	  Characters	  should	  arrive	  into	  Philadelphia’s	  State	  House	  in	  1787	  in	  late	  May.	  	  Include	  
handshakes,	  dialogue	  of	  greetings	  with	  names	  and	  where	  they’re	  arriving	  from.	  	  They	  might	  poke	  fun	  at	  
each	  other’s	  states.	  	  They	  should	  mention	  the	  secrecy	  of	  the	  meeting	  too.	  James	  Madison	  should	  arrive	  
first	  and	  say	  something	  like:	  “I	  know	  I’m	  11	  days	  early,	  but	  this	  meeting	  will	  determine	  the	  future	  of	  our	  
country.	  I	  wouldn’t	  miss	  it	  for	  anything!	  	  I	  came	  all	  the	  way	  from	  Virginia.	  “	  	  Write	  this	  dialogue	  below	  to	  
set	  the	  scene.	  

GW:	  

	  

	  

AH:	  

	  

	  

	  

PH:	  

	  

	  

	  

WP:	  

	  

	  

TJ:	  	  Wave	  your	  arms	  and	  sway	  eerily	  as	  you	  enter.	  	  Maybe	  begin	  with	  line	  like,	  “Oooh,	  my	  spirit	  is	  drawn	  
to	  this	  historical	  meeting.	  	  My	  body	  is	  in	  Paris	  but	  I’ll	  just	  float	  around	  to	  get	  the	  gist	  of	  this	  great	  
meeting.	  	  No	  one	  can	  see	  me	  but	  perhaps	  I	  can	  will	  my	  thoughts	  into	  some	  of	  these	  great	  minds.	  	  I	  know	  
we	  need	  a	  new	  government	  but	  we	  can’t	  replace	  one	  king	  with	  another.	  	  Let’s	  remember	  we	  must	  
preserve	  the	  republic	  and	  the	  power	  of	  the	  people.”	  



Crafting	  the	  Constitution	  Skit	  
	  

Scene	  2:	  	  Getting	  down	  to	  business:	  	  Look	  to	  pages	  14-‐21	  for	  ideas	  in	  this	  section.	  	  	  

Begin	  with	  some	  dialogue	  about	  the	  current	  government	  (Articles	  of	  Confederation)	  not	  working.	  	  Throw	  
in	  some	  “national”	  words	  like	  they’re	  bad	  words	  (i.e.,	  offensive,	  etc.)	  	  GW	  is	  placed	  as	  the	  
leader/moderator	  of	  the	  convention.	  	  He	  doesn’t	  say	  much	  but	  his	  presence	  is	  calming	  and	  intimidating	  
at	  the	  same	  time.	  	  JM	  has	  that	  slight	  voice	  but	  takes	  all	  the	  notes	  and	  is	  right	  in	  the	  front.	  	  	  

	  

	  

	  

TJ’s	  ghost	  can	  tell	  the	  audience	  about	  the	  Virginia	  Plan	  by	  Edmund	  Randolph.	  	  It	  can	  almost	  be	  like	  a	  
sports	  announcer	  describing	  the	  action:	  	  see	  p.15-‐17	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

On	  page	  18	  there	  are	  many	  questions	  that	  can	  be	  asked	  rapid	  fire	  by	  the	  characters,	  except	  for	  JM	  who	  
is	  taking	  notes	  furiously.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

Finally,	  WP	  gets	  up	  to	  make	  his	  point:	  	  WP:	  

	  

	  

	  

Scene	  ends	  with	  JM	  tearing	  apart	  WP’s	  arguments:	  	  JM:	  

	  

	  



Crafting	  the	  Constitution	  Skit	  
	  

Scene	  ends	  with	  TJ	  declaring	  the	  federation	  dead	  and	  everyone	  ready	  for	  the	  next	  challenge	  to	  write	  the	  
new	  plan.	  

Scene	  3:	  	  Hashing	  out	  the	  details	  in	  the	  long,	  hot	  summer	  in	  the	  stuffy,	  closed	  room	  with	  flies	  buzzing	  
and	  tempers	  rising.	  	  Include	  a	  line	  for	  each	  character	  in	  this	  part.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

TJ	  announces	  the	  sticking	  point	  of	  the	  states’	  representation.	  	  Describe	  the	  stalemate:	  

	  

	  

	  

Have	  delegates	  come	  together	  like	  a	  huddle	  with	  GW	  looking	  on	  sternly	  and	  expecting	  them	  to	  get	  the	  
compromise	  completed.	  	  Show	  some	  hands	  thrown	  in	  the	  air,	  shrugs	  of	  shoulders	  until	  finally	  they	  break	  
and	  produce	  a	  piece	  of	  paper	  titled,	  “The	  Great	  Compromise…The	  Bicameral	  Legislature”	  	  Make	  a	  quick	  
sketch	  of	  the	  two	  houses	  of	  Congress	  and	  how	  the	  issue	  of	  population	  is	  addressed.	  	  Maybe	  one	  or	  two	  
of	  the	  characters	  can	  explain	  it	  briefly.	  

	  

Scene	  4:	  	  Ratifying	  the	  Constitution	  and	  unfinished	  business…no	  Bill	  of	  Rights	  attached	  to	  the	  document!	  

In	  this	  final	  scene	  you	  show	  how	  the	  Constitution	  was	  barely	  passed	  and	  some	  like	  Patrick	  Henry	  didn’t	  
sign	  it	  because	  it	  had	  no	  Bill	  of	  Rights.	  	  TJ’s	  ghost	  should	  get	  hot	  under	  the	  collar	  about	  that	  too.	  	  Good	  
idea	  to	  have	  some	  dialogue	  between	  AH	  and	  JM	  about	  explaining	  the	  new	  system	  to	  the	  public	  (later	  
they	  become	  The	  Federalist	  Papers).	  	  End	  the	  skit	  with	  something	  about	  one	  half	  of	  our	  country’s	  
freedom/government	  figured	  out,	  but	  there	  was	  still	  something	  missing.	  	  Guess	  what	  we	  study	  next	  in	  
social	  studies?	  	  Yes,	  the	  Bill	  of	  Rights!	  
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