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Component Description 

Title of Lesson 
 
Content/Subject 
Area 

Appeal of Forty Thousand Citizens, Threatened with 
Disenfranchisement 
 
African American History 

Context  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Duration 

Students often learn about black activism and voting rights in the 
context of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s. 
However, there is a heritage of black activism, including around 
voting rights that goes back more than century before the modern 
Civil Rights Movement. This lesson can help break down 
misconceptions about the fight for voting rights in the United States 
as well as provide an opportunity for students to understand that 
democracy is a work in progress that requires citizen participation to 
maintain and expand rights.  
 
Essential Questions: 
 

● Is it ever justified to deny someone the right to vote?  
● What is the role of activism in democracy? 
● What arguments did free African-Americans in Philadelphia 

use to oppose the loss of their voting rights in 1838? 
 
2 to 4 class periods 

Objective SWBAT​ use the context in a primary source document ​IOT​ make 
meaning of quotes from the document.  
 
SWBAT​ put arguments into their worlds ​IOT​ apply them to another 
similar issue. 

Standards CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin 
of the information. 
 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.2 
Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary 
source; provide an accurate summary of how key events or ideas 
develop over the course of the text. 
 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/2/


 
 

8.1.U.A. Evaluate patterns of continuity and change over time, 
applying context of events. 
 
8.2.U.A. Evaluate the role groups and individuals from Pennsylvania 
played in the social, political, cultural, and economic development of 
the U.S. 
 
8.2.U.B. Evaluate the importance of various historical documents, 
artifacts, and places in Pennsylvania which are critical to U.S. 
 
8.2.U.D. Evaluate how conflict and cooperation among groups and 
organizations in Pennsylvania have influenced the growth and 
development of the U.S. Ethnicity and race Working conditions, 
Immigration, Military conflict, Economic stability. 

Anticipatory Set I. Four Corners Activity 
A. Teacher note​: Facing History and Ourselves provides 

a good explanation of this strategy. Structure the 
activity for what’s best for your students! Link: 
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teachin
g-strategies/four-corners 

B. Use the following statements for the Four Corners: 
1. People who are not U.S. citizens should have 

the right to vote if they are living in the United 
States. 

2. We should amend the Constitution to lower 
the voting age to 16 years old.  

3. If you have committed a serious crime, you 
should not have the right to vote. 

C. Debrief the activity: 
1. Summarize the main for and against 

arguments.  
2. Ask students to consider who wins and who 

loses in the situations presented in the 
statements. 

II. Transition by explain to students that they have engaged in 
conversations about voting rights that have been part of our 
history since the framing of the Constitution 

Instruction III. Establish background knowledge 
A. Explain that the original U.S. Constitution gave states 

a lot of autonomy to create voting laws for their own 
states, including determining who was allowed to 
vote. For example, Pennsylvania has changed its 

https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/four-corners
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/four-corners


 
 

Constitution 5 times and each time has made a 
change related to voting.  

B. Ask students what they know about voting rights 
history in the United States. 

IV. Building of what students say about voting history, show 
students the section on voting from Pennsylvania's 1790 
Constitution. Link to entire Constitution here: 
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitutio
n/texts-of-the-constitution/1790  

A. Ask students what they notice. Who is included and 
who is excluded? What do they wonder about voting 
in PA under this Constitution? 

B. ARTICLE III: Section I. In elections by the citizens, 
every freeman of the age of twenty-one years, having 
resided in the state two years next before the 
election, and within that time paid a state or county 
tax, which shall have been assessed at least six 
months before the election, shall enjoy the rights of 
an elector: Provided, that the sons of persons 
qualified as aforesaid, between the ages of 
twenty-one and twenty-two years, shall be entitled to 
vote, although they shall not have paid taxes. 

V. Explain that at this time many states barred votes based on 
race, but not Pennsylvania. However, this was about to 
change! 

A. Teacher note​: It may be helpful at this point to out 
that progress is often not linear. Ask students what 
does progress mean and what should it look like 
when talking about rights. It may be helpful to use an 
analogy comparing rights to rubber bands. (SEE 
APPENDIX A) 

VI. Continue to build background knowledge 
A. Philadelphia had one of the largest and free 

African-American communities before the Civil War.  
B. Philadelphia was also a center for abolitionist activity.  

1. The first formal protest of slavery in the United 
States was made in 1688 in Germantown. It 
challenged the Society of Friends (Quakers) 
to denounce slavery. Philadelphia Quakers 
have had a long history of abolitionism. 

2. 1774: The Pennsylvania Abolition Society, the 
first anti-slavery society in the United States 
was created in Philadelphia 

http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1790
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1790


 
 

3. 1780: The Pennsylvania Gradual Abolition Act 
went into effect freeing anyone enslaved at 
the time at the age of 28. 

4. Most anti-slavery societies were NOT 
interracial. Philadelphia’s free black 
community created their own anti-slavery 
societies and collaborated with Philadelphia’s 
white abolitionists. 

C. Most Philadelphians were not abolitionists. Many 
were active anti-abolitionists and held strong race 
prejudice. Race riots and violence were common 
occurrences. An example is the burning of 
Pennsylvania Hall in May of 1838. It was built as an 
anti-slavery meeting house, stood completed for three 
days and was burned down by anti-abolitionists. 

1. For more information on this incident, a good 
overview with images can be found here: 
http://trilogy.brynmawr.edu/speccoll/quakersa
ndslavery/commentary/organizations/pennsylv
ania_hall.php 

D. In 1837, the year before the burning Pennsylvania 
held a Constitutional Convention partly to discuss 
changes to voting rights. African-Americans in PA 
had interpreted the term “freeman” to mean that they 
had the right to vote. In many counties outside of 
Philadelphia, African-Americans that met the 
requirements successfully voted. However, in 
Philadelphia most did not vote fearing violence. A 
combination of prejudice and politics can help explain 
the lack of consistency in voting amongst the black 
community under the 1790 Constitution. 

1. Use a map of PA counties to give students a 
visual (SEE APPENDIX B) 

E. Teacher note​: these two resources provide good 
overviews 

1. http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/ap
peal-of-forty-thousand-citizens/#15280 

2. http://digitalhistory.hsp.org/pafrm/doc/appeal 

Instruction VII. Give students a copy of the excerpted “Appeal of Forty 
Thousand Citizens, Threatened with Disenfranchisement, to 
the People of Pennsylvania” and the graphic organizer (SEE 
APPENDIX C and D). 

http://trilogy.brynmawr.edu/speccoll/quakersandslavery/commentary/organizations/pennsylvania_hall.php
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/appeal-of-forty-thousand-citizens/#15280
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/appeal-of-forty-thousand-citizens/#15280
http://digitalhistory.hsp.org/pafrm/doc/appeal
http://trilogy.brynmawr.edu/speccoll/quakersandslavery/commentary/organizations/pennsylvania_hall.php
http://trilogy.brynmawr.edu/speccoll/quakersandslavery/commentary/organizations/pennsylvania_hall.php


 
 

VIII. Review the source information of the document and the 
vocabulary.  

IX. Students work in cooperative groups to read and answer the 
questions in the graphic organizer.  

X. Review questions together as a class. Ask students to 
predict happened with the PA Constitution. 

A. Share the result: In October, 1838, the voters 
approved the new Constitution by a slim margin 
(113,971 to 112,759) which included “white freeman” 
instead of just freeman”.  

B. This is the language of the 1838 PA Constitution: 
ARTICLE III: Election franchise. Section I. In elections 
by the citizens, every white freeman of the age of 
twenty-one years, having resided in the State one 
year, and in the election district where he offers to 
vote, ten days immediately proceeding such election, 
and within two years paid a State or county tax, which 
shall have been assessed at least ten days before the 
election, shall enjoy the rights of an elector. But a 
citizen of the United States who had previously been 
a qualified voter of this State, and removed therefrom 
and returned, and who shall have resided in the 
election district, and paid taxes, as aforesaid, shall be 
entitled to vote after residing in the State six months: 
Provided, That white freemen, citizens of the United 
States, between the ages of twenty-one and 
twenty-two years, and having resided in the State one 
year and in the election district ten days, as aforesaid, 
shall be entitled to vote, although they shall not have 
paid taxes. 

1. Link: 
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-librar
y/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838 

Independent 
Practice 
 
 
 
 
 

XI. Tell students that we will now compare and contrast the 
arguments from the ​Appeal​ to the voting age issue that we 
discussed during the four corners activity. 

XII. Show students voting ages around the world using the CIA 
World Factbook. There are 8 pages. Consider giving each 
student a page to review. Share trends as a class. (SEE 
APPENDIX F) 

A. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-fact
book/fields/2123.html 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2123.html
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2123.html
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838


 
 

XIII. Students use the graphic organizer to write an appeal (SEE 
APPENDIX E) 

Closure  XIV. Students share their ​appeals​ with each other and a few can 
read it to the class.  

XV. Compare and contrast our appeals to the one written by 
Robert Purvis.  

XVI. Closing discussion: how has this process impacted your 
understanding of voting? 

Assessment ● Four corners discussion 
● Graphic organizers and written responses 
● Class discussion 

Key Terms ● Constitution 
● Appeal 
● Convention 
● Commonwealth 
● Despotism, despot 
● Posterity 
● Disenfranchise 

Resources and 
Materials 

Materials 
● Map of Pennsylvania counties from the 1830s - APPENDIX B 
● Excerpt of the ​Appeal of Forty Thousand Citizens, 

Threatened with Disenfranchisement, to the People of 
Pennsylvania​ - APPENDIX C 

● Graphic organizers - APPENDICES D & E 
● List of voting ages from around the world - APPENDIX F 

○ https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-fact
book/fields/2123.html 

 
Resources 

● Rubberband rights analogy - APPENDIX A 
● Overview of the ​Appeal of Forty Thousand Citizens, 

Threatened with Disenfranchisement, to the People of 
Pennsylvania 

○ http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/appeal-of-
forty-thousand-citizens/#15280 

○ http://digitalhistory.hsp.org/pafrm/doc/appeal 
● Pennsylvania Constitutions 

○ http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-co
nstitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838 

 
 
 
 

http://digitalhistory.hsp.org/pafrm/doc/appeal
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2123.html
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/appeal-of-forty-thousand-citizens/#15280
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/appeal-of-forty-thousand-citizens/#15280
http://www.duq.edu/academics/gumberg-library/pa-constitution/texts-of-the-constitution/1838
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2123.html
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http://www.crmvet.org/info/nvrubber.htm


 
 

APPENDIX B 
 

 
 
Link to map description: ​http://www.mapsofpa.com/antiquemaps33.htm​ scroll to 1831.1  
Link to map jpeg: ​http://www.mapsofpa.com/19thcentury/1831finley.jpg 
Link to Google doc version: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7gJ1NgaMW15TkgxQm04aXBhYjA/view?usp=sharing 
 
 
 
  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7gJ1NgaMW15TkgxQm04aXBhYjA/view?usp=sharing
http://www.mapsofpa.com/19thcentury/1831finley.jpg
http://www.mapsofpa.com/antiquemaps33.htm


http://www.jstor.org/stable/27765149
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cP_QwqcZzIMjSc4s77mkAR7ZK_Mq-zomtA8jCDazepk/edit?usp=sharing

