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Lesson Plan: In Most Humble Manner: Women and Politics Before 1920 


 


Primary Sources: 


 Ruth Fulcher Petition for Support, April 6, 1691 


 Petition from “females of the County of Augusta” to the General Assembly, January 19, 1832 


 “Woman's Holy War” Temperance Broadside, ca. 1874 


“Appeal of the Women of Staunton,” Broadside, ca. 1900 


  


Understanding Goal: 


Women in America have long been active in the public sphere.  


 


Investigative Question:  


How did involvement in abolition and temperance lead women to fight for their own rights?  


 


Standards Addressed: 
2008 Virginia Standards of Learning: 


 
USI.8 The student will demonstrate knowledge of westward expansion and reform in America from 1801 to 1861 by 


d) identifying the main ideas of the abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements.  


 


USII.4 The student will demonstrate knowledge of how life changed after the Civil War by 


e) describing the impact of the Progressive Movement on child labor, working conditions, the rise of organized labor, 


women’s suffrage, and the temperance movement. 


 


CE.1 The student will develop the social studies skills citizenship requires, including the ability to 


a) examine and interpret primary and secondary source documents; 


d)   distinguish between relevant and irrelevant information; 


e)   review information for accuracy, separating fact from opinion; 


f)   identify a problem and recommend solutions; 


h)  select and defend positions in writing, discussion, and debate. 


 


VUS.1 The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis and responsible citizenship, including the ability to  


h) interpret the significance of excerpts from famous speeches and other documents. 


 


VUS.6 The student demonstrate knowledge of the major events from the last decade of the eighteenth century through the first half of 


the nineteenth century by 


e)  describing the cultural, economic, and political issues that divided the nation, including tariffs, slavery, the abolitionist 


and women’s suffrage movements, and the role of the states in the Union. 


 


VUS.8 The student will demonstrate knowledge of how the nation grew and changed from the end of Reconstruction through the early 


twentieth century by 


 d) identifying the causes and impact of the Progressive Movement, including the excesses of the Gilded Age, child labor and 


antitrust laws, the rise of labor unions, and the success of the women’s suffrage movement. 


 


GOVT.6 The student will demonstrate knowledge of local, state, and national elections by 


f)  identifying how amendments extend the right to vote. 
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National History Standards 


Era 4–4C (Grades 5–12) Analyze the activities of women of different racial and social groups in the reform movements for education, 


abolition, temperance, and women's suffrage. 


 


Era 7–1B (Grades 5–12) The student understands Progressivism at the national level and is therefore able to: Describe how the 16th, 


17th, 18th, and 19th amendments reflected the ideals and goals of Progressivism and the continuing attempt to adapt the founding 


ideals to a modernized society. 


 


Overview: 


Women in America have long been active in the public sphere, even before gaining the right to vote.  


They were able to use their influence in the private sphere, their acknowledged roles as protectors of the home 


and arbiters of family morals, to influence public opinion in matters relevant to hearth and home. Their 


activities in abolitionist and temperance societies served as a spring board to the fight for votes for women.  


In this lesson, students will use primary source documents to explore traditional women’s roles and how 


women used those roles, including those of child-caretaker and familial moral authority, to promote social 


change.   


 


Length of Activity: 


One class, or 45–50 minutes of a block class 


 


Materials Needed: 


(Copies of the primary sources OR computer access for all) 


• Ruth Fulcher Petition for Support, April 6, 1691 


• Petition from “females of the County of Augusta” to the General Assembly, January 19, 1832 


• “Woman's Holy War” Temperance Broadside, ca. 1874 


• Appeal of the Women of Staunton, Broadside, ca. 1900 


• Document Analysis Chart* 


Paper and markers or colored pencils for student broadside 


 
*This handout can be downloaded with the pdf version of this plan. 


  


Teacher Actions: 


The teacher will want to read the background information on the primary sources at the Library of Virginia’s 


Shaping the Constitution Web site.  


 


1. Pre-activity bell ringer: Have students brainstorm and list what they perceive to be typical male roles and 


typical female roles at home, at work, and in society. Once they have completed their lists, discuss them and 


record common answers on the board. You could use some of the following questions to encourage 


discussion: 


a.  How different are the roles of men and women today?  


b. Are there some things that only your father does? Are there some things that only your mother does?  


c. Are there jobs that typically men or women do? Why do you think this is so?  


d. How do you think men and women’s roles have changed over time?  


After discussing this question, explain the role of women in the home leading up to and during the 


nineteenth century (use the Shaping the Constitution Web site for background information.) 


2. After completing the discussion, divide the class up into groups of four. Explain that they will be examining 


primary sources relating to women’s involvement in the social issues of abolition and temperance. Students 


may access the documents at the Library of Virginia’s Web site 


(http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/unit/5/in_most_humble_man
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ner) or the teacher can provide copies. Students could receive copies of the Document Analysis Chart and 


both the original and the transcription of the documents to get a feel for working with original primary 


sources. In their groups, each student should examine one of the sources and complete the portion of the 


chart on the document sheet. The students should then complete their charts, using the information from 


their group mates. Still working within their groups, students should answer the questions on the back of the 


chart. For students challenged to interpret the documents, try entering the words into www.wordle.net. This 


will create a "word cloud" in which the most-frequently used words are larger than the least-frequently used 


words. It can be a helpful tool for interpreting the general idea of a document when reading is a challenge.  


3. Once students have completed their document analysis, have them discuss their conclusions as a class. You 


could use some of the following questions to encourage discussion: 


a. Do they think women’s traditional roles made them natural reformers?  


b. How did women appeal to emotions? What words did they use?  


c. How did they use their status as women to promote their causes?  


d. Would they have been as successful if their cause was instituting property taxes or reducing tariffs? 


Why or why not?  


e. How could promoting abolition and temperance lead women to become more politically active for 


their own situations? 


f.  How could passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and particularly the Fifteenth Amendments make 


women work harder for woman suffrage?  


 


Analysis: 


The students have now been exposed to several examples of persuasive writing. In these documents, the 


writers appealed to the emotions of the reader and used preconceived notions about women and their roles to 


help build their arguments. While still in their groups, have the students brainstorm issues for which they, as 


children and students, could have a particularly strong argument. Ideas could range from too much homework to 


child labor. As a group, have them prepare a broadside or cartoon promoting their cause. They should use 


language that plays on people’s notions of the typical roles of children, for example that children need 


protection, or should be playing, or that their growing bodies need a great deal of sleep. Once done, mount their 


broadsides around the room and refer back to them as you continue with your lessons on woman suffrage.  
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Document Analysis Chart: In Most Humble Manner: Women and Politics Before 1920 


 


Complete the chart below as you examine your document, then share your findings with your team so you may complete 
your chart.  
 
 Ruth Fulcher Petition for 


Support, April 6, 1691 
 


Petition from “females of 
the County of Augusta” to 
the General Assembly, 
January 19, 1832 


Woman's Holy War; 
Temperance Broadside, ca. 
1874 


Appeal of the Women of 
Staunton, Broadside, ca. 
1900 
 


What is the purpose 
of this document? 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


   


Who wrote it? Who 
is the intended 
audience? 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


   


How are women 
and women’s roles 
described in this 
document? 
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 Ruth Fulcher Petition for 
Support, April 6, 1691 
 


Petition from “females of 
the County of Augusta” to 
the General Assembly, 
January 19, 1832 


“Woman's Holy War” 
Temperance Broadside, ca. 
1874 


Appeal of the Women of 
Staunton, Broadside, ca. 
1900 
 


If men are 
described, what are 
their roles?  


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


   


What emotional 
words or images 
are used to 
influence the 
intended audience?  
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


   


 
1. What do you think were the most effective arguments used in these documents? Which would have appealed to you had you lived in the 


nineteenth century? 
 
 
 
 
2. Throughout history certain people have held certain places and roles in society. It was a big faux pas (social no-no) to go against these 


roles. Are there specific places and roles for certain people today? Are there things that women shouldn’t do? That teenagers shouldn’t 
do? How about teachers or coaches? What happens if they step out of their accepted roles? 





