Writing a Letter to Congress…
Inspired by Abraham Lincoln and Harper Lee!

Rationale
We have looked closely at the myriad ways Abraham Lincoln persuaded his audience to listen to
his point of view, in four pieces of writing from the beginning to the end of the Civil War:





Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address: March 4, 1861
The Emancipation Proclamation: January 1, 1863
The Gettysburg Address: November 19, 1863
Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address: March 4, 1865

You are also reading Harper Lee’s magnificent To Kill a Mockingbird in English class.
In the hands of both Lee and Lincoln, you have seen the power of language to persuade people
to be calmer, more open and more tolerant. In a Socratic seminar in English, you have also
discussed broader themes of empathy, human nature, innocence and race. Finally, you recently
wrote a position paper that required you to rank evidence, address counterarguments, and
choose language deliberately.

The Project
Mrs. Burton and I would like you APPLY what you have learned by writing… what else? A letter
to Congress!
This project gives you the chance to echo the power of voices from the past while exercising
your own considerable voice in our current political system. If all goes well, you might even get
a reply from your representative.
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Time Frame
Monday, April 24, in Room 21



Introduce project
Look through current events notes and make a list of topics about which you feel
strongly enough to write a letter to a politician.

HW: Finish list of topics if you did not have a chance to do so in class.

Tuesday, April 25, in the Library Lab




Explore House and/or Senate websites to see which bills are under discussion
Decide on the topic you’d like to write about
Find at least two articles or information sheets on your topic

HW due Thursday:
a) Print out at least two articles or information sheets on your topic.
b) Annotate at least two pages of each source. These do not have to be the first two
pages! If it is a video source, feel free to write down six quotations/facts from the
video as your annotations.

Wednesday, April 26, in the Library Lab


Go through To Kill a Mockingbird and Lincoln’s four speeches to find and write about
quotations you think are especially inspiring as you think about writing your letter.
o Your goal is to use at least one quotation from either Lincoln’s or Lee’s writings
as inspiration for your letter.
o The inspiration could come in the form of persuasive tactics, an attitude of
openness, an attitude of growth, a sense of patience, an understanding that the
world exists in shades of gray, etc.
o When you finish writing your letter, you will explain how Lee’s and/or Lincoln’s
writing influenced you.

HW due tomorrow (the same as last night):
a) Print out at least two articles or information sheets on your topic.
b) Annotate at least two pages of each source. These do not have to be the first two
pages! If it is a video source, feel free to write down six quotations/facts from the
video as your annotations.
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Thursday, April 27, in the Library Lab



Go over how to write a strong letter to Congress.
Finish finding and explaining quotations from yesterday if you did not already.
HW: Finish reading packet on writing a strong letter if you did not do so in class.

Friday, April 28, in the Library Lab




Begin writing your letter. Remember that the entire letter should fit on one page, single
spaced. The length, layout and content should make the representative WANT to read
it.
Keep in mind that you are one of the most well-informed eighth graders anywhere in
terms of current events! You are an expert, so feel free to sound like one.
HW: Continue working on letter as desired. It will be due Tuesday.

Monday, May 1, in the Library Lab


Continue writing letter. Rough draft will be due tomorrow in class for peer response.
HW: Finish rough draft for tomorrow for peer response.

Tuesday, May 2, in the Library Lab



Peer response on letters
Work on revisions
HW: On class Google Doc that I share with you, copy your close-to-final letter draft
under your name. Tomorrow you will read a number of your classmates’ letters to give
small, constructive suggestions.

Wednesday, May 3, in the Library Lab


Read classmates’ letters in our class Google Docs file. These are almost-final drafts, so
people can feel free to correct small items or give constructive suggestions.
HW: Work on final letter if desired; final draft is due Monday.
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Thursday, May 4, in the Library Lab




Make final revisions to your own letter
Format your letter properly
Write brief reflection on how Lincoln’s speeches and/or To Kill a Mockingbird inspired
one or more elements of your letter: tone, persuasive approach, theme, etc.
HW:
o Find a weekly current events article, as usual.
o Final draft of letter is due Monday, printed out. Please bring TWO COPIES: one
for me and one for your representative! I will bring envelopes.
o Attached to the copy for me, please include your brief reflection on how
Abraham Lincoln and/or Harper Lee inspired one or more elements of your
letter.

Friday, May 5, in Room 21


Weekly current events presentations!
HW for Monday: Finish any last details on final draft of letter and bring two copies,
printed out, to class!

Monday, May 8, in Room 21


Address envelopes and mail letters!
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Grading Rubric, Letter to Congress
May 2017, 8th U.S. History
Your letter…
o Makes a specific argument, even referring to a specific bill when possible
and relevant (6)
o Tells who you are (including whether you live in this person’s district), how
old you are, and why you care about this issue. How this issue will affect
you or your family personally can be helpful if it applies. (4)
o Is supremely well written and compelling, with… (10)
 An intro that makes the reader want to read on
 No unnecessary words – make it concise
 Figurative or metaphorical language if appropriate
 No grammar or spelling errors or typos
 Thoughtful and powerful word choice
 Logical arguments
 Reference to an appropriate counterargument if needed
o Is addressed to someone who has the power (now or in the future) to do
something about the issue you are writing about (4)
o Uses at least two strong pieces of evidence, such as facts or quotations (4)
o Mentions the sources the pieces of evidence came from. For example:
“according to a news article from January 11, 2017, in the Los Angeles Times”
or “as listed in the text of H.R. [House Resolution] 328 on the House of
Representatives website.” (4)
o Letter fits on 1 page using a readable, reasonably spaced and sized font (2)
o Formatted properly as a formal letter (see model) (2)
o And - you used your library time productively and creatively! (4)
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