
HISTORY THROUGH OPPOSING EYES:
AMERICA AND PROTEST
Cartoons and Protest

Grade level: Late elementary school 

through middle school

Estimated time: Two class periods

Specific topic: Political cartoons 

as tools of protest

Subtopic: Protest

Teacher background information

P olitical cartoons can be found in newspapers

and magazines and help to inform the public

about important issues through satire. They

are often used as forms of protest and resistance and

leave a mark on individual and public imaginations.

Cartoons are subtle, nonviolent, and humorous 

types of protest that often capture popular sentiment. 

This lesson uses political cartoons from 1774 through

today. Before beginning this lesson, students should

have general knowledge of the events leading up to

the American Revolution.

For more History Lab activities, visit the educators section of the Chicago Historical Society’s website at www.chicagohistory.org.

Detail from “How High Will She Go?” by John T. McCutcheon
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Key concepts
Political cartoons create a message, sometimes

humorous and sometimes serious, that is expressed

through words and imagery. 

Key questions
What is a cartoon? How do cartoons convey a mes-

sage? What are some differences between comics and

political cartoons? What techniques do cartoonists

use to make cartoons funny?

Goal of this lesson
This lesson is designed to help students improve

their ability to read and understand political meaning

in cartoons.

Objectives

1. Students will examine political cartoons and

determine their meanings through analysis and

discussion.

2. Students will create their own political cartoons.

Materials
Master copies of the following political cartoons and

the political cartoon worksheet are provided.

Political cartoons

1. “The Bostonians in Distress,” by Philip Dawe, 1774

2. “The Bostonians Paying the Excise-man, or

Tarring & Feathering,” by Philip Dawe, 1774

3. “The Bloody Massacre perpetrated in King Street,

Boston, on March 5, 1770,” by Paul Revere

4. “How High Will She Go?” John T. McCutcheon,

Chicago Tribune, 1937

Other supplies

1. Political cartoon worksheet (one per student)

2. Samples of comic strips and political cartoons

from a current newspaper

Note: These materials are not included in the lesson packet.

Each teacher is responsible for selecting strips from his or her

local newspaper. The lesson suggests making transparencies

of these materials for use on an overhead projector, but the

cartoons may also be distributed as photocopies.

3. Basic art supplies: paper, pencils, crayons, 

markers, and colored pencils

Procedures

Day 1
Introduce students to the lesson by asking them,

“Who reads the comics in the newspaper?” Show

copies of current comics from your local newspaper

on an overhead projector, and allow time for the stu-

dents to pick their favorites. As a class, discuss what

makes them funny. Have students identify elements

of exaggeration, and explain that comics use humor-

ous exaggeration to convey an idea. 

Transition the discussion from comics to political car-

toons. Place a current political cartoon from your local

newspaper on the overhead projector. Distribute a

political cartoon worksheet to each student and use it

to analyze and examine the modern cartoon (students

should not write on their copy of the worksheet until

they are split into small groups). Help students under-

stand the cartoon by asking a series of guided ques-

tions: Which characters look mean? Who are they?

Which characters are big? Which are small? Why? 

Is there an argument or disagreement expressed in the

cartoon? If so, can you identify the two sides? Are there

bad guys and good guys in the cartoon? What is the

cartoon trying to tell us? 

Tell students that they will now work together to

analyze historical political cartoons drawn and 

published at the start of the American Revolution.

Review some basic facts about the issues surrounding

the American Revolution. Focus on the policies the

British government tried to enforce in the American

colonies and the early protests in Boston.

Divide students into small groups and distribute 

one Revolutionary War–era political cartoon to each

group. Plan to distribute the same cartoon to multiple

groups. Allow time for students to analyze their

assigned cartoon and complete the worksheet. Then

ask each group to present its cartoon to the class,

using the worksheet as a guide. Compare and contrast

ideas generated by groups that used the same cartoon.

Display each cartoon on the overhead projector, or

distribute photocopies, so that students can follow

the presentations. During the discussion, inform 

students about the person who drew each cartoon.

Does it surprise students to learn that an English

artist drew two of the cartoons? Does this change

their perceptions about the cartoons in any way?
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Day 1 (continued) 
Optional activity

Complete a Venn diagram on the board to compare

the American Revolution cartoon to a cartoon from a

different era, such as the women’s rights cartoon “How

High Will She Go?” or a current political cartoon.

Day 2
The students will now create their own political car-

toons. If you are studying the American Revolution,

you can have students’ cartoons focus on the issues of

that era. If you are using this activity as part of a citizen-

ship unit, you may choose to have students focus their

cartoons on current issues. In either case, have a class

discussion to brainstorm possible topics. 

Instruct students to create a cartoon in either one

frame or in a comic strip–style of up to four frames.

Remind students that their cartoons should express a

point-of-view through both images and writing. Pass

out paper and art supplies and allow students the

remaining time to create their cartoons. If students 

do not finish in class, assign the completion of the

cartoons as homework.

Day 3 
Optional activities:

1. Devote a third class period to analyzing the 

student-created cartoons. Group students into 

pairs and ask them to exchange cartoons.

Distribute a second copy of the political cartoon

worksheet as a guide for each student to analyze

the other’s work. 

2. Have students evaluate their own work by com-

pleting another political cartoon worksheet. After

using the worksheet, students should write a short

paragraph analyzing whether or not their cartoon 

successfully conveyed its message. Students

should be able to clearly articulate the intended

message of their cartoon. 

3.Ask students to give oral presentations about their

cartoons to the class or in small groups.

Suggestions for student assessment
The political cartoon worksheet or the cartoon 

drawing assignment can be used to assess student

learning.

This lesson fulfills the following 
Illinois Learning Standards:

English Language Arts

State Goal 3: Write to communicate for a variety 

of purposes.

State Goal 4: Listen and speak effectively in a variety 

of situations.

Social Science

State Goal 14: Understand political systems, with an

emphasis on the United States.

State Goal 16: Understand events, trends, individuals, and

movements shaping the history of Illinois, 

the United States, and other nations.

Fine Arts

State Goal 26: Through creating and performing, under-

stand how works of art are produced.

State Goal 27: Understand the role of the arts in 

civilizations, past and present.

History Lab is made possible through a generous grant from
the Polk Bros. Foundation. These materials were written and

researched by Cynthia Townsend. Images used in this lesson are 

from the Chicago Historical Society’s collection. History Lab project 

coordination by Heidi Moisan of the Chicago Historical Society. The

Chicago Historical Society gratefully acknowledges the Chicago Park

District’s generous support of all of the Historical Society’s activities.

Detail from “The Bostonians Paying the Excise-man, or Tarring &
Feathering” by Philip Dawe

Extension activities
Ask students to make a mural of cartoons based on

the same theme or collect and analyze a group of 

current political cartoons.
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T H E B O S T O N I A N S I N D I S T R E S S
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T H E B O S T O N I A N S PAY I N G T H E E XC I S E - M A N ,  O R TA R R I N G & F E AT H E R I N G



HISTORY THROUGH OPPOSING EYES | CARTOONS AND PROTEST

T H E B L O O DY M A S S A C R E P E R P E T R AT E D I N K I N G ST R E E T,  B O S T O N ,  O N M A R C H 5,  1770
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H O W H I G H W I L L S H E G O ?
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Name(s): ____________________________________ Date: _______________________________________

P O L I T I C A L  C A R T O O N  W O R K S H E E T

1. What is the name of the cartoon? What does it tell you about the cartoon?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Who is the cartoonist?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. When was it drawn?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Describe the cartoon. Note the people, objects, animals, and setting pictured in the cartoon.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Are there any words in the cartoon? What do they tell you?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Why do you think the cartoon was drawn? What is its message?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

7. What things or words in the cartoon support your answer to question #6?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

8. Do you agree or disagree with the cartoon? Explain your answer.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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Please give us your feedback! After reviewing and using this History Lab lesson, please send us your

feedback. Your ideas and honest assessment will ensure that these lessons keep improving and will provide us

with useful insight for future teacher fellows. To fill out this form online or discover additional History Lab
activities, visit the educators section of the Chicago Historical Society’s website at www.chicagohistory.org.

Name:______________________________________________  E-mail:_________________________________

School:_____________________________________________  Grade you teach: _________________________

Are you a CHS member? (circle one):               yes                      no

Name of unit you are evaluating (check one): 

5 America’s Documents of Freedom 5 Chicago’s World’s Fairs

5 African American Life in the Nineteenth Century 5 Face-to-Face with the Great Depression

5 The Civil War: Up Close and Personal 5 America and Protest

Name of lesson you are evaluating:_______________________________________________________________

1. On a scale of one to five (with five being the best) rate this lesson in terms of the quality of the student 

learning experience it provides (circle one):

5 4 3 2 1

2. What were the strengths of this lesson? _________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What aspects of this lesson needed additional fine-tuning?__________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What advice, tips, or suggestions would you give to future users of this lesson? _________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Where does this lesson fit in your course of study (scope, sequence, unit)?_____________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. If applicable, how did the use of primary sources impact student learning?_____________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your time. Please send the completed form to: 
Chicago Historical Society, Clark Street at North Avenue, Chicago, Illinois, 60614-6071,

Attn: History Programs Fax: 312-266-2077




