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Fostering Civil Discourse and Diverse Viewpoints for Every Classroom

COLONIAL COURTROOM CHAQOS!

No Jury, No Justice: The Economic
Fallout of Unfair Trials

Lesson Focus

This lesson explores how unfair trials and harsh punishments affected colonial families and
communities. Students will analyze historical cases, role-play unfair court systems, and
connect the colonists' demand for jury trials to both freedom and economic survival.

Key Learning Objectives

® Connect jury trials to the protection of property, work, and family stability.
® Understand how unjust legal systems created both civic unrest and economic fallout.

*® Evaluate scenarios where unfair punishment or loss of property undermined livelihoods.

Essential Questions for Student Reflection

® 10-15 minutes: Lesson Introduction and Primary Sources

® Open with the “Unfair" prompt (students share personal examples of unfairness).

® Read/discuss selected quotes from Magna Carta, William Penn, John Peter Zenger, John
Adams, Declaration of Independence, and Sixth Amendment to US Constitution.

® Guide students to connect fairness in law to protecting money, land, and livelihoods.
® 25-35 minutes: Role-Play Activity - Guilty Until Proven Loyal?

® Students take on roles in mock trials. In each scenario, the 1st trial is judged by a single
judge, and 2nd trial is decided by a jury.

® Highlight differences in verdicts and discuss civic versus economic consequences.

® Optional: Use Modern Parallels handout or Reflection Worksheet.

*® 10-15 minutes: Closing Game - Peers or Power Card Game

® Students complete a fun activity as a vocabulary and concept wrap-up.
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Optional Extensions (Day 2 or for advanced learners)

*® Justice or Jobs? activity, Zenger trial activity in which students are reporters, Magna Carta
versus Bill of Rights activity

Teacher Tips

®* Emphasize that colonists tied jury trials directly to their economic survival. Without juries,
property could be seized, fines imposed, and livelihoods destroyed.

® Students may struggle to balance the civic versus economic angles. Use guiding questions to
draw out both sides.

® Highlight empathy. Colonists were not only worried about freedom but also about feeding
their families, keeping businesses, and protecting homes.

® Encourage students to see parallels in modern justice issues while keeping focus on
economic consequences.

Core Lesson Vocabulary

* COLONIAL COURTROOM CHAOS! Vocabulary

Background Knowledge

Before the American Revolution, colonists lived under British rule. Although they were British
citizens, they were forced to follow laws made by a king and Parliament far away in England.
Many colonists felt these laws were unfair, especially when it came to the court system.

Trials were often held without juries, and judges were loyal to the king, not the people.
Colonists could be fined, lose their property, or even go to jail without a fair chance to defend
themselves. These unfair court practices hurt their ability to work, provide for their families,
and protect their businesses. That's why many colonists began to demand legal rights like jury
trials, fair judges, and protection from harsh punishment. These rights would later become a
significant part of the U.S. Constitution.

The Magna Carta and English Bill of Rights laid the foundation for how jury trials would be
established within the English legal system. Several court cases established the important role
of jury trials including: The Trial of William Penn (1670), Crown v. John Peter Zenger (1735) and
even the Boston Massacre Trial (1770) which featured future American President John Adams
as the defense attorney for the British soldiers who were involved in the event.

When the colonists wrote the Bill of Rights, they weren't just thinking about freedom; they
were thinking about money, property, and fairness too. They believed they were protected
under long-standing English traditions of justice, but the King and Parliament were treating
them differently. British laws allowed officials to seize property, jail colonists without a fair trial,
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and impose heavy fines. That wasn't just unfair, it was costly and damaging to both families and
communities.

Lesson Introduction (10-25 minutes)

OPENING PROMPT - “UNFAIR"

Ask students to describe why something might be considered “unfair.”

Have students provide examples of ways that they might have felt they were treated unfairly by
an individual and explain briefly why they felt it was unfair.

Ask students to consider if they would have felt differently if the action they felt they were
treated unfairly about was decided by the people around them and not just a single individual.

PRIMARY DOCUMENTS ANALYSIS
Before the next activity, students should consider the following primary document quotes.
® #1 - Read the following quote from the Magna Carta.

“No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions... except by
the lawful judgment of his equals or by the law of the land.”

® #2 - Read the following quote by William Penn from the Trial of William Penn and William
Mead (1670).

“If Not guilty be not a Verdict, then you make of the Jury and Magna Charta but a meer
Nose of Wax.”

‘Special Note: The phrase “nose of wax” refers to someone who is easily influenced or
manipulated, like a piece of wax that can be easily reshaped.”

® #3 - Read the following quote by Andrew Hamilton from the trial of Crown v. John Peter
Zenger (1735).

‘Jurymen are to see with their own eyes, hear with their own ears, and to make use of their own
consciences and understandings, in judging the lives, liberties, or estates of their fellow subjects.”

® #4 - Read the following quote by John Adams (2nd President of the United States) from the
Boston Massacre Trial.

“The Part | took in Defence of Cptn. Preston and the Soldiers, procured me Anxiety, and Obloquy
enough. It was, however, one of the most gallant, generous, manly and disinterested Actions

of my whole Life, and one of the best Pieces of Service | ever rendered my Country. Judgment

of Death against those Soldiers would have been as foul a Stain upon this Country as the
Executions of the Quakers or Witches, anciently. As the Evidence was, the Verdict of the Jury was
exactly right.”

® #5 - Read the following quote from the Declaration of Independence.

“For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: For transporting us beyond Seas
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https://magnacarta.cmp.uea.ac.uk/read/magna_carta_1215/Clause_39
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/article-1/section-7/
https://websites.uta.edu/hunnicut/reading-list/readings-u-s-legal-constitutional-history/the-trial-of-william-penn/
https://websites.uta.edu/hunnicut/reading-list/readings-u-s-legal-constitutional-history/the-trial-of-william-penn/
https://www.famous-trials.com/massacre/196-home
https://websites.uta.edu/hunnicut/reading-list/readings-u-s-legal-constitutional-history/the-trial-of-william-penn/
Declaration of Independence
https://websites.uta.edu/hunnicut/reading-list/readings-u-s-legal-constitutional-history/the-trial-of-william-penn/

to be tried for pretended offences...”
® #6 - Read the following quote from the Sixth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

“In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an
impartial jury.."
Have students define what they think a “trial by jury” is and why they think the colonists might
feel this was crucial to their everyday lives. Have students consider the following questions:
¢ Civic Considerations:
°® Do we expect fairness from leaders, teachers, and rules? Why?
® Who decides what's fair? A person, group, or community? \Why?

® Economic Considerations:

® What happens when someone in power takes something from you unfairly (like your phone
or a job opportunity)?

® If a person (or group of people) controls everything, e.g.. money, jobs, types of punishment,
what happens to the people who disagree with them?

Student Activity (25-30 minutes)

This role-play activity introduces students to the political and economic consequences of
unjust laws and legal systems during colonial times. Through interactive gameplay, students
will experience how arbitrary laws and unfair trials can disrupt communities and economies.

® Guilty Until Proven Loyal? Mock Trial Activity
® Guilty Until Proven Loyal? Mock Trial Activity Cards

Closing (10-15 minutes)

Students should split into groups and play the Peers or Power Sorting Card Game as a wrap-
up. "Note: The cards should be printed double-sided (preferably on card stock) and cut prior to
using this activity. It is recommended to laminate the cards if possible and keep them sorted
using a ziploc bag for reusability. *

® Peers or Power Sorting Card Game

If teachers want to complete this activity in a digital format they can use the Peers or Powers
Sorting Card Game Words/Definition List to upload in a digital game format such as Nearpod,
Quizlet, WayGround (Formerly Quizizz), Gimkit, Kahoot, or Blooket.

Teacher should debrief as a class which system (Peer or Power) seems fair. Which protects
people's property and livelihoods the most?

Extension Activities
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https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/amendment-6/
https://websites.uta.edu/hunnicut/reading-list/readings-u-s-legal-constitutional-history/the-trial-of-william-penn/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1R0H3C6vtjK4hHlBmYW0T0x6xG6DotScort9dFK1aE4Q/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NfwXVt3t7smIMMtuhRuBe29j69BfSSLjeDnLlH_QkhA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NfwXVt3t7smIMMtuhRuBe29j69BfSSLjeDnLlH_QkhA/edit?usp=sharing
https://nearpod.com/
https://quizlet.com/
https://wayground.com/
https://www.gimkit.com/
https://kahoot.com/
https://www.blooket.com/

¢ Justice or Jobs? The Boston Massacre on Trial: Students can analyze how jury decisions in
the Boston Massacre trial were not just about fairness, but also about protecting the colony's
fragile economy and trade.

® Students can read both the Trial by Jury, The American Revolution & Our Bill of Rights and A
Forgotten History: Trial by Jury and the American Revolution and pretend they are a reporter
covering the John Peter Zenger trial and also reporting on the trial by jury restrictions found
in both the 1765 Stamp Act and the Intolerable Acts of 1774.

Teacher Considerations

® While the 5th-8th Amendments are discussed, little effort is often made to understand the
reason why four out of the first 10 Amendments deal with legal matters, specifically in regard
to jury trials. Although there are considerable injustice concerns involved, there are also
tremendous economic considerations that need to be addressed in the classroom.

® Teachers should make sure they are familiar with the impact of the Magna Carta (1215) on the
legal system.

® The Magna Carta was one of the first documents to limit the power of kings in England. It
promised that no free person could be imprisoned or punished except “by the lawful judg-
ment of his equals or by the law of the land.” Colonists believed this meant they had the
right to a trial by jury. When Britain denied them that right, it felt like the Crown was break-
ing its own promise of justice.

® Teachers should be familiar with the Trial of William Penn (1670).

® In London, William Penn (later founder of Pennsylvania) was arrested for preaching without
permission. At his trial, the judge ordered the jury to convict him. The jury refused, declar-
ing Penn not guilty. The angry judge jailed the jurors for going against his orders. This case
showed how important it was for juries to be independent from judges, and it inspired colo-
nists to fight for the same protection.

® Teachers should be familiar with the court case Crown v. John Peter Zenger (1735).

® In New York, newspaper printer John Peter Zenger was accused of criticizing the royal
governor. According to British law, speaking against the government was a crime, even if it
was true. But Zenger's lawyer argued that juries had the power to decide not just the facts,
but whether the law itself was fair. The jury found Zenger not guilty, a victory for freedom of
the press and jury independence. Colonists remembered this case as proof that juries could
stand up for ordinary people.

® Teachers should be familiar with the Boston Massacre Trial (1770).

® After British soldiers killed five colonists during the Boston Massacre, the soldiers were put
on trial. To ensure fairness, John Adams (who would later become president) defended
them, even though most colonists did not like the soldiers. A local jury listened to the evi-
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https://www.wvaj.org/?pg=HistoryTrialbyJuryRev
https://www.wvaj.org/?pg=TrialbyJuryAmericanRevolution
https://www.wvaj.org/?pg=TrialbyJuryAmericanRevolution

dence and acquitted most of the soldiers, showing that jury trials could bring justice even in
the most emotional and difficult cases. Colonists saw this as proof that justice should come
from local communities, not distant rulers.

Additional Resources for Consideration

* Why Americans Have a Right to Trial by Jury

® The Jury System

® Originalism and Jury Nullification in America: A Legal Basis for the Restoration of a Lost Right
® Boston Massacre and the Trial

® John Adams’ Defense of Eight British Soldiers Involved in the Boston Massacre

® Boston Massacre Trial

® Trial of John Peter Zenger

® Argument in the Zenger Trial (1735)

® Crown v. John Peter Zenger, 1735

® Quotes Related to the 1670 Trial of William Penn and William Mead and Bushel's Case
® William Penn, Criminal Justice, and the Penn-Mead Trial

® On William Penn's Trial
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https://www.history.com/articles/trial-by-jury-origins-founding-fathers
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/community-college-civics-learning-guide/jury-system
https://legaljournal.princeton.edu/originalism-and-jury-nullification-in-america-a-legal-basis-for-the-restoration-of-a-lost-right/
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