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LESSON 2: STAMP ACT, 1765
Teacher Pages

According to many historians, the Stamp Act served as the catalyst for colonial 
independence, as it was the point at which the key arguments leading to the American 
Revolution were debated. In this lesson, students will have to decide what to do in terms 
of taxation from both the British and colonial points of view, thereby gaining greater 
perspective on this crucial cause of the Revolution.

•	 Parliament—The body of representatives in England that makes laws
•	 George Grenville—The British prime minister who pushed the Stamp Act through
•	 French and Indian War—The British defeated the French in this world war
•	 Debt—The total amount of money owed by the government
•	 Recession—When the economy declines for at least nine months. It is 

characterized by high unemployment and numerous bankruptcies.
•	 Boycott—The refusal by a group of people to buy from or sell to another group
•	 Member of Parliament (MP)—An elected representative of a group of people or 

region, similar to a congressperson in the U.S.
•	 Virginia Resolves—A series of statements against the Stamp Act
•	 Stamp Act Congress—A meeting of representatives from nine colonies to decide 

how to respond to the Stamp Act
•	 Repeal—To take back or cancel an action or law
•	 Virtual representation—Members of Parliament consider the best interest of all 

people in the British Empire, including those who do not or cannot vote
•	 Declaratory Act—An act passed after the repeal of the Stamp Act, which stated 

that Parliament could pass laws for the colonies in all cases whatsoever

•	 Identify underlying problems
•	 Consider other points of view
•	 Recognize assumptions
•	 Ask about context
•	 Set realistic goals
•	 Generate options. Are they ethical?
•	 Predict unintended consequences
•	 Play out options

OVERVIEW

VOCABULARY

DECISION-MAKING SKILLS EMPHASIZED
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LESSON PLAN

Procedure:

Distribute Handout 1 and ask students to answer the question. Have students pair up to 
discuss whether to pass the stamp tax and the reasons for their decision. Move around 
the room in case students have questions. Bring the class together to discuss the decision. 
Note: Students who lean toward approving the tax may have a tendency to stress only 
positive results. Ask students to think about what could go wrong with the tax. After the 
discussion, ask students to vote on whether to approve the tax.

Tell students that Parliament indeed approved the stamp tax. Now they are going to look 
at the tax from the point of view of the colonists. Distribute Handout 2 and have students 
read it. In pairs, have them decide what they will do as members of a colonial legislature. 
Allow time for questions. Then have the class discuss and vote on the various options.

As you distribute Handout 3, tell students they will see that the colonists resisted the 
Stamp Act. Now they will return to the British point of view. They have to decide how 
to respond to the colonial reaction. Again, allow for questions, discuss and vote on the 
various options.

For homework, assign students to read the primary source, an excerpt from the Stamp 
Act Congress (Handout 6), as well as the outcomes of the Stamp Act and its repeal in 
Handouts 4 and 5. You can discuss these results in the subsequent class. Ask students 
whether they think the colonists opposed the tax more for economic reasons or as a 
matter of principle.

Option: You could use a form of role play for the three problem handouts. Distribute 
Handout 1 (which represents the British point of view) to half the students, and Handout 2 
(the colonists’ point of view) to the other half. Have each group discuss what action they 
will take. Before hearing each group’s decisions, tell students to go back and anticipate 
what they think the other group is thinking and what decision they will make—and why. 
(It will be obvious to the colonists that the British will decide in favor of the Stamp Act, 
but they need to anticipate the reasons why the act will pass.) Have a spokesperson from 
each group explain its decision and the reasons behind it. Then have the groups meet 
again to discuss whether they would change their decision given what they heard from the 
other group. After a few minutes, distribute Handout 3 to the British group and have them 
decide how to react. In the meantime, have the colonists’ group discuss what they think the 
British group will decide to do in response to the colonial reaction.

A. IN-DEPTH LESSON (Two 40-minute classes)



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2009 Social Studies School Service. (800) 421-4246. http://socialstudies.com

22

Reflecting on Decision Making:

Ask students what they learned from these outcomes. What would they have done 
differently, if anything, now that they know the outcomes? Which decision-making 
skills were especially important for the decisions on the stamp tax and the reaction 
and response to it? Which letters of P-A-G-E applied especially to this problem? (See 
“Decision-Making Analysis” below for ideas.) Ask students what they did well or poorly 
on in terms of the P-A-G-E analysis.

Placing the Actual Decisions into Historical Context:

Ask students whether historical context or individual choices were more important to 
the decisions made in the Stamp Act crisis. Students should recognize that historical 
factors, such as the national debt from the French and Indian War, the need to protect the 
new land Britain acquired in the war, and the growing power of the American colonies 
all restricted the choices made, especially on the British side. Nevertheless, particular 
decisions were also important. George Grenville had a forceful personality and made 
confrontational policy choices. On the colonial side, the general public wanted strong 
action against the Stamp Act, so leaders were limited in their response. On the other hand, 
colonial leaders in Boston freely decided to employ the services of gang leaders.

Connecting to Today:

Ask students what if anything is wrong with the government taxing a person who isn’t 
represented in Congress (you might mention the unusual political status of Washington, 
DC). How effective have voters in the U.S. been in limiting taxes in our country today? 
Should there be a limit on taxes, or is the power to vote representatives out of office itself 
enough of a limit on taxation?

Troubleshooting:

The concepts of representation and virtual representation may be difficult for some 
students to grasp. Ask students to explain what these terms mean, or ask them who their 
representative in Congress is and what that person does. It’s a great opportunity for a 
civics lesson.

Give students Handout 1 for homework. In class, have students pair up for about two 
minutes to discuss their answers. Bring the class together and ask how many would 
support the stamp tax. Distribute Handout 2 and ask how they, as the colonists, would 
react. Give them time to discuss and ask questions. Distribute Handout 4, and discuss the 
outcomes of these decisions. Tell students that Parliament repealed the Stamp Act, but 
don’t use Handouts 3 or 5 on that topic.

B. QUICK MOTIVATOR (10–15 minutes)
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TEACHER NOTES FOR EXPANDING 
DISCUSSION

(For outcomes for students, see Handouts 4 and 5)

George Grenville was the treasury minister (or more correctly, First Lord of the Treasury) 
of Great Britain. As the leader of the government, he was also the prime minister. In this 
lesson, his position is shortened to prime minister.

Many historians believe that George Grenville was not the incompetent leader that he is 
sometimes portrayed as. He was actually thoughtful, honest, careful, and a tireless worker 
(see Bullion, Anderson, and Gipson in the sources). He was a risk taker and was very 
confident—perhaps overconfident. He tried to get around governmental bureaucracies, 
including experts, because he felt he knew the best course to follow. His fatal mistake 
was misjudging colonial reaction to the Stamp Act. He did not seem to understand the 
changing political situation in America.

To avoid needless complexity, this lesson does not address the fact that the Stamp Act 
was delayed for one year or that the colonies subsequently requested further delay.

The Virginia Resolves mentioned in Handout 3 are complicated because the resolve 
arguing that colonists could be taxed only by their own representatives was repealed. 
Nevertheless, it appeared in American newspapers, and it affected British decisions.

Historian Fred Anderson (see sources) argues that British leaders should have given 
more consideration to having the colonists tax themselves and raise their own soldiers for 
defense of the new territories (Handout 3, Option 7; and Handout 5). British leaders did 
consider the idea but felt it was unrealistic, since the colonists had been uncooperative in 
helping Britain in the French and Indian War. What British leaders overlooked was the 
change in colonists’ behavior toward the end of the French and Indian War. Colonists did 
raise tax money and soldiers, and those actions were very significant to the British victory 
in the war. John Bullion (see sources) emphasizes more that Grenville was distrustful of 
the independence that the colonies would gain by raising their own troops.

King George removed George Grenville in July 1765, for a number of reasons. In the 
king’s eyes, Grenville had cut government spending too much and was too insistent 
on putting his own associates into government vacancies (see Bullion). Grenville also 
lectured the king about appointing a regent upon his death (see Anderson). The king was 
greatly annoyed at being lectured.
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•	 Identify underlying problems: The growing power and independence of 
America was a significant fear of many in Britain. British leaders had talked 
openly for decades about this expanding power and wealth, including Britain’s 
increasing dependence on American trade.

•	 Point of view: Students will be forced to consider both the British and colonial 
points of view as they switch roles from Handout 1 to Handout 2 to Handout 3. 
Many students may never have considered the British point of view.

•	 Assumptions: It may be easy as the British to assume that the colonies would go 
along with such a small tax, or that any reasonable person would agree that the 
colonists should have to pay for part of their defense. Students might also believe 
as Americans that the British are out to oppress them, rather than to raise money 
to pay a debt. These assumptions may be accurate, but students still need to check 
the evidence to see whether they are true.

•	 Ask questions about context: In their roles as the British in Handout 1, students 
should consider a number of questions:

•	 1) Is the army available to enforce the law in case there is trouble? (No, as 
reported by General Gage in Handout 3. Students needed to ask this question for 
Handout 1.)

o	 2) Has the tax been tried in other places? (A stamp tax has been used in 
England, as mentioned in Handout 1. It has worked well and there were no 
serious protests. But is taxation in England similar to taxing the colonies?)

o	 3) How do colonists feel about taxes to raise revenue? (The colonists have 

DECISION-MAKING ANALYSIS

P = Problem
	 *	 - Identify any underlying problem(s)
	 *	 - Consider other points of view
	 *	 - What are my assumptions? Emotions?

A = Ask for information (about)
	 *	 - Historical context (history of this issue; context in the world)
		  - Reliability of sources
		  - Historical analogies

G = Goals
	 *	 - What are my main goals? Are they realistic?
	 *	 - Generate options to achieve these goals. Are they ethical?

E = Effects
	 *	 - Predict unintended consequences.
	 *	 - Play out the options. What could go wrong?

*Denotes topics emphasized in this lesson
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paid taxes, but always for regulating trade, not to pay for soldiers. When 
Parliament proposed a tax during the French and Indian War, the colonists 
argued against it. The colonists would only allow their own legislatures 
to tax them, and insisted that they decide how the money could be used. 
When members of Parliament asked Benjamin Franklin if Americans 
would submit to the stamp tax, he replied, “No, never, unless compelled 
by force of arms.”)

o	 4) How powerful are the colonies? (More than one third of British trade 
is with the colonies, and about one half of colonial trade is with Britain. 
The colonies and Britain need each other. The Americans are wealthy and 
their economy is growing rapidly. There are few extremely rich people, 
but there are also few desperately poor people as compared to England. 
In addition to this economic power, the population of the colonies, though 
still smaller than England’s, has doubled over the past 25 years or so, 
while the population of England has remained about the same. This 
rapidly growing, comparatively wealthy population means American clout 
is on the rise. Without a doubt, America will eventually want to make 
independent decisions.)

o	 Consider goals: Being clear about goals is important to both sides, but 
especially for the British. Are they trying mainly to raise money to pay the 
debt, establish the right of Parliament to tax the colonists, reassert their 
dominance over the recalcitrant colonies, or keep the benefits of the trade 
between the colonies and England flowing?

•	 Generate options: There are a number of options laid out for Handouts 2  
and 3, but none for Handout 1. Did students think about alternatives to the tax  
on stamps?

•	 Consider consequences: In the long run, the Stamp Act contributed to the break 
between the colonies and Britain, leading to the American Revolution.

•	 Play out the option: The Stamp Act was impossible to enforce, as shown in 
Handouts 2 and 4. The stamp distributors were intimidated into resigning and the 
army wasn’t in the area to enforce the law.
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LESSON 2: STAMP ACT, 1765
Vocabulary

•	 Parliament—The body of representatives in England that makes laws
•	 George Grenville—The British prime minister who pushed the Stamp Act through
•	 French and Indian War—The British defeated the French in this world war
•	 Debt—The total amount of money owed by the government
•	 Recession—When the economy declines for at least nine months; It is 

characterized by high unemployment and numerous bankruptcies.
•	 Boycott—The refusal by a group of people to buy from or sell to another group
•	 Member of Parliament (MP)—An elected representative of a group of people or 

region, similar to a congressperson in the U.S.
•	 Virginia Resolves—A series of statements against the Stamp Act
•	 Stamp Act Congress—A meeting of representatives from nine colonies to decide 

how to respond to the Stamp Act
•	 Repeal—To take back or cancel an action or law
•	 Virtual representation—Members of Parliament consider the best interest of all 

people in the British Empire, including those who do not or cannot vote
•	 Declaratory Act—An act passed after the repeal of the Stamp Act, which stated 

that Parliament could pass laws for the colonies in all cases whatsoever


	OVERVIEW: 
	VOCABULARY: 
	B QUICK MOTIVATOR 1015 minutes: 
	DECISIONMAKING ANALYSIS: 
	Sample 1: 
Sample from: 'Decision Making in U.S. History: Revolution' |  Product code: ZP379
The entire product is available for purchase at www.socialstudies.com or www.centerforlearning.org
	Sample 3: 
Samples are provided for evaluation purposes. Copying of the product or its parts
for resale is prohibited. Additional restrictions may be set by the publisher.


