
By spring 1775, armed conflict had already 
begun in the New England colonies; the city 
of Boston was under siege. The Second 
Continental Congress, assembled in 
Philadelphia, sent George Washington to 
New England to organize the militia and 
farmers, but the colonial resolve stopped 
there. The representatives had to decide 
what to do and quickly if the infant army 
were to survive. The problem lay in the 
colonists themselves: the shopkeepers, 
artisans, and farmers of the various regions 
had no unified opinion on how to respond to 
the mother country. In January 1776, 
Thomas Paine, sensing the wavering public 
opinion, printed a pamphlet called Common 
Sense, America�s first political blockbuster, 
selling 150,000 copies in its first printing. 
Common Sense argued in language, 
metaphors, and analogies that everyone 
could understand for complete separation 
from England, and provided a vision for a new government. The wildly 
successful Common Sense swayed the majority of colonists into wanting to 
create a new, uniquely American approach to government. Seven months 
after the first printing of Common Sense, the Continental Congress issued the 
Declaration of Independence. The goal was clear. There was no turning back. 

 

Teacher Directions 

1. Ask the students the following questions. 

• Why was a pamphlet an effective means of distributing information? 
• When you imagine the pamphlet Common Sense, how does it look? 
• Why was Thomas Paine�s pamphlet so effective? 
• How did Thomas Paine convince his readers to want a complete break 

with England? 

2. Show an image of the pamphlet Common Sense to the students. If 
possible, use the link to Common Sense @ http://www.earlyamerica.com/
earlyamerica/milestones/commonsense. 
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Teacher Directions 

1. Tell students that many historians refer to the statement by Thomas Paine, 
�These are the times which try men�s souls. The summer soldier and the 
sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country�� 
as a quote from Common Sense, but is it really?  

2. Distribute Student Sheet: Will the Real Common Sense Please Stand Up? 

Note to the Teacher: Explain to students that printers routinely substitute 
the letter �f� for �s� for ease of printing; hence, �summer� is written 
�fummer.� 

3. Direct students to examine some of the opening lines of Common Sense 
and some of the opening lines of Thomas Paine�s pamphlet The Crisis.  

4. Ask the students. 

From which pamphlet does the quote come? Ask students why someone 
would attribute the quote to Common Sense. (Hint: Look at who signed 
The Crisis). 

5. Working with a team partner, students paraphrase the above quote. 
Students share their quotes with the class. 

 

 

Teacher Directions 

1. Students in small teams discuss the following situation. 

You believe in a certain cause very much and want to persuade others to 
join you in promoting your cause. How would you go about convincing 
others? What methods would you use, and what forms of communication 
would be the most effective? 

2. Students share their ideas with the class. 

 

 

Teacher Directions 

1. Distribute the Student Sheet: Another Paine Pamphlet  

2. Students read the Student Sheet and discuss the following questions.  

• What ideas did Tom Paine present in this pamphlet that may have been 
new to the slave holding colonialists?  

• Do you think this pamphlet had the same effect as Common Sense? 
Why or why not? 
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Teacher Directions 

Use the following activities with your students. 

Science � Students read about the leading scientists of the late eighteenth 
century: Voltaire and Benjamin Franklin. These scientists began to use the 
methods of rational reasoning through observation to create conclusions. 
Students consider and discuss: How did Thomas Paine use these methods to 
create the political philosophy presented in Common Sense? 

Language Arts � Students create a pamphlet persuading classmates to 
agree to a certain argument or point. Direct students to pick a topic that is not 
very popular and use common, everyday language and simple analogies to 
present their ideas. Ask students if they can persuade some people to change 
their minds after reading their pamphlets. How might they print enough copies 
for the whole class? What technology in printing do we have today that Tom 
Paine did not? 

Mathematics � The first edition of Common Sense sold 150,000 copies. If 
the population of the colonies was under three million people, and two people 
read each copy, what percentage of the population read the first edition?  
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