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Topic/Grade Level

• Cursive Writing

• Secondary (6-12)

ELA Standards

• 3-5.F.H.3: Read texts written in cursive.

• 3-5.F.H.4: Use fine motor skills to form legible letters and words in cursive.

SS Standards

• SS8H5.b: Explain Georgia’s role in the Civil War; include the Union  blockade of 
Georgia’s coast, the Emancipation Proclamation, Chickamauga, Sherman’s Atlanta 
Campaign, Sherman’s March to the Sea, and Andersonville. 

• SSUSH9.d: Explain the importance of Fort Sumter, Antietam, Vicksburg, Gettysburg, 
and Atlanta, as well as the impact of geography on these battles. 

• L9-10RHSS1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of the 
information.

• L11-12RHSS1: Cite specific textual evidence to support 
analysis of primary and secondary sources, connecting 
insights gained from specific details to an understanding 
of the text as a whole.

Materials Needed:

• The Atlanta Campaign Primary Source Set (GHS 2841)

• GHS Cursive Alphabet Chart

• Pen and Paper

• Primary Source Analysis Tool

• Projector or photocopies 

https://www.georgiahistory.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Decoding-Histories-Cursive-Alphabet-Chart.pdf
https://www.loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Primary_Source_Analysis_Tool_LOC.pdf
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Lesson Summary
“Letters Through Time” invites students to respond to a letter written in the past. 
Correspondence can be a great window into the past, allowing readers today to gain a 
firsthand perspective of an event or place. In this lesson, students will read and respond 
to letters written by United States soldiers during the Atlanta Campaign.

As primary sources are an eyewitness to the past, they serve as an integral part of 
understanding. Before typewritten letters became common in the late 19th century, 
correspondence was written in cursive or script with a pen and paper. One important 
skill when using handwritten letters is how to read and learn from them. In this 
lesson, students will read two letters from the Georgia Historical Society collection 
of Antebellum, American Civil War, and Reconstruction era documents (GHS 2481). 
Gaining eyewitness context from a U.S. soldier during the days leading up to the Battle 
of Atlanta, students will write a response in cursive and gain a broader understanding of 
the Atlanta Campaign.

Students will learn how to read cursive, analyze a primary source, and write a response 
in cursive. This lesson is part of Decoding Histories, the education program of the 
Community Archives Initiative, which helps students build literacy, critical thinking, and 
historical inquiry skills while engaging directly with Georgia’s past.

Introduction

(part of the lesson that you excite/engage about what is being introduced)

Working in pairs or small groups, start by asking students to read the July 13 letters 
from Captain Don Carlos Newton of the 52nd Illinois Infantry Regiment provided in the 
Atlanta Campaign Primary Source Set. Encourage students to use the GHS Cursive 
Chart to aid in identifying tricky words. 

Using the Library of Congress’s Analyzing Primary Sources Teacher Guide, invite your 
students to discuss aloud what they observed and what they think about the events 
written in the letter. Ask your students to work individually to write a response using 
cursive, asking students to focus on asking questions and what they wonder about 
the events described in the letter. Ask for volunteers to read their responses aloud. 
Complete the activity by asking students to read Cpt. Newton’s July 16 response to see 
if any of their questions were answered.

https://7063.sydneyplus.com/archive/final/Portal/Default.aspx?component=AABC&record=a75e7d13-abbe-4480-a094-06b7cba8dc1f
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Direct Instruction

(part of the lesson where you are teaching the new skill)

Begin with providing students with photocopies or digital copies of the July 13, 1864, 
letter from Captain Don Carlos Newton to his wife Mary Prindle Newton (a transcript of 
this letter can be accessed here). Review or introduce the GHS cursive alphabet chart to 
help students recognize the letters. As a class, ask students to read the letter aloud, and 
work together to identify words that might be hard to read. 

After students read the July 13 letter, introduce the primary source analysis tool 
highlighted in the Analyzing Primary Sources Teacher Guide. Make sure students 
understand the three steps:

• Observe 

• Reflect

• Question

Guided Practice

(part of the lesson where students practice the skill they just learned)

Ask students to split into small groups or pairs to discuss the first two steps of primary 
source analysis—what they observed in the letter and what they think about the 
experiences written in the letter. Guiding questions to help get the discussion started 
include: who wrote the letter, what the letter is about, when it was written, and what was 
happening during this time? Allow discussion to take place for five to ten minutes.
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Independent Practice

(part of the lesson where students independently practice the skill)

Following the brief discussion, ask students to independently complete the final step 
of the primary analysis tool—questioning and wondering—by writing a response to 
Cpt. Newton in cursive. Have students refer to the GHS Cursive Chart to aid with 
writing in cursive.

Closure

(part of the lesson where you complete a quick review of the lesson)

Ask for volunteers to read their responses. Finish the activity by reading Cpt. Newton’s 
letter to Mary Prindle Newton on July 16, 1864, as a class (a transcription of this letter 
is available here). Discuss whether this letter answers the questions posed in the 
student responses or creates a better understanding of a soldier’s experience during 
the Atlanta Campaign. Ask what was challenging and which strategies helped them 
read and write cursive. 
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Primary Source: 

Captain Don Carlos Newton to his wife Mary Prindle Newton, July 13, 1864, 
page 1 (GHS 0361)
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Primary Source: 

Captain Don Carlos Newton to his wife Mary Prindle Newton, July 13, 1864, 
page 2 (GHS 0361)
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Primary Source: 

Captain Don Carlos Newton to his wife Mary Prindle Newton, July 16, 1864, 
page 1 (GHS 0361)
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Primary Source: 

Captain Don Carlos Newton to his wife Mary Prindle Newton, July 16, 1864, 
page 1 (GHS 0361)


