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Students will use primary sources from the Library of Congress website along with other documents to 
explore the importance of the Magna Carta and a little known (or forgotten) event where the most 
cherished copy from Great Britain was stored at the Library of Congress from 1939-1946. 
 
Overview/ Materials/Historical Background/LOC Resources/Standards/ Procedures/Evaluation/Rubric/Handouts/Extension 

 

Overview Back to )avigation Bar 
Objectives Students will be able to do the following: 

• Recall events that lead to the creation of the Magna Carta 

• Identify the importance of the Magna Carta 

• Identify the importance of storing the Magna Carta in the 
Library of Congress from 1939-1946 

• Compose an essay evaluating whether the Magna Carta’s 
principles are still practiced today 

Recommended time frame 1-2 Days, 55 minutes 

Grade level 10-12 High School 

Curriculum fit Government, World History 

Materials Computers/Internet access to Library of Congress 
Website (not essential, optional), LOC documents (FDR letter, 
Archibald MacLeish letter, LOC pictures), handouts for analysis of 
various formats of LOC documents and information such as text 
from Magna Carta, 5th Amendment Bill of Rights, evaluation rubric 
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Michigan Department of Education High School Social Studies Content Expectations 
and National Social Studies Standards  Back to )avigation Bar 
  

MI Civics: 

2.1.1 Explain the historical and philosophical origins of American 
constitutional government and evaluate 
the influence of ideas found in the Magna Carta, English Bill of 
Rights, Mayflower Compact, Northwest Ordinance, Virginia Statute 
for Religious Freedom, Declaration of 
Independence, Articles of Confederation, and selected Federalist 
Papers (the 10th, 14th, 51st), John 
Locke’s Second Treatise, Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws, Paine’s 
Common Sense. 
 

)ational Civic Standards: 

)SS-C.9-12.4 OTHER )ATIO)S A)D WORLD AFFAIRS 

What is the Relationship of the United States to Other )ations 

and to World Affairs?  

• How is the world organized politically?  
• How do the domestic politics and constitutional principles of 

the United States affect its relations with the world?  
• How has the United States influenced other nations, and how 

have other nations influenced American politics and society?  

MI World History: 

4.3.5 Western Europe to 1500 – Explain the workings of 
feudalism, manoralism, and the growth of centralized monarchies 
and city-states in Europe including 
• the role and political impact of the Roman Catholic    Church in 
European medieval society 
• the cultural and social impact of the Renaissance on Western and 
Northern Europe 
 

)ational World History Standard: 

)SS-WH.5-12.5 ERA 5: I)TE)SIFIED HEMISPHERIC 

I)TERACTIO)S, 1000-1500 CE 

• the redefining of European society and culture, 1000-1300 
CE. .  

• major global trends from 1000-1500 CE.  
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Procedures Back to )avigation Bar 
 • In a Government class, begin by asking the students if they have 

heard of the Magna Carta? If they have, then ask them what does 
Magna Carta mean? (Great Charter). Then ask them what 
powers did Kings and Queens have over their subjects. Then 
have the students brainstorm and share their responses. Try to 
model their responses to the point that pre-1215, Kings and 
Queens in Europe and all other leaders before them were not 
accountable to anyone. Then explain to them that an event in 
1215 outside of Windsor castle in England (UK) changed all 
that.  

• In a World History class, begin by discussing the powers that 
Kings and Queens had over their subjects. Then have the 
students brainstorm and share their responses. Try to model their 
responses to the point that pre-1215, Kings and Queens in 
Europe and all other leaders before them were not accountable 
to anyone. Then explain to them that an event in 1215 outside of 
Windsor castle in England (UK) changed all that.  

• In both classes, show them the image of the Magna Carta in the 
National Cathedral and any other painting/image from on-line 
that shows the Barons surrounding King John. Then as “Why 
was this event important?” Explain to them the three reasons 
why the Barons revolted – the squabble with the Catholic 
Church, that leads to services being unsanctioned from 1208-
1213, the two major wars lost to France and the resulting 
increase of taxation on the peasants and rebellions associated 
with it which ultimately leads to the Barons to force King John I 
to sign the Magna Carta in 1215 at Runnymede.  

• Let the students know that only 4 copies of the original King 
John version still exist (2 at the National Archives, Salisbury 
Cathedral and Lincoln Cathedral). There are numerous copies 
that had been made over the years, but only 4 exist with the 
original text.   

• (For both classes) Then pass out the handout that has clause 39 
from the Magna Carta and the 5th Amendment of the Bill of 
Rights. Have the students examine the text of the two articles 
and then compare and contrast the differences. The students 
should be lead to conclude that the Magna Carta and subsequent 
issues that followed lead to the creation of the 5th Amendment 
and due process. Ask them to explain due process – the right not 
to be thrown into prison (habeas corpus) without a trial and the 
protection of an individual’s rights by the State.  

• After discussing the importance of the Magna Carta and its 
importance, show the students the picture of the LOC director in 
1939- Archibald MacLeish and British Ambassador Lord 
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Lothian. Explain to them the situation- it’s 1939, the British are 
giving the most cherished copy of the Magna Carta to the US 
LOC director. Then ask them why? Lead them to answer that the 
British sensed World War II was coming and felt it safer for the 
document to be stored in Washington than in Great Britain. 

• Then show the students the private letter of FDR to Archibald 
MacLeish. After reading it, or having the students read it, ask 
them what was FDR trying to do with that letter? Lead them to 
see that FDR was being seen as a king by some in the US and 
that his sarcasm and whit was showing so as not to humiliate the 
British and deflect criticism that he may have been anticipating. 

• Then show the students the speech that Archibald gave at the 
official ceremony receiving the document. After showing the 
students excerpts (or having them read the whole document in a 
lab, or having it printed out and read by partners), ask the 
students the following questions:  Did Archibald MacLeish take 
any of FDR’s suggestions and put them into his speech? What 
does he say about the document and its importance? Why are 
some historians not so enamored with the Magna Carta? What 
founding father would found the document and why? After the 
students find the answers, discuss with them that there are some 
historians that think the Magna Carta was more about a better 
deal between the Barons and the King, but explain it is a starting 
point that was not there before. After discussing the impact that 
the document had on representative governments, and why 
MacLeish thought it was important, discuss why Thomas 
Jefferson would have been found and excited by having the 
Magna Carta there. Explain to the students that Jefferson’s 
Library is housed (most of the original works) at the LOC. FDR 
did impact Archibald MacLeish’s opening paragraph referring to 
the LOC as the “people’s library.”  

• Conclude with a summary video clip from United Streaming or 
any other form of electronic media to visually conclude for the 
students (United Streaming Magna Carta clip). Make sure to 
conclude with the students with a statement that ties it all 
together that we would not be at this point with our Constitution 
and Bill of Rights without this document that was the starting 
point to hold leaders accountable.  

Evaluation Back to )avigation Bar 
  

Evaluate essay with the following rubric:  
Have the ideals of the Magna Carta been successfully implemented 
into today's society? 
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Extension                                                        Back to )avigation Bar 

 - Skype opportunity and discuss the importance of the seals of the 
   English Kings with the British National Archives 
   http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/   
- Have the students examine the other British documents (Petition 
   of Right, English Bill of Rights) along with the Magna Carta and 
   examine what impact did all three have on the development of 
   the US Constitution and the US Bill of Rights 
- Conclude by sharing a fun fact with them that a near perfect 
  copy of the Magna Carta sold for $21 million during an auction 
  in 2007 (NY Times Magna Carta Auction Article). Ask them 
  why would someone spend that much money on a copy? Then 
  discuss and compare with students how people spend thousands 
  on sports memorabilia but stress the cultural/historical 
  significance of the Magna Carta.  
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Primary Resources from the Library of Congress 
Back to )avigation Bar 

 

Photograph of Archibald MacLeish, the Marquess of Lothian, and the Magna Carta, 
November 28, 1939  

• Contributor: MacLeish, Archibald, 1892-1982, Lothian, Marquess of (Phillip Kerr), 1882-1940, 
Library of Congress  

• Site: American Memory  
• Original Format: Photograph, Print, Drawing  
• Date: 1939  

Letter from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Archibald MacLeish, November 4, 1939  

Franklin D. Roosevelt gives Archibald MacLeish permission to accept the care of Britain's Magna Carta.  

• Contributor: MacLeish, Archibald, 1892-1982, Roosevelt, Franklin D.(Franklin Delano), 1882-
1945  

• Site: American Memory  
• Original Format: Book, Periodical, Manuscript  
• Date: 1939  

"Deposit of the Magna Carta," by Archibald MacLeish, November 28, 1939  

In this draft speech, Archibald MacLeish accepts the gift of the Magna Carta from the Marquess of 
Lothian, Britain's ambassador to the United States.  

• Contributor: MacLeish, Archibald, 1892-1982  
• Site: American Memory  
• Original Format: Book, Periodical, Manuscript  
• Date: 1939  

National Cathedral interiors. Magna Carta scene in pulpit in National Cathedral  

National Cathedral interiors. Magna Carta scene in pulpit in National Cathedral Date Created/Published: 
ca. 1920-ca. 1950. Part of: Theodor Horydczak Collection (Library of Congress) Horydczak, Theodor, ca. 
1890-1971. Reproduction Number: LC-H814-T01-C04-309 (b&w ...  

• Contributor: Horydczak, Theodor, ca. 1890-1971  
• Site: Pictures  
• Original Format: Photograph, Print, Drawing  
• Date: 1920  
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Supplemental Resources 
 

NY Times Magna Carta Auction Article 
 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/   
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Rubric 
Back to )avigation Bar 

 

Persuasive Essay: Have the ideals of the Magna Carta been successfully 
implemented into today's society? 

 
 

 
 

CATEGORY  4 - Above Standards  3 - Meets Standards  2 - Approaching Standards  1 - Below Standards  0- No Attempt 

Position 
Statement  

The position 
statement provides a 
clear, strong 
statement of the 
author's position on 
the topic.  

The position 
statement provides a 
clear statement of the 
author's position on 
the topic.  

A position statement is 
present, but does not make 
the author's position clear.  

There is no position 
statement.  

No Attempt  

Support for 
Position  

Includes 3 or more 
pieces of evidence 
(facts, statistics, 
examples, real-life 
experiences) that 
support the position 
statement.  

Includes 3 or more 
pieces of evidence 
(facts, statistics, 
examples, real-life 
experiences) that 
support the position 
statement.  

Includes 2 pieces of 
evidence (facts, statistics, 
examples, real-life 
experiences) that support 
the position statement.  

Includes 1 or fewer 
pieces of evidence 
(facts, statistics, 
examples, real-life 
experiences).  

No Attempt  

Refute  Demonstrates a clear 
understanding of the 
potential reader and 
uses appropriate 
vocabulary and 
arguments. 
Anticipates reader's 
questions and 
provides thorough 
answers appropriate 
for that audience.  

Demonstrates a 
general 
understanding of the 
potential reader and 
uses vocabulary and 
arguments 
appropriate for that 
audience.  

Demonstrates some 
understanding of the 
potential reader and uses 
arguments appropriate for 
that audience.  

It is not clear who 
the author is writing 
for.  

No Attempt  

Closing 
Paragraph  

The conclusion is 
strong and leaves the 
reader solidly 
understanding the 
writer's position. 
Effective restatement 
of the position 
statement begins the 
closing paragraph.  

The conclusion is 
recognizable. The 
author's position is 
restated within the 
first two sentences of 
the closing 
paragraph.  

The author's position is 
restated within the closing 
paragraph, but not near the 
beginning.  

There is no 
conclusion - the 
paper just ends.  

No Attempt  

Grammar & 
Spelling  

Author makes no 
errors in grammar or 
spelling that distract 
the reader from the 
content.  

Author makes 1-2 
errors in grammar or 
spelling that distract 
the reader from the 
content.  

Author makes 3-4 errors in 
grammar or spelling that 
distract the reader from the 
content.  

Author makes more 
than 4 errors in 
grammar or spelling 
that distract the 
reader from the 
content.  

No Attempt  
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Handouts 
Back to )avigation Bar 

 

• "No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions, or outlawed or 
exiled, or deprived of his standing in any other way, nor will we proceed with force against him, or 
send others to do so, except by the lawful judgment of his equals or by the law of the land."  

Magna Carta 1215, Clause 39 

 

 

•  “No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a 
presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the 
Militia, when in actual service in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the 
same offense to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to 
be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; 
nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.” 5th

 Amendment, Bill of 

Rights 

 
 
What are the similarities between the two? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are the differences between the two? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What has caused the additions/changes between the Magna Carta (1215) and the 5th Amendment (1791)?  
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Archibald MacLeish Magna Carta Speech Questions 

 
Did Archibald MacLeish take any of FDR’s suggestions and out them into his speech?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does he say about the document and its importance?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why are some historians not so enamored with the Magna Carta?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What founding father would found the document and why? 
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Extension Activity 

 
Go through each document and list the key points mentioned in each one. Then be prepared to share; 
 

Magna Carta (1215) Petition of Right (1628) English Bill of Rights 
(1688) 

US Constitution & Bill 
of Rights (1789/1791) 

    



 

 

 

 

FDR Letter 

 


