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Lesson 4: Phillis Wheatley’s Poem 

LESSON PLAN 

Lesson Objectives: 
•  Students will read, analyze, and interpret an 18th century poem. 
•  Students will understand revolutionary sentiments about British oppression. 
•  Students will relate the desire for freedom from British rule to the struggle against slavery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary: 
African slave trade, beloved, Boston, colonists, distressed, earl, emancipated, Great Britain, 
Greek, kidnapping, Latin, lord, merchant, oppressive, Phillis Wheatley, preface, Senegal, servant, 
slave trader, Stamp Act, tyranny, William Legge 

 

Materials Needed: 
•  PowerPoint slides (access online or via the Media digital folder) 
•  Audio clip (access online or via Lesson 4 digital media folder)  
•  Speakers for audio clip. 
•  Projector for PowerPoint Slide  
•  Copy of the Teacher Guide 
•  Copy of the Student Worksheet 
 

Media: 
PowerPoint Slide:  Doc 4: “To the Right Honorable William, Earl of Dartmouth” Poem 
Audio Clip: Phillis Wheatley’s Poem (1:08 min.) 
 

Note: A print version of Phillis’ Wheatley’s poem is located on the back of this Lesson Plan for your 
convenience. 

Time: 30-35 minutes 

Lesson Procedures: 
1. Review the Teacher Guide and review the Vocabulary with students as needed. 
2. Make and distribute copies of the Student Worksheet. 
3. Read aloud or have students read the Background Information that is located on the Student 
    Worksheet. 
4. Play the audio recording of the Phyllis Wheatley’s poem and have students follow along to 
     the lyrics on their worksheet. (Optional, project the PowerPoint slide of the poem.) 
5. Have students complete the worksheet individually, in groups, or during the teacher-  
    led discussion in step 6. Note: Be sure to demonstrate the underlining instructions for the 
    translation exercise. 
6. Lead the whole group through a teacher-led discussion and decoding of the document using the 
    Questions and Possible Answers in the Teacher Guide.    
7. Use the Media Literacy Questions, Extended Discussion, and Additional Resources as 
    appropriate. 
 
 
 
 

Audio Clip 
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Lesson 4: Phillis Wheatley’s Poem 

LESSON DOCUMENT 

The following media document is located on the Student Worksheet and 
the Document 4 PowerPoint slide.   

“To the Right Honorable William,  
Earl of Dartmouth,” 1773 

 

 1  No more, America, in mournful strain   
  
 2  Of wrongs, and grievance unredress’d complain,  
 

 3  No longer shalt thou dread the iron chain,  
 

 4  Which wonton Tyranny with lawless hand  
 

 5   Had made, and with it meant t’ enslave the land. 
 

 6   Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,  
 

 7   Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,    
 

 8   Whence flow these wishes for the common good, 
 

 9   By feeling hearts alone best understood, 
 

10  I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate          
 

11  Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:  
 

12  What pangs excruciating must molest,   
 

13  What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?  
 

14  Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d  
 

15  That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:   
 

16  Such, such my case.  And can I then but pray  
 

17  Others may never feel tyrannic sway?    
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   TEACHER GUIDE 

About Phillis Wheatley:  Phillis was born in Gambia, Senegal, and was enslaved at age eight. She was 
bought by John Wheatley, a wealthy merchant in Boston. John and Susanna Wheatley allowed their 
daughter Mary to teach Phillis to read and write.  Phillis learned quickly. She worked as an enslaved 
household servant while also learning Latin, Greek, science, geography and history. Her poetry was so 
good that it attracted attention even in Great Britain. Some people did not believe that a female African 
slave could really have written her poems. Phillis Wheatley was emancipated, or freed, from slavery in 
part due to her fame as a respected poet.  
 

Background of the poem:  Phillis Wheatley, the first published African-American poet, was supportive of 
revolutionary opinions.  This poem compares the colonists’ struggle for freedom to the struggle for 
freedom from slavery.  The poem is dated 1773 and is addressed to William Legge, the Earl of 
Dartmouth, whom she had met when visiting England.  Legge was a friend to the colonies and opposed 
the Stamp Act.  Ms. Wheatley’s first book collection of poems was published in England, rather than 
Boston. It contained a preface that swore to the fact that she was the true author.   
 

Document 4 

“To the Right 
Honorable William, 
Earl of Dartmouth,” 

Poem by Phillis 
Wheatley, 1773 

 
Note: The PPT slide and student 
worksheet contain the poem and a 
student translation. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

How did Ms. Wheatley come to live in America?   
 

She was kidnapped from Africa when she was young 
and sold as a slave. 
 

What words or phrases in the poem show that Ms. 
Wheatley thinks Great Britain is an oppressive 
government? 
 

“Enslave the land” shows that England takes from 
America without giving them freedoms.  “Lawless 
hand” says that England’s actions are unfair and 
against the law.  “Grievance unredress’d” shows that 
they have asked for assistance, but got no help.  
Other examples include “iron chain” and “wonton 
Tyranny.” 
 

How is Ms. Wheatley saying the struggle for 
freedom for the colonists is similar to the struggle of 
enslaved African-Americans? 
 

They are both a struggle for freedom from tyranny.  
The colonists struggle to be free from England’s 
“enslaved” rule, and her kidnapping caused her 
mother and father great pain that is like a “tyrannic 
sway.” 

 
 
 

QUESTION 

 
POSSIBLE 
ANSWER 

 
 

QUESTION 
 
 
 
 

POSSIBLE 
ANSWER 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

QUESTION 
 
 
 
 

POSSIBLE 
ANSWER 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
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What risks was Phillis Wheatley taking by 
writing a poem comparing the African slave 
trade with British tyranny? 
 
Did the leaders of the American Revolution take 
her concerns about the tyranny of slavery 
seriously? Should they have? 
 

EXTENDED DISCUSSION 

What was Phillis Wheatley’s purpose in writing 
this poem? 
 
Why might she have chosen poetry as the way to 
deliver her message rather than some other form 
of communication? 
 

MEDIA LITERACY QUESTIONS 

For more information about Phillis Wheatley, visit 
the Women in History website under Figures:  
 

http://www.lkwdpl.org 
 
For the complete text of “To the Right Honorable 
William, Earl of Dartmouth” and other poems by 
Phillis Wheatley, visit the Poet’s Corner website: 

 
http://theotherpages.org/poems 



 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Directions:  Read the original poem on the left side of the page, and then the translation on the 
right. Underline the words in the translation that match the underlined words in the original. 
For example, the word sadly is underlined in the translation because it means the same thing as 
the words mournful strain in the original. Then answer the questions on the following page.  

  
CAUSES OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION STUDENT WORKSHEET 
PHYLLIS WHEATLEY’S POEM LESSON 4, DOC 4 
 
 
 
 
 
KIT TITLE STUDENT WORKSHEET: LESSON # 
 
 

     NAME __________________________             DATE _________________________ 
 

 2011 Project Look Sharp – Ithaca College – School of Humanities and Sciences 
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“To the Right Honorable William, Earl of Dartmouth” 
Poem by Phillis Wheatley, 1773 

 
engraving by  

Translation of the Poem 
American colonists, do not sadly complain 
any more about the unfair British 
government, which is not listening to your 
requests for change.  
 
Do not be afraid any more of the bullying 
British. They have been trying to control us 
by using force. They will not be able to 
enslave us. 
  
While you read my poem, my lord, Earl of  
Dartmouth, you may be wondering how I 
got  my love of freedom.  
 
You may be wondering why I care about 
what is best for everyone, why I feel for 
the pain of others.  
 
 
When I was still a young child living 
happily in Africa, I was stolen away by a 
slave trader. It was a cruel thing to do.  
 
My parents must be so sad and distressed. 
Their hearts must still be aching. 
   
The person who stole from my father his 
beloved child must have been a person 
with a hardened soul, someone with no 
feeling for the suffering of others. 
 
That is what I lived through. So you can 
see why I pray that no one else should ever 
have to live without freedom.  
 

The Original Poem by Phillis Wheatley 
 

 1  No more, America, in mournful strain   
  
 2  Of wrongs, and grievance unredress’d complain,  
 
 3  No longer shalt thou dread the iron chain,  
 
 4  Which wonton Tyranny with lawless hand  
 
 5   Had made, and with it meant t’ enslave the land. 
 
 6   Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,  
 
 7   Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,    
 
 8   Whence flow these wishes for the common good, 
 
 9   By feeling hearts alone best understood, 
 
10  I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate          
 
11  Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:  
 
12  What pangs excruciating must molest,   
 
13  What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?  
 
14  Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d  
 
15  That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:   
 
16  Such, such my case.  And can I then but pray  
 
17  Others may never feel tyrannic sway?  
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1. How did Ms. Wheatley come to live in America? 
_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 
2.  What words or phrases in the poem show that Ms. Wheatley thinks Great Britain is an  
     oppressive government? 
_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 
3.  How is Ms. Wheatley saying the struggle for freedom for the colonists is similar to the 
     struggle of enslaved African-Americans? 
_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 2011 Project Look Sharp – Ithaca College – School of Humanities and Sciences 

 

  
CAUSES OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION STUDENT WORKSHEET 
PHYLLIS WHEATLEY’S POEM LESSON 4, DOC 4 
 
 
 
 
 
KIT TITLE STUDENT WORKSHEET: LESSON # 
 
 

Directions:  Use the Background Information below and the poem to answer the questions that 
follow. 

Background Information:  
 
About Phillis Wheatley:  Phillis was born in Gambia, Senegal, and was enslaved at age eight. She 
was bought by John Wheatley, a wealthy merchant in Boston. John and Susanna Wheatley allowed 
their daughter Mary to teach Phillis to read and write.  Phillis learned quickly. She worked as an 
enslaved household servant while also learning Latin, Greek, science, geography and history. Her 
poetry was so good that it attracted attention even in Great Britain. Some people did not believe 
that a female African slave could have written her poems. Phillis Wheatley was emancipated or 
freed from slavery in part due to her fame as a respected poet.  
 
About the Poem:  Phillis Wheatley, the first African-American published poet, was supportive of 
revolutionary opinions.  This poem compares the colonists’ struggle for freedom to the struggle for 
freedom from slavery.  The poem is dated 1773 and is addressed to William Legge, the Earl of 
Dartmouth, whom she had met when visiting England.  Legge was a friend to the colonies and 
opposed the Stamp Act.  Ms. Wheatley’s first book collection of poems was published in England, 
rather than in Boston. It contained a preface that swore to the fact that she was the true author.   
 


