
 The Importance of Spy Rings and Espionage 

In the Revolutionary War 

 

Teacher:  Polly Moore, Moretown Elementary School 

 

Grade Level of Lesson:  5/6 Grades 

 

Time Required: Two Class Periods 

 

Topic: The American Revolution: Spy Rings and Espionage 

 

Context and Differentiation:  In order for students to understand the importance of spy 

operations and their usefulness in winning the Revolutionary War, students take on the 

part of a spymaster and use George Washington’s spy code to create and decipher secret 

messages. This lesson begins as a class activity, reading information about Revolutionary 

War spy rings. The class watches a video about the topic as well, followed by a discussion 

on the importance of spy rings. Then students are asked to work individually or in pairs to 

complete the written assignment. Please utilize appendices to introduce the context. 

(Partially adapted from a lesson plan called “George Washington: Washington Spy Master 
written by Professor Edward Lengel, University of Virginia) 
 
Content Standards: 

6.5 Traditional and social Histories: Students investigate both the traditional and the social 

histories of the people, places, and cultures during the American Revolution. 

 
6.6 Being a Historian: Students use historical methodology to make interpretations  

concerning issues and events. 

 

Historical Processes:  

6.1 Investigation and Critical Evaluation: Students interpret causality and effects, intended 

and unintended impacts of Revolutionary War era spy rings. 

 

Common Core Standards: 
Reading Informational Text  (Grade 6) Craft and Structure – 6:  Students determine an author’s 

point of view or purpose and explain how it is conveyed in the coded texts of Revolutionary War 

era spy messages. 

 

Focus Questions: 

1.) If you lived in the 18
th

 Century during the time of the Revolutionary War, would 

you have joined a spy ring? Explain why or why not by describing the processes 

and dangers involved and how becoming a spy might affect your life and the 

outcome of war. 

2.) Possible extension questions: Are there spy rings used today? If so how? What 

impact do they have on civilians, soldiers, and the countries involved? 

 



Culminating Assessment: 

Students complete a written reflection in which they take the part of a towns’ person and 

decide whether or not to become part of a spy ring. Students explain their reasoning, 

including processes, dangers, etc. and why they made their final decisions. If students 

decide not to take part in a spy ring, would they turn in their spy ring neighbors to the 

British? 

 

Formative Assessment: 

In order for students to understand the importance of spy operations and their usefulness, 

teacher shows spy ring video and facilitates a discussion to gauge for understanding. 

Reviewing the map, article, primary resources (secret code and letter), teacher guides 

students in a class discussion. Finally, students complete written assignments. Teacher is  

available to assist students and offer feedback. 

 

Teaching and Learning Activities 

 

1.) Prepare resources needed for this lesson. Use the recipe for spy ink and spy ink 

decoder (Appendix D) to make enough of each for student use and for writing a 

coded message on Appendix E.  

2.) Students visit the National Women’s History Museum and read the text connected 

to the exhibit Clandestine Women: Spies in American History for background 

context. http://www.nwhm.org/online-exhibits/spies/1.htm  

3.) Facilitate a class discussion summarizing the web-site context.  Introduce topic of 

spies and espionage in the American Revolution as was developed by George 

Washington. Have students take turns sharing three important facts or ideas taken 

from the reading.  Ask and answer clarifying questions. 

4.) Watch video, “America’s First Spymaster.”  

(http://www.discovergeorgewashington.org  click on “Explore the Interactive 

timeline,” Click on the date 1770; then click on the galloping horse/woman 

listening through floorboards to play video. 

5.) Distribute list of discussion questions (Appendix A) and facilitate a discussion 

guided by these prompts.  

6.) Project and / or distribute the map of the Culper Spy Ring (Appendix B).  Carefully 

examine the route the spy ring followed – read the text, have students trace the 

route with their fingers, and ask and answer clarifying questions.  Discuss the 

geography and connect to events and activities happening in and around the ring 

during this era. 

7.) Discuss different ways of sending information using invisible ink such as lemon 

juice, cornstarch etc. Talk about using letters and writing with the invisible ink 

between the lines.  

8.) As a class, look at Appendix C, a letter written by George Washington to Benjamin 

Tallmadge. This letter was captured by the British and ended up in Henry 

Clinton’s collection. Read and discuss in a way that makes sense for your students. 

9.) If you have not already done so, follow the recipe for spy ink (Appendix D) to write 

a coded message on a letter (Appendix E). 

http://www.nwhm.org/online-exhibits/spies/1.htm
http://www.discovergeorgewashington.org/


10.) Pair up students in class and distribute spy decoder (Appendix D) and  

letters with secret message  (Appendix E). Have students use the iodine water mixture 

and the sponge to reveal message on Appendix E. Discuss findings with students. 

11.) Hand out Appendix F, cornstarch water, and tooth picks. Have students 

write their own message between the lines. Share with class after the messages have 

dried.  

12.) While letters are drying, hand out Appendix G, GW’s spy code. Go over 

code with students, looking at different categories. Ask students to identify numbers 

for spy agents, locations etc. As a class, work together to write a secret message on 

the blackboard using the code. Then, for homework, have students work 

individually or in pairs to write their own coded messages.   

13.) The next day, students swap their spy ink and secret code messages and 

decipher the messages given to them and then share deciphered messages with the 

class.  

14.) After the messages have all been revealed, discuss similarities and common 

themes. How do the student messages resemble (or not) the historic messages. 

What sort of message requires the secrecy of invisible ink and secret codes? 

15.) As an exit assignment, have students do a seven-minute write in which they 

take the part of a towns’ person and decide whether or not to become part of a spy 

ring. Students explain their reasoning, including processes, dangers, etc. and why 

they made their final decisions. If students decide not to take part in a spy ring, 

would they turn in their spy ring neighbors to the British? 

16.) Discuss student responses and then distribute rubric (Appendix H) for 

students to consult as they revise prompt-writing to complete a more polished 

reflection. Set a clear deadline and allow students how much time they will have in 

class to work on revision.  

 

 

Resources: 

 

Primary: 
Appendix C: Spy letters of the American Revolution, “June 27, 1779 – George 

Washington To Benjamin Tallmadge,” Collections of the Clements Library, 

http://www2.si.umich.edu/spies/index-gallery.html 

 

Appendix G:  Allen, Thomas B. George Washington, Spymaster, “The Code” 

(Washington DC: National Geographic Society, 2004) p. 157 

(To find this code as a primary resource on line, key in “George Washington Papers at 

Library of Congress,” search “codes,” and select “Talmadge, 1783, codes.”) 

 

 

 

http://www2.si.umich.edu/spies/index-gallery.html


Secondary: 
Video: “America’s First Spymaster” 

"Interactive Timeline." Discover the Real George Washington: New Views from Mount 
Vernon. Mount Vernon Ladies' Association, n.d. Web. 01 Oct. 2012. 

<http://www.discovergeorgewashington.org/>. 

(Google Discover the Real George Washington, click on “Explore the Interactive 

timeline,” Click on the date 1770, click on the galloping horse/woman listening through 

floorboards, play video, “America’s First Spymaster”) 

 

"Clandestine Women: Spies in American History." National Women's History Museum 
Spies Exhibition. NWHM, n.d. Web. 01 Oct. 2012. <http://www.nwhm.org/online-

exhibits/spies/1.htm>. 

 

Appendix B and Appendix D: 

http://homework.northport.k12.ny.us/ocean/mdavidson/est572/spymap.gif 

 
Materials: 
Appendix A – Discussion questions 

Appendix B – Map of the Culper or Setauket Spy Ring on Long Island, New York 

Appendix C – Letter from GW to Benjamin Tallmadge 

Appendix D – Recipe for spy ink 

Appendix E – Letter from Sarah Rogers to Aunt Rebecca 

Appendix F – Letter from Aunt Rebecca to Sarah Rogers 

Appendix G – George Washington’s spy code 

Appendix H – Scoring guide for written reflection 

 

Additional Resources: 
Historical Fiction – 

Brady, Esther Wood, Toliver’s Secret 

Griffin, Judith Berry, Phoebe The spy 

 

Non-Fiction - 

Allen, Thomas B., George Washington, Spymaster  

 

“Spy Letters of the American Revolution”, From the Collections of the Clements Library. 

http://www.2.si.umich.edu/spies/index-map.html 

 

http://homework.northport.k12.ny.us/ocean/mdavidson/est572/spymap.gif
http://www.2.si.umich.edu/spies/index-map.html


Appendix A: 

 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 
1.) How do spy rings and secret codes work? 

2.) What kind of people took part in spy rings? 

3.) What are some of the ways people collected information? 

4.) Why were spy rings so important? 

5.) How did espionage and the introduction of spy rings impact the lives of the colonists?  

6.) What types of dangers are involved in being a spy? 
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Appendix B:[WH1] 

 

 
 
 



Appendix D 

 

 

How to Make Your Own Spy Ink and Decoder 

 

 
Write a Message 

 Mix 4 teaspoons of water with 2 tablespoons of cornstarch.   

 Stir until smooth.   

 Heat and stir over a hotplate for several minutes.   

 Dip a toothpick into the mixture and write a message on a piece of paper.   

 Let the paper dry.   

 

 

Decode a Message 

 Dip a sponge into a solution of 1 teaspoon of iodine and 10 teaspoons of water.  

  Carefully wipe the paper with the sponge.  

 The message should turn purple.  

 



Appendix E: 

 

       
        December 16, 1777 
 
My Dearest Aunt Rebecca, 
 
 Once again it is Christmas time. I trust you and Uncle Nathan are  

in good health.  How are the farm, Uncle Nathan, and little Anna? Mother and I are 

doing well, providing we stay healthy, but we miss Samuel and Jonathan very much.  

 Mother says we are in need of balsam boughs to decorate our home for the holiday season. 

Would it be possible for Uncle Nathan to bring some boughs in to town in his wagon 

Saturday morning when he brings his dairy products to market? Heaven knows there will be little 

gift giving as we are in a time of war, but the wonderful smell of evergreen boughs will do so much to 

add an air of festivities to our home in an otherwise bleak an barren war time.  

 Please accept this sack of sugar as a token of our appreciation. It is much smaller than we 

might have sent before the war, but Mother says it is the thought that counts.  

 
 
        Your devoted Niece, 
        Sarah E. Rogers 



Appendix F: 

 

 

                         December 20,1777 
 
 
Dearest Sarah, 
 
 Here are the balsam boughs Uncle Nathan cut for your family. I  
 
hope you enjoy using them to decorate your house for the holidays. I agree  
 
with you, there is nothing more fragrant than the smell of balsam needles 
 
at Christmas time.  
 
 Thank you for the sugar, we will use it sparingly. Little Anna has  
 
been asking me to decorate our home with balsam as well, so I asked  
 
Nathan to cut some extra boughs for our house. 
 
 I send my regards to your mother. Have you heard from Samuel or  
 
Jonathan? I trust and pray they are staying warm and in good health. I am  
 
sorry we will not be able to make our usual visit to your family on  
 
Christmas Day, but we dare not leave the farm unattended during these  
 
hard times.  
 
    
 
 
         Sincerely, 
 
         Aunt Rebecca 
 



Appendix H: 

 

 

 

Spy Rings and Espionage Exit Essay Scoring Guide  
 

Standard Below 

Standard 

Approaching 

Standard 

Meets Standard Exceeds 

Standard 
Social History of 

Spy rings: how 

do spy rings 

work? 

Unclear 

explanation 

Student includes 

some details but 

needs more for 

complete 

understanding. 

Student includes 

basic details so 

explanation is 

complete. 

Student’s description 

includes added details 

and examples about how 

spy rings work. 

Being a 

historian: 

Importance of 

spy ring and 

letters to 

winning Rev. 

Details 

Are 

incomplete 

and/or 

inaccurate. 

Student includes 

some details about 

spy ring and letters 

importance, but not 

enough to complete 

the description. 

Student includes 

basic details so 

explanation is 

complete. 

Student’s description 

demonstrates 

exceptional 

understanding of 

importance of spy ring 

code and letters toward 

Patriot victory. 

Continuity and 

Change: How 

did lifestyles of 

civilians change 

during war 

resulting from 

spy ring 

involvement or 

non-

involvement? 

Student’s 

explanation 

is unclear 

and /or 

confusing. 

Student includes 

some details, but not 

enough to complete 

the description. 

Student 

demonstrates clear 

understanding of 

topic. 

Student demonstrates 

keen understanding of 

topic using examples 

from both those involved 

and uninvolved in spy 

rings. 

Cause and 

Effect: How did 

civilian spies’ 

work affect war 

effort, intended 

or unintended? 

Student’s 

work is 

unclear and 

/ or 

incomplete. 

Student includes 

some details, but 

misses some key 

points. 

Student includes 

basic details to 

answer clearly 

question.  

Student shows deep 

understanding of topic 

and explains 

expressively. 


