
 

  

 

   
 

Voting by Mail: Civil War to Covid-19 
A companion lesson plan to the Voting by Mail: Civil War to Covid-19 

exhibition and its online site by the National Postal Museum 

  

Recommended Grade Level: 6th-12th grade. 

Essential Question: How have mail-in ballots been – or not been – part of 

the election process? 

Learning Objective: Students will compare voting by mail ballots and 

envelopes from the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries to analyze the historical 

and contemporary role voting by mail has in the United States. 

Duration: 75 minutes. 

Common Core Standards:  

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.2 

Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary 

source; provide an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior 

knowledge or opinions.  

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1 

Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 

secondary sources.  

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1 

Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 

secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of 

the information.  

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3 

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 

whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.  

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9 

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 

and secondary sources. 

  

https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/1/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/3/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/9/


 

  

 

   
 

Texts/Materials: 

• Election Day illustration, by Thomas Nast. 

• Primary Source 1: Civil War election cover, 1864.   

• Primary Source 2: Absentee ballot sheet, 1944.  

• Primary Source 3: Absentee ballot sheet, 2020.  

• Comparing Primary Sources worksheet 

• Conversation Kit 

Notes:  

• This lesson is designed to serve as a learning extension for the onsite 

exhibition Voting by Mail: Civil War to Covid-19 and its online site. To 

best prepare your students for this lesson, it is suggested to visit the 

exhibition (August 24, 2024 - February 23, 2025) at the National 

Postal Museum or view the online companion site 

(https://postalmuseum.si.edu/voting-by-mail) with your students to 

build background knowledge.  

• To continue teaching and learning about this topic further, use the 

Conversation Kit discussion prompts to facilitate a discussion. This can 

be done as a whole class, in small groups, or in partners.  

  

https://postalmuseum.si.edu/voting-by-mail


 

  

 

   
 

Lesson Plan:  

1. Warm Up, 10 minutes. 

a. Display the detail of Thomas Nast’s illustration titled “Election 

Day” (Appendix A) in a place all students can see. Using the I 

see, I think, I wonder thinking routine from Project Zero, instruct 

students to identify what they see in the image, what they think 

about the image, and what they wonder about it.  

b. Have students share their answers with the class. Ask students 

to identify the methods soldiers are casting their vote in this 

illustration.  

c. Explain that students will be learning about the history of voting 

by mail in the United States.  

2. Primary Source Analysis, 40 minutes. 

a. In small groups, have students work together to analyze Primary 

Sources1-3, completing the Primary Source Analysis worksheet 

as they work. To differentiate this activity, you can have 

students work independently and/or adapt the number of 

primary sources provided. A jigsaw-style collaboration would 

also work well.  

3. Class Discussion, 15 minutes.  

a. As a whole class, have students share and discuss their answers 

to the Primary Source Analysis worksheet. Push students to 

identify the similarities and differences between each source and 

how it contributes to the history of voting by mail in the United 

States.   

4. Check for Understanding, 10 minutes.  

a. Independently, have students write an answer to the essential 

question. Their answers should include a clear claim, two 

examples of primary source evidence, and a clear analysis of 

evidence. 

https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/see-think-wonder
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/see-think-wonder


 

  

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Civil War election cover, 1864.  National Postal Museum. 
The state of Ohio created envelopes for their registered voters in the military to vote 

absentee and mail in their votes for both the presidential and state elections of 1864. This 

envelope, sent from a Union army field hospital in Atlanta, Georgia, contained a tally 

sheet recording the votes of Highland County soldiers for the Ohio state election. The 

museum does not have in its collection the tally sheet that was carried in this envelope. 

 



 

  

 

   
 

 

  

Absentee ballot sheet, 1944.  Object 2024.2001.4, National Postal 
Museum. Image 1 of 2. 
Members of the military were allowed to vote absentee in the 1944 election thanks to an 

act of Congress. The War and Navy Departments supported this adoption of a universal 

ballot, where soldiers had to write in the names of the people they wished to vote for. 

This ballot was only good for federal, not local, elections. Not everyone in Congress 

supported the bill and, in the end, states were encouraged to amend their own absentee 

ballot procedures to allow soldiers to vote and not all states accepted this ballot. 



 

  

 

   
 

 

 

 

Absentee ballot sheet, 1944.  Object 2024.2001.4, National Postal 

Museum. Image 2 of 2. 



 

  

 

   
 

  

Absentee ballot sheet, October 2020. Object 2021.2003.1.2, National 
Postal Museum. Image 1 of 2. Images of contemporary election material are 
reproduced here solely for educational purposes. Any other use is prohibited. 

 
Franklin County, Ohio, election officials sent ballots containing errors to about 50,000 of 

the county’s 237,000 absentee voters at the beginning of mail-in voting period in the 

2020 general election. The incorrect ballots listed at least one election race for a precinct 

other than that in which the recipient was registered. 



 

  

 

   
 

 

 

Absentee ballot sheet, October 2020. Object 2021.2003.1.2, National 

Postal Museum. Image 2 of 2. Images of contemporary election material are 
reproduced here solely for educational purposes. Any other use is prohibited. 

 



 

  

 

   
 

Detail from “Election Day 8th November” by Artist Thomas Nast, published in Harper’s Weekly November 12, 

1864. Courtesy Dickinson College. 



 

  

 

   
 

Graphic Organizer: Comparing Primary Sources 

Essential Question: How was mail been – or not been- part of the election process? 

Primary 
Source 

Who created this 
source? Who is its 

intended audience? 
When and where is 

it from? 

In what way(s) does 

this primary source 
help you answer the 

essential question? 
What specific 

evidence supports 
your claim? 

How does this 
primary source fit in 

with your 
knowledge about 

the topic? 

How is this source 

similar or different 
from the others you 

are examining? 

What questions do 

you have about this 
source? 

      

      

      



 

  

 

   
 

 


