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The New England Colonies, comprising Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New
Hampshire, played a crucial role in the early history of the United States. Understanding
these colonies involves examining their founding, governance, economy, culture, and
significant events. This comprehensive worksheet will serve as a resource for students,
educators, and history enthusiasts to delve into the intricate details of the New England
Colonies.

Founding of the New England Colonies

The New England Colonies were primarily established during the early 17th century, driven
by the pursuit of religious freedom, economic opportunity, and a desire for land.

1. Key Founding Events

- Plymouth Colony (1620): Founded by the Pilgrims, a group of English settlers seeking
religious freedom from the Church of England.
- Massachusetts Bay Colony (1630): Established by the Puritans, who sought to create a
"city upon a hill" as a model of Christian living.
- Connecticut Colony (1636): Founded by dissenters from Massachusetts Bay, led by
Thomas Hooker, who sought greater political and religious freedom.
- Rhode Island (1636): Founded by Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson, both of whom
advocated for religious tolerance and separation of church and state.
- New Hampshire (1623): Originally part of Massachusetts, it gained independence in 1679,
driven by the desire for autonomy.

Governance and Society

The governance of the New England Colonies was characterized by a mix of democratic
principles and strict religious oversight.

1. Political Structure

- Town Meetings: Local governance often occurred through town meetings, where male
property owners could vote on issues, reflecting early democratic practices.
- General Court: In Massachusetts, the General Court acted as a legislative assembly, with
members elected by the colonists.
- Charters: Colonies were often governed under charters that outlined their rights, powers,



and responsibilities, such as the Massachusetts Charter of 1691.

2. Role of Religion

- Puritan Influence: The Puritans' religious beliefs significantly shaped the legal and social
frameworks of the colonies.
- Theocracy: In some areas, church leaders held substantial power, leading to a theocratic
governance style.
- Religious Tolerance: Rhode Island exemplified a departure from the theocratic model,
promoting religious freedom and diverse beliefs.

Economy of the New England Colonies

The economy of the New England Colonies was diverse and adapted to the region's
geography and climate.

1. Key Economic Activities

- Fishing and Whaling: The extensive coastline made fishing a vital industry, particularly
cod, which was a major export. Whaling also contributed to the economy, providing oil and
materials.
- Shipbuilding: Abundant timber resources facilitated a thriving shipbuilding industry,
essential for trade and fishing.
- Agriculture: While the rocky soil limited large-scale farming, subsistence agriculture
flourished, with crops such as corn, beans, and squash.
- Trading: New England developed a robust trade network, exporting goods and importing
necessities. Ports such as Boston became critical trade hubs.

2. Labor Systems

- Family Labor: Most farms were operated by family members, with all hands contributing to
various tasks.
- Indentured Servants: Some colonists employed indentured servants who worked for a
predetermined number of years in exchange for passage to America.
- Slavery: While less prevalent than in southern colonies, slavery existed, particularly in
maritime industries and households.

Culture and Education

The New England Colonies fostered a unique cultural identity, heavily influenced by their
religious foundations and communal values.



1. Puritan Culture

- Community Focus: The Puritans emphasized community and collective responsibility,
often leading to a strong sense of social order and morality.
- Education: Education was highly valued, primarily for religious reasons. The
Massachusetts School Law of 1647 mandated the establishment of schools to ensure
children could read the Bible.

2. Literature and Philosophy

- Writing and Printing: The New England Colonies were centers for early American literature,
with figures such as Anne Bradstreet and Edward Taylor.
- Philosophy: The Great Awakening in the 18th century sparked religious fervor and
philosophical discussions about individual rights and free will.

Significant Events and Conflicts

Throughout their history, the New England Colonies faced numerous challenges and
conflicts that shaped their development.

1. King Philip’s War (1675-1676)

- Overview: This conflict between Native American tribes, led by Metacom (King Philip), and
English settlers was one of the deadliest in American history.
- Consequences: The war resulted in the devastating loss of life and land for Native
Americans and further solidified colonial control.

2. Salem Witch Trials (1692)

- Overview: A series of hearings and prosecutions of people accused of witchcraft in colonial
Massachusetts became infamous.
- Impact: The trials highlighted the dangers of extremism and intolerance, leading to a
gradual decline in theocratic governance.

Legacy of the New England Colonies

The New England Colonies laid the groundwork for many aspects of American culture,
governance, and society. Their emphasis on education, civic involvement, and religious
freedom contributed to the development of a unique American identity.



1. Influence on American Government

- Democratic Principles: The town meeting and other forms of local governance influenced
the development of democratic practices in the United States.
- Legal Foundations: The New England Colonies set precedents for legal frameworks based
on individual rights and community responsibilities.

2. Cultural Contributions

- Literature and Arts: The literary contributions of New England influenced American
literature and culture, with themes of spirituality, morality, and community.
- Education Systems: The emphasis on education led to the establishment of some of the
first institutions of higher learning, including Harvard College in 1636.

Conclusion

The New England Colonies were pivotal in shaping the early American experience. Their
emphasis on community, education, and religious freedom laid the groundwork for the
development of a diverse and democratic society. Understanding the complexities of these
colonies provides valuable insights into the foundations of the United States and its
enduring values. This worksheet serves as a comprehensive resource for exploring the rich
history of the New England Colonies, inviting learners to engage with their past and its
significance in contemporary America.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main reasons for the establishment of
the New England colonies?
The New England colonies were primarily established for religious freedom, economic
opportunities, and to escape political turmoil in Europe.

What were the key industries in the New England
colonies?
Key industries included fishing, shipbuilding, trade, and small-scale farming due to the
region's rocky soil and harsh climate.

How did the geography of New England influence its
economy?
The rocky terrain and cold climate limited agricultural production, leading to a focus on



fishing, timber, and trade as primary economic activities.

What role did the Puritans play in the development of
the New England colonies?
Puritans played a significant role by establishing communities based on their religious
beliefs, influencing local governance, education, and social norms.

What was the significance of the Mayflower Compact?
The Mayflower Compact was significant as it established a form of self-governance for the
Plymouth Colony, laying the groundwork for democratic principles in America.

What were the educational practices in the New
England colonies?
The New England colonies emphasized education, establishing schools to teach reading and
writing, primarily to promote religious instruction and civic responsibility.

How did Native American relations differ in New
England compared to other colonies?
In New England, relations with Native Americans were often characterized by conflict and
land disputes, particularly due to the Puritan expansion and differing land use beliefs.

What was the impact of the Triangular Trade on the
New England colonies?
The Triangular Trade significantly impacted New England by boosting its economy through
the trade of rum, slaves, and raw materials, despite its moral implications.

What was the role of town meetings in New England
colonies?
Town meetings were a form of direct democracy, allowing colonists to discuss local issues,
make decisions, and govern themselves, fostering a sense of community.
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