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John Peter Zenger and Freedom of the Press 

Overview: 

Students read an article about the Zenger, a colonial freedom of the press case and how that case 

influenced later court decisions, including New York Times v. Sullivan. Students then participate in a 

role play activity as they become partners in a law firm and determine how they will handle several 

hypothetical libel cases. 

 

Preparation: 

• Primary Source Image: Handout A – 1 per pair of students (Adobe PDF File) 

• Article and Activity: Handout B – 1 per student (At end of this document.) 

You may want to provide additional background on the Zenger case and New York Times v. Sullivan:  

Zenger: Library of Congress: http://www.nycourts.gov/history/legal-history-new-york/legal-

history-eras-01/history-new-york-legal-eras-crown-zenger.html 

Sullivan: Oyez:https://www.oyez.org/cases/1963/39 

Primary Source Image Bibliographic: 

https://cdn.loc.gov/service/pnp/cph/3a40000/3a49000/3a49800/3a49841r.jpg 

Procedure: 

I. Focus Activity: Examining a Source Document 

Explain to the students that they are going to use inquiry skills to examine a source document. 

Distribute Handout A: Primary Source Image to pairs of students and encourage them to work 

together to examine the source and answer the questions. 

When students have completed the activity, let them know that they will later return to their answers 

to see how close they came to figuring out the significance of the source. 

II.  Reading: John Peter Zenger and Freedom of the Press 

Distribute Handout B to each student and ask them to carefully read the article.  

It is up to you if you would like students to answer the discussion questions orally or in writing. (You 

could assign the reading as homework.) 

After students have completed the reading, ask them to revisit Handout A and hold a brief class 

discussion using the questions from the handout about the source.  

 

http://www.nycourts.gov/history/legal-history-new-york/legal-history-eras-01/history-new-york-legal-eras-crown-zenger.html
http://www.nycourts.gov/history/legal-history-new-york/legal-history-eras-01/history-new-york-legal-eras-crown-zenger.html
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1963/39
https://cdn.loc.gov/service/pnp/cph/3a40000/3a49000/3a49800/3a49841r.jpg
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III. Activity: Hunter & Hunter, LLC 

Divide the class into groups of 3-4 students and set up the role play by reminding them that they are 

partners in a law firm that specializes in defending media companies, journalists, and others who may 

be involved in libel/slander lawsuits. 

Before the students start looking at the cases, ask: 

 • What was the significance of the Zenger case? 

 • What was the significance of New York Times v. Sullivan? 

Tell the groups that they need to look at their clients’ cases through the lens of NYT v. Sullivan, 

constantly asking themselves the question:  

 

Let the groups know how much time they have to complete the activity. When groups are finished, 

have different groups report on the decisions they made and share the rationale for the decisions. 

IV. Assessment 

 • Have students provide a written response to this prompt: 

Why is the First Amendment’s freedom of the press clause important to our 

democratic republic? Provide at least two specific examples to support your opinion. 

• Collect pages 5 and 6 of Handout B. Look for reasoned responses based on the First 

Amendment and New York Times v. Sullivan.  
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Zenger on Trial 
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Freedom of the Press in the U.S. 
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Activity: What Is Libel Today? 
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