
 

 

The summer reading for 8th grade US History is the Newbery Medal winning novel, The Witch of 
Blackbird Pond.  

Novel Overview: Set in colonial Connecticut in 1687, the story is about a teenage girl, Kit Tyler, who has 
left her home in the Barbados to move to New England to live with her relatives. The transition to the 
strict Puritan community is not an easy one for Kit, and she struggles to fit in and feel a sense of 
belonging. She befriends another lone woman named Hannah Tupper who is known throughout the 
town as being a strange outcast with special powers; and, she is also a Quaker. Before long, Kit finds 
herself in trouble, and she herself faces suspicion and intolerance in her new Puritanical hometown.  

As you read the novel, you are to follow along with this reading packet and define key vocabulary and 
answer some short questions. This packet will be due during the first week of school in August 2018. You 
can either handwrite your answers or type them on a computer. I realize that some of you may not have 
computer access at certain parts of your summer break. If that is the case, please print the packet so 
you can handwrite your answers wherever you are. Only the first question requires a little 
research/access to the internet; everything else just requires the novel and this reading packet.  

This work should be done independently and all of your work and answers should be your own.  

Before you begin reading the novel:  Please read through the entire packet and do the enclosed 
background reading/questions before you begin reading The Witch of Blackbird Pond. This will help 
you to better understand the main terms/concepts of the novel.  

Setting: Let’s get a sense of the setting of this novel. Kit moves from Barbados in the West Indies to a 
small town in coastal Connecticut called Wethersfield.  

**Go to https://www.distancefromto.net/ and put in the two locations: Barbados and Wethersfield, CT 
to calculate how many nautical miles Kit would have had to travel from the home of her birth to her new 
adopted home.  

Distance in nautical miles:     

Distance in miles:         

Zoom in on the map near Wethersfield. Which river does Kit have to travel on in the final days of her 
journey?     

Historical background and context:  It is very important to understand what was happening during this 
time period to understand some of the underlying themes of this novel. Before you begin the novel, you 
should read the next few pages of background information and answer the questions below the reading.  

 

https://www.distancefromto.net/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is some additional background material on the reasons why the Puritans settled in New England (and 
specifically, Connecticut) and why the colonists in the novel are divided about the directives coming from the 
crown in England (especially the creation of the Dominion of New England that is described below).  

The following excerpt is from the Independence Hall Association at www.ushistory.org:  

 

The Founders of the New England colonies had an entirely different mission from the Jamestown settlers. 
Although economic prosperity was still a goal of the New England settlers, their true goal was spiritual. Fed up 
with the ceremonial Church of England, Pilgrims and Puritans sought to recreate society in the manner they 
believed God truly intended it to be designed. 

Religious strife reached a peak in England in the 1500s. When Henry VIII broke with the Catholic Church of 
Rome, spiritual life in England was turned on its ear. The new church under the king's leadership was approved 
by the English Parliament, but not all the people in England were willing to accept the Church of England. At 
first, the battles were waged between English Catholics and the followers of the new Church — the Anglicans. 
The rule of Queen Elizabeth brought an end to bloodshed, but the battle waged on in the hearts of the English 
people. 

http://www.ushistory.org/


The Pilgrims, called the Separatists in England because of their desire to separate from the Anglican Church, 
were persecuted by agents of the throne. 

The Puritans, so named for their desire to purify the Church of England, experienced the same degree of 
harassment. 

Pilgrims and Puritans both believed in the teachings of John Calvin. According to Calvin, neither the teachings of 
the Catholic nor the Anglican Churches addressed God's will. By the end of Elizabeth's reign, England was a 
nation of many different faiths. The Stuart family, who ascended to the throne after the demise of Elizabeth, 
made matters worse for the followers of John Calvin. King James and his son Charles I supported the Church of 
England, but secretly admired the ceremonies of the Catholic Church. To these kings, Calvin was a heretic, a man 
whose soul was doomed for his religious views. 

The Pilgrims, called the separatists in England because of their desire to separate from the Anglican Church, 
were persecuted by agents of the throne. The Puritans, so named for their desire to purify the Church of 
England, experienced the same degree of harassment. By the second and third decades of the 1600s, each group 
decided that England was no place to put their controversial beliefs into practice. 

Where else but in the New World could such a golden opportunity be found? The land was unspoiled. Children 
could be raised without the corruption of old English religious ideas. The chance to create a perfect society was 
there for the taking. The Stuart kings saw America a means to get rid of troublemakers. Everything was falling 
into place. By 1620, the seeds for a new society, quite different from the one already established at Jamestown, 
were planted deeply within the souls of a few brave pioneers. Their quest would form the basis of New England 
society…. 

…Puritans believed in Predestination. This doctrine holds that God is all-powerful and all-knowing; therefore, the 
fate of each individual soul is known to God at birth. Nothing an individual can do or say could change their 
ultimate fate. Puritans believed that those chosen by God to be saved — the elect — would experience 
“conversion.” In this process, God would reveal to the individual His grace, and the person would know he was 
saved. 

Only the elect could serve as Church members. If a person were truly saved, he would only be capable of 
behavior endorsed by God. These "living saints" would serve as an example to the rest of the world….The colony 
needed more than a fervent church to survive. Many dissenters — Christian men and women who were not 
converted — also lived within the ranks of Massachusetts Bay…By the end of the 1630s, as part of a “great 
migration” of Puritans out of England, nearly 14,000 more Puritan settlers came to Massachusetts, and the 
colony began to spread. In 1691, Plymouth colony, still without a charter, was absorbed by their burgeoning 
neighbor to the West. 

…Church attendance was mandatory. Those that missed church regularly were subject to a fine. The sermon 
became a means of addressing town problems or concerns. The church was sometimes patrolled by a man who 
held a long pole. On one end was a collection of feathers to tickle the chins of old men who fell asleep. On the 
other was a hard-wooden knob to alert children who giggled or slept. Church was serious business indeed. The 
Puritans believed they were doing God's work. Hence, there was little room for compromise. Harsh punishment 
was inflicted on those who were seen as straying from God's work. There were cases when individuals of 
differing faiths were hanged in Boston Common … Public whippings were commonplace. The stockade forced 
the humiliated guilty person to sit in the public square, while onlookers spat or laughed at them. Puritans felt no 
remorse about administering punishment. They believed in Old Testament methods. Surely God's correction 
would be far worse to the individual than any earthly penalty. 



Contrary to myth, the Puritans did have fun. There were celebrations and festivals. People sang and told stories. 
Children were allowed to play games with their parents' permission. Wine and beer drinking were common 
place. Puritans did not all dress in black as many believe. The fundamental rule was to follow God's law. Those 
that did lived in peace in the Bible Commonwealth…Despite a few internal problems, Massachusetts Bay Colony 
was thriving by the mid-1630s. It would only be a matter of time before individuals within the colony would 
consider expansion. There were obstacles to consider. Establishing a new colony was never easy. Pequot Indian 
settlements west of the Connecticut River were an important consideration. Nevertheless, the Puritan 
experiment pushed forward, creating new colonies in the likeness of Massachusetts Bay.  

Thomas Hooker was a devout Puritan minister. He had no quarrels with the religious teachings of the church. He 
did, however, object to linking voting rights with church membership, which had been the practice in 
Massachusetts Bay. In 1636, his family led a group of followers west and built a town known as Hartford. This 
would become the center of Connecticut colony. In religious practices Connecticut mirrored Massachusetts Bay. 
Politically, it allowed more access to non-church members. 

In 1639, the citizens of Connecticut enacted the first written Constitution in the western hemisphere. The 
Fundamental Orders of Connecticut called for an elected governor and a two-house legislature. It served as a 
model for other colonial charters and even future state constitutions after independence was achieved. 

To better understand the political dispute in the book between Cousin Matthew and others, it is very helpful to 
read about the crown’s attempt to undermine the Connecticut charter with the setup of the Dominion of New 
England. The following except is from www.u-s-history.com 

 

Dominion of New England 
James II became apprehensive about the New England colonies' increasingly independent ways; he and other 
British officials were particularly upset by the open flouting of the Navigation Acts.* The continuing military 
threat posed by the French and their Indian allies in North America was an additional reason to tighten control 
of the colonies. In 1686, all of New England was joined in an administrative merger, the Dominion of New 
England; two years later, New York and both New Jerseys were added. This agency's creation was regarded in 
Britain as a thoughtful move and not a punitive measure. Unifying the northern colonies for purposes of 
defense and administrative control was viewed differently in America… 

Joseph Dudley served briefly as the first president of the Dominion, but was replaced by Sir Edmund Andros. An 
experienced soldier and dedicated public servant, Andros nevertheless lacked the common sense and personal 
skills to be successful in his new position. He followed his orders assiduously by terminating local assemblies, 
taxing the colonists without the consent of their representatives, and vigorously attempting to end smuggling 
through strict enforcement of the Navigation Acts. 

Massachusetts was not the only colony in which the Dominion caused a furor. In 1687, Andros was so angered 
by Connecticut's failure to cooperate with the new regime that he and armed retainers tried to take physical 
possession of the colony’s charter. According to legend, the Connecticut colonists hid the document within a 
crevice of an old oak tree.  

The Dominion experienced little success, due largely to colonial intransigence. New England 
merchants had long made smuggling a way of life and bitterly resisted changes that might affect 
their income sources. Andros’ efforts to unify colonial military responses were stillborn because 
of his failure to provide much in the way of funding and arms. The Dominion came to an abrupt 
halt in 1689, when word arrived in the colonies about the removal of James II from the throne in 
the Glorious Revolution. 

http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h621.html
http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h547.html
http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h621.html
http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h539.html


The failure of the Dominion of New England temporarily changed many British officials' attitudes toward the 
American colonies. A period of “salutary neglect" prevailed in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Some in 
authority believed that there was greater wisdom in attempting to encourage commercial relations with the 
colonies than in meddling in their governmental affairs. That beneficial disregard did much to foster the 
growth of self-government in America. 

*Navigation Acts were laws to control trade in a way that benefitted the “mother country,” in this case England. Often times, colonists smuggled 
goods and sold them on the black market to avoid paying taxes. Source: http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h546.html 

 

Please define the following terms in your own words:  

Puritans (who they are, how they got their name and what did they believe):     
              
              
               
    

Pilgrims (who they are, how they got their name and what did they believe):      
              
              
               

Predestination:              
              
               

What was life like in Puritan New England?          
              
              
               

What was the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut and why was it significant?      
              
              
               

What was the Dominion of New England and what did the colonists think about it? 

              
              
               

 

Now that you have completed some general background reading about the time period, you are ready to 
begin the novel. The rest of the reading packet is divided into three sections. First, please read the short 
overview of each section and then read the corresponding chapters in the novel. Then, please answer a few 
reading questions on each section.  

http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h546.html


 

 

 

 

 

 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond Chapters 1–8 

 

1. Explain how and why Kit Tyler comes to be in Wethersfield, Connecticut. What is her reaction to Connecticut and the 
community she joins?            
             
             
             
              
 

2. What warnings do Nat Eaton and John Holbrook give Kit? What events suggest that Kit may not fit in at Wethersfield?   
             
             
             
             
              

 
3. How do Matthew Wood, Reverend Gershom, and William Ashby feel about King James? What do the men’s views suggest 

about the Wethersfield community?            
             
             
             
             
              
 

4. How did Kit finance her voyage to Connecticut? What does it tell us about Kit’s upbringing?     
             
             
             



             
              
 

5. When Uncle Matthew asks about Kit’s grandfather’s politics, her refers to him as a “royalist.” What does that mean and why is 
that problematic?             
             
             
             
              
 

 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond Chapters 9-16 

 

 
 
1. What methods does Kit use as a teacher—in the schoolroom and with Prudence? How do various people in the community 

react to her methods? What do these reactions reveal about people’s attitudes? 
             
             
             
             
         

2. Why don’t the people of Wethersfield like Hannah Tupper? How does Hannah help Kit find a place in Wethersfield?  
             
             
              
             
              

3. What happens when Governor Andros arrives to take the charter? How do these events change Kit’s understanding of 
both Matthew and William?           
             
             
             
              

4. Why is Nat punished in the stocks? How does the author use this incident and others to show the many feelings Nat and 
Kit have for one another?           
             
             



             
              

 

 

 

 

 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond Chapters 9-16 

 

1.  After John Holbrook leaves to fight a group of Native Americans, what happens to Judith, Kit, and Mercy? How does the community 
respond?              
              
              
              
               

2. What happens to Kit after she helps Hannah to reach Nat’s ship? What is revealed in these events about the Wethersfield citizens? 
What is revealed about Matthew and the other leaders of the community?        
              
              
              
              
               

3. How do John, Judith, Mercy, Kit, Nat, and William become romantically involved? How have Kit’s feelings for Wethersfield and its 
people changed?              
              
              
              
              
               

4. Do you think Kit deserves her uncle’s confidence when he defends her to the witch hunters? Why or why not?    
              
              



              
              
               

5. In the end, Matthew shows himself to be law-abiding, even though he is prejudiced against those with different ideas. Do you think it is 
possible for a good and decent person to have prejudices? Explain.         
              
              
              
              
               


