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What is the "In a Nutshell" series?   

 

This is a series of concise, easy to understand information on many popular topics.  You will find 

that many of products in this series can also be found as part of larger publications and/or 

curriculum on the publisher's website.  At the end of each book, you will find a list of questions 

that may be used to help you review the material. 
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                    The Great Seal of Pennsylvania 

 

 

The name Pennsylvania was specified in the charter given to William Penn by England's Charles 

II in 1680. The Latin Sylvania meaning "woodlands" was added to Penn to create "Penn's 

woods." 

 

People who live in Pennsylvania or who come from Pennsylvania are called Pennsylvanians. 
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Map of Pennsylvania – Capital, Major Cities and Rivers 

 

 

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 
 

Welcome to Pennsylvania, the birthplace of independence and the Constitution. In 1681, when 

King Charles II granted William Penn, a Quaker, the vast tract of land that includes present-day 

Pennsylvania, the grant had strings attached: Penn was required to repay the king by sending him 

two beaver pelts a year! 

 

Penn and the Quakers found refuge from religious persecution here, and the land became a haven 

for others too, including Mennonites and Amish. Primarily of German descent, these 

“Pennsylvania Dutch" settled in and around Lancaster County.  Adhering to a simple way of life, 



the Pennsylvania Dutch, still live in the state's tranquil farmland settings, shunning many of the 

conveniences of modern America in favor of slower, more peaceful ways. It is common to see a 

plodding horse and buggy on the state's country roads, driven by plainly-dressed people living a 

simpler, slower way of life. 

 

Pennsylvania welcomes visitors with open arms, and boasts that over 5 million tourists a year 

come to the peaceful Lancaster County area to partake of a more relaxed lifestyle, beautiful 

landscapes, and charmingly hospitable people. 

 

 

STATEHOOD 
 

In 1787 the United States Constitution was drafted in Philadelphia.  On December 12, 1787, 

Pennsylvania was the second state to ratify it and was admitted to the Union as the 2
nd

 state.  

 

 

STATE CONSTITUTION 

The Pennsylvania Constitution is the foundation of Pennsylvania’s state government.  The first 

Constitution was adopted in 1776 and was a framework for the U.S. Constitution, which did not 

take effect until 1789.  

The articles and amendments of the Pennsylvania Constitution compose the fundamental laws of 

the Commonwealth. It ensures basic rights to its citizens, outlines the structure of government, 

and provides the rules by which representatives are elected and how they conduct the business of 

the state. 

PREAMBLE:  We, the people of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, grateful to Almighty God 

for the blessings of civil and religious liberty, and humbly invoking His guidance, do ordain and 

establish this Constitution. 

 

 

STATE GOVERNMENT 

 
The Pennsylvania State Capitol, in Harrisburg, is the seat of government for the U.S. state of 

Pennsylvania. The capitol houses the chambers for the Pennsylvania General Assembly and the 

Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, as well as the offices of the Governor and the Lieutenant 

Governor. It is also the main building of the Pennsylvania State Capitol Complex. 

 
Like the United States, Pennsylvania’s government is defined by their constitution. And, like the 

United States, Pennsylvania’s government is comprised of three equal and independent branches. 

The legislative branch makes commonwealth laws, a responsibility carried out by the General 

Assembly. The executive branch administers commonwealth laws and is overseen by the 

Governor. And the judicial branch preserves the rule of law and guarantees citizens’ rights by 

resolving disputes through the courts.  

 

The executive branch of Pennsylvania government, consisting of both elected and appointed 

officials, is headed by the Governor, who holds the state's highest office. Citizens look to the 

Governor as a leader who will set the agenda for state government, see that current problems are 



dealt with effectively and that plans for the future are put into place.  The Constitution limits the 

office of the governor to two consecutive four year terms with no limit on how many total terms 

he or she may serve.  

 

The Attorney General, Auditor General, and State Treasurer, all of whom are elected to 

administer agencies independent of the Governor, are also executive-branch officials. The 

Lieutenant Governor, an elected official, and the appointed members of the Governor's cabinet 

constitute the rest of the executive branch of government. Cabinet members manage the 

operations of state government agencies and provide their expertise as advisors to the Governor. 

 

The Legislative branch, the Pennsylvania General Assembly, is bicameral and made up of the 

House of Representatives (lower House) and the Senate (upper House). The House of 

Representatives is the largest and oldest statewide organization in Pennsylvania, public or 

private. From the First Legislative District in Erie to the 203rd in Philadelphia, each member 

serves approximately 59,000 constituents.  The House of Representatives has 203 members and 

is presided over by the Speaker of the House.  Each representative serves for a period of two 

years, after which he or she must run for re-election.  Pennsylvania state representatives are not 

subject to term limits. 

 

The Senate, founded in 1791, remains as one of the vital components of Pennsylvania self-

government.  The Pennsylvania Senate is composed of 50 members, each representing a region 

of the Commonwealth with a constituent population of approximately 240,000 people.  Each 

senator serves for a period of four years, after which he or she must run for re-election.  

Pennsylvania senators are not subject to term limits.  The Senate is presided over by the 

President of the Senate, who is also the Lieutenant Governor. 

The Judicial branch is made up of Pennsylvania's court system with every court in the 

commonwealth under the supervision of the state Supreme Court. The judicial system may be 

thought of as a pyramid, with the Supreme Court at the apex. Below it are the two appellate 

courts, Superior Court and Commonwealth Court, followed by the Courts of Common Pleas. The 

base of the pyramid is the minor judiciary of the community courts, district justices, the 

municipal and traffic courts of Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh's police magistrate courts.  

The citizens of Pennsylvania depend on the judicial system to interpret and apply the laws of the 

Commonwealth. It is a great responsibility and a very important one in terms of maintaining 

order and justice in the state.
 

 

 

U.S. CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION 

 
The legislative branch of the United States government makes laws for our nation and raises and 

distributes money to run the United States government. The most evident part of the legislative 

branch is the United States Congress. Congress is divided into two parts, called houses. The two 

parts are the Senate and the House of Representatives. Congress is referred to as a bicameral 

body because it is made up of two houses. The Latin roots of the word bicameral, "bi" and 

"cameral," mean two chambers or rooms. Members of the Senate are called Senators and 

members of the House of Representatives are called Representatives. Senators and 

representatives serving in these two bodies are sometimes referred to as congressmen, or women, 



and sometimes as legislators because their business is to legislate or make laws. The role of the 

legislative branch is defined in the United States Constitution. 

 

Each state elects people to represent them in the United States Congress in Washington, DC. The 

citizens of each state elect two senators to represent them in the Senate. They also elect 

representatives to represent them in the House of Representatives. The number of representatives 

each state sends to the House of Representatives is not a specific number like the Senate, but is 

based on the population of the state. The people, that are elected to represent the state's citizens 

in the United States Congress, are referred to as the congressional delegation. 

 

There are 100 senators in the U.S. Senate. Each is elected to a term, in the Senate, of six years. 

There are 435 representatives in the U.S. House of Representatives. Each is elected to a term, in 

the "House," of two years. 

 

The citizens of Pennsylvania elect two people, like every other state, to represent them in the 

Senate and 21 people, based on Pennsylvania’s current population, to represent them in the 

House of Representatives. 

 

 

STATE SEAL 
 

 

Pennsylvania's 1776 Constitutional Convention authorized that a 

state seal should be established. A seal similar to today's Great Seal 

began to be used, and in 1790 the General Assembly officially 

recognized a Great Seal. In 1791, possession of the Great Seal 

passed from the Supreme Executive Council to the Secretary of the 

Commonwealth. The central image on the seal is a crest containing 

a ship under full sail, a plow, and three sheaves of wheat.  

These symbols represent the importance of commerce, labor, perseverance, and agriculture to the 

state's economy. On either side of the crest are a stalk of Indian corn and an olive branch, 

representing the state's recognition of its past and hopes for the future. Atop the shield an eagle 

proudly symbolizes the state's sovereignty. The outer ring of the seal bears the words "Seal of the 

State of Pennsylvania". 
 

 

STATE CAPITAL (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania) 
 

Pennsylvania’s Capitol is, first and foremost, a public 

building belonging to the citizens of the Commonwealth. It is 

also a priceless architectural and artistic treasure, a majestic 

symbol of history and power, and an icon of democracy and 

freedom. 

 

The building was listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places in 1977 and was designated a National Historic 

Landmark in 2006.  

 
 



The Capitol is the center of government and the busy crossroads of the Commonwealth. Within 

this magnificent Capitol are the House of Representatives, the Senate Chamber, the Governor's 

Office, and the main courtroom of the Supreme Court.  

 

When President Theodore Roosevelt attended the dedication of the building on October 4, 1906, 

he said, “This is the handsomest building I ever saw.” The Capitol was designed in the American 

Renaissance style by Philadelphia architect Joseph Huston (1866-1940), who envisioned the 

building as a “Palace of Art.”  

 

Built and furnished at a cost of $13 million, the Capitol features paintings, stained glass and 

furnishings by some of the best artisans of the day. The building incorporates various 

Renaissance designs in some of its largest rooms: Italian in the House Chamber, French in the 

Senate Chamber, and English in the Governor’s Reception Room. It also reflects Greek, Roman 

and Victorian influences in its art and ornamentation. Throughout the building, Huston blended 

the various styles with motifs featuring Pennsylvania’s achievements in labor, industry and 

history, making the Capitol uniquely American. Its five-story exterior is faced with handsome 

Vermont granite, and the roof is composed of green glazed terra cotta tile.  

 

The Capitol’s centerpiece is a spectacular 272-foot, 52 million-pound dome inspired by 

Michelangelo’s design for St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. Following its completion, the building 

was the tallest structure between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh for 80 years. While the building has 

been modernized over time, efforts to blend form and function continue today, and a special 

Capitol Preservation Committee ensures that as the building evolves, the artistic elements are 

never lost.   

 

The seat of Pennsylvania’s government continues to inspire visitors with its wealth of art, its 

outstanding architecture, and its strong connection to the vision of the Commonwealth’s founder, 

William Penn, who sought to establish a land that would be governed by just laws and tolerant of 

all religious faiths.   

 

CAPITOL HISTORY 

 

Since the Commonwealth’s founding in 1682, Pennsylvania’s capitals have been located in the 

cities of Philadelphia, Lancaster and Harrisburg. William Penn chose Philadelphia as the capital 

of his colony because of its prime shipping location on the Delaware River.  The city was the 

center of politics, wealth and trade in the 1700s. 

 

For its first five decades, Pennsylvania’s Legislature had no official meeting place. Members 

assembled in the Philadelphia area wherever space could be found – in homes, town halls and 

schools. As the colony increased in population, the Assembly became too large for meeting in 

the homes of Governors and other spaces. A separate State House would provide a permanent 

place for the Colonial Assembly, Provincial Council and Supreme Court to meet. 

 

Independence Hall – Philadelphia 

 

In 1729, the Pennsylvania Assembly voted to appropriate $21,000 for building a State House in 

Philadelphia.  In 1732, construction began on Independence Hall, located on Chestnut Street 

between Fifth and Sixth Streets. It was designed and personally financed by Andrew Hamilton, 

who was Speaker of the House in 1729–32 and 1734–38. Hamilton drew a plan and hired 



Edmund Woolley and Ebenezer Tomlinson as the master. builders. The building was not 

completely finished and decorated until 1748.  

 

After the outside of the State House was completed in 1741, it was difficult to locate on the 

Philadelphia skyline. Although the building was larger than any other in the city, it was only 

slightly taller than the houses around it and made of the same materials. To make the building 

more prominent, the Legislature decided in 1750 to add a bell tower that looked like an enlarged 

version of a church steeple. 

 

Liberty Bell  

 

 

 

Celebrating the House of Representatives as America’s oldest, 

freely-elected Legislature, Speaker Isaac Norris II inscribed and 

installed the Liberty Bell in the tower at Independence Hall in 

1753. This was a generation before the Declaration of 

Independence was signed in the House Assembly Room of 

Independence Hall. The bell, originally made in England, cracked 

while being tested before it was placed in the tower. The bell was 

cast by Philadelphia brass founders John Pass and John Stow. It is 

America’s treasured symbol of independence and can be seen in 

Philadelphia. 

 

 

Temporary Quarters - Lancaster’s Courthouse 

 

As the state’s western settlements grew, a more accessible location was needed and so the 

House, after 63 years, and with a new state Senate, departed Independence Hall in 1799 for 

temporary quarters in Lancaster’s Courthouse. The Legislature took the inkstand to Lancaster 

and then returned it to Philadelphia before the country’s centennial in 1876 when it was put on 

permanent display. 

 

As a result of the state constitution of 1790, Pennsylvania became a bicameral (two-house) 

Legislature and Independence Hall had been built to accommodate only one. Furthermore, many 

Legislators were from distant rural areas and small towns. When the yellow fever epidemic of 

the 1790s became particularly bad in Philadelphia, Representatives from outlying districts 

refused to enter the city. The General Assembly stayed in Lancaster until moving to Harrisburg 

in 1812. 

 

Harrisburg Named Capital 

 

The state Legislature passed an Act in 1810 that made the borough - now city - of Harrisburg, on 

the banks of the Susquehanna River, the state capital effective in October of 1812. The Assembly 

met in the Dauphin County Courthouse while Legislators debated where, when and how to build 

a new Capitol. Actual construction of the new Capitol building began at noon on May 31, 1819, 

when the cornerstone was laid. The Capitol was finished on January 2, 1822, at a cost of about 

$135,000. For 75 years, the Legislature was housed within the “Colonial” Capitol, designed and 

built by English-born Stephen Hills. During this busy time the Legislature enacted the nation’s 



first public education act for all students. The Legislature also hosted President-elect Abraham 

Lincoln who addressed joint sessions of the General Assembly. Four other presidents also visited 

the capitol. 

 

Hills Capitol Burns, Harrisburg 

 

On February 2, 1897, the Capitol burned down. Within hours of discovering the first signs of 

smoke, the building was in ruin. While the Legislature was in session, a fire burned undetected 

beneath the floor of the Lieutenant Governor’s office. Although outside a blizzard hampered 

efforts to battle the blaze, no one was killed. An investigation was ordered but it failed to 

establish the cause of the blaze. Circumstantial evidence, however, indicated that a faulty 

fireplace flue was the cause. The loss of the building was a great tragedy to Pennsylvanians and 

particularly to residents of Harrisburg.  

 

During the interim between 1897 and the early 1900s, the Legislature met at Grace United 

Methodist Church, which still stands on nearby State Street. The House met in the main part of 

the church, while the Senate convened in the large Sunday school room. 

 

The Cobb Capitol - Harrisburg 

 

Only $550,000 was allocated by the Legislature to produce a new building, hardly enough to 

create space appropriate for the work of the Legislative and Executive branches of government. 

Chicago architect Henry Ives Cobb was selected for the job. With the limited funds available to 

him he erected a plain brick building which Governor William A. Stone described as “made of 

common brick embedded in cheap mortar, looks like a hastily erected factory building and is 

repulsive to the 

Eye.” 

 

In 1901, the Legislature decided to remedy its embarrassment over the undistinguished Capitol. 

A second design competition was held to finish the job in a style befitting Pennsylvania’s 

importance. The Legislature stipulated that the architect must be a Pennsylvanian, so Cobb was 

ineligible to submit plans to complete the job he had started. 

 

Huston Capitol – Today’s Capitol, Harrisburg 

 

The new Capitol, designed by Philadelphia architect Joseph M. Huston, incorporated the walls of 

the 1898 plan and building.  The cornerstone for the new Capitol was laid on May 5, 1904.  The 

finished building was declared “the most beautiful state Capitol in the nation,” by President 

Theodore Roosevelt when he dedicated it with joyous ceremony on October 4, 1906.   

 

After its completion, the capitol project was the subject of a graft scandal. The construction and 

subsequent furnishing cost three times more than the General Assembly had appropriated for the 

project. Huston and four others were convicted of graft in relation to costs of the total project. 

The capitol is often referred to as a "palace of art" because of its many sculptures, murals and 

stained-glass windows, most of which use Pennsylvania themes or were made by 

Pennsylvanians. 

 

 

 



STATE MOTTO 
 

The state motto of Pennsylvania is "Virtue, Liberty and Independence".  

 

It was adopted in 1875 and also appears on the state coat of arms and state flag of Pennsylvania. 

 

 

STATE FLAG 
 

The first Pennsylvania State Flag to display the 

Pennsylvania Coat of Arms was authorized by the 

General Assembly in 1799. The state Coat of Arms was 

embroidered on a blue field on both sides of the flag. 

 

The State Coat of Arms, containing the emblems of the 

official state seal, was that of Provincial Pennsylvania's 

Penn family. It first appeared on paper money issued by 

the state in 1777 and two years later was adopted for 

display on the state flag.  
 

During the Civil War, many Pennsylvania regiments carried a modified version of the Stars and 

Stripes. Substituted for the field of stars on Old Glory was the Pennsylvania Coat of Arms. 

On June 13, 1907, the Pennsylvania General Assembly standardized the design of the flag and 

required that the field of blue be the same color as the blue of the Flag of the United States. The 

law requires that the flag 

 

"...shall be of blue, the same color as the blue field in the flag of the United States, and of the 

following dimensions and design; to wit, The length, or height, of the staff to be nine feet, 

including brass spear-head and ferrule, the fly of the said flag to be six feet and two inches, and 

to be four feet and six inches on the staff; in the center of the flag there shall be embroidered in 

silk the same on both sides of the flag the coat of arms of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, in 

proportionate size; the edge to be trimmed with knotted fringe of yellow silk, two and one-half 

inches wide; a cord, with tassels, to be attached to the staff at the spear-head, to be eight feet and 

six inches long, and composed of white and blue strands." 

 

 

COAT OF ARMS 
 

 

 

Pennsylvania's coat of arms is not used in the official 

capacity of the state seal, but it's a familiar symbol of 

the commonwealth of Pennsylvania and appears on 

countless documents and publications. 

 

 The coat of arms also forms the design on 

Pennsylvania's state flag, and includes the state motto: 

"Virtue, Liberty, and Independence." 

 

http://www.statesymbolsusa.org/Pennsylvania/Coat_of_Arms.html
http://www.statesymbolsusa.org/Pennsylvania/Flag.html


Based on a 1778 design by Caleb Lownes of Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania coat of arms features 

a shield crested by an American bald eagle, flanked by horses, and adorned with symbols of 

Pennsylvania's strengths - a ship carrying state commerce to all parts of the world; a clay-red 

plough (a symbol of the Pennsylvania's rich natural resources); and three golden sheaves of 

wheat, representing fertile fields and Pennsylvania's wealth of human thought and action. An 

olive branch and cornstalk cross limbs beneath - symbols of peace and prosperity. The state 

motto ("Virtue Liberty and Independence") appears festooned below. 

 

Provincial Pennsylvania's coat of arms was that of the Penn family. The coat of arms first 

appeared in an official capacity on paper money issued in 1777. This first Pennsylvania coat of 

arms was nearly identical to the state seal (minus the inscription). 

 

 

STATE NICKNAMES  
 

The Keystone State 

 

A keystone is a central wedge in an arch that locks all other pieces of an arch in place. It is the 

part of an arch that all other parts depend upon. 

 

Pennsylvania's popular nickname, "The Keystone State," refers to this necessary element. Like 

most nicknames, it is not known, for certain, where this name originated, but there are a few 

interesting thoughts about how this nickname came to be. They are all based on the theme of the 

necessity of a keystone in a supporting structure. 

 

In the vote for independence, nine delegates to the Continental Congress were from the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. It's said that the Pennsylvania delegation was split; four for 

independence and four against. The deciding vote fell to John Morton.... who voted for 

independence. Pennsylvania's vote for independence was noted as the keystone vote; the 

supporting vote for a new government. 

 

When the government was moved to Washington, D.C., a bridge was built over Rock Creek to 

Georgetown. This bridge was the Pennsylvania Avenue Bridge. Pennsylvania's initials were 

carved into the "keystone" of the arch supporting the bridge. 

 

Another explanation has it that Pennsylvania's geographic location, among the original thirteen 

colonies, was the basis for this nickname. 

 

Though the nickname's origin is unknown, it's certain that it was in use around, or shortly after, 

1800. It's reported that Pennsylvania was toasted as "...the keystone of the federal union" at a 

Republican presidential victory rally for Thomas Jefferson in 1802. Regardless of its origin, the 

nickname has come to represent Pennsylvania's geographic, economic, social and political 

impact on development of the United States. 

 

The Quaker State 

 

Pennsylvania is sometimes called "The Quaker State" in reference to the religion of William 

Penn and the Quakers who settled in the state. 

 



The Oil State 

 

This nickname represented one of Pennsylvania's three greatest industries. Today, Quaker State 

oil is a well-known brand. 

 

The Coal State 

 

Coal mining, one of Pennsylvania's greatest industries, was the reason for this nickname. 

 

The Steel State 

 

Another Pennsylvania industry, steel, is represented by this nickname. 

 

 

STATE GAME BIRD 
 

 

The ruffed grouse (Bonasa umbellus) 

was approved as Pennsylvania's 

official state game bird by an act of the 

Pennsylvania Legislature on June 22, 

1931. 

 

Pennsylvania has adopted an official 

state game bird but has not adopted an 

official state bird. 

 
 

 

 

 

STATE FLOWER  
 

 

 
 

The Mountain laurel is a member of the heath family 

(Ericaceae). 

Governor Gifford Pinchot decided the choice of the 

official State flower in the 1930s. The General 

Assembly had passed two bills each naming a different 

favorite shrub-(Mountain laurel and the Pink azalea). 

Governor Pinchot chose the former and signed the bill 

into law on May 5, 1933. 

 



Below, you will find 15 general questions to help review what you have 

learned.  Use the following page(s) for documenting your answers.  Older 

students may choose to write a State Report as well. 

 

 

 

Review Questions: 

 

1.  List the states and/or bodies of water that border this state. 

 

2.  What was the date of statehood? 

 

3.  What is the state capital? 

 

4.  What is the state motto? 

 

5.  Name at least one state nickname. 

 

6.  Describe the state flag. 

 

7.  What is the state bird?  

 

8.  What is the state flower? 

 

9.  List at least 5 other state symbols. 

 

10.  Describe this state's government. 

 

11.  Name the major imports and exports for this state. 

 

12.  Describe the weather and climate in this state. 

 

13.  List at least 5 famous people from this state.  

 

14.  Describe at least 5 significant events in this state's history. 

 

15.  What other interesting information have you learned about this state? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Answers to Review Questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


