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Activity 1: Declaration of Independence Values and Principles 
Guiding Questions 

● Why was the Declaration of Independence created?  
● What fundamental values and principles does the Declaration of Independence promise? 

National Standards 
National Center for History in the Schools History Standards 

● Topic 3: The History of the United States  
○ Standard 4: How democratic values came to be, and how they have been exemplified by people, 

events, and symbols 
■ Standard 4A. Demonstrate understanding of how the United States government was 

formed and of the nation’s basic democratic principles set forth in the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution. 

National Standards for Civics and Government 
● NSCG.K-4.2.A.1: What are the basic values and principles of American democracy? 

○ Students should be able to explain the importance of the fundamental values and principles of 
American democracy. 

● NSCG.K-4.2.B.1: Students should be able to explain the importance of the fundamental values and 
principles of American democracy. 
 

Common Core State Standards 
● CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.2: Determine the main idea of a text; recount the key details and explain how 

they support the main idea. 
● CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.1: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring 

explicitly to the text as the basis for the answers. 

College, Career, & Civic Life C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards 
● D2.Civ.7.3-5. Apply civic virtues and democratic principles in school settings 
● D2.Civ.8.3-5. Identify core civic virtues and democratic principles that guide government, society, and 

communities.  
 

Educating for American Democracy Roadmap 
● HDQ1.2A: Why and how do people take action in order to solve problems that affect them and others? 
● HSGQ4.2A: What were different reasons the colonists had for separating from Great Britain?  
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Historical Context 
The Declaration of Independence: How Did it Happen?1 

The Revolution Begins 

In the early 1770s, more and more colonists became convinced that Parliament intended to take away their 
freedom. In fact, the Americans saw a pattern of increasing oppression and corruption happening all around the 
world. Parliament was determined to bring its unruly American subjects to heel. Britain began to prepare for 
war in early 1775. The first fighting broke out in April in Massachusetts. In August, the King declared the 
colonists “in a state of open and avowed rebellion.” For the first time, many colonists began to seriously 
consider cutting ties with Britain. The publication of Thomas Paine’s stirring pamphlet Common Sense in early 
1776 lit a fire under this previously unthinkable idea. The movement for independence was now in full swing. 

Choosing Independence 

The colonists elected delegates to attend a Continental Congress that eventually became the governing body of 
the union during the Revolution. Its second meeting convened in Philadelphia in 1775. The delegates to 
Congress adopted strict rules of secrecy to protect the cause of American liberty and their own lives. In less than 
a year, most of the delegates abandoned hope of reconciliation with Britain. On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry 
Lee introduced a resolution “that these united colonies are and of right ought to be free and independent states.” 
They appointed a Committee of Five to write an announcement explaining the reasons for independence. 
Thomas Jefferson, who chaired the committee and had established himself as a bold and talented political 
writer, wrote the first draft. 

Writing the Declaration 

On June 11, 1776, Jefferson holed up in his Philadelphia boarding house and began to write. He borrowed 
freely from existing documents like the Virginia Declaration of Rights and incorporated accepted ideals of the 
Enlightenment. Jefferson later explained that “he was not striving for originality of principal or sentiment.” 
Instead, he hoped his words served as an “expression of the American mind.” Less than three weeks after he’d 
begun, he presented his draft to Congress. He was not pleased when Congress “mangled” his composition by 
cutting and changing much of his carefully chosen wording. He was especially sorry they removed the part 
blaming King George III for the slave trade, although he knew the time wasn’t right to deal with the issue. 

Declaring Independence 

On July 2, 1776, Congress voted to declare independence. Two days later, it ratified the text of the Declaration. 
John Dunlap, official printer to Congress, worked through the night to set the Declaration in type and print 
approximately 200 copies. These copies, known as the Dunlap Broadsides, were sent to various committees, 
assemblies, and commanders of the Continental troops. The Dunlap Broadsides weren’t signed, but John 
Hancock’s name appears in large type at the bottom. One copy crossed the Atlantic, reaching King George III 
months later. The official British response scolded the “misguided Americans” and “their extravagant and 
inadmissible Claim of Independency.” 

 
1 Available online at https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration/how-did-it-happen 

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration/how-did-it-happen
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Educational Activity 
Declaration of Independence Values and Principles 
In this activity, elementary school students will discover the fundamental principles and values of American 
democracy by examining and analyzing the first printed and distributed copy of the Declaration of 
Independence, the Dunlap Broadside. Estimated time: 40-45 minutes. 

A digital version of this activity is available on DocsTeach, the online tool for teaching with documents from 
the National Archives. The teacher page provides an overview of the activity and suggested teaching 
instructions. Students can access the student page on their devices or you can project or screen share the activity 
with the whole class. 

 

Teaching Instructions 
This activity can be used during a unit on the American Revolution, the Declaration of Independence, or while 
exploring key American ideals and values from our Founding documents. For grades 3-5. Approximate time 
needed is 45 minutes. Students can complete the activity as a whole class, in small groups, or in pairs.  
 
Begin the activity by asking students to identify what details they notice about the document. Give students a 
minute or two to brainstorm details they notice about the document.   

● Is the document handwritten or typed?  

● Are there any special markings on the document?  

After discussing the details they notice, introduce the activity. Inform students that they will become Document 
Detectives to uncover key ideas from the Declaration of Independence.  

 

https://www.docsteach.org/activities/teacher/declaration-of-independence-values-and-principles
https://www.docsteach.org/activities/student/declaration-of-independence-values-and-principles
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Ask students the following questions and give them time to brainstorm their response to each question:  

● Who wrote the document?  

● When was it written?  

● Where is it from?  

After sharing their observations, tell students they are now going to take a closer look at the main idea and 
purpose of the Declaration of Independence, and discover the fundamental values and principles promised by 
this Founding Document.  
 
Students will examine excerpts from the document to discover the main idea and purpose. Model analyzing the 
Declaration of Independence by focusing attention on excerpts from the Dunlap Broadside that will help 
students answer the following questions. Consider walking students through unfamiliar vocabulary as you 
answer the questions together: 

● What is the main idea of the Declaration of Independence?  

● What does the Declaration of Independence do?  

○ What words explain why the colonies want to separate from Great Britain?  

○ Why do they think they have the right to be independent from Great Britain?  

Following the whole class discussion about the main idea and purpose of the document, direct students to the 
preamble to the Declaration of Independence. Students will use their graphic organizers to examine and analyze 
the principles on which our government and our identities as Americans are based. Using the preamble of the 
Declaration, students should answer the following questions about the key promises made by this document in 
their graphic organizer. Students can work in pairs or in small groups.   

● What does the text say?  

● What does the text mean?  

● Why does the text matter?  

After analyzing the key promises made, ask students to volunteer to share their explanations for what the text 
means and why the text is important with the class. Facilitate a conversation about the significance of these 
principles. Ask students to reflect on how the ideas in the Declaration of Independence are still relevant today. 
Give students the opportunity to discuss this question in pairs or in small groups and to write their response on 
their graphic organizer.  

● How are the ideas in the Declaration of Independence still relevant today?  

After exploring the values and principles presented in the Declaration of Independence, encourage students to 
get creative and to come up with their own “declaration” that represents something that is important to them. 
Consider focusing on something that is important in their community, school, or classroom. Students can 
develop their declaration individually, in pairs, or in small groups. Invite students to share their ideas with the 
rest of the class. 
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Educational Activity Resources 

 
Declaration of Independence 

https://docsteach.org/documents/document/dunlap-broadside 

 

https://docsteach.org/documents/document/dunlap-broadside
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Graphic Organizer - Declaration of Independence Preamble 

What does the text say? What does the text mean?  Why is the text important?  

 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal” 

  

 
 
 
 
 

“And that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable rights, that among these are 

life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”  

Life:  
 
 

 

Liberty:  
 
 

 

Pursuit of Happiness: 
 
 

 

Reflection  

How are the ideas in the Declaration of Independence  
still relevant today?  

 
 

If you could write your own “declaration” about something important 
to you, what would that be and why?  
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Supplemental Educational Resources 
The following educational activities are designed to support student learning. These activities are not required. 
Feel free to facilitate only the activities that you think would be most helpful for your students. 

1. Join the Signers of the Declaration of Independence 
Add your name and become a signer of the Declaration of Independence! In 1776, the Declaration of 
Independence declared that American colonists were breaking free from British rule. 

Visit https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/join-the-signers for more details. 

 

 
2. National Holidays Matching DocsTeach Activity 

In this activity, students will match a variety of primary source documents to specific Federal holidays. 
Estimated time: 40 minutes 

The teacher page provides an overview of the activity and suggested teaching instructions. Students can 
access the student page on their devices or you can project or screen share the activity with the whole 
class 

.   

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/join-the-signers
https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/national-holidays-matching
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/national-holidays-matching


9 

3. Finding American Symbols DocsTeach Activity 
Students identify symbols used in the original design of the Great Seal of the United  States and assess 
how the symbols connect with important American ideas. Estimated time: 20 minutes 

The teacher page provides an overview of the activity and suggested teaching instructions. Students can 
access the student page on their devices or you can project or screen share the activity with the whole 
class.  

 

 

 

4. Make Your Own Great Seal 
In this activity, students will be asked to consider how they can use pictures to represent themselves and 
their communities. Students will identify what types of things are important to them and then express 
what they stand for by creating a Great Seal for themselves. Finally, they will work together to create a 
Great Seal for the class. Estimated time: 60 minutes 

Background Information: Share the Design of the Great Seal with students. 

In July 1776, the Continental Congress decided it needed a “national coat of arms” or seal to represent 
the new nation. Over the course of six years, there were several attempts at developing a successful 
design. Finally, a design created by Charles Thompson and revised by William Barton was submitted 
and approved on June 20, 1782. 

The Great Seal of the United States is the symbol of our independence as a nation. Its obverse is used on 
official documents to authenticate the signature of the President, and it appears on proclamations, 
warrants, treaties, and commissions of high officials of the government. The Great Seal's design, used as 
our national coat of arms, is also used officially as decoration on military uniform buttons, on plaques 
above the entrances to U.S. embassies and consulates, and in other places. Both the obverse and the less 
familiar reverse, which is never used as a seal, are imprinted on the one-dollar bill. 

 

 

https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/finding-american-symbols
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/finding-american-symbols
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Several symbols are incorporated into the Great Seal: 

● There are 13 arrows, 13 stripes, 13 stars, and 13 letters in the motto all representing the original 
13 colonies that became the first 13 states. 

● The olive branch represents peace. 

● The arrows represent war. 

● The eagle faces to the side of peace.  

● The constellation of stars represents a new nation taking its place among other nations. 

● The motto E Pluribus Unum means “out of many, one”—in a word, “unity.” 

Share the Design Your Own Seal template with students to create a seal that represents who they are and 
what they believe. Ask them to think about what is important to them. Their ideas do not have to be as 
lofty as those represented in the Great Seal of the United States (e.g., they may list a sports team, a 
favorite cartoon character, their pet, a favorite food). Anything appropriate is fair game for inclusion.  

 As students think about their design, you can use the following prompts: 

● What symbols will you include?  

● What colors will you use?  

● What words might you include?  

● What is your personal motto?  

● What values are represented in your seal?  

 
 Next, invite students to brainstorm how they can represent their whole class in a classroom seal.  
 Using the same template, you can work together to create this symbol. 

 As students brainstorm, you can use the following prompts: 

● What values do we promote in our class?  

● What should we expect from each other?  

● How can we work together?  

● What symbols can we use to represent these ideas? 

● What should our class motto be?  

 
You can also invite students to choose one part of their individual seal to include in the class 
seal.  

 

 

 


	Activity 1: Declaration of Independence Values and Principles
	Guiding Questions
	National Standards
	National Center for History in the Schools History Standards
	National Standards for Civics and Government
	Common Core State Standards
	College, Career, & Civic Life C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards
	Educating for American Democracy Roadmap

	Historical Context
	The Declaration of Independence: How Did it Happen?

	Educational Activity
	Declaration of Independence Values and Principles
	Teaching Instructions

	Educational Activity Resources
	Declaration of Independence
	Graphic Organizer - Declaration of Independence Preamble

	Supplemental Educational Resources
	1. Join the Signers of the Declaration of Independence
	2. National Holidays Matching DocsTeach Activity
	3. Finding American Symbols DocsTeach Activity
	4. Make Your Own Great Seal



