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Activity 1: Declaration of Independence Close Reading

Guiding Question

e How did the persuasive language of the Declaration of Independence influence the development of core
American ideals and values?

National Standards
National Center for History in the Schools History Standards
e [Era 3: Revolution and the New Nation (1754 - 1820s)

o Standard 1: The causes of the American Revolution, the ideas and interests involved in forging
the revolutionary movement, and the reasons for the American victory
m  Standard 1B. The student understands the principles articulated in the Declaration of
Independence.

National Standards for Civics and Government
e NSCG.9-12.2.C.1 American national identity and political culture. Students should be able to explain the

importance of shared political and civic beliefs and values to the maintenance of constitutional
democracy in an increasingly diverse American society.

Common Core State Standards
o (CSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and

secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of the information. See also:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.1

e (CSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.2: Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary
source; provide an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop over the course of the text. See
also: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.2

o (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text,
including vocabulary describing political, social, or economic aspects of history/social science. See also:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.4

College, Career, & Civic Life C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards
e D2.(Civ.2.9-12. Analyze the role of citizens in the U.S. political system, with attention to various theories

of democracy, changes in Americans’ participation over time, and alternative models from other
countries, past and present.

e D2 His. 11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on
their maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose.

Educating for American Democracy Roadmap
e HDQ4.4: B. What efforts have been made over time to build a “more perfect union” upon the one forged

in 1776 and redesigned by the U.S. Constitution in 1787/88? How do perspectives on this question differ
depending on whether people have or have not had access to political rights?
e HDQ5.4: A. What does it mean to “found” a country? When was the United States founded?



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

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.”

! 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

Educational Activity

Declaration of Independence Close Reading
In this activity, high school students will explore the Declaration of Independence through a close reading.

They will explore three different versions of the Declaration of Independence (the Engrossed copy, a Print, and
the Dunlap Broadside) as an object, a primary source, and a persuasive argument. Estimated time: 45-60
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.

© Begin this activity by observing the physical appearance of the...

Begin this activity by observing the physical appearance of the Engrossed Declaration of Independence and
the Print of the Declaration of Independence and the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen. Consider the
following questions regarding the document and type your answers in the next available response box.

1. How would you describe this document to someone who wasn’t looking at it?
2. What do you notice? What specific details stand out?

"-That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,..

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 9-12. Approximate time
needed is 45-60 minutes.

Following this whole class discussions, the rest of the activity can be completed individually, in pairs, or in
small groups and/or as a jigsaw activity where different students explore an individual section of the document.
Begin the activity by asking students what they already know about the American Revolution in general and the
Declaration of Independence specifically. Ask students to take 60 seconds to brainstorm people, places, events,
and concepts they associate with these terms in small groups or pairs.

After discussing their ideas as a class, introduce the activity. Inform students that they will be doing a close
reading of the Declaration of Independence. But first they will be looking at the Engrossed Declaration of
Independence and a Print of the Declaration of Independence as an object/artifact.



https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/declaration-of-independence-close-reading
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/declaration-of-independence-close-reading

Tell students to focus on the following questions:

e How would you describe this document to someone who wasn’t looking at it?
e What do you notice? What specific details stand out?
After discussing their observations, direct students to the Dunlap Broadside copy of the Declaration of

Independence. Inform students they will be analyzing this printed version of the Declaration of Independence as
a primary source by specifically answering the following questions:

e Who wrote it?

e Who read it?

e When is it from?

e Where is it from?

e What is it talking about?

e Why was it written?
After analyzing it as a primary source, tell students they are now going to analyze the language of the
Declaration of Independence as a persuasive argument. They will be looking at short sections of the document.

Model analyzing the Declaration of Independence by focusing attention on the first selection as a class. Direct
students to answer the following questions using the provided graphic organizer:

e How did the authors use language to persuade people to support their case for independence?

o Did they make a logical appeal (clear, logical connections; facts and statistics) or an emotional
appeal (positive or negative feelings to inspire an emotional response)?

e What specific words or phrases stand out in this section?

e Evaluate the argument. Is this a strong or weak argument for independence?

After reading the selections, ask students to enter their answer in the graphic organizer, or to conduct a turn-
and-talk with a partner to share their phrase and word selections and explain why they were chosen. Ask
students to volunteer their phrase and word selections, with explanations, for the rest of the class. As students
share, ask if other students selected the same phrase or word, and facilitate a conversation about the reasons
why specific phrases and words were selected. After discussing their word choices, ask students to evaluate the
argument for independence—is this a strong or weak argument for independence?

After completing the activity, students should answer the following:

e How were core American values and ideals established in the language of the Declaration of
Independence?

These core American values and ideals could include: natural rights, individual rights, natural law, liberty,
equality, popular sovereignty, limited government, representative government, democracy, social contract
theory, separation of powers, due process, etc.



Educational Activity Resources

Declaration of Independence
https://docsteach.org/documents/document/the-declaration-of-independence



https://docsteach.org/documents/document/the-declaration-of-independence
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Print of the Declaration of Independence
https://docsteach.org/documents/document/print-of-the-declaration-of-independence



https://docsteach.org/documents/document/print-of-the-declaration-of-independence



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

Declaration of Independence Graphic Organizer

Transcript

Vocabulary

Argument Appeal
(Logic or Emotion)

Evaluate Argument
(Strengths/Weaknesses)

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united
States of America,

When in the Course of human events, it becomes
necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands
which have connected them with another, and to
assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of
Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the
opinions of mankind requires that they should declare
the causes which impel them to the separation.

unanimous: in full agreement
dissolve: break down
impel: force

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator
with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are
Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

self-evident: obvious
endowed: supplied
unalienable: untransferable

--That to secure these rights, Governments are
instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from
the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form
of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is
the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such
principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and
Happiness.

instituted: created
deriving: getting
consent: permission




Declaration of Independence Graphic Organizer

Transcript

Vocabulary

Argument Appeal
(Logic or Emotion)

Evaluate Argument
(Strengths/Weaknesses)

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long
established should not be changed for light and
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath
shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while
evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by
abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.

prudence: caution
dictate: order
transient: short-term
disposed: willing
abolishing: ending
accustomed: often used

But when a long train of abuses and usurpations,
pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design
to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their
right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and
to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such
has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and
such is now the necessity which constrains them to
alter their former Systems of Government.

usurpations: taking by force
invariably: always

evinces: reveals

despotism: oppressive power
constrains: restricts

The history of the present King of Great Britain is a
history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having
in direct object the establishment of an absolute
Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be
submitted to a candid world.

candid: open and honest

10



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. We Hold These Truths (Civics for All of US Distance Learning Program)
Students will explore the Declaration of Independence as an artifact, a primary source, and a

persuasive text. Students explore the document’s important sections, and evaluate the persuasive
elements of the Declaration of Independence.

Visit https://civics.archives.gov/proerams/we-hold-these-truths for more details.

fx Cl eSS Iy o

2. Key American Ideals Vocabulary Activity
In this activity, students will define key vocabulary words that relate to some of the American values and

ideals that are present in the Declaration of Independence. Estimated time: 45 minutes

Inform students that many of these concepts have their origin in the Enlightenment (a 17th and 18th
century intellectual and philosophical movement based on improving society through the use of reason)
and still represent some of the key values of American social and political life.

These vocabulary terms can include: natural rights, individual rights, natural law, liberty, equality,
popular sovereignty, limited government, representative government, democracy, social contract theory,
separation of powers, due process. After defining these terms, ask students to explain ways that these
values are expressed in contemporary life.

11


https://civics.archives.gov/programs/we-hold-these-truths

3. Political Cartoon Analysis: No Taxation Without Representation DocsTeach Activity
In this activity, students will analyze the colonial grievances that led to the American Revolution

through a political cartoon. 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.

- - -~ 1
€ View Entire Document

4. Prequel to Independence DocsTeach Activity
In this activity, students sequence key events leading to the Declaration of Independence. Estimated

time: 45 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.

12


https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/political-cartoon-analysis-no-taxation-without-representation
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/analysis-of-an-american-revolution-image
https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/prequel-to-independence
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/prequel-to-independence

5. Analyzing the Adoption of the Lee Resolution DocsTeach Activity
In this activity, students will carefully analyze the Adoption of the Lee Resolution. Estimated time: 25

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.
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6. Analyzing a Visual Metaphor for the American Revolution DocsTeach Activity
In this activity, students will analyze a visual metaphor created to explain the causes, major events,

battles and leaders of the American Revolution. Estimated time: 25 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.
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https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/analyzing-the-adoption-of-the-lee-resolution
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/analyzing-a-revolutionary-source
https://docsteach.org/activities/teacher/analyzing-a-visual-metaphor-for-the-american-revolution
https://docsteach.org/activities/student/analyzing-a-unique-historical-chart
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