
• lcweb.loc.gov/exhibits/declara/declara1.html
“Declaring Independence: Drafting the Documents” is a Web site spon-
sored by the Library of Congress, which includes a chronology of events
leading up to the Declaration of Independence and images from an exhibi-
tion related to the drafting of the Declaration.

• www.archives.gov
The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration maintains this Web
site on the Declaration, which includes a time line of the creation of the
document, facts about the signers and an interactive signing of the
Declaration.

• www.ushistory.org/declaration/signers/index.htm 
This site provides students with brief biographies on all 56 signers of the
Declaration of Independence.

Suggested Print Resources
• Bober, Natalie S. Countdown to Independence: A Revolution of Ideas in

England and Her American Colonies. Atheneum Books,New York,NY;2001.

• Freedman, Russell. Give Me Liberty: The Story of the Declaration of
Independence. Holiday House, New York, NY; 2000.

• Lukes,Bonnie L. John Adams: Public Servant. Morgan Reynolds,Greensboro,
NC; 2001.

• Nardo, Don. The Declaration of Independence: A Model for Individual
Rights. Lucent Books, San Diego, CA; 1999.
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• Have the class use Internet and print resources to research what influ-
ence the Declaration has had in various parts of the world from 1776
through the present time, especially in Europe,Asia,Africa and South
America.Ask them to relate the Declaration to the post-World War II anti-
colonial movement and to world events today.

• Share with students a copy of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, adopted
by the Virginia legislature only three weeks before the Declaration of
Independence (www.nara.gov/exhall/charters/billrights/virginia.html).
Encourage students to compare this document with the July 4th
Declaration. How do students account for their similarities, especially in
light of Jefferson’s statement that in writing his version, he consulted
“neither books nor pamphlets”?  Can the Virginia version be used to
help understand the Philadelphia version?

• Encourage students to imagine that they could conduct an interview
with one of the Founding Fathers of America, like John Adams or Thomas
Jefferson. Students can draft questions to ask and recreate possible
responses based on research about these influential men.What might
these individuals think of American government today?

• Share Common Sense by Thomas Paine with your students
(www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/paine-common.html). Discuss the main
points of this document and the influence of Paine’s thoughts on
America’s decision to declare independence. If students were to write a
pamphlet of “Common Sense” for today’s world, what topic would they
choose, and why?

• Encourage students to create a time line of events that lead up to the
signing of the Declaration in 1776. Students can present their time line
in the form of television news stories, newspaper articles, children’s
picture books,Web pages, etc.

• Students can select one of the signers of the Declaration of
Independence and conduct research, using print and Internet resources.
Using this information, students can describe in letter or journal format
the experience of signing the Declaration, especially focusing on the
signers’ feelings, concerns and thoughts of the future of the United
States.

Suggested Internet Resources
Periodically, Internet Resources are updated on our Web site at
www.LibraryVideo.com

• bensguide.gpo.gov
“Ben’s Guide to U.S Government for Kids” is a wonderful site with
grade-specific material (from kindergarten through 12th grade) on the
character and history of American government. Full text versions of
important historical documents, including the Declaration of
Independence, are provided. (Continued)
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Follow-up Discussion
• Ask students if they would have behaved differently if they had been

members of the Continental Congress in 1776.What do students think
might have happened if the U.S. had not declared its independence in
the 18th century? How about if the colonists had lost the American
Revolution?

• John Adams thought that about a third of the colonists were in favor of
declaring independence, another third were opposed, while the remain-
der were neutral or undecided. Discuss with students if they think the
Continental Congress had the right to declare independence if it did not
know if the majority of the colonists wanted to do so and if it also knew
that a sizable number opposed it.

• Great Britain paid a great deal of money to defend the American colonies
and therefore felt that the colonies should be taxed to help pay for a
service that benefited them. Discuss with students if they think it was
unfair of the British to tax the colonists.Why or why not?

• Brainstorm a list of reasons that the American colonists sought indepen-
dence. Encourage students to prioritize this list. Which reason do 
students feel was the most important, and why?

Follow-up Activities
• Divide the class into two sides to conduct a debate between American

colonists — those who are for independence, and those against. In small
groups, students should develop the arguments for either side.After the
debate is over, discuss with students which arguments were most per-
suasive, and why.

• Share Thomas Jefferson’s original draft of the Declaration of
Independence with your students (www.loc.gov/exhibits/declara/
ruffdrft.html). Help students to compare this version with the final
version that was adopted by the Continental Congress on July 4, 1776.
How much did Congress change Jefferson’s draft? Do the students
approve of all of the changes? Does reading this document change their
impression either of the final document or of Jefferson? If not, why not?
If so, in what ways?

• Ask the class to imagine they are colonists who have decided to separate
from their mother country.Ask them to write a “declaration of indepen-
dence.”What sort of arguments would they use to justify such a step?
What rights do they have in their relations with the mother country?
How did they acquire those rights? Do they have obligations to the
mother country? If so, how did they acquire those obligations, and why
are they not obliged to continuing fulfilling them?  When they are fin-
ished, ask them to compare the main arguments of their declaration
with those of the 1776 Declaration of Independence.Which version is
more persuasive? Why?

(Continued)
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Committee of Five — The committee appointed by Congress to write a
declaration of independence.The Committee appointed Jefferson, one of its
members, to write a draft declaration.

Enlightenment — A 17th- and 18th-century movement beginning in
Europe during which a group of philosophers emphasized the use of reason
to better understand the world.

unalienable rights — Rights that are inherent in human beings and for
that reason cannot be taken away.

Pre-viewing Discussion
• As British subjects, most American colonists loved their mother country of

Great Britain. Discuss with students if they think the Declaration of
Independence was too extreme a document in view of this attachment to
Britain.Why or why not?

• Find out what the students think about the famous statement from the
Declaration of Independence,“All men are created equal.” Do students feel
that the wording of this statement (i.e.,“all men”) accurately reflected its
intent at the time it was created, or did the Founding Fathers mean to
include “all people”? Discuss with students the relevance of this statement
in today’s world — are all people created equal?

• The Declaration of Independence states that people are born with “certain
unalienable rights.” Ask students to discuss what might make a right
“unalienable.” Encourage them to generate a list of rights that they feel are
unalienable, and discuss their reasoning.

Focus Questions
1. How is the Declaration of Independence “the very essence of American

government”?

2.Why did Britain wish to tax the colonists?

3.What is Parliament?

4.Why did the colonists think it was a problem to be taxed without repre-
sentation?

5.What and when was the Stamp Act and what was the colonists’ reaction to it?

6.What led to the Boston Tea Party?

7.When and why did the First Continental Congress meet?

8.Why was the outbreak of the American Revolution called “the shot heard
‘round the world”?

9.Why was Thomas Paine an important person in 1776?

10.What did John Locke have to do with the Declaration of Independence?

11.What importance does “the consent of the governed” play in the argu-
ment of the Declaration? How do people today “consent” to American
government?

12.Why was Jefferson’s passage regarding slavery taken out of the Declaration
by Congress?

Program Overview
The Declaration of Independence, the document adopted by the Continental
Congress on July 4th, 1776, announced the birth of a new nation, the United
States of America.

Prior to the Declaration, the American colonists lived under the rule of Great
Britain.This arrangement worked peacefully until George III ascended to the
throne.After the French and Indian War, the British, believing the Americans
should pay their share of this expensive conflict, passed the first direct taxes
on the colonies.The colonists, used to taxing themselves, opposed what they
called “taxation without representation” and began to rebel.

In April 1775, fighting broke out near Boston, sparking the beginnings of the
American Revolution.After months of fighting, the colonies realized it was
time to break away from Great Britain. In the summer of 1776, Thomas
Jefferson was selected to write the document that would explain why the
colonists wanted independence and announce to the world that the colonies
were now “free and independent states.”

The Declaration of Independence stated the fundamental principles of
American democracy, in addition to clearly stating the colonists’ grievances
with Great Britain.The Declaration expressed the revolutionary idea that all
men are created equal and that everyone has basic human rights. Among
these rights are those to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. It also said
that governments should protect these rights and exist only with the consent
of the governed.According to the Declaration, if governments do not protect
these rights, the people have a right to throw out their government, by force
if necessary, and install a new one.

As soon as the Declaration was passed, it was printed and sent throughout
the colonies. Colonists who favored independence celebrated enthusiasti-
cally, parading and ringing church bells by day, and lighting candles and bon-
fires by night.A new nation was born.

Vocabulary
Declaration of Independence — A document adopted by the Continental
Congress on July 4, 1776, stating the reasons for the American colonies’ sepa-
ration from the government of Great Britain. Congress had already passed the
resolution that claimed American independence on July 2nd.

colonial charters — Legal documents of British rulers giving permission
for colonists to inhabit a certain territory under certain stated conditions.

consent of the governed — The idea that people agree to set up and live
under a government.

Parliament — The British legislature.

Stamp Act — The 1765 Act of British Parliament seeking colonial payment
of a portion of the cost of the French and Indian War, which was bitterly
resented by colonists.The Stamp Act Congress was formed by colonists in
protest.

Continental Congress — The American legislature from 1774 to 1789.

Boston Tea Party — In reaction to the Tea Act of 1773, colonists disguised
as Native Americans stole aboard ships carrying tea in Boston Harbor and
threw the cargo into the water. (Continued)


