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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Social Studies Alive! America’s Past, Lesson 12, The Declaration of 
Independence. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Florida Civics Benchmarks:
• 5.CG.1.1 Recognize that the Declaration of Independence affirms that every U.S. citizen has certain unalienable rights.

The Declaration of Independence

How the Declaration Affirms Our Country’s Ideals

Lesson Overview

Students are introduced to the Declaration of Independence. They practice their close reading and critical 
thinking skills by examining an excerpt from the Declaration. They rewrite the excerpt in today’s language.  

Procedures

1. Preview the Declaration. Ask students to raise their hands if they have heard each phrase. Read each 
phrase. 
• “Unalienable rights”
• “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness”
• “All men are created equal”
Tell students that all of these phrases are found in the Declaration of Independence, one of our nation’s 
founding documents. The Declaration describes the ideals of our country.

2. Read and discuss. Have students read about the Declaration of Independence in the Ideas That Unite 
Us as Americans. Discuss these questions as a class:
• Before 1776, which country did the American colonies belong to?
• How did American colonists feel about British rule in 1776?
• Why did the colonists write the Declaration of Independence?

3. Examine primary source documents. Tell students that they will act as historians and dig into 
the document that founded our country. Old documents are written in the language of the time. 
As historians, they will read an excerpt from the Declaration and rephrase it so people today can 
understand it more easily.
• Project this excerpt and read it aloud as a class. 
• Close reading discussion:

• Which words do you know? Which words are you unfamiliar with?
• Whom does the Declaration of Independence leave out?
• What ideals are represented in this excerpt? (Considering prompting students with some 

examples: equality, freedom.)
4. Complete the assessment. Have students complete the prompts in their notebook. Ask students to 

share their interpretations of the quote. 
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Ideas That Unite Us as Americans
Each person in the United States is different and 

special. What connects Americans are shared ideals. 
Ideals are ideas that seem very good and worth trying 
to achieve.

Our country is based on ideas about freedom and 
equality for everyone. These ideals were shaped by 
our early leaders and written down so no one would 
forget them. The ideas of freedom and equality are still 
important today for all Americans.

The Declaration of Independence:  
Creating a New Country

Although people have lived in our land for thousands 
of years, the United States is less than 250 years old. It 
was founded in 1776.

At that time, our country was a group of 13 colonies. 
The colonies belonged to a country called Great Britain, 
which was ruled by the British king.

Many colonists grew unhappy with British rule. They 
felt the British did not treat them fairly and they had 
little say in their own government.

In 1775, colonial leaders met in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. This group was called the Second 
Continental Congress. For over a year, they discussed 
what to do about the conflict with Great Britain. In July 

1776, they decided the colonies 
should form their own country. 
They declared independence from 
Great Britain.

This was a huge step. It was a 
crime to be disloyal to the British 
king, but the colonists believed in 
something more powerful than 
British law. They believed that 
they had basic rights and that no 
government or king could take 
these rights away.

A man named Thomas 
Jefferson explained this thinking. 
He did so in the Declaration of 
Independence.

Colonial leaders vote 
for independence from 
Great Britain.
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American Ideals
The Declaration of 

Independence describes 
the ideals of the 
new country.

Thomas Jefferson 
wrote, “All men are 
created equal.” This was 
a new idea in 1776. In 
most countries, people 
were not born equal. But 
the United States was 
founded on the ideal 
of equality.

It has taken time to 
live up to this promise. 
Until 1865, most African 
Americans lived in 
slavery, and women could 
not vote until 1920.

Jefferson also wrote 
that all people have 
basic rights. These rights 
are “unalienable.” This 
means they cannot be 
taken away.

Our basic rights 
include the right to life, 
liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness. Liberty 
is another word for 
freedom. We believe in the freedom to make choices. 
We decide what we will do for a living, and we choose 
how we will worship. We make other basic choices. We 
are free to pursue happiness.

Jefferson believed that government should get its 
power “from the consent of the governed.” In other 
words, power belongs to the people. They can choose 
to let the government use it. The United States is a 
republic. We choose our leaders. We give them the 
power to make laws. Over time, our republic has grown. 
More and more people have been invited to take part. 
Today, nearly all citizens aged 18 or older can vote. 

Thomas Jefferson wrote the 
Declaration of Independence.



Review this excerpt from the Declaration of Independence.

What does “unalienable Rights” mean?

self-evident: obvious
endow: provide
unalienable: not to 
be taken away

How would you translate this into today’s language? Whom does the  
Declaration of Independence leave out?

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

According to the Declaration, what are the “unalienable Rights” every 
U.S. citizen has? List them on the left side of the chart. On the right side, 
write a sentence that describes the unalienable right.

Unalienable Right Write a sentence to describe this right.
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