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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson  2, 
Defining and Debating America’s Founding Ideals. Full support, including a ready-
to-teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Foundations in Social Studies

America’s Founding Ideals

Lesson Overview

Examine placards to study the influence of the ideals in the Declaration of Independence.

Teacher Prep

• Before class, prepare copies of the Handout for each pair of students.
• Arrange Placards about 3 to 4 feet apart.

Procedures

1. Introduce the ideals. Tell students to find and read this excerpt from the Declaration of Independence. 
Ask them to find references to these five ideals: equality, rights, liberty, opportunity and democracy. 

When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bonds 
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.

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. 
— That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from 
the consent of the governed . . .

2. Identify ideals in primary sources. Divide students into pairs. Provide pairs with the handout, and ask 
them to:
⚪ Use the handout to record details that they observe in each placard.
⚪ Decide which of the five ideals each placard supports and explain why.
⚪ Take their completed handout to you (the teacher) for points.

3. Present placards to the class. Assign placards to students to present to the class. Have students remove 
their placard from the wall and come to the front of the class. Ask students presenting placards to:
⚪ Arrange themselves in chronological order, from earliest in U.S. history to most recent.
⚪ Hold their placard in front of you and face the class.

As you announce each ideal, ask students to step forward if their placard represents that ideal and explain 
their reasoning. 

http://www.teachtci.com
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Discovering American Ideals in Primary Sources

Work with a partner to record up to four details you observe in each placard’s photograph and caption. 
Decide which of the five ideals the placard relates to, whether positively or negatively, and explain how.

equality     rights     liberty     opportunity    democracy

Details we observed on Placard A:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard B:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard C:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard D:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.
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Details we observed on Placard E:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard F:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard G:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.

Details we observed on Placard H:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.
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Details we observed on Placard I:

1. 3.

2. 4.

One ideal this placard relates to is ______________ because _______________ 

_________________________________________________________________.



© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Defining and Debating America’s Founding Ideals
4

A Nation and Its Ideals Emerge

1600 1700 1800 1900 2000

After defeating the French in North America in 1763, the British started 
tightening control over their colonies. The colonists believed these 
actions violated their rights. For example, Great Britain raised taxes, 
limited trade, and forced colonists to house British soldiers in their 
homes. In 1770, a crowd began taunting some of these soldiers with 
snowballs. The soldiers fired on the mob and killed five colonists. 
Known as the Boston Massacre, this event helped fuel the resistance 
to British rule that led to the American Revolution.

1770 
The Boston Massacre
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The Growth of and Challenges to American Ideals

Less than a century after winning independence from Great Britain, the United 
States almost split in two. The Civil War divided the nation because of questions 
about states’ rights and equality. In the battle shown here, black Union soldiers 
of the 54th Massachusetts Regiment attacked Confederate troops at Fort 
Wagner, South Carolina, in 1863.

Four months after this battle, President Abraham Lincoln dedicated the military 
cemetery at Gettysburg with a renewed commitment to American ideals:

Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, upon this continent, a 
new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are 
created equal . . . [W]e here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in 
vain, that this nation shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of 
the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.

—Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address, 1863

1861–1865
The Civil War
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The Progressive Era

P L A C A R D  C

In the late 19th century, American cities rapidly progressed with the growth of 
industry. Needing more and more workers, factories hired immigrants, and  
even children, at low wages. Child labor was one of the problems caused by 
industrialization. Many people were outraged by these problems and called for 
reform. This photograph shows two girls at work in a textile mill early in the 
20th century. Lewis Hine, the social reformer who took this photograph, urged 
American industry to change:  

Perhaps you are weary of child labor pictures. Well, so are the rest of us, but  
we propose to make you and the whole country so sick and tired of the whole 
business, that when the time for action comes, child labor pictures will be records 
of the past.

—Lewis Hine, 1911

1890–1920 
The Progressive Era
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World War I

P L A C A R D  D

In 1914, Germany invaded neutral Belgium and attacked France. The 
Allied powers of Europe fought back in what would become World  
War I. The United States entered the war in 1917 to support its allies. 
This recruiting poster echoes President Woodrow Wilson’s stirring 
appeal to American ideals when he explained why the United States 
chose to fight:

The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted 
upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends 
to serve . . . We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. 

—Woodrow Wilson, Declaration of War Address to Congress, 1917

1917–1918  
U.S. troops fight in World War I
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The Great Depression and the New Deal

P L A C A R D  E

This woman and her children were impoverished by the 
Great Depression, an economic collapse in the 1930s.  
The photograph, called “Migrant Mother,” was taken by 
Dorothea Lange. Sadly, the woman pictured here was not 
alone. Millions of Americans suffered through years of 
poverty during the 1930s.

1936
Dorothea Lange photographs “Migrant Mother”

8



P L A C A R D  F

9

1900 20001600 1700 1800

World War II

The United States entered World War II in 1941 to help defeat the 
dictatorships of Germany, Italy, and Japan. The entire nation came 
together to fight the war. Any smaller degree of American effort 
might have meant the end of the nation’s way of life. As part of 
this effort, American industry was converted to manufacture weap-
ons, supplies, ships, tanks, and aircraft. 

1941–1945 
U.S. troops fight in World War II
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The Civil Rights Movement

P L A C A R D  G

This photograph of demonstrators marching in memory of African 
American youths killed in bombings was taken in Birmingham, Alabama, 
in 1963, at the height of the African American civil rights movement for 
equal rights. Images like this one broadcasted the fight against racial 
injustice in the United States to many Americans. Civil rights leader 
Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. was jailed in Birmingham for nonviolent 
protest. Below is an excerpt from a letter he wrote while in jail. 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for 
freedom eventually manifests itself, and that is what has happened to 
the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his birth-
right of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be 
gained.

—Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from a Birmingham Jail, 1963 

1963 
Birmingham demonstrations

10



P L A C A R D  H

11
© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute

1900 2000

Defining and Debating America’s Founding Ideals

1600 1700 1800

The Reagan Revolution

Ronald Reagan became president in 1981 and set out to make government 
smaller by cutting taxes and encouraging individual responsibility. A former actor, 
President Reagan was an inspiring speaker. 

History is a ribbon, always unfurling . . . Now we hear . . . the echoes of our past: 
a general falls to his knees in the hard snow of Valley Forge; a lonely president 
paces the darkened halls, and ponders his struggle to preserve the Union; the men 
of the Alamo call out encouragement to each other; a settler pushes west and 
sings a song, and the song echoes out forever and fills the unknowing air.

It is the American sound. It is hopeful, big-hearted, idealistic, daring, decent, and 
fair. That’s our heritage; that is our song.

—Ronald Reagan, Second Inaugural Address, 1985

1981–1989 
Ronald Reagan’s presidency



1600 1700 1800 1900 2000

The 9/11 Terrorist Attacks

P L A C A R D  I

This view of the New York City skyline includes the Statue of 
Liberty and two bright pillars of light representing the World Trade 
Center buildings, which terrorists destroyed in 2001. On the day of 
the attack, President George W. Bush spoke to the nation: 

Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, 
but they cannot touch the foundation of America. 

America was targeted for attack because we’re the brightest beacon 
for freedom and opportunity in the world. And no one will keep that 
light from shining. 

 —George W. Bush, Address to the Nation, September 11, 2001

2001 
Terrorist attacks destroy the World Trade Center
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