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How to Use this Guide 

Dear Educators,  

Thank you for your interest in the Decoding the Declaration virtual program for grades 
3-5! This guide outlines the program’s guiding questions, standards alignment, and 
program logistics. It also includes instructions and material for facilitating the program’s 
required pre-program activity as well as a recommended post-program activity. We look 
forward to connecting with your students soon to learn more about the Declaration of 
Independence! 
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National Standards Alignment  
 

National Center for 
History in the Schools 

History Content 
Standards (K-4) 

National Center for 
History in the Schools 

History Content 
Standards (5-12) 

College, Career, & Civic 
Life C3 Framework for 
Social Studies State 

Standards 

National Standards for 
Civics and Government  

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. 

Era 3, Standard 1B: The 
student understands the 
principles articulated in the 
Declaration of 
Independence. 

D2.Civ.8.3-5: Identify core 
civic virtues and democratic 
principles that guide 
government, society, and 
communities. 

D2.Civ.14.3-5: Illustrate 
historical and contemporary 
means of changing society. 

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

NSCG-C.K-4.5.F.1: Students 
should be able to describe 
the means by which citizens 
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Standard 4B: Demonstrate 
understanding of ordinary 
people who have exemplified 
values and principles of 
American democracy. 

 

 

can influence the decisions 
and actions of their 
governments.  

NSCG-C.5-8.2.C.1: Students 
should be able to explain the 
importance of shared political 
values and principles to 
American society.  

NSCG-C.5-8.2.D.1:Students 
should be able to explain the 
meaning and importance of 
the fundamental values and 
principles of American 
constitutional democracy.  

NSCG-C.5-8.5.E.3: Students 
should be able to describe 
the means by which 
Americans can monitor and 
influence politics and 
government.  

 
Required Pre-program Activity  
 
Historical Context  
 
Note: The following provides background information for content covered during the Decoding the 
Declaration virtual program. It is available online at The Declaration of Independence: What Does it Say? 
| National Archives and The Declaration of Independence: How Did it Happen? | National Archives  
  
The Declaration of Independence: What Does it Say? 

The Declaration of Independence was designed for multiple audiences: the King, the 
colonists, and the world. It was also designed to multitask. Its goals were to rally the 
troops, win foreign allies, and to announce the creation of a new country. The 
introductory sentence states the Declaration’s main purpose, to explain the colonists’ 
right to revolution. In other words, “to declare the causes which impel them to the 
separation.” Congress had to prove the legitimacy of its cause. It had just defied the 
most powerful nation on Earth. It needed to motivate foreign allies to join the fight. 
 
Preamble 
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These are the lines contemporary Americans know best: “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.” These stirring words were designed to convince Americans to put their lives 
on the line for the cause. Separation from the mother country threatened their sense of 
security, economic stability, and identity. The preamble sought to inspire and unite them 
through the vision of a better life. 
 
List of Grievances 
The list of 27 complaints against King George III constitute the proof of the right to 
rebellion. Congress cast “the causes which impel them to separation” in universal terms 
for an international audience. Join our fight, reads the subtext, and you join humankind’s 
fight against tyranny. 
 
Resolution of Independence 
The most important and dramatic statement comes near the end: “That these United 
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States.” It declares a 
complete break with Britain and its King and claims the powers of an independent 
country. 
 
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 
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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”. 
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Pre-program Activity Instructions 
 
Note: The pre-program activity supports student learning about the Declaration of 
Independence. This activity must be completed before students participate in the Decoding the 
Declaration virtual program.  
 
Meet the Declaration of Independence 
Estimated time: 45 minutes 
Objectives: After completing this activity, students will be able to 

●​ Define the terms “Declaration” and “Independence”  
●​ Analyze the Dunlap Broadside noting purpose, audience, and other elements 
●​ Describe the historical context behind the Declaration of Independence  
●​ Identify why the Declaration of Independence was written 

 
Activity Outline: 

1.​ Introduction  
●​ Choose one of the following warm-up activities 
●​ Option #1: 

○​ Ask students: What do you do if you see something happening that you 
do not like or that you think is unfair? What actions might you take? 

○​ Ask for a few volunteers to share their responses  
●​ Option #2: 

○​ Create a new rule for your classroom that applies to all students 
○​ Ask students: How do you feel about this new rule? Do you think that it 

is fair that you did not have a say in creating this new rule? 
○​ Ask for a few volunteers to share their responses  

●​ Explain to students that they are going to learn today about how the American 
colonists responded when they felt like they were being treated unfairly by King 
George III, ruler of Great Britain.  

2.​ Main Activity: Meet the Declaration of Independence  
●​ What does it mean to declare independence? 

○​ Think: Ask students to choose one or two words that they would use to 
define the words “declaration” and “independence” 

○​ Pair: In small groups, have students share their words and then, as a 
group, come up with a definition for each term 

○​ Share: Ask for a few groups to share their definitions  
○​ Declaration: An official or public statement about something 
○​ Independence: Freedom from being ruled by another group  

●​ Document Analysis: The Dunlap Broadside: 
○​ This activity can be completed as a whole group, in small groups, or 

individually 
○​ Display the Dunlap Broadside, or, if working in small groups, provide 

students with a copy of the document  
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○​ Then, ask students the following questions about the document: 
■​ What do you see? 
■​ Is the document handwritten or typed? 
■​ Are there any special markings on the document? 

○​ Tell students that this document is the Dunlap Broadside, the first printed 
version of the Declaration of Independence  

○​ Explain to students that they are going to become Document Detectives – 
taking a closer look at the Dunlap Broadside to learn more about the 
Declaration of Independence and why it was created 

○​ Ask students the following questions and give them time to brainstorm 
their response to each question. Students can find the answer to each 
question by looking at the Dunlap Broadside itself. Consider focusing 
attention on specific sections of the document to help students find the 
information they need.  

■​ Who wrote the document? 
⁻​ Continental Congress  
⁻​ Students may answer Thomas Jefferson – while Jefferson 

is considered the primary drafter of the Declaration of 
Independence, the Continental Congress edited 
Jefferson’s draft, and Congress had to declare/approve the 
Declaration. The Declaration of Independence is not the 
work of one individual but of a collective body representing 
the thirteen colonies.  

■​ When was it written? 
⁻​ July 4, 1776 

■​ Where is it from? 
⁻​ Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  

○​ Provide students with the following background information as needed 
■​ Before our country became the United States, there were thirteen 

original colonies and those colonies were part of Great Britain – a 
country ruled by King George III. Many people living in the 
colonies felt that King George III was unfair because they had no 
representation in their government. There were many struggles 
between the colonists and the British troops which eventually led 
to war. During the war, the leading men of the colonies formed a 
Continental Congress in Philadelphia. The Congress appointed a 
Committee of Five to draft the Declaration of Independence. The 
five men included John Adams, Roger Sherman, Benjamin 
Franklin, Robert Livingston, and Thomas Jefferson. Thomas 
Jefferson took the lead in writing the Declaration. The Continental 
Congress edited the language in Jefferson’s draft. Congress voted 
to separate from Great Britain on July 2, 1776 and adopted the 
Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776. The actual signing 
of the engrossed (handwritten) Declaration took place on August 
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2, 1776 or later. The Continental Congress hired John Dunlap, a 
Philadelphia printer, to print the Dunlap Broadside the night of July 
4, 1776.  

■​ Additional background information on the drafting of the 
Declaration of Independence is available in the historical context 
section of the teacher guide 

●​ Why was the Declaration of Independence written? 
○​ This activity can be completed as a whole group, in small groups, or 

individually 
○​ Students will examine excerpts from the Dunlap Broadside (see page 9) 

to discover the purpose behind the Declaration of Independence. 
Consider walking students through unfamiliar vocabulary as they answer 
the question: 

■​ Why was the Declaration of Independence written?  
⁻​ What words explain why the colonies want to separate 

from Great Britain?  
⁻​ Why do the colonists think they have the right to be 

independent from Great Britain?  
○​ If working individually or in small groups, consider having the groups look 

at different excerpts. Students can then share the details that they 
gathered from their excerpt and compare what they learned. 

■​ Additional discussion questions include: 
⁻​ Are there key words or ideas that you see repeated in the 

Declaration of Independence? 
⁻​ Did you learn something new by looking at a different 

section of the Dunlap Broadside? 
○​ The Declaration of Independence was written to state the reasons for 

separation from Great Britain and to raise support for an independent 
United States. 

●​ Program Connection: Today, you learned more about the history and purpose 
of the Declaration of Independence. During the Decoding the Declaration virtual 
program, you will discover some of the big ideas included in the Declaration by 
looking at National Archives records.  

3.​ Wrap-Up: How do you celebrate the Fourth of July? 
●​ We celebrate the nation’s independence on July 4 because of the Declaration of 

Independence. July 4, 1776 was when the Continental Congress officially 
adopted or accepted the Declaration.  

●​ Ask Students: How do you celebrate the Fourth of July? 
○​ Each student should receive a star (see page 10) 
○​ Have students write or draw their responses to the above question on 

their stars.  
○​ Ask for a few volunteers to share their responses  

7 



 

Pre-program Activity Documents  

 
The Dunlap Broadside 
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Section from the Dunlap Broadside  
 

 
 

Words to Know 
Dissolve: To end or get rid of 

Political Bands: Official connection between Great Britain and the 
American colonies; Allegiance  

Impel: To make someone feel like they have to do something 

 
Section from the Dunlap Broadside  

 
 

Words to Know 
Usurpations: Illegally taking power 

Tyranny: Unfair use of power; unlimited power  
Candid: Fair; Open; Unbiased  
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How Do You Celebrate the Fourth of July? 

10 



 

How to Prepare Students for the Decoding the Declaration Virtual 
Program  
 
Guiding Questions 

●​ What are some of the big ideas in the Declaration of Independence? 
●​ How has the Declaration of Independence’s language continued to inspire Americans 

throughout history? 
 
Program Overview 
During this interactive program, students will learn about the Declaration and why it is important. 
By analyzing National Archives records, students will explore some of the big ideas written in 
the Declaration of Independence, with a particular emphasis on how the Declaration’s language 
has continued to inspire Americans throughout history to bring about change in their own 
communities.  
 
Guidance for Virtual Program 

Note: The following outlines keys for success for the Decoding the Declaration virtual program. 
 
Before Attending The Decoding the Declaration Virtual Program 

1.​ Please complete the required pre-program activity to prepare students for the program 
itself  

2.​ Divide the class into small groups (2-3 students per group) 
3.​ Please print or provide students with digital access to the program documents (see page 

13).  
●​ Each student should receive the Youth March for Integrated Schools photograph.  
●​ Each group should receive one of the following program documents. Depending 

on the number of students in your class, some groups may receive the same 
document.  

○​ Women Marching in Suffrage Parade in Washington, DC 
○​ Photograph of Leaders at the Head of the Civil Rights March on 

Washington, D.C. 
○​ Senior Citizens March 
○​ Women Demonstrating against Child Labor, New York City 
○​ Union Pickets the Jewel Food Store 

During The Decoding the Declaration Virtual Program 
1.​ Please plan to connect to your scheduled program a minimum of 5 minutes before the 

scheduled start time. Please note: The NARA Education Team may reschedule student 
programs for groups that connect more than 15 minutes late. 

2.​ We require that the requesting educator or another educator from your institution be 
present during the program to observe the session and support classroom management. 
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3.​ Decoding the Declaration is an interactive virtual program. The NARA Educator 
facilitating the program may request the classroom teacher’s help to call on students to 
share their responses. 

4.​ Students will interact with National Archives documents during this program through 
whole group and small group activities. Please have students seated for the program in 
their small groups (2-3 students per group).   

 
Program Documents - pg. 13-18 
Note: Please ensure that students have access to the following documents during the Decoding 
the Declaration virtual program. Please see the “Before Attending” section above for more 
specific instructions.  
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Post-Program Activity  
 
Write Your Own Declaration 
Estimated Time: 30 minutes 
Objectives: Through completing this activity, students will 

●​ Review content learned during the Decoding the Declaration virtual program 
●​ Create their own Declaration  

 
Activity Outline: 

1.​ Introduction:  
●​ Use the following questions to review material from the Decoding the Declaration 

virtual program  
●​ Ask Students:  

○​ Why was the Declaration of Independence written? 
○​ What are some of the big ideas in the Declaration of Independence? How 

have these ideas been demonstrated throughout U.S. history? 

2.​ Main Activity:  
●​ This activity can be completed as a whole group, in small groups, or individually 
●​ Using the Declaration template (see page 22) or a big piece of paper, have 

students create their own Declaration  
○​ Students can use the Drafting Your Declaration organizer to brainstorm 

their ideas (see page 20).  
○​ Remind students that the Declaration of Independence contains three 

main parts: Preamble (Beginning), Grievances (Justifications for writing 
the Declaration), and the formal declaration of independence 
(Conclusion).  

○​ Encourage students to include similar sections in their declarations 
■​ Preamble: Statement of Purpose - why the declaration is being 

written 
■​ Grievances: Justifications for writing the declaration 
■​ Resolution/Conclusion: Action statement  

3.​ Wrap-Up: Sign your Declaration!  
●​ Share a photograph of the signatures on the Declaration. This print is from the 

Stone Copperplate Engraving of the Declaration, which is also held by the 
National Archives.  

○​ Ask Students: Why do people sign documents? What does it mean to 
put your name on something?  

●​ Signatures: Invite students to sign their Declaration 
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           Drafting Your Declaration  

 
Step One: Choose Your Topic 

 
Step Two: Preamble (Introduction) 

 

20 



 

 
Step Three: Justification (Body) 

 
Step Four: Resolution (Conclusion) 
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Additional Educational Resources 
Note: The following educational activities and resources 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. 
 
Resources on the Declaration from the National Archives 

●​ The Declaration of Independence | National Archives  
●​ Declaration of Independence: A Transcription | National Archives  
●​ Declaration of Independence (1776) | National Archives 
●​ The Declaration of Independence and the Hand of Time | National Archives 
●​ Declaration of Independence | National Archives Museum 
●​ Dunlap Broadside (First Printing of the Declaration of Independence) | National Archives 
●​ Teaching the Declaration of Independence (DocsTeach)      

 
DocsTeach Educational Activities  

●​ Prequel to Independence - DocsTeach 
●​ To Sign or Not to Sign - DocsTeach 
●​ Analyzing Rosa Parks’s Arrest Record - DocsTeach    
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