Declaration of Independence

Grades K-4 – emphasis on 4th grade
90 minutes
Civics-Government Standard: The student uses a working knowledge and understanding of governmental systems of Kansas and the United States and other nations with an emphasis on the United States Constitution, the necessity for the rule of law, the civic values of the American people, and the rights, privileges, and responsibilities of becoming active participants in our representative democracy.
Benchmark 1-5: The student understands the rule of law as it applies to individuals; family; school; local, state and national governments. The student understands the shared ideals and diversity of American society and political culture. The student understands how the United States Constitution allocates power and responsibility in the government. The student identifies and examines the rights, privileges, and responsibilities in becoming an active civic participant.  The student understands various systems of governments and how nations and international organizations interact.

Introduction Discussion Questions

What Are the Basic Values and Principles of American Democracy?
What are the most important values and principles of American democracy?

Summary

During this lesson, students are asked to examine their definitions of courage and their understanding of what it takes to act courageously. In the first section, students have an opportunity to reflect on their understanding of "courage" in response to writing. They will begin to construct a definition of courage based on classroom discussion, then consider a Founding document, The Declaration of Independence and an essay about what happened to the signers in the years during and following the American Revolution. Students are asked to re-assess their definition and apply it to later examples, including their own actions and lives of people they may know.
Objectives

Students will be able to: define courage after reading the Declaration of Independence and an essay on the signers of the Declaration; explain if/why it took tremendous courage to sign the Declaration of Independence; interpret modern examples of courage and reassess definition of courage; and apply an understanding of courage to their own lives and actions.
Materials

Merriam-Webster dictionary

Copy of Declaration of Independence
Procedure

1. Warm-Up/Background/Homework

Define courage according to the dictionary as “mental or moral strength to venture, persevere, and withstand danger, fear, or difficulty.” Have students write an essay response on  “What does it take to be courageous?” or “What qualities does someone who is courageous possess?” based on the definition. 

2. Brainstorm and begin discussion with question about what qualities a person must have and/or what circumstances must exist for a person to act courageously.  You may want to have students volunteer to read part of their responses and create a list on the blackboard or overhead.

3. Wrap-Up: Connect with students and discuss. Continue discussion with line of questions directed at students' own acts of courage.  Suggested questions: 

Given your/our definition, have you or has anyone you know done something that could be considered courageous?

What kinds of circumstances might inspire you to act with courage? (Political cause? Friend in need? Crime? Betrayal of your principles?)
Assessment

Homework: Research/Writing. Have students research current events articles where individuals are standing up for or defending rights in America today.  Students must locate a reliable published source, print the article, read the article, and write a 1-paragraph abstract or summary.  In addition, ask students to write an expository essay that explains why he or she chose the article and how the person(s) featured in the article demonstrates courage.

