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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 
Grades 9-12 
Recommended hours: 10 (including lecture time) 
  

INTRODUCTION 

Our nation’s founding began with this simple statement of independence. Animating 
this declaration was a growing confidence in the ability of the colonies to rule 
themselves. Experience had proven to them their capacity for superior governance, 
more competent than a distant authority. Although the colonies had been established 
more than one hundred years prior, and their experience of “salutary neglect” had 
allowed a fair amount of self-government, increasingly Parliament and the king had 
become formidable obstacles to that self-government. It can be argued that even in the 
establishment of the colonies, the seeds of independence were sown as each colony 
developed its unique institutions for this purpose. Removed from the British homeland, 
these British citizens of the greatest nation were at the same time experiencing the 
liberty of self-rule. Nothing quite like the colonies had ever existed, and the way 
forward was not immediately clear. The colonists had to be convinced not only of the 
necessity of independence but also of the superior advantages of that independence. 

Along with the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence 
gives voice to the desire for ordered liberty, a liberty increasingly threatened first by 
Parliament and then by the King. Having experienced the freedom of self-rule, they 
confronted a government that had become more tyrannical in its intrusions into colonial 
affairs and in its decisions to suspend self-government. In order to justify their actions 
to the world, the delegates decided the time had finally come to declare independence 
and to specify the reasons for taking this momentous step. 

Ironically, in making this declaration, Thomas Jefferson, Robert R. Livingston, John 
Adams, Roger Sherman, and Benjamin Franklin—working on behalf of the Congress—
sought justification in the republican principles espoused by Britain’s own history, 
traditions, and unwritten constitution. While Parliament found defense for its actions in 
the principles established during the Glorious Revolution of 1689—principles of 
Parliamentary superiority over the monarchy—the colonists had come to think of 
themselves as members of an empire united under the king. It was thus to the king that 
they had appealed when Parliament further dug in its heels, first with the Declaratory 
Act of 1766 and finally with the Intolerable/Coercive Acts of 1774.   

But the king appeared to be as deaf to colonial appeal as Parliament had been hostile, 
and Congress became convinced that it was he that threatened their liberty, not 
unscrupulous and corrupt ministers who had his ear. The list of offenses in the 
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Declaration tells the story of the king’s disengagement building into tyrannical abuse of 
power.  

Although most of the discussion with students will focus on the first two paragraphs, 
students should read the whole document to get a sense of the accusations leveled at 
the king. It can be helpful, although not always easy, to link the charges with specific 
events. Although not strictly necessary, the teacher could contribute information 
gleaned from any of the books listed in the bibliography. 

A study of the Declaration is a crucial step in understanding America’s history, 
Constitution, and unique experience, an experience that culminates in the confident 
belief that human beings are capable of liberty and self-government. 

Included in this guide are the following: 

● A chronology of events leading up to the Declaration of Independence 

● An overview of important principles of political theory foundational to the 
Declaration 

● The Declaration of Independence Study Guide, which includes a list of 
discussion questions and possible corresponding responses to those questions  

● A list of primary source documents for students and teachers 

● A bibliography for teachers 

The full guide Leading a Discussion on the Declaration of Independence is available in our 
online shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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