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We hold these truths to be
self-evident, that all men
are created equal...”

The Declarat ion of Independence made a histor ic c la im, but history is
an ongoing conversation  – not a sett led narrat ive.  Every generat ion
inherits  the past,  wrest les with i ts  contradict ions,  and leaves behind
new interpretat ions for future generat ions.  

From the Civi l  Rights Movement to disabi l i ty r ights,  Sojourner Truth to
the 19  Amendment,  these ES Resources classroom act iv it ies invite
students to investigate how meaning is constructed, contested, and
reconstructed across generations .  

t h

Learners discover that they,  too, inherit  the ideas,  debates,  and
unfinished aspirat ions of the past.  
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Discover



E S  R E S O U R C E S  C U R R I C U L U M  /  S T U D E N T  P R O J E C T

Liberty, Agency, & Voice

Compare

Which person changed your understanding of America’s “mission statement” the most, and what
responsibility—if any—does studying history place on you as someone who now inherits these
ideas?

Students…

•  Identify a primary source
•  Practice the annotation steps
•  Complete the analysis charts
•  Conduct a written or creative project

Choose a historical figure you believe most effectively appealed to America’s own
ideals.

Guiding questions for capstone project:

CAPSTONE PROJECT

Walter Isaacson describes the U.S. mission statement as “a new type of nation
based on values, not the divine right of kings or the sword of conquerors.” Based
on what you’ve learned, what do you think those values are?

Is the sentence, “We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created
equal…” the mission statement of the United States? Explain with evidence.

How have individuals and movements used American society’s own founding ideals
to argue for inclusion and to renegotiate the interpretation of justice?

Why do you think we are still reading these documents today?
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While in everyday Engl ish,  many people use the term America  in reference
to the United States in part icular,  this  usage treats one country as though
it  stands in for the entire hemisphere, which can obscure the identit ies
and histor ies of people from South America,  Central  America,  Canada,
Mexico, and the Caribbean, al l  of  whom are also peoples of the Americas.  

Using the more precise term United States  helps students dist inguish a
part icular nat ion-state from the larger and more diverse geography of the
Americas.  I t  a lso encourages educators to notice and recognize that
language inf luences the way places,  peoples,  and histor ies are
represented and absorbed by students.

“The  New Colos sus”  by  Emma Lazarus  |  Rec i t ed  by  Immigrants  -  Read c l i ent s  & employees  at  the
Immigrant  & Refugee  Community  Organizat ion  ( IRCO) in  Port land,  OR.

GUEST EDITORIAL
E T H N I C  S T U D I E S  /  P E D A G O G Y  N O T E

Who is America?
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https://esresources.org/movies-and-videos/the-new-colossus-read-by-clients-employees-at-the-immigrant-and-refugee-community-organization-irco-in-portland-or/


It is a narrative, and over
the course of generations we
take this sentence and
expand it, so more people
are included.

LISTEN 

In this  podcast,  Walter Isaacson argues that
the Declarat ion of Independence provides
an ongoing, guiding purpose for the United
States.  Even as the nat ion has not always
l ived up to i ts  own ideal  of  human equal i ty:
“It  is  a narrat ive,  and over the course of
generat ions we take this sentence and
expand it ,  so more people are included.”
Isaacson contends that the nat ion’s story is
one of continual ly working towards a
founding  ideal,  meaning that i f  President
Abraham Lincoln were al ive today, he
would l ikely see the United States as st i l l
working to ful f i l l  that miss ion statement.
Isaacson proposes that L incoln might say,
“You’re st i l l  trying to prove it .”

Isaacson explains that although the phrase
did not or iginal ly include everyone in
pract ice—such as enslaved people,  women,
and many others—later generat ions have
used this “mission statement” to argue for
expanding r ights and equal i ty over t ime.
Notable examples can be seen in the
writ ings and speeches of Frederick
Douglass,  Susan B. Anthony, and Rev. Dr.
Mart in Luther King, Jr .

E S  R E S O U R C E S  C U R R I C L U M  /  P O D C A S T  A C T I V I T Y

Is Equality “a Radical Idea”?

In the history of the United States,
movements for the abol it ion of s lavery,
women’s suffrage, c iv i l  r ights,
disabi l i ty access,  and LGBTQ+ r ights
have al l  appealed to the Declarat ion of
Independence’s pr inciples to advocate
for greater inclusion. Walter Isaacson,
Chairman Emeritus of the Board of
Teach For America,  descr ibes the
phrase, “al l  men are created equal ,” as
the mission statement  of  the nat ion
and argues that i t  expresses a founding
ideal .  Every generat ion must work to
expand access to that ideal .  

Download Activ ity
& Answer Key
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https://esresources.org/movies-and-videos/is-equality-a-radical-idea-a-historians-discussion-between-walter-isaacson-and-shilo-brooks-the-mission-statement-of-the-united-states/
https://esresources.org/movies-and-videos/is-equality-a-radical-idea-a-historians-discussion-between-walter-isaacson-and-shilo-brooks-the-mission-statement-of-the-united-states/
https://esresources.org/lesson-plan/whose-we-the-limits-of-a-founding-narrative/
https://esresources.org/lesson-plan/whose-we-the-limits-of-a-founding-narrative/


Every generation inherits ideas,
institutions, language, and aspirations. 

Those inheritances are neither static
nor self-explanatory, but continually
debated, challenged, expanded, and
reimagined in response to new
circumstances.

GUIDING IDEA
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