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Far too often, history is taught from one, often flawed, perspective that distorts
students’ views of historical events.! A good example of this is the typical student’s
understandings about the creation and signing of the Declaration of Independence. Too
many of them think that Thomas Jefferson alone constructed the Declaration of
Independence, of entirely his own thoughts, and that he completed the first, which was
also the final, draft in a single day. Most believe that independence was approved
unanimously on July 4, which led all of the delegates to sign the Declaration that same
day. John Trumball’s famous painting depicting the presentation of the Declaration of
Independence provides a major impetus for the mental images constructed by our
students. Finally, many think that all of the above took place in “Independence Hall,”
as it was known in 1776.

This is a typical version, as it is understood by many of our students, of the
creation and signing of the Declaration of Independence, filled with misconceptions
often learned from textbooks and websites. The essay that follows outlines an approach
to teaching that attends to these misunderstandings about the Declaration of
Independence and the committee of five men assigned the task of constructing that
document. Since the majority of our students are “Digital Natives,” “native speakers”
of the digital language of computers, video games, and the Internet,? and thrive when
given an opportunity to use technology in the course of learning about history, the
means utilized for this approach is the construction of an online social networking site.
In addition, students need to have opportunities to go beyond their lives and develop
understandings about the past that expand their thinking beyond the present.’ They
need to have authentic opportunities to conduct inquiry-based explorations similar to
that of historians, to develop higher-level thinking skills, and to learn that history is not
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a singular, static fact to be learned, void of investigation or interpretation.® Tt is vital
for students to examine primary source materials, think about contextual clues,
empathize with historical agents, and interpret the past. In this way, they experience
the ways in which background, bias, and values influence historical accounts.’ Various
technologies, especially the Internet, have allowed educators access to a wide variety
of resources outside of the classroom, so acquisition of primary sources and the
development of historical thinking skills are easier today than ever.®

Ning and Spruz’ were tested and used for this activity, but other social
networking sites would allow teachers to accomplish their intended goals, as well. It
is important to note that the focus of this essay is on the electronic sources available,
but print sources can and should be integrated when and where available and
appropriate.  Additionally, the focus for this project was the Declaration of
Independence for utilization with middle and high school-aged students, but this
approach could be used with a variety of subjects and adapted to any grade level.

Historical Content to Be Acquired

Several content-related elements are important for students to acquire during this
activity. First, students need to learn that the committee chosen to write the Declaration
consisted of five men: two from New England, John Adams of Massachusetts and
Roger Sherman of Connecticut; two from the Middle Colonies, Benjamin Franklin of
Pennsylvania and Robert R. Livingston of New York; and one Southerner, Thomas
Jefferson of Virginia. Second, students should know that Jefferson constructed the first
draft on his own over the span of many days, that he utilized multiple sources in its
construction, and that committee members and the Continental Congress provided
feedback prior to final approval. Third, students should know that Congress
reconvened on July 1, 1776, and that the day after, on July 2, twelve of the thirteen
states approved a resolution for independence proposed by Richard Henry Lee of
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Virginia. The New York delegation initially abstained, but later approved the measure
on July 9. Fourth, it is important to note that none of the delegates signed the
Declaration on July 4.® It is believed that 51 of the 56 individuals affixed their
signature on the engrossed copy on or around August 2, with other signers adding their
names at a later date. Two members of Congress never signed, one of whom was
committee member Robert R. Livingston. Thus, the famous Trumbull painting, which
far too often is depicted as being a representation of the glorious moment when the
signers began the procession of adding signatures, never happened as some believe
and/or portray. The true intent of Trumbull is debatable, but we know that this is not
a depiction of the presentation and signing of the Declaration. Last, it is obvious that
not all of the events took place during one day in “Independence Hall,” or the
Pennsylvania State House as it was known in 1776. The teacher should point out to
students that the building became known as “Independence Hall” after the Marquis de
Lafayette’s famous visit to Philadelphia in 1824.°

Creating a Social Network for the Committee of Five

The first step of this class activity is to arrange the class into groups of five
students, with each student assigned to take on the persona of a committee member
(Adams, Franklin, Jefferson, Livingston, and Sherman). In addition to taking on the
role of one committee member, each student will examine a section of the Declaration
of Independence. Since the Declaration can be looked at as having five distinct parts
(the introduction, the preamble, the body [broken into two sections], and a conclusion),
each of the committee members, within a group of five, will focus on a different part.
One also could break up the Declaration into four parts (preamble, theory, proof, and
conclusion), but for pedagogical purposes, I created five parts so that there was a direct
correlation with the number of committee members.

The students who are assigned the introduction should understand that this is the
part in which the Congress would “declare” the “causes™ for “separation” from the
British Crown and Great Britain. Since this “separation” became “necessary,” the
preamble lays out principles, or “truths,” that had become “self-evident” and the “Right
of the People™ to “alter or to abolish” ties with “any Form of Government™ that would
deprive the people of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” This section closes

81t is debated whether Secretary Charles Thomson and/or John Hancock signed the Declaration on July 4
or if it was just written on a separate paper that their names would be affixed to the broadside copy being
printed by John Dunlap.

*Before 1824, little regard or affection was paid to the State House. During a visit from the Marquis de
Lafayette in 1824, he was formally received in the “Hall of Independence” by the Mayor and other
dignitaries. After this visit, greater interest in the building developed, and it later became officially
known as “Independence Hall.”
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opportunity to meet and discuss what they found; this helps build and fill in gaps of
content-related understandings. This will help them to be fact checkers for one another
for the information found and presented about his or her assigned committee member
and for the section of the Declaration for which they have been assigned.

For construction of the narratives, students should be instructed to use multiple
sources of information and cite them properly. For the four committee members who
were also signers (Adams, Franklin, Jefferson, and Sherman), the following websites
would be helpful in the construction of the narratives. (For other sites, articles, and
books, see the Appendix.)

“Signers of the Declaration: Biographical Sketches,” http://www.nps.gov/history/
history/online books/declaration/bioa.htm

“Index of Signers by State,” http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/signers/index.
htm

“Colonial Hall: The Biographies of the Founding Fathers,” http://colonialhall.
com/biodoi.php

For Robert Livingston, the only committee member who did not sign the Declaration,
the following websites should be useful:

“Robert Livingston,” http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/related/livingston r.
htm
“Robert Livingston,” http://www.aoc.gov/cc/art/nsh/livingston.cfm

Answers.com, a metasite that lists results from numerous websites, can be useful for
students and can be a perfect platform for a discussion on the existence of multiple
presentations and representations of history and the lives of historical agents:

“John Adams: Biography,” http://www.answers.com/topic/john-adams

“Benjamin Franklin: Biography,” http://www.answers.com/topic/benjamin-
franklin

“Thomas Jefferson: Biography,” http://www.answers.com/topic/thomas-jefferson

“Roger Sherman: Biography,” http://www.answers.com/topic/roger-sherman

“Robert Livingston: Biography,” http://www.answers.com/topic/robert-livingston

Additionally, this would be a perfect time to include a discussion of Wikipedia,
describing how entries are constructed, discussing the validity of Wikipedia as a source,
and so forth, as the majority of our students use it with or without our consent. Thus,
it is in our best interest to instruct them about the good, bad, and ugly of Wikipedia.
The process of constructing the narrative allows students an opportunity to utilize
a variety of sources, including primary sources. The goal is to increase historical
understandings and empathy within our students. For example, the student assigned to
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Thomas Jefferson might believe that he was the primary designer and author of the
Declaration, using as part of this assertion a letter from Jefferson to James Madison on
August 30, 1823, in which he noted that the committee of five:
... unanimously pressed on myself alone to undertake the draught. I
consented; I drew it; but before I reported it to the committee, I
communicated it separately to Dr. Franklin and Mr. Adams requesting
their corrections; because they were the two members of whose judgments
and amendments I wished most to have the benefit before presenting it to
the Committee; and you have seen the original paper now in my hands,
with the corrections of Doctor Franklin and Mr. Adams interlined in their
own hand writings. Their alterations were two or three only, and merely
verbal. I then wrote a fair copy, reported it to the Committee, and from
them, unaltered to Congress.'!

Additional sources could include a mixture of letters, like the above, documents, such
as Jefferson’s “original Rough draught” that includes alterations made by Adams,
Franklin, and other members of the committee and Congress,”” paintings and
engravings, including a copy of the engraving entitled “Congress Voting the
Declaration of Independence,” a contemporaneous print representing the committee of
five delegates submitting their draft to the Continental Congress on June 28, 1776," as
well as a plethora of other available electronic sources. Students should have an
opportunity to utilize a variety of sources to sift through the documentary record to
construct plausible narratives for each of the committee members and rationale and
basis for the construction of the Declaration of Independence and each of its parts.

Additional Resources
There are numerous websites that will help capture interest and provide

additional documents for the students and their research. One such location is the
National Archives and Records Administration’s website where students are given an

""Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, August 30, 1823, http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu/founders/
defalut.xqy?keys=FOEA-print-02-02-02-0027.

Thomas Jefferson’s “original Rough draught,” June 1776, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/treasures/
trt00 1. html.

PEdward Savage’s Engraving (unfinished), “Congress Voting the Declaration of Independence” (c.
1776), LC-USZ62-6078-A, http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/declara/images/voting.jpg.
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opportunity to sign the Declaration of Independence.' Also on this website, visitors
have an opportunity to download high resolution copies of the Declaration of
Independence and other original documents.” The Library of Congress’ website
provides a page with over eighty documents, images that can be used to bolster the
teaching of the American mindset at this time and the creation of the Declaration of
Independence, with a section detailing its legacy.'® If one is going to discuss the John
Trumbull painting, the “Interactive John Trumball’s Declaration of Independence”
website allows users to scroll over any of the men represented and find out his
identity."”

Conclusion

Giving students an opportunity to take on the role of one of the committee
sers should correct their main misunderstandings about the construction and
1g of the Declaration of Independence. They now should understand that Thomas
:son did not construct the Declaration alone in a single day relying entirely on his
houghts. They will have a different mental image of the John Trumball painting,
ring that it is not an accurate depiction of the approval and signature by each
ber of Congress on July 4 in Independence Hall. Most importantly, students will
i to understand that the Revolutionary era was filled with real people making
sal decisions and that not all won unanimous and harmonious agreement. The
vach described here will help students to gain a better understanding of the
aration of Independence and the committee assigned to its creation, utilizing a
gogical approach that is infused with learning methods of interest and familiarity
> Digital Native population in our schools today.
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