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When considering how July 4th can serve as a day of reflection and growth, what
ideas do we wish to elevate? Over barbecues, family and communal get-togethers,
and road trips across our fruited plain, opportunities to engage in conversation
about the meaning of the Fourth of July abound.

Adding to this moment is the upcoming
milestone of America celebrating its
250th birthday—this July 4th marks the
250th since America’s revolutionary
inception. This resource can provide
nourishment for the mind and the “civic
soul,” fueling your ideas for how to think
about this national holiday with an
enriched purpose and impact.

Feel free to incorporate these ideas however you see fit, whether in a camp
learning session, part of your back-to-school plan, or in any context you see fit.
You can focus on one of the sources below, or all of them in a jigsaw-style activity
where students become the “experts” on different texts and then come together to
share insights. 

We invite you to share with us how these ideas unfold and enhance your
understanding of July 4th—and how they continue to add civic meaning for you and
your circle of influence.
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Source 1: Calvin Coolidge, Address at the Celebration
of the 150th Anniversary of the Declaration of
Independence in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. July 5,
1926. Excerpt. 

Big Idea: Celebrating national milestones such as the 150th Anniversary of
American Independence invites a mix of emotions such as gratitude and
pride. Reflecting upon Coolidge’s message, what can we learn as we
approach America’s 250th anniversary since the Declaration?

Context: President Calvin Coolidge delivered this address in Philadelphia on July
5, 1926, in honor of the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. In
his remarks, he reflects on the meaning of the American Revolution and its
founding ideals. 

Fellow Countrymen:

We meet to celebrate the birthday of America. The coming of a new life
always excites our interest. Although we know in the case of the individual
that it has been an infinite repetition reaching back beyond our vision, that
only makes it more wonderful. But how our interest and wonder increase when
we behold the miracle of the birth of a new nation. It is to pay our tribute of
reverence and respect to those who participated in such a mighty event that
we annually observe the 4th day of July. Whatever may have been the
impression created by the news which went out from this city on that summer
day in 1776, there can be no doubt as to the estimate which is now placed
upon it. At the end of 150 years, the four corners of the earth unite in coming
to Philadelphia as to a holy shrine in grateful acknowledgment of a service so
great, which a few inspired men here rendered to humanity, that it is still the
preeminent support of free government throughout the world.
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Discussion Questions:

1. Do you agree with President Coolidge’s characterization of the “miracle of
a birth of a new nation?” In what ways is the creation of a new nation a
miraculous event? 

2. Coolidge mentions, “It is to pay our tribute of reverence and respect to
those who participated in such a mighty event that we annually observe the
4th day of July.” In addition to reverence and respect, what other
emotions are appropriate to bring to this day? How can one channel and
express these emotions in a way that is elevating for oneself and others? 

3. Coolidge refers to the site of American independence as a “holy shrine?”
In what ways does this national holiday incorporate the realm of the
sacred? What is sacred about it to you, or what would make it more
sacred?

4. President Coolidge said that what a few inspired men did during America’s
founding is still the strongest support for free government around the
world.  In light of recent world events, do you agree or disagree with this
idea? Share examples to support your argument. 
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Source 2: Theodore Roosevelt. President Theodore
Roosevelt’s Independence Day Speech, 1903. Library
of Congress. July 4, 1903. Excerpts. 

Big Idea: How can celebration become a springboard for leaning into one’s sense
of obligation as a citizen of the United States?

Context: President Theodore Roosevelt delivered this speech on July 4, 1903. In
his remarks, he called on Americans to honor the past not only with words, but
through action. 

So we come here together on the Fourth of July to see what a great people we
are; to see how well the generations of our dead have done their duty. If we
fail to realize that there is before us the obligation of handing down
unimpaired to our children the courage that we have received from our
fathers, then the truth is not in us. We can pay to the great men of the past
the only homage really worth paying if we show by our deeds that their spirit
still lives in our souls. Only by so doing can we show that we have a right to
celebrate this day that marks the birth of a nation……..

We do not intend to let slip away from our minds the fact that everything we
now have as a nation, all that we now glory in, would be non-existent if the
men of ’61 had not shown in the supreme hour those qualities for the lack of
which no nation and no individual can atone. You showed those qualities.
Now, what qualities?
In the first place, power of disinterested loyalty to the idea, the power of
being stirred to lofty emotions, of casting aside considerations of self when
the welfare of the people as a whole was at stake. Patriotism first; the spirit
which manifests itself in time of war, in ability to serve the flag in time of
peace, ability to do a citizen’s work squarely and decently. First that spirit.
Now that was not enough, no matter how patriotic a man was in 1861. If he did
not have a fighting edge, his patriotism did not count. It was absolutely
necessary to have patriotism, but patriotism was of no use if the man ran
away.



5

Discussion Questions:

1. According to President Theodore Roosevelt, what does it truly mean to
celebrate the Fourth of July? What does he believe is required beyond
words?

2. Roosevelt points to those who fought in the Civil War as examples of
certain values. What were those values, and how did they show up in
action?

3. How does Roosevelt describe patriotism? Do you agree with his
perspective? Why or why not? 

4. How might our generation live out the ideals Roosevelt describes? What
would that look like today?

Source 3: Frederick Douglass. What to the Slave Is the
Fourth of July? Speech, Rochester, NY, July 5, 1852.
Excerpts. 

Big Idea: What can we learn from our national past about who has been included
in the American story?

Context: Frederick Douglass delivered this address on July 5, 1852, in Rochester,
New York. Speaking with the experience of a former slave, he challenged the
Nation to reconcile their professed ideals with their prevailing realities. 

Citizens, your fathers Made good that resolution. They succeeded; and today
you reap the fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you,
therefore, may properly celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first
great fact in your nation's history—the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet
undeveloped destiny. Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt
you to celebrate and to hold it in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the 
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Declaration of Independence is the RINGBOLT to the chain of your nation's
destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in that instrument are
saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions,
in all places, against all foes, and at whatever cost...

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak
here today? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national
independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural
justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? and
am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar,
and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings
resulting from your independence to us?...

But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity
between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary!
Your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us.
The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. The
rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed
by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life
and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth July is
yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into
the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous
anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean,
citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak today? If so, there is a parallel to
your conduct. And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of
a nation whose crimes, towering up to heaven, were thrown down by the
breath of the Almighty, burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can today
take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and woe-smitten people!
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Discussion Questions:

1. Why does Frederick Douglas refer to “your nation’s history” and not
“our”?

2. Why does Douglas believe that “The principles contained in that
instrument are saving principles.”?  What does he say is lacking?

3. How can we extend greater inclusivity in America today?
4. Where are areas in your view that we are not holding true to our

principles?
5. What would you propose as a solution to the area that you identified for

question four?

Source 4: Abigail Adams, letter to John Adams, March
31, 1776. Excerpt. 

Student Exercise: Read the following excerpt from a letter Abigail Adams wrote to
John Adams while he was away fighting for American independence. Then, engage
in the activity below.

Tho we felicitate ourselves, we sympathize with those who are trembling least
the Lot of Boston should be theirs. But they cannot be in similar
circumstances unless pusilanimity and cowardise should take possession of
them. They have time and warning given them to see the Evil and shun it.—I
long to hear that you have declared an independancy—and by the way in the
new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I
desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favourable
to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands
of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If
perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the Laidies we are determined to
foment a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we
have no voice, or Representation.
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Group Discussion Questions:

1. What is the message that Abigail Adams is trying to send? What does her
tone tell you about her expectations and frustrations? How is a letter
distinct from a speech? Which in your view, is more powerful? 

2. Create a chart that compares and contrasts how you think women have
advanced in American society since the time Adams wrote this letter.
Include at least three specific areas of change. 

3. Identify where in history these changes have occurred. What historical
movements or moments helped drive or contribute to these changes? 

4. In what areas is there still room for improvement in equality for women in
the United States today? Write a paragraph or create a timeline that
portrays what this change would look like. Consider: What specific right,
policy, or societal shift would support further progress?

5. Each group shares their comparisons. Where were the groups’ ideas
similar? Where were they different? Facilitate a short discussion on what
stands out across the responses.



9

For Younger Students

Big Idea: What meaning can we draw from July 4th and what is worth fighting
for? 

Context for Students: July 4th is a time when we celebrate America’s
independence from Great Britain. A long time ago, the American colonists stood
up for what they believed in. They wanted to have freedom from the king and
make rules that were fair. This is when some of the values that our country was
founded upon—like freedom, equality, and justice—began.

1. Ask Students: “What do you think is worth standing up for or protecting in
America today?”

2. Students draw or illustrate something they think is important to fight for. 
3. Older students can write a paragraph about what they believe is worth

fighting for today. 
4. Students share and present their work with the class or in small groups.


