
Society often places importance on those who are the “first” to do something. This quality is often
associated with ingenuity, innovation, and the courage to lead. More broadly, the United States
places emphasis on being a global leader, creating a model republic that many nations have sought
to replicate or draw inspiration from. Aside from being an exemplar of democracy and freedom, it
has also prided itself on leadership in innovation across fields such as aviation, computing, and
beyond.

250 years ago, on April 12, 1776, North Carolina adopted the Halifax Resolves, becoming the first
colony to formally authorize its delegates to support independence from Great Britain. This reflects
a broader pattern in the state’s history, often associated with a pioneering and independent-minded
spirit dating back to its founding. This resource will explore the concept of “being first” and
highlight several trailblazing moments and their impact in our nation’s history. 

What exactly is the appeal of being “first”? Some may see it as a marker of accomplishment,
achievement, and excellence. Others may view it as an opportunity to stand out in a crowded field
and to distinguish one’s value in a “race” to be exceptional. John F. Kennedy captured this spirit in
his “Moon Speech” at Rice University: “This country of the United States was not built by those who
waited and rested and wished to look behind them. This country was conquered by those who moved
forward—and so will space.”

Pushing into uncharted territory with courage and determination has long been a driver of national
progress. One complexity in this idea of being “first” is that those credited as “first” are often
building upon the work of others. How should we recognize those whose contributions laid the
groundwork but who are not ultimately given primary credit? How can society both celebrate “firsts”
and remain faithful to the contributions that made those breakthroughs possible?

This resource will explore these questions of complexity not only in relation to the development of
the United States but across disciplines and domains of human achievement. We invite you to
explore these ideas with your students and look forward to hearing your feedback on how these
conversations are brought to life.
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Source 1: North Carolina. Halifax Resolves. 12 Apr. 1776.
Excerpt.
The Halifax Resolves was a resolution passed by North Carolina in 1776 that made it the
first colony to officially instruct its delegates to support independence from Great Britain.

It appears to your Committee that pursuant to the Plan concerted by the British Ministry for
subjugating America, the King and Parliament of Great Britain have usurped a Power over
the Persons and Properties of the People unlimited and uncontrolled; and disregarding their
humble Petitions for Peace, Liberty and safety, have made diverse Legislative Acts,
denouncing War Famine and every Species of Calamity against the Continent in General.
That British Fleets and Armies have been and still are daily employed in destroying the
People and committing the most horrid devastations on the Country. That Governors in
different Colonies have declared Protection to Slaves who should imbue their Hands in the
Blood of their Masters. That the Ships belonging to America are declared prizes of War and
many of them have been violently seized and confiscated in consequence of which
multitudes of the people have been destroyed or from easy Circumstances reduced to the
most Lamentable distress. Resolved that the delegates for this Colony in the Continental
Congress be empowered to concur with the delegates of the other Colonies in declaring
Independence, and forming foreign Alliances, reserving to this Colony the Sole, and
Exclusive right of forming a Constitution and Laws for this Colony, and of appointing
delegates from time to time (under the direction of a general Representation thereof) to
meet the delegates of the other Colonies for such purposes as shall be hereafter pointed
out.

AAMM
EERRIICCAAAM
ERICA

22 55 002 5 0
at

Discussion Questions:

1. What actions by Britain are used to justify independence, and how are they described?
2. What decision does North Carolina empower its delegates to make?
3. How does this moment connect to the idea of leadership?
4. How might this moment be considered a ‘first’?
5. In what ways does being “first” require courage?
6. Can being first sometimes mean being wrong or misunderstood? Explain.
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Source 2: Patent Act of 1790. Excerpt.

Source 2 examines early U.S. patent law, which was designed to protect and encourage
innovation by granting inventors exclusive rights to their original creations.

SEC. 4. And be it further enacted, That if any person or persons shall devise, make,
construct, use, employ, or vend within these United States, any art, manufacture, engine,
machine or device, or any invention or improvement upon, or in any art, manufacture,
engine, machine or device, the sole and exclusive right of which shall be so as aforesaid
granted by patent to any person or persons, by virtue and in pursuance of this act, without
the consent of the patentee or patentees, their executors, administrators or assigns, first
had and obtained in writing, every person so offending, shall forfeit and pay to the said
patentee or patentees, his, her or their executors, administrators or assigns such damages
as shall be assessed by a jury, and more over shall forfeit to the person aggrieved, the thing
or things so devised, made, constructed, used, employed or vended, contrary to the true
intent of this act, which may berecovered in an action on the case founded on this act.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What values does this law protect regarding invention and ownership and how might
those protections encourage innovation?

2. How does it define ownership and creativity?
3. In today’s world, how is AI similar to and different from an invention?
4. Who should get credit when AI produces work?  Does the idea of being first still apply?
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Source 3: Herbert Hoover. Principles and Ideals of the United
States Government. 22 Oct. 1928. Excerpt. 

Source 3 presents an excerpt from Herbert Hoover’s 1928 speech, which outlines key
principles and ideals underlying the United States government.

During 150 years we have builded up a form of self-government and a social system which is
peculiarly our own. It differs essentially from all others in the world. It is the American
system. It is just as definite and positive a political and social system as has ever been
developed on earth. It is founded upon a particular conception of self-government; in which
decentralized local responsibility is the very base. Further than this, it is founded upon the
conception that only through ordered liberty, freedom and equal opportunity to the
individual will his initiative and enterprise spur on the march of progress. And in our
insistence upon equality of opportunity has our system advanced beyond all the world.
….And what have been the results of our American system? Our country has become the land
of opportunity to those born without inheritance, not merely because of the wealth of its
resources and industry but because of this freedom of initiative and enterprise. Russia has
natural resources equal to ours. Her people are equally industrious, but she has not had the
blessings of 150 years of our form of government and of our social system. By adherence to
the principles of decentralized self-government, ordered liberty, equal opportunity and
freedom to the individual, our American experiment in human welfare has yielded a degree
of well-being unparalleled in all the world. It has come nearer to the abolition of poverty, to
the abolition of fear of want, than humanity has ever reached before. Progress of the past
seven years is the proof of it. This alone furnishes the answer to our opponents who ask us
to introduce destructive elements into the system by which this has been accomplished. 
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Activity:

1. What factors does Hoover attribute to U.S. success? Create a list.
2. What might you add to his list?
3. Which of these reflect individual achievement, and which reflect collective systems or

shared effort?
4. How might Hoover’s view challenge or support the idea of being “first”?
5. President Hoover is reflecting on America at 150 years. As we approach 250 years, what

would you highlight as signs of success today?
6. Where do you see opportunities for growth? What actions or changes could help address

them?

Debate: Based on Hoover and at least one other source, evaluate the following claim:
U.S. success is primarily the result of individual achievement rather than collective systems.
Do you agree or disagree? Support your response with evidence.
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Source 4: Barack Obama. “Remarks by the President at
Roosevelt University.” Speech, Chicago, IL, July 13, 2012.
Excerpt. 

Look, if you’ve been successful, you didn’t get there on your own. You didn’t get there on
your own. I’m always struck by people who think, well, it must be because I was just so
smart. There are a lot of smart people out there. It must be because I worked harder than
everybody else. Let me tell you something — there are a whole bunch of hardworking people
out there. If you were successful, somebody along the line gave you some help. There was a
great teacher somewhere in your life. Somebody helped to create this unbelievable
American system that we have that allowed you to thrive. Somebody invested in roads and
bridges. If you’ve got a business — you didn’t build that. Somebody else made that happen.
The Internet didn’t get invented on its own. Government research created the Internet so
that all the companies could make money off the Internet.
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Discussion Questions: 

1. To what extent do you agree with President Obama’s argument that success is built on
the help of others? Why or why not?

2. Use a specific example from U.S. history to support or challenge his argument.
3. How can society protect people’s intellectual property while also fostering a

collaborative spirit?
4. How does this perspective complicate the idea of the ‘first’ innovator in history?

Tying It All Together: Synthesis

Considering all four sources, how would you define what it truly means to be a pioneer or
‘first’ in American history? How do individual courage and societal support interact in
shaping success? Use examples from at least two sources to support your ideas.
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