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Primary Source Activity:  The First Amendment 
 
Type of Teacher Tool: Small Group and Individual 
Targeted Grade Level(s): 9-12 
Targeted Curriculum Areas:  American Government 
 
Essential Question:  Do opinions change over time? 
Learning Objectives:  
The learner will: 

1. analyze primary source documents. 
2. identify key elements of the documents. 
3. compare and contrast the original documents with modern interpretations. 
4. develop and defend an opinion about modern interpretations. 

Featured National Standards: 
1. Missouri Grade Level Expectations: Social Studies 

a. 9-12 GV.1.CC.B 
Explain connections between historical context and peoples’ perspectives about 
government at the time. 

b. 9-12 GV.AH.5.GS.B 
Determine the lasting impact of shifting interpretations of governmental and 
constitutional principles. 

2. Common Core State Standard 
a. CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.4 

Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 
vocabulary describing political, social, or economic aspects of history/social 
science. 

 
Resources/Materials Needed: 

1. Educate.Today Videos: 
a. First Amendment 31: Making Meaning of the First Amendment—Origins of 

the First Amendment  (43 min.) The following videos are snippets of this one, use 
what fits your needs. 

b. First Amendment 28: Making Meaning of the First Amendment—Freedom of 
the Press 

c. First Amendment 43: Making Meaning of the First Amendment—Freedom of 
Speech 
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d. First Amendment 50: Making Meaning of the First Amendment—Freedom of 
Assembly and Petition 

e. First Amendment 63: Making Meaning of the First Amendment—Freedom of 
Religion 

f. Worksheet for historical document analysis. 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/resources/Analyzing_Primary_Sourc
es.pdf 

g. Copy of the original bill of rights from 1776. https://www.archives.gov/founding-
docs/downloads 

 
Teacher Instructions: 

1. Pre-teach Document Analysis if needed. Use these simple steps or look for more in-depth 
information on the Library of Congress website. 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html 

2. Simple Steps: 
a. Observe: ask students to identify and note details.   
b. Reflect: Encourage students to generate and test hypothesis about the source. 
c. Question: Invite students to ask questions that lead to more observation and 

reflection. 
3. Let the students practice analysis in small groups, then come back to the whole class and 

discuss what was noticed.  Consider recording their observations and reflection on the 
board.  Remind them that they will be focusing on the First Amendment and guide the 
discussion towards those observations. 

4. Inform the students that they will be looking at some current thoughts about the First 
Amendment in the form of video, and that they will be asked to compare and contrast their 
reflections about its original intent and how we interpret it today.  This can be in the form 
of an essay, a Venn Diagram, a vocabulary assignment.  Keep in mind the standards that 
are being assessed. 

5. While watching the videos listed above, students should note what they observe.  Give 
them time to create their final project. 

Extension Activity: 
1. Take it a step further and ask the students to analyze how some groups or individuals take 

the text in different directions and for what purpose.  Current examples:  Flag burning July 
4th, 2019 and the Free Speech Movement, 2018. 

Assessment/Evaluation Option 
1. Essay explaining the way the First Amendment has been interpreted at different time 

periods. 
2. Venn Diagram with a written explanation of the student’s observations. 

 
 


