
Teachers Guide to Student Worksheet 3-
Interpreting the American Dream in Historical Documents

The Declaration of Independence, the Opening     

This is the document that signals the independence of the colonies from the crown. The ideals that it 
espouses and the statements that it makes are referenced by both Lincoln in the Gettysburg Address and 
Martin Luther King Jr. in his “I Have a Dream” speech. It establishes the American Dream, in its opening, 
as concerned as much with rights as with material success. 

Elements of American Dream students may have noticed in the Declaration of Independence opening 
include:

 The political nature of the American Dream
 The role of nature and God/religion in the concept of human equality
 The recognition of human equality and freedom as the goal of the establishment of America
 The unalienable rights of Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness
 The fact that governments, laws, and rules exist at the service of these rights and to provide a 

safe environment to pursue “happiness.”
 The ability of people to tolerate “evil” up to a certain extent
 That people, at some point, cannot tolerate the evils of injustice

Gettysburg Address (1863)

This brief speech by Lincoln, given at Gettysburg after the battle, reaffirms the Declaration and suggests 
that the war being fought was to guarantee the liberties promised in that document. Lincoln attaches the 
idea of sacrifice to the idea of freedoms.

Elements of American Dream students may have noticed in the Gettysburg Address include:

 Equality and liberty are the basis of the American Dream
 The struggles of war and conflict are necessary for the preservation and advancement of these 

American ideals.

 It is a sacred duty to work for the founding ideals of our nation. (work of union soldiers)

 The participation of individuals in the process of maintaining freedom and the ideals of the 
Declaration is essential to democratic government. 

Excerpts from “I Have a Dream” Speech (by Martin Luther King)

King’s speech demands the immediate fulfillment of all promises implied by the founding documents of 
the United States, but especially those of the Declaration, regardless of race or ethnicity. 

Elements of American Dream students may have noticed excerpts of the famous Civil Rights  “I Have a 
Dream” speech by Martin Luther King include:

 The attainment of the ideal’s promise for all Americans, regardless of race
 Faith in the American Dream despite the failure of the government and the people to make good 

on the ideals for all citizens
 The need to grasp rights immediately
 The recognition that the achievement of the American Dream requires suffering and sacrifice
 The responsibility to share your vision of the Dream with others
 Character is more important than religion or race: implicitly that “hard work pays off” and that 

everyone should have equal access to opportunity and to achieve success
 The fulfillment of the American Dream involves the unity of many races and religions



 Freedom for everyone. 


