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Teaching Idea

Get a copy of Paine’s Common Sense
and read some selections aloud to the
class (see More Resources). 

Teaching Idea

Write the phrase “common sense” on
the board, and ask students what it
means (sound practical judgment).
Restate Paine’s arguments that colonial
status was similar to prolonged child-
hood and that continued connection
with Great Britain meant the potential
for involvement in European wars. Ask
how the phrase “common sense”
relates to Paine’s arguments. Finally,
how logical is Paine’s conclusion that
the dependency of colonial status and
the threat of wider wars meant that, for
its own well-being, the only way to
“grow up” and not to be entangled is to
declare independence? 

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense
In 1774, the Englishman Thomas Paine had arrived in Philadelphia with a

letter of introduction from Benjamin Franklin, then in London. Paine had failed
at a number of jobs, including being fired from one for publishing a political
statement expressing his opinion about raising pay. When he met Franklin, Paine
said he was interested in emigrating. With help from Franklin’s friends and his
son-in-law, Paine became acquainted with the editor and printer of a new journal,
Pennsylvania Magazine, and he became a writer for the magazine.

Philadelphia was the site of the meetings of the Second Continental Congress,
and Paine became swept up in the politics of the Congress. In January 1776, he
published his pamphlet Common Sense. In it, Paine explained in “simple facts,
plain arguments, and common sense” why the colonies should separate them-
selves from Great Britain. He likened colonial dependence to an endless childhood. 

. . . I have heard it asserted by some, that as America hath flourished
under her former connection with Great Britain that the same connec-
tion is necessary towards her future happiness, and will always have the
same effect. Nothing can be more fallacious [false] than this kind of
argument. We may as well assert that because a child has thrived upon
milk that it is never to have meat, or that the first twenty years of our
lives is to become a precedent [pattern] for the next twenty.

Paine also argued that continued connection with Great Britain would mean
continued involvement in European wars. Last, drawing on the thinking of the
Enlightenment philosophers, Paine asserted that the colonies had a “natural
right” to their own government. He also criticized the monarchy and said that the
British system of government was based on tyranny. 

Common Sense sold over 100,000 copies and greatly affected the thinking of
the delegates to the Continental Congress. Slowly, more and more of them came
to the realization that their differences with Great Britain could not be reconciled.
The colonists must seek independence. 

Declaration of Independence
On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia introduced in the Second

Continental Congress a resolution calling for independence. On June 9, the
Congress established a committee to write a declaration of independence.
Thomas Jefferson was chair of the committee and because of his writing abilities,
much of the actual work fell to him. 

The committee presented its draft to the Congress on June 28. On July 2, the
delegates passed Lee’s resolution and on July 4, they approved the Declaration of
Independence, declaring the 13 colonies a new nation, free and independent of
the king and Parliament. 

The Declaration has four parts. The Preamble explains why the colonies are
declaring their independence from Great Britain. The next part explains the polit-
ical ideas behind their action. The third, and longest part, lists all the charges
against the king, and the fourth part lists all the rights that the new nation is
claiming for itself as a nation. Students may be familiar with the beginning of the
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Teaching Idea

Encourage students to practice read-
ing parts of the Declaration of
Independence and possibly even
memorize the famous second section.

Teaching Idea

Some women acted as spies during
the Revolutionary War. Have students
make invisible ink for getting mes-
sages back and forth across enemy
lines. For each student, you will need:
4 drops of onion juice, 4 drops of
lemon juice, a pinch of sugar in a
plastic cup, a toothpick to be used as
a writing instrument, and a lamp with
an exposed lightbulb. 

Have students mix the concoction
and then use the toothpick to write
their name on a sheet of paper. When
the “ink” has dried, have students
take turns holding their message over
the lightbulb to see their names
“magically” reappear. 

Caution students not to touch the
lightbulb when the lamp is on. 

second part: 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; that among
these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Women in the Revolution
“Remember the ladies,” wrote Abigail Adams to her husband, John, who was

attending the Continental Congress in Philadelphia. While the delegates did not
name women in the Declaration of Independence, the “ladies” worked hard for
independence. The Daughters of Liberty wove cloth and sewed clothing for the
Continental army. Before the war, they had boycotted British imports, including
tea and cloth. The success of these boycotts depended on the support of women,
who were responsible for producing most of the household goods.

Phillis Wheatley was born in Africa, kidnapped by slavers when she was
about seven or eight, and brought to North America. John Wheatley, a rich Boston
merchant, bought her as a servant. His wife, Susannah, taught Wheatley to read
and write, and she began composing poems as a teenager. Her first book of poet-
ry was published in London in 1773. The Revolution moved her deeply because
of her own position as a slave, and she composed several poems with patriotic
themes, such as “On the Affray [Fighting] in King Street on the Evening of the
5th of March 1770,” which commemorates the Boston Massacre, and one about
George Washington. Washington was so impressed that he invited Wheatley to
visit him at his headquarters in Cambridge. 

One of Wheatley’s poems is entitled “On the Death of Mr. Snider, Murder’d
by Richardson” and was written in 1770 to protest the death of a teenager who
was killed by a customs officer. “Mr. Snider” had been part of a crowd protesting
the presence of British soldiers in Boston. 

In heaven’s eternal court it was decreed
How the first martyr for the cause should bleed . . .
Wherev’r this fury [unfair treatment by the British government] darts his 

Poisonous breath
All are endanger’d to the shafts of death.

Deborah Sampson and Molly Pitcher took to the battlefield as soldiers, in
spite of the rules that said only men could be soldiers. Deborah Sampson enlist-
ed in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment under the name Robert Shurtleff. Wounded
twice, she took care of her own wounds so that her secret would not be discov-
ered. However, when she became ill with a fever while stationed in Philadelphia,
she was hospitalized and could no longer hide her true identity. She was honor-
ably discharged in 1783 and received a government pension as a veteran.

Molly Pitcher’s real name was Mary Ludwig Hays McCauley. She accompanied
her first husband, John Hays, a soldier in the First Pennsylvania Regiment. It was
not uncommon for wives to follow their husbands’ regiments. Women performed
many essential duties in the army, including nursing, cooking, and washing laun-
dry. Documents show that women drew a ration from the army, and children drew
a half ration. At the battle of Monmouth, New Jersey, on June 28, 1778, Hays was
with her husband and took water in a pitcher to Continental army soldiers as they
fought, thus earning the nickname Molly Pitcher. It was a very hot day and her
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