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The United States Constitution, a document that sets up 
the laws for the USA, was originally written in 1787. It has 
been revised many times, which means it has changed 
throughout our country ’s history. The changes to the 
Constitution are called amendments.

The First Amendment to the US Constitution promised 
many things for Americans. It promised that we would have the right to 
freedom of religion, freedom of assembly, freedom of the press, and the right to 
petition the government for a redress of grievances. Let’s talk about what 
each of those freedoms mean.

What is the First Amendment?



Freedom of religion means that all 
Americans can worship God or gods in 
any way they choose. It also means that 
no one has to believe in God or practice 

a religion. People are free to attend 
services at churches, synagogues, 

mosques, temples, and other houses of 
worship. Freedom of religion also means 

that the government cannot pick a 
religion for people to follow. Public 

schools cannot force students to practice 
a religion, however students are free to 
practice their religious beliefs at school 

or at any other public place. How do 
people in your community express their 

freedom of religion?

Freedom of assembly means that 
people have the right to get together, as 

long as their actions are legal and 
peaceful. Sometimes people gather to 
have a party, take a class, or attend a 

concert. Sometimes people come 
together to share their opinions with a 

march, protest, or other type of 
demonstration. Why do you get 

together with other people?

There are some big words here. In this case, 
the word petition means a request. We all 
have the right to speak up if we think our 
government officials or even our current 

laws are harming people or the planet. We 
have the right to write letters, hold a protest, 
gather signatures on a petition, and speak at 

public meetings like meetings of the city 
council or school board. If we lost our First 
Amendment rights, government leaders 

could force people to follow a certain 
religion or make it illegal to talk or write 

about certain things. Children and adults 
would lose some of their most treasured 

freedoms without the protections outlined 
in the First Amendment.

Freedom of the press means that people 
have the right to report news and share 
their opinions through writing. In many 

parts of the world, even in our own 
history, people have been put in jail for 

writing reports about government 
officials. The First Amendment states that 

we have the freedom to report about 
public figures. There are limits to this 

right. We don’t have the right to print lies 
about people or to try to convince 

people to commit crimes or hurtful acts 
toward others. Where do people in your 

community get their news?

What is freedom of religion?

What is freedom of the press?

What does it mean to petition the government for a redress of grievances?

What is freedom of assembly?



Target Questions: 
How can I use my First Amendment Rights to help make a difference? 

How can I use my freedom of speech to express my opinion?

Introduction:
The First Amendment to the United States Constitution states that we have freedom 
of speech, within limits. For example, it would be against the law to make threats or 
to lie to others in order to make money. But, we can use our freedom of speech to try 
to convince decision-makers like politicians or business 
owners to try to make our world a better place. 

Many people throughout history have used their voices to 
make positive changes in their community. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Ruby Bridges, Rachel Carson, and many more 
people in America and around the world have influenced 
others by the words and ideas they have shared. (You can 
take a look at the end pages of Speak Up by Miranda Paul 
and Ebony Glenn for more examples of young leaders 
around the world.)

These leaders noticed problems going on 
around them. They wrote down 
examples and gathered evidence to 
show other people that these 
problems were happening. Then, 
they offered ways to solve those 
problems. They knew they had to 
convince other people, so they 
made sure to include their 
evidence in their speeches and 
writings. They expected that some 
people would disagree with them, but 
they stood strong and asked that people 
at least listen to them before making up 
their minds.

Lesson Title: Using My Voice to Make Things Better



Guided Practice:
Brainstorm some problems in your community, from the local level to the global 
level. What evidence or clues show that these things are actually problems?

Talk with a partner to identify possible ways of solving some of these problems.

Independent Practice:
Choose a way to communicate your opinion to someone who you think can help 
solve the problem. You could talk to someone in person, call someone on the phone, 
write a letter, or send them an email. For more great ways to communicate your 
opinion check out Speak Up, the last page is filled with helpful ideas. 

Remember, you will need to gather enough evidence and examples to support your 
opinion. You might collect this evidence from books or newspaper articles. You might 
also interview experts such as scientists or historians, or talk to witnesses who have 
experienced the effects of the problem or the successes of a particular solution.

Many people will not agree with you right away. How can you show respect to others 
with different opinions? How will you try to convince others to listen to your ideas?



Extensions:

How do I find my elected officials?
Elected officials are people who represent us in our government. We vote for them, 
and it is their job to work to help our communities. Elected officials are people that 
we can call, write letters to, email, or share our opinions with.

Your elected officials depend on your address. If you are contacting someone, you 
could use your home address or the school’s address as a way to look up who 
represents you. Many teachers prefer using the school address to protect student 
information.

Whether you are looking for your city councilors, your governor, your senators, the 
president, or any other elected official, your state has a way to look those up online. 
The federal government also provides a service to help you find your elected 
officials at https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials.
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• Make a sign, banner, or display that could be used to 
inform others about your opinion.

• Try to convince a friend or family member to use their freedom of 
speech to take action to improve your community.

• Share your opinion with an elected official.
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https://www.hmhbooks.com/shop/books/Speak-Up/9780358140962

ISBN-13/EAN: 9780358140962
ISBN-10: 035814096X

Also available in Ebook Format

When something really matters, one voice can 
make a difference. This spirited, vibrant picture 

book celebrates diversity and encourages kids to 
speak up, unite with others, and take action when 

they see something that needs to be fixed.

Lindsay and Ned Dorff live in Green Bay, Wisconsin, 
with their three sons. Both have taught in local public 
schools and have also been elected to local office. 
All five family members value and participate in First 
Amendment protected activities- street demonstra-
tions, writing, calling, and meeting with elected 
officials, engaging with their faith community, and 
speaking publicly. The Dorffs believe everyone has 
the right and responsibility to speak up. 

This guide was created 
by Ned Dorff and Lindsay Dorff


