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Title:  Revolutionary War Symbols - “Liberty for All: An American Ideal”  

Lesson Plan 

 

Subject: Social Studies/U.S. History 

Grade Levels: 3rd and 4th 

Standards:  

SS.3.G.4.2 - Identify the cultures that have settled the United States, Canada, Mexico, and the 

Caribbean. 

SS.3.G.4.4 - Identify contributions for various ethnic groups to the United States. 

SS.4.A.1.2 - Synthesize information related to Florida History through print and electronic 

media. 

S.S.4.A.3.5 - Identify the effect of Spanish rule in Florida. 

 

Length  

60 - 75  minutes (can be adjusted based on student engagement and activity length) 

 

Learning Goal 

As we approach the 250th Anniversary of our nation, students will explore the idea of “liberty” 

and be able to identify and convey the meaning of colonial era symbols that represent the 

concept. Specifically Students will be able to: 

 

● Identify key symbols of the American Revolution both national and regional (e.g., the 

Liberty Tree, the Rattlesnake (“Join, or Die”), the Liberty Bell, the Bald Eagle, Father 

Camps Statue, Fort Mose.) 

● Understand the meaning and significance of these symbols in the context of the 

Revolutionary War and the concept of liberty. 

● Explain how these symbols promoted unity and resistance against British rule. 

 

Prior Knowledge  

Students should have a basic knowledge of the people, places, and events that were important 

during the American Revolution. Students should understand the concept of a symbol. 
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Symbol Descriptions: Background Information 

The Liberty Tree 

In the lead-up to the American Revolution, an elm tree located in Boston, Massachusetts became 

an important symbol of rebellion for the colonists. 

The tree was the site of the first resistance to the British on August 14, 1765, when a group of 

protestors gathered there to demonstrate against the Stamp Act – a tax imposed on the colonists 

by the British. An effigy of Andrew Oliver, a Crown official responsible for implementing the 

Stamp Act, was hung from the tree by the protestors. 

From this point on, the Liberty Tree became a focal point of resistance against British 

oppression. Meetings and demonstrations were held under the tree, including a mass celebration 

when the Stamp Act was repealed in 1766. The tree was also a common meeting point for the 

Sons of Liberty. 

In August 1775, the British cut down the tree, which only made it a more powerful revolutionary 

symbol. The tree stump continued to be used as a meeting point, and the Liberty Pole, a flagpole 

designed to serve the same purpose as the tree, was erected after the British evacuated Boston in 

1776. 

The Rattlesnake 

Although this cartoon was a commentary on the colonies’ response to the French and Indian 

War, more than ten years before the Revolutionary War, the symbolism of the rattlesnake 

continued to be used throughout America’s fight for independence. 

The snake symbolized colonial unity in America, especially given that this creature is only found 

in the New World. But it also represented self-defense, as rattlesnakes only strike when they 

need to defend themselves. 

The rattlesnake, famously used on the Gadsden Flag, produced for the Continental Navy in 1775. 

However, it also featured in other political cartoons, pamphlets, and propaganda produced during 

the war.  In 1774, Paul Revere depicted a snake attacking a dragon on the front page of the 

Massachusetts Spy newspaper. This time, the snake was shown intact, rather than cut into pieces, 

symbolizing colonial unity against the British. 

https://www.americanrevolution.org/american-revolution-political-cartoons/
https://www.americanrevolution.org/american-revolution-political-cartoons/
https://www.americanrevolution.org/paul-revere-biography/
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Today the rattlesnake can be seen on the First Navy Jack Flag, which is flown on the oldest 

active warship in the US Navy. 

The Liberty Bell 

This particular bell was used at the Pennsylvania State House from 1753 onwards. It has a long 

and storied history – when it arrived from London, it was tested and the rim immediately broke, 

and the bell had to be melted down and recast in America. According to reports, the recast bell 

sounded terrible, and it had to be melted down again before it could be used. 

Finally, it was mounted in the steeple and began being used. It had to be dismounted and hidden 

in Allentown, Pennsylvania from 1777 to 1778, when it was feared the British would capture 

Philadelphia and melt down the bell to make munitions. 

According to legend, the Liberty Bell was rung during the first public reading of the Declaration 

of Independence on July 8, 1776. 

In 1847, a story by George Lippard spread the word of the bell’s historical importance, and as 

the story spread, Pennsylvania’s bell eventually became known as the Liberty Bell. It is also 

around this time that the bell received its iconic crack, although it is unclear how the damage 

occurred. 

The story has some historical inaccuracies – for example, it claimed that the bell was rung on 

July 4th, although no bells were rung on this date in Philadelphia. Although bells were rung on 

the 8th, some historians believe that the steeple was in poor condition around this time, and it 

would have been impossible for this bell to have been used on that day. 

The Bald Eagle 

Towards the end of the American Revolution, the Bald Eagle overtook the rattlesnake as the 

national animal of the United States. 

In 1782, Congress adopted the Great Seal of the United States – an official emblem to be used 

on government documents and official proclamations. The obverse side of the emblem featured a 

bald eagle, cementing its place as the national bird of the United States. 

The eagle symbolizes strength, independence, and freedom. In European heraldry, this bird was 

considered king of the skies, and had a close connection to the gods. It also represents courage, 

grace, and nobility. 
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On the seal, the bald eagle holds an olive branch in its right talon, representing peace, and a 

bundle of 13 arrows in its left talon, representing war. The eagle looks to its left (viewer’s right), 

representing a preference for peace. 

Although our national emblem on the Great Seal, the bald eagle did not legally become the 

country’s national bird until President Joe Biden signed a law designating it as such on 

Christmas Eve, 2024. 

The Father Camps Statue outside the Cathedral Basilica, 38 Cathedral Place, St Augustine. 

The statue next to the Cathedral Basilica is of Father Camps, the Minorcans’ spiritual leader who 

also preserved their eighteenth-century history.  

The history of the Minorcan people is a part of St. Augustine’s storied past. In 1768, 1,403 

colonists set sail in search of opportunity from Minorca in the Mediterranean Islands. They 

settled in the New Smyrna area to work on English indigo plantations. Experiencing the cruelties 

of indentured servitude (working off their ship passage cost), they looked for an escape. In 1777, 

Governor Patrick Tonyn granted them refuge in St. Augustine, so the approximately 500 

survivors walked from New Smyrna to St. Augustine, 73 miles, where they would live and work.   

Fort Mose 

  

More than 300 years ago, courageous Africans escaped from enslavement in British colonies. 

They fled southward on foot to Spanish St. Augustine, crossing swamps and dense tropical 

forests. Along the way, they sought assistance from Natives, thus creating the first underground 

railroad. 

  

Not all survived. Those who reached St. Augustine were granted asylum by the Spanish 

government. It was a unique offer—freedom, in exchange for conversion to Catholicism and, for 

men, a term of military service.  The first freedom seekers arrived in 1687. This group included 

eight men, two women and a three-year-old nursing child.  By 1738, more than 100 freedom 

seekers had achieved asylum. In that year, a fortified town named Gracia Real de Santa Teresa 

de Mose was constructed on St. Augustine’s northernmost border. Fort Mose became the site of 

the first free Black community in what is now the United States. 

  

A formerly enslaved African led the free Black militia of Fort Mose. His name was Captain 

Francisco Menéndez. For years, the warriors valiantly protected St. Augustine. However, when 
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Spain ceded all of La Florida to England in 1763, the citizens of Fort Mose once again faced 

enslavement.  They abandoned the fort and sought safety in Spanish Cuba.   

  

When the Blacks left Fort Mose in 1763, it was slowly forgotten and the area returned to 

marshland.  Late in the twentieth century, a highly dedicated team of archaeologists, historians, 

government leaders and committed citizens helped restore Fort Mose to its rightful place of 

honor. Today, Fort Mose is recognized as a significant local, national and international historic 

landmark.  Although its beginnings predate the nation’s war for independence, the fort remains a 

symbol of liberty, a Revolutionary War ideal. 

  

The Role of Blacks during the Revolutionary War.  Blacks played an important role in the 

American Revolution.  Black soldiers fought with both the Americans and the British. Enslaved 

Blacks chose the side that would help them gain their freedom. 

  

Patriot Blacks.  The Southern colonies were reluctant to recruit enslaved African Americans for 

the Colonial army, but Blacks, both free and enslaved, served in the navy of both sides. Blacks 

did a lot of different roles in the military, to include serving as spies or orderlies for well-known 

military leaders.  One of the most famous Black spies for America’s cause was James Armistead 

Lafayette, who was granted freedom after the War.  “Meet” him in Colonial Williamsburg as a 

character interpreter.  

  

Blacks for the British Crown.  As for the British, in 1775 Virginia’s Royal Governor Lord 

Dunmore established an all-Black “Ethiopian Regiment” made of runaway slaves. By promising 

them freedom, Dunmore enticed over 800 enslaved people to escape from “rebel” enslavers. 

Whenever they could, enslaved Blacks continued to join him until he was defeated and forced to 

leave Virginia in 1776. Dunmore’s innovative strategy met with disfavor in England, but to 

many Blacks the British army came to represent liberation. 

 

(Sources: Liberty Tree, Rattlesnake, Liberty Bell and Bald Eagle taken from Revolutionary 

War.org, look for article on Symbols.  See https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/26/us/bald-eagle-

national-bird.html for description of President Biden signing law for bald eagle to officially 

become America’s national bird.  An informative article on Father Camps and the Minorcans is 

https://gargoyle.flagler.edu/exploring-st-augustines-rich-minorcan-heritage/.  For Fort Mose, 

see https://fortmose.org/about-fort-mose/.  Learn more about Colonial Williamsburg’s James 

Armistead Lafayette at https://www.colonialwilliamsburg.org/discover/18th-century-

people/nation-builders/james-armistead-lafayette/.) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/26/us/bald-eagle-national-bird.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/26/us/bald-eagle-national-bird.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/26/us/bald-eagle-national-bird.html
https://fortmose.org/about-fort-mose/
https://fortmose.org/about-fort-mose/
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Materials 

● Pictures or slides of Revolutionary War symbols (Provided at the end) 

● Chart paper or whiteboard for brainstorming 

● Markers, crayons or colored pencils 

● Construction and blank paper 

● Comic Strip handouts 

● Electronic Devices as needed 

 

Procedure 

1. Introduction (10 minutes) 

● Engage: Begin by asking students what a symbol is and what some common symbols 

they recognize are (e.g., peace sign, school mascot, traffic signs). 

● Connect to History: Explain that during important historical events, people often used 

symbols to represent their beliefs and goals. Introduce the concept that the American 

Revolution had powerful symbols that united the colonists and inspired them to fight for 

independence.  

 

2. Exploring Revolutionary War Symbols (20 - 30 minutes) 

● Introduce Symbols: Display pictures or slides of Revolutionary War symbols one at a 

time. Examples include: 

 

○ Liberty Bell: Discuss its role in announcing meetings and public gatherings and 

its later association with abolitionism and other causes. 

○ “Join, or Die” Cartoon: Discuss Benjamin Franklin's image of a divided snake and 

how it symbolized the importance of colonial unity during the French and Indian 

War, and later, the Revolution. 

○ The Liberty Tree: The tree was the site of the first resistance to the British when a 

group of protestors gathered to protest the Stamp Act. From that point on, the 

Liberty Tree represented opposition to British rule. 

 

● Discussion: For each symbol, facilitate a discussion using questions like: 

○ What do you see in this symbol? 

○ What do you think it represents? 

○ How might this symbol have made colonists feel? 
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○ Why do you think the British might have viewed this symbol differently? 

 

● Teacher Notes: Use simple language and clear examples appropriate for 3rd and 4th 

graders. Encourage students to share their interpretations and draw connections between 

the symbols and the events of the American Revolution.  

 

3. Create Your Own Symbol (15-20 minutes) 

● Instructions: Challenge students to design their own Revolutionary War symbol. They 

can choose to represent: 

○ A specific event (e.g., Boston Tea Party, Battle of Bunker Hill) 

○ An important idea or value (e.g., liberty, courage, unity) 

○ A significant person (e.g., George Washington, Paul Revere) 

● Materials: Provide construction paper or blank paper, markers, and colored pencils. 

● Symbol Explanation: Ask students to write a short explanation of their symbol, including 

what it represents and why they chose that design. A worksheet could be provided for this 

purpose.  

 

4. Sharing and Reflection (5-10 minutes) 

● Share: Invite students to share their symbols and explanations with the class. Encourage 

peer feedback and questions. 

● Reflect: Conclude the lesson by reviewing the key symbols discussed and reiterating the 

importance of symbols in communicating ideas and values, both in history and today.  

 

Differentiation 

● Support: Provide sentence starters or a word bank for the symbol explanation. Pair 

students with a partner for brainstorming and sharing ideas. Provide preprinted coloring 

pages of Revolutionary symbols for struggling students.  

● Challenge: Encourage students to research other Revolutionary War symbols or design a 

series of symbols representing different aspects of the war.  

 

Assessment 

● Observe student participation and engagement during discussions. 

● Evaluate the symbols created by students, focusing on their understanding of the 

symbolism and the explanation provided.  

● Additionally, any activity below can be used as an Exit Ticket. 
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Extension activities 

● Create a Revolutionary War Board Game: Design and create a board game that 

incorporates elements of the Revolutionary War, including symbols. (Advanced) Sample 

blank board game templates can be found on Teachers Pay Teachers. A sample is in the 

link: https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Blank-Game-boards-FREEBIE-

6685308 

● Word Search: Students can create a word search related to Revolutionary War symbols 

and events and share with other students. An online free word search generator is below: 

https://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/word-search  

● Comic Strip: Students will produce a comic strip reflecting their understanding of a 

liberty symbol like the free one below found on TpT: 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/ 

● file:///C:/Users/afred/Downloads/ComicStripTemplateFREEBIE-2.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Blank-Game-boards-FREEBIE-6685308
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Blank-Game-boards-FREEBIE-6685308
https://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/word-search
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/
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Images of Liberty Symbols 
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