
Analyzing Central Ideas in Historical American Speeches
and Essays

Introduction to Central Ideas

Read the following introduction and answer the questions that follow:

This worksheet is designed to help 15-year-old students develop their critical thinking skills by analyzing
the central ideas of historical American speeches and essays. Through a combination of reading,
discussion, and writing activities, students will learn to identify and evaluate the main arguments and
themes presented in these significant texts.

1. What is the central idea of a text?

2. Why is it important to identify the central idea of a historical American speech or essay?

Understanding Central Ideas

Read the following excerpt from the Gettysburg Address: "Four score and seven years ago, our fathers
brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal." Answer the questions that follow:

1. What is the central idea of this excerpt?

2. How does the central idea relate to the main theme of the Gettysburg Address?
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Analyzing Textual Evidence

Read the following excerpt from the Declaration of Independence: "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." Answer the questions that follow:

1. What textual evidence supports the central idea of this excerpt?

2. How can you use textual evidence to support your analysis of a historical American speech or
essay?

Evaluating Arguments

Read the following excerpt from Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech: "I have a dream that my
four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by
the content of their character." Answer the questions that follow:

1. What is the main argument presented in this excerpt?

2. How can you evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of an argument presented in a historical
American speech or essay?
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Identifying Rhetorical Devices

Read the following excerpt from Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address: "Government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth." Answer the questions that follow:

1. What rhetorical device is used in this excerpt?

2. How can you identify and analyze rhetorical devices in a historical American speech or essay?

Writing a Persuasive Essay

Write a persuasive essay arguing for or against the following statement: "The central idea of the Declaration
of Independence is that all men are created equal."
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Comparing and Contrasting

Read the following excerpts from the Gettysburg Address and the Declaration of Independence. Answer the
questions that follow:

1. How do the central ideas of these two texts compare and contrast?

2. How can you use comparison and contrast to deepen your understanding of historical American
speeches and essays?

Critical Thinking Questions

Answer the following critical thinking questions:

1. What is the significance of the Gettysburg Address in American history?

2. How does the Declaration of Independence relate to the concept of equality?
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Graphic Organizer

Create a graphic organizer to compare and contrast the central ideas of two historical American speeches or
essays.

Text Central Idea Main Argument Rhetorical Devices

Reflection

Answer the following reflection questions:

1. What did you learn about analyzing central ideas in historical American speeches and essays?

2. How can you apply the skills you learned in this worksheet to your everyday life?
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Conclusion

In conclusion, analyzing central ideas in historical American speeches and essays is a crucial skill for critical
thinking and academic success. By identifying and evaluating the main arguments and themes presented in
these texts, students can develop a deeper understanding of American history and culture.

This worksheet has provided students with the opportunity to practice and apply their skills in analyzing
central ideas, and to develop a greater appreciation for the significance of historical American speeches
and essays.

Additional Resources

For further learning, consider the following resources:

National Archives: https://www.archives.gov/
Library of Congress: https://www.loc.gov/
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Glossary

Define the following terms:

1. Central idea:

2. Textual evidence:

3. Rhetorical device:

Teacher Notes

Tips for teachers:

Encourage students to use evidence from the texts to support their analysis.
Provide opportunities for students to practice identifying and evaluating central ideas.
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Assessment

Assess student understanding:

1. Review student worksheets for completion and understanding.
2. Use the graphic organizer to assess student ability to compare and contrast central ideas.

Extension

Extension activities:

Have students create a multimedia presentation (e.g. video, podcast, infographic) about a historical
American speech or essay.
Ask students to write a persuasive essay on a current event or issue, using evidence from historical
American speeches and essays to support their argument.
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Interdisciplinary Connections

Interdisciplinary connections:

English Language Arts: Analyzing central ideas in historical American speeches and essays can help
students develop critical thinking and reading comprehension skills.
History: Understanding the historical context of speeches and essays can help students develop a
deeper understanding of American history and culture.

Technology Integration

Technology integration:

Use online resources, such as the National Archives or Library of Congress, to access historical
American speeches and essays.
Have students create digital graphic organizers or presentations to compare and contrast central
ideas.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, analyzing central ideas in historical American speeches and essays is a crucial skill for critical
thinking and academic success. By identifying and evaluating the main arguments and themes presented in
these texts, students can develop a deeper understanding of American history and culture.

This worksheet has provided students with the opportunity to practice and apply their skills in analyzing
central ideas, and to develop a greater appreciation for the significance of historical American speeches
and essays.
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