As the United States celebrates the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of
Independence, many Americans are questioning whether the fundamental rights set forth in the
document are still being protected today. Our founding fathers faced the same question when
drafting the Declaration of Independence. Preceding 1776, the colonists were subjected to the
rule of the British government, which operated without the consent of the governed. Policies
such as the Stamp Act, the Townshend Act along with other taxes were imposed despite the
colonists’ objections, threatening their liberty and limiting their influence regarding the laws and
decisions that governed them.'?

Frustrated with a government that ignored their voices and infringed on their freedoms,
the colonists set out to create a government that guaranteed citizen’s natural rights. Fora
democracy to succeed, a government must listen to the voices of the people and change
accordingly. Today, the Constitution has established a government inspired by the ideals of the
founding fathers, one that is, as stated in the Gettysburg Address, “of the people, by the people,
for the people.”® Within the unalienable rights outlined in the Declaration of Independence,
liberty is what makes life and the pursuit of happiness possible. Liberty provides many
protections, shielding citizens from tyrannical rule, allowing them to express ideas freely and
challenge injustice. The First Amendment is one of the clearest examples of the protection of
liberty, ensuring the freedoms of religion, speech, press, assembly, and petition.*

The freedom of assembly and petition were crucial to our country’s founding, placing
power in the hands of citizens to shape the government into a system that represents and
responds to the voice of its citizens. In Edwards v. South Carolina (1963) the Supreme Court
ruled that peaceful protest is protected by the first amendment, solidifying the importance of

dissent in maintaining a representative democracy.®



Access to uncensored media is just as important, keeping the population well informed
and able to engage meaningfully in civics. The press’s right to publish information about the
government, upheld in New York Times Co. v. United States (1971) allows citizens to stay
informed about their own governing body.® Specifically, the release of the Pentagon papers
revealed how the government had misled the public regarding the Vietnam war. This
demonstrated the vital role of free press in ensuring government transparency and accountability.

Access to information and free expression has also shaped who | am, allowing me to
learn from experiences that differ from my own. I have been able to explore global issues and
national policies, which has taught me the importance of questioning facts and consulting
multiple sources to truly understand a situation. As a student, it is concerning to see recent book
bans in certain states restricting scholars’ access to information. When analyzing common
themes upon books that are being banned, it is alarming to see that they contain topics such as
racial injustice, political and social messaging, and sexual diversity’ Additionally the House
recently introduced a bill proposing to, “amend the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
1965 to prohibit the use of funds... for, or to provide or promote literature or other materials to
children under the age of 18 that includes sexually oriented material, and for other purposes”
(H.R.7661 — 119th Congress (2025-2026).% If passed, the bill would allow the government to
ban books which may discuss gender dysmorphia or transgenderism, and could also expand to
also include material which includes any LGBTQIA characters or themes.® Exposing adolescents
to a wide range of ideas encourages empathy for the world around them and critical thinking
about complex social issues. Additionally, access to diverse stories allows students to better

understand others’ experiences while also developing their own identities and beliefs.



To protect our liberty, we must actively defend the {ree exchange of ideas and ensure
access to information. Protest is among the highest forms of patriotism; by fighting against
injustice we can continue to improve our nation. Schools and communities should also promote
diverse literature, encourage open discussion, and foster civic engagement. By teaching future
generations to safeguard constitutional freedoms and engage thoughtfutlly with diverse ideas, we
uphold the promise of 1776, a future shaped by justice, understanding, and shared

responsibility.
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