Before we jump into reading the First Amendment, I think it's important to talk about: Well, what exactly is the First Amendment? Where is it found? And how did it come to be?
A little background knowledge before we read the text is that the First Amendment is found in the US Constitution under the Bill of Rights. The US Constitution itself was created and approved in the year 1789. But at the time, there was a group of people that weren't fully happy with the Constitution as it was written. The country was new and was trying to establish its government and its laws, and not everybody felt comfortable that the Constitution alone would protect the people.
So, these folks—they're called the Anti-Federalists—advocated for change and to add changes to the Constitution that would be specific to protecting the people, along the lines of some of the freedoms that were mentioned when we first started talking about this today.
So it was in December 1791—about two years later—that the First Amendment along with nine other amendments were added to the Constitution. Collectively, they are known as the Bill of Rights, which I know was mentioned earlier when we were thinking about the laws.
So let's jump into the text.

Closely Reading the Text
So in the gray box here, this is the actual First Amendment. This is the language as you would find it written in the Constitution.
Now, when we work with a primary source document like this, especially one that was written so long ago, sometimes the language can seem heavy and foreign. It's not in the way that we speak and it's not in the way that we write in modern times. I mean, it's a law, so it is a legal document, and the language seems like that. So when we have to read text like this, we really have to make many pauses, stop and think, and break it down section by section, and that's what we're going to be doing right now.
So I'm going to read it first, and I'm just going to read it straight through so we can get a feel for what this text says. Then we'll come back to it again, and we'll start to break it down.
So the text says:
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
Wow. That's a lot to take in. But I think what might be jumping out is some of the freedoms that we talked about when we started the lesson.
So, Muhammad, do you see anything in this text that you remember that we talked about first?
"The Press of the rights..."
The Press, right? Yes, the Press. Yep, I see the Press there. Melissa, another word or phrase jump out at you that we talked about?
"Speech."
Speech! That was, I think, the first thing that was mentioned, right? The freedom of speech. For sure.
Laquita, anything jump out here that you remember?
"Grievances." Yeah.
So, let's go back just quickly. If we look at that first, that first point that we made today when we thought about what freedoms that we know that we have living in the country. We mentioned Free Speech, we mentioned religion, press, assembly. Protest is connected to assembly. Now, voting is not included in this, in the First Amendment. It's elsewhere in the Constitution. But I think just from our brainstorm, we kind of got close to knowing what is in the First Amendment.

Breaking Down the Meaning
We're going to reread it again, stopping at specific points to check: What is the text saying and what does it mean?
So I put a few of the key words or the synonyms or the definitions on the side. Let's read it again, and I'm going to put those in.
So: "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting..."
Which of these words in red means prohibiting?
"Stopping." Thank you. I'm going to drag it right up there. It's going to hang out right there.
"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or stopping the free exercise thereof." Any of these words?
"Use... use..."
Yeah, let's put it right on top.
"Abridging the freedom of speech." Abridging.
"Reducing." There we go.
"...or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and petition the government."
"Ask." Great.
"...petition the government for a redress..." [No simple synonym suggested verbally for redress, so the word remains.]
"...of grievances." Grievances would be in everyday language, "complaints."
So I'm going to read it again, and this time we're going to be substituting those words, and this is to really deepen our understanding of what is this text saying and what does it mean?
So, "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or stopping the free use thereof."
What does that mean? What does that basically mean? I'm going to sort of think aloud through this first one, and then for the next ones, I'm going to ask you: "What is it saying? What does it mean?"
So, "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or stopping the free use thereof." So what does that mean to me when I think about those words? I think this means that Congress cannot make people practice a religion. It cannot stop people from practicing their religion. It cannot stop people from using their religion and believing their religion.
Do you guys agree with my statement there? We've got a text that's very dense, has a lot of specific vocabulary in it, but you can just see that by stopping, rereading a few times, putting in my word substitutes, I'm able to better understand what I'm reading.
So, let's go on to the next section, and I want to ask one or more of you to think about this. And so, what does this mean in everyday language?
"Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech."
So, in just a moment, I'm going to ask one of you: Tell me in your words, what is this text saying? "Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech." And remember, above abridging we wrote the word reducing. Okay.
Joel, will you be willing to be brave and go first and give this a try? What does this mean?
"Basically means that the government or Congress does not have the right to prohibit me from expressing my ideas or ideas concerning different topics that may have or seen on my freedoms."
Can you guys give Joel a thumbs up if you think that his explanation there made sense? Great.
Okay, "Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of the press." That's what we're looking at right now. I want to ask everybody to think about it, and in a moment, I'm going to ask another one of you to share. What does this mean? Yara, will you give this one a try? How would you explain this?
"The government is not allowed to stop the press for expressing what's going on with society, with everyone."
Yeah, Yara, what does the Press mean?
"The news... I'm thinking about news. Social media... just reporters showing everyone what's going on in certain events?"
Yeah, the government can't stop the news, right? What do you guys think of Yara's explanation there? Will you give her a thumbs up? Okay. All right. Thank you. I'm putting you guys on the spot, and you guys are doing great.
So let's continue. Do you think it's easy what we're doing? When we break it down little by little, it's easier to kind of understand? When I read it the first time, I was like, "Whoa." But by closely reading, breaking it down, we can unlock the meaning.
So let's keep going. And you can see that before class today, I kind of prepared some of these responses myself. They're down the bottom on sticky notes. I'm just going to bring them up and read them out loud, and then let's see how close your explanations were to what I thought earlier. Okay.
First thing that we have here is: The government will not establish a national religion. People are free to practice any religion or no religion. So, that was my everyday basic explanation.
Next: People have the right to express their ideas and opinions without the government punishing them.
I was trying to make these sort of in everyday language to help me remember, so that I can understand. And what you guys just did before was the same thing.
So what we have here on this slide is the First Amendment as it is written, as you would find it in the Constitution right now, and then between our oral conversation and over here, explaining that in everyday language. So you guys did a great job breaking down this really challenging text. Good job.
