
 

 

 

 

 

CIVICS 
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Scope & Sequence 
 

 



Notes & How to Use this Document 
 

This document is intended to replace the Louisiana Department of Education Scope 
& Sequence for the Jefferson Parish Schools’ Civics course. Please use this in 
conjunction with the JPS Curriculum Map and LDOE Companion Document, both of 
which have been incorporated into this scope and sequence. This document goes 
with the 2019-2020 Student Resource Book. 
 

This Scope and Sequence guides your teaching with pacing, priority content 
information and a sample of activities to support and extend learning. As you deliver 
initial instruction, you may choose to implement the activities found here (Student 
Version is the Student Resource Book) and/or use your own activities. The activities 
found in this document/student version DO NOT cover every GLE in the priority 
content. Anything in black in this document is what students see in their books (1 per 
unit). 
 

Imperative to any instruction is teaching the grade level expectations with fidelity. 
 

As stated in the Louisiana Scope and Sequence Documents: 
To be productive members of society, students must be critical consumers of 
information they read, hear, and observe and communicate effectively about their 
ideas. They need to gain knowledge from a wide array of sources and examine and 
evaluate that information to develop and express an informed opinion, using 
information gained from the sources and their background knowledge. Students must 
also make connections between what they learn about the past and the present to 
understand how and why events happen and people act in certain ways.  
To accomplish this, students must: 

1. Use sources regularly to learn content. 
2. Make connections among people, events, and ideas across time and place. 
3. Express informed opinions using evidence from sources and outside 

knowledge. 
 

Teachers must create instructional opportunities that delve deeply into content and 
guide students in developing and supporting claims about social studies concepts. 

 

 
 
 
 
For access to all documents, additional resources and the 6-12 social studies 
community of Jefferson Parish Schools, please join the Google Classroom- JP Social 
Studies Teachers 6-12 (class code: axsa5q). 



Civics Curriculum Map  
2019-2020 

 
1st Semester (August 8- December 18)/ 

2nd Semester (January 7- May 19) 
UNIT DATES ASSESSMENTS DBQs 

1- Foundations of 
U.S. Government  

17 Days  
Aug. 8-30 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

The Ideals of the 
Declaration: Which is 
most important? 
~OR~ 
How did the Constitution 
guard against tyranny? 

Topics: 
 Types of 

Government 
 Influences on U.S. 

Government 
 Creating the 

Constitution 

GLEs: 
1.1-6 
2.6 
5.1,3 

18 Days  
Jan. 7-31 

SPRING 
35 Days (RHS) 

Aug. 8-Sept. 27 

 

2- Structure of 
Government 

13 Days 
Sept. 3-20 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

What type of citizen does 
a democracy need? 

Topics: 
 Structure of 

Government 
 

GLEs: 
1.1 
2.1-5 
2.7-8 

10 Days 
Feb. 3-14 

SPRING 
23 Days (RHS) 

Sept. 30-Nov. 1 
 

3- Functions of U.S. 
Government  

13 Days 
Sept. 23-Oct. 9 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

The Preamble and the 
Federal Budget: Are we 
slicing the pie correctly? 

Topics: 
 Domestic Policy 
 Foreign Policy 
  

GLEs 
1.1 
3.1-4 
4.1-6 
7.4 
 

14 Days 
Feb. 17-Mar. 12 

SPRING 
27 Days (RHS) 

Nov. 4-Dec. 18 
 

4- Politics & the 
Role of the 
Citizen 

17 Days 
Oct. 14-Nov. 1 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

Should schools be allowed 
to limit students’ online 
speech? 
~OR~ 
Search & Seizure: Did the 
government go too far? 
~OR~ 
Is the American jury system 
still a good idea? 
~OR~ 
Should Americans be 
required to vote? 
~OR~ 
Campaign Propaganda:  
Which strategies would you 
use? 

Topics: 
 Interplay 

between 
Individual Agency 
& Mediating 
Institutions  

GLEs: 
5.1-7 
 

14 Days 
March 16-Apr. 3 

SPRING 
28 Days (RHS) 
Jan. 7-Feb. 14 



~OR~ 
 Should the Electoral 
College be abolished? 
 

5- The Economy 14 Days  
Nov. 4- 22 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

Is the Fed good for 
America? 
~OR~ 
How much should we 
worry about the national 
debt? 

Topics: 
 Economic 

Concepts and 
Questions 

 

GLEs: 
1.1 
4.7-8 
6.1-5 
7.1-5 
 

17 Days 
April 16-May 1 

SPRING 
30 Days (RHS) 

Feb. 17-Apr. 13 

 

6- Personal 
Finance 

13 Days 
Dec. 2-18 

FALL 

Teacher-created 
that mimics the 

LEAP 2025 

Is college worth it? 

Topics: 
 Financial Literacy 
 

GLEs: 
7.5 
8.1-5 

14 Days 
May 4-19 

SPRING 
29 Days (RHS) 
Apr. 6-May 19 

 
 Dec. 16-20 

May 18-21 
Act 469 Test  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit 1 

Foundations of US 

Government 
 

Description 
You will learn about different types of government and explore how the US 
government came into being to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of a 
constitutional federal republic.  

 
Claim 
Did the Founding Fathers make the best choices for the United States? 

 
Topics 

1- Types of Government 
2- Influences on US Government 
3- Creating the Constitution 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grade Level Expectations (GLEs) 
C.1.1  Describe reasons why government is necessary, explaining 

competing ideas about the role of government in society 
C.1.2 Compare and contrast the structure and leadership of different forms of 

government in various nations 
C.1.3 Analyze the influence of the Magna Carta, English common law, 

and the English Bill of Rights in creating a limited form of 
government in the United States 

C.1.4 Explain the influence of Enlightenment philosophers, the Great 
Awakening, and the American Revolution on the American founding 
documents 

C.1.5 Explain the issues involved in various compromises or plans 
leading to the creation of the United States Constitution 

C.1.6 Analyze the underlying principles and concepts embodied in primary 
documents that influenced the creation of the United States 
Constitution 

C.2.6  Differentiate between loose and strict constructionist interpretation of the   
           Constitution by examining the meaning and implications of the Bill of Rights  
           and subsequent amendments 
C.5.1 Distinguish between personal, political, and economic rights of citizenship 
C.5.3  Describe how civil rights have evolved over time to include diverse groups  
           of citizens 
 
 

Key Terms 
 Government 

 State of Nature 

 Thomas Hobbes 

 John Locke 

 Social Contract 

 Declaration of Independence 

 The Second Treatise of Civil 

Government 

 Revolutionary 

 Thomas Jefferson 

 The Magna Carta 

 Due Process 

 Natural Rights 

 The Enlightenment 

 Constitutional Convention 

 Alexander Hamilton  

 Articles of Confederation 

 James Madison 

 Monarchy 

 Dictatorship 

 Democracy 



Topic One 

Types of Government  
(C.1.1-2) 

 

Connections to the Unit Claim 
Throughout this Civics course, you will learn that the US government originated 
with a group of individuals who came together to found “a more perfect union” 
and explore the following questions: How “perfect” is the union they created? In 
what ways does the individual still play a role in the decisions of that union? For 
this topic, you will consider the reasons societies institute governments and learn 
about the different types of governments that exist. By understanding alternative 
systems of government, you will build the context necessary to understand why 
the framers chose a constitutional federal republic and evaluate their decisions at 
the end of the unit. 
 

To Explore This Key Question 
● Why do societies create governments? 

 

What 3 words “jump” out at you? 



Instructional Task One:  

Why Government? Who Rules? 
You will investigate the concept of state of nature by simulating a society without 

government and contrasting the views of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. Then you will  

learn about the different types of governments societies institute.   

 

Instructional Process: 
1. Discuss and deliver initial instruction on the “why” and the “who” of government. 

2. You can use the readings and questions in the Resource Book to support your 

instruction or any other activities of your choice. Grouping and collaborative learning 

should be implemented as much as possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pretend you are on an airplane that crashes on an uninhabited island in the middle 

of the ocean. There is no possibility of rescue. The island contains some fresh water 

and resources that could be used for food and shelter, but none of the supplies are 

abundant. 

Individually, write down notes about what might occur on the island as the 

passengers try to survive. Then, discuss with your partner.  

Think about the following questions as you write. 
1. In the absence of any government, what would determine the way people act 

toward one another? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Would you expect more cooperation or conflict? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

3. How might the physically and/or intellectually strong take advantage of 
weaker individuals? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 



4. How might individuals respond if they feel threatened or mistreated? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 
 

State of Nature 
In political theory, the real or hypothetical condition 
of human beings before or without political 
association 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Read the two different views on state of nature. Then answer the following 

questions. 

Excerpts from Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes, 1651 

NATURE hath made men so equal in the faculties of the body and mind, as that, though there be 

found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in body or of quicker mind than another, yet when 

all is reckoned together the difference between man and man is not so considerable as that one 

man can thereupon claim to himself any benefit to which another may not pretend as well as he. 

For, as to the strength of body, the weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by 

secret machination or by confederacy with others that are in the same danger with himself.  

And, as to the faculties of the mind, setting aside the arts grounded upon words and especially 

that skill of proceeding upon general and infallible rules called science, which very few have and 

but in few things, as being not a native faculty born with us, nor attained, as prudence, while we 

look after somewhat else, I find yet a greater equality amongst men than that of strength. For 

prudence is but experience, which equal time equally bestows on all men in those things they 

equally apply themselves unto. That which may perhaps make such equality incredible is but a 

vain conceit of one’s own wisdom, which almost all men think they have in a greater degree than 

the vulgar, that is, than all men but themselves, and a few others whom by fame or for concurring 

with themselves they approve. For such is the nature of men that, howsoever they may 

acknowledge many others to be more witty or more eloquent or more learned, yet they will 

hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves, for they see their own wit at hand and other 

men’s at a distance. But this proveth rather that men are in that point equal than unequal. For 

there is not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution of anything than that every man is 

contented with his share.  

From this equality of ability ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends. And therefore, 

if any two men desire the same thing which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become 

enemies; and, in the way to their end, which is principally their own conservation and sometimes 

their delectation only, endeavour to destroy or subdue one another. And from hence it comes to 

pass that, where an invader hath no more to fear than another man’s single power, if one plant, 

sow, build, or possess, a convenient seat others may probably be expected to come prepared 

with forces united to dispossess and deprive him not only of the fruit of his labor but also of his 

life or liberty. And the invader again is in the like danger of another....  

Hereby it is manifest that, during the time men live without a common power to keep them all in 

awe, they are in that condition which is called war, and such a war as is of every man against 

every man....  



Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time or war where every man is  enemy to every man, 

the same is consequent to the time wherein men live without other security than what their own 

strength and their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such condition there is no place for 

industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain, and consequently no culture of the earth, no 

navigation nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea, no commodious building, 

no instruments of moving and removing such things as require much force, no knowledge of the 

face of the earth; no account of time, no arts, no letters, no society, and, which is worst of all, 

continual fear and danger of violent death, and the life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 

short. 

This text is in the public domain. 

Source: A full-text version is available online at http://www.bartleby.com/34/5/13.html.    

 
Excerpts from The Second Treatise of Civil 

Government, John Locke, 1690 

To understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must consider, what state 

all men are naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose 

of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature, without 

asking leave, or depending upon the will of any other man. A state also of equality, wherein all 

the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another; there being nothing 

more evident, than that creatures of the same species and rank, promiscuously born to all the 

same advantages of nature, and the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst 

another without subordination or subjection...  

But though this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of licence: though man in that state have 

an uncontrollable liberty to dispose of his person or possessions, yet he has not liberty to destroy 

himself....The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges every one: and 

reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that being al l equal and 

independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions....  

And that all men may be restrained from invading others rights, and from doing hurt to one 

another, and the law of nature be observed, which willeth the peace and preservation of all 

mankind, the execution of the law of nature is, in that state, put into every man's hands, whereby 

every one has a right to punish the transgressors of that law to such a degree, as may hinder its 

violation....  

...EVERY MAN HATH A RIGHT TO PUNISH THE OFFENDER, AND BE EXECUTIONER OF THE LAW OF 

NATURE....  



To this strange doctrine, viz. That in the state of nature every one has the executive power of the 

law of nature, I doubt not but it will be objected, that it is unreasonable for men to be judges in 

their own cases, that self love will make men partial to themselves and their friends: and on the 

other side, that ill nature, passion and revenge will carry them too far in punishing others; and 

hence nothing but confusion and disorder will follow, and that therefore God hath certainly 

appointed government to restrain the partiality and violence of men. I easily grant, that civil 

government is the proper remedy for the inconveniencies of the state of nature, which must 

certainly be great, where men may be judges in their own case...: but I shall desire those who 

make this objection, to remember, that absolute monarchs are but men; and if government is to 

be the remedy of those evils, which necessarily follow from men's being judges  in their own cases, 

and the state of nature is therefore not to be endured, I desire to know what kind of government 

that is, and how much better it is than the state of nature, where one man, commanding a 

multitude, has the liberty to be judge in his own case, and may do to all his subjects whatever he 

pleases, without the least liberty to anyone to question or control those who execute his pleasure 

and in whatsoever he doth, whether led by reason, mistake or passion, must be submitted to. 

Much better it is in the state of nature, wherein men are not bound to submit to the unjust will 

of another. And if he that judges, judges amiss in his own, or any other case, he is answerable for 

it to the rest of mankind. 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr02.htm. 

 

Checking for Understanding 

1. How does Hobbes’ understanding of human nature inform his perspective 
about the conditions of life in a state of nature? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Both authors use the term equality. Compare how they use the term. How does 
each author’s understanding of equality contribute to his argument? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 



_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

3. How do Locke’s beliefs about conditions in a state of nature differ from 
Hobbes’? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Answer the following question first as Hobbes and then as Locke: Why do 
societies establish governments? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Returning to the island scenario, imagine a leader emerges. His rule brings 
order and stability, but he also demands total obedience from his subjects and 
severely restricts their freedom. How might Hobbes’s perspective on the 
government he established differ from Locke’s? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 



_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 

6. Assuming that 850 people survived the plane crash, which type of government 
would you recommend for the island? In your rationale, be sure to discuss both 
the advantages and disadvantages of the type of government you chose. (1-2 
paragraphs) 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



7. Would your decision be different if fewer people survived the crash? Why or 
why not? (1 paragraph) 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 

8. If the island’s population grew quickly over the next few generations, would 

you recommend changing the form of government? Why or why not? (1 

paragraph) 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 



Topic Two 

Influences on US Government  
(C.1.3, C.1.4, C.1.6) 

 

Connections to the Unit Claim 
In this unit, students evaluate how successful the Founding Fathers were in 
establishing a “more perfect union.” For this topic, students investigate the 
Founding Fathers’ major historical, philosophical, and religious influences to better 
understand their decisions as they declared independence from Great Britain and 
began the work of creating the US government. 
 

To Explore These Key Questions 
● How “revolutionary” were the ideas behind the American Revolution? 

o Upon what historical precedents did the Founding Fathers draw? 

o What roles did Enlightenment philosophical thinking and religion play? 

 

 

This "original rough draft" is in Jefferson's handwriting.  The more famous engrossed version of the 
Declaration of Independence features the penmanship of Timothy Matlack.  

Library of Congress 

 



Instructional Task Two:  

Historical Precedents and Philosophical Influences 
You will examine various primary sources to identify the major philosophical and historical 

influences behind the American Revolution.  

 

Instructional Process: 
1. Introduce the topic by saying, “Now that we have explored why societies institute 

governments and the types of governments that exist, we will begin our investigation 

into the origins of our government.”  

2. To activate prior knowledge, say, “You have studied the Declaration of 

Independence in previous social studies courses. Take a moment to jot down some 

notes about what you remember.” Ask students to share their responses. If 

necessary, correct major misconceptions but refrain from elaborating on student 

responses at this time. In most cases, a student will identify Thomas Jefferson as 

the author. If no one does, specifically ask, “Who wrote the Declaration of 

Independence?”     

3. Post and read aloud the compelling question for the topic (overarches both tasks): 

“How revolutionary were the ideas behind the American Revolution?”  

4. Say: “To answer this question, we will compare the Declaration of Independence to 

a number of other sources to locate its major philosophical and historical influences.” 

5. Deliver initial instruction on the influences of the Declaration of Independence and 

American Revolution. 

6. You can use the readings and questions in the Resource Book to support your 

instruction or any other activities of your choice. Grouping and collaborative learning 

should be implemented as much as possible.  

7. As a class, listen to the audio recording of then Freshman Senator John F. Kennedy 

(go to YouTube or the JFK Library if your phone or computer supports the audio). 

For the first two paragraphs, pause the audio after important sections and call on 

students to paraphrase and explain the text.  

8. Assign a RAFT (Role/Audience/Format/Topic) assignment: King George Break-Up 

Texts. Have students take the role of Colonists who are upset and “want to break 

up” with King George. They will do so in the form of text messages using the 

reasons laid out in the Declaration of Independence. They should use today’s “text 

speak/lingo” and put the reasons into their own words. (This could also be done as a 

“song” or “tweets.” 

9. This instructional task can be concluded with the extended response prompt found in 

the Resource Book, “Based on the sources and your knowledge of U.S. government 

and history, assess if the Revolutionary War was justified.”  

10. The Extended Response Rubric AND Extended Response Checklist are at the end 

of this document as well as in the Google Classroom. Please copy and distribute to 

students to be kept in their notebooks/binders. 



NOTE: You may choose to teach the religious influences behind the movement for 

Independence. There is an instructional task in the Louisiana Sample Scope and 

Sequence that you may wish to use. 

 

Read the following excerpt from the Declaration of Independence and write 

down at least three ideas from this text.  

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.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their 

just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes 

destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 

Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as 

to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate 

that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and 

accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are 

sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But 

when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design 

to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such 

Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such has been the patient 

sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their 

former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of 

repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute 

Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world. 

 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



revolutionary 
 

a. of, pertaining to, characterized by, or of the nature of a 
revolution, or a sudden, complete, or marked change 
 

b. radically new or innovative; outside or beyond established 
procedure, principles, etc. 

The Magna Carta and The United States 

"The democratic aspiration is no mere recent phase in 
human history . . . It was written in Magna Carta." 

--Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1941 Inaugural address 

 

Before penning the Declaration of Independence--the first of 

the American Charters of Freedom--in 1776, the Founding 

Fathers searched for a historical precedent for asserting their 

rightful liberties from King George III and the English 

Parliament. They found it in a gathering that took place 561 

years earlier on the plains of Runnymede, not far from where 

Windsor Castle stands today. There, on June 15, 1215, an 

assembly of barons confronted a despotic and cash-strapped 

King John and demanded that traditional rights be recognized, 

written down, confirmed with the royal seal, and sent to each 

of the counties to be read to all freemen. The result was Magna 

Carta--a momentous achievement for the English barons and, 

nearly six centuries later, an inspiration for angry American colonists. 

Magna Carta was the result of the Angevin king's disastrous foreign policy and overzealous 

financial administration. John had suffered a staggering blow the previous year, having lost an 

important battle to King Philip II at Bouvines and with it all hope of regaining the French lands he 

had inherited. When the defeated John returned from the Continent, he attempted to rebuild 

his coffers by demanding scutage (a fee paid in lieu of military service) from the barons who had 

not joined his war with Philip. The barons in question, predominantly lords of northern estates, 

protested, condemning John's policies and insisting on a reconfirmation of Henry I's Coronation 

Oath (1100), which would, in theory, limit the king's ability to obtain funds. (As even Henry 

ignored the provisions of this charter, however, a reconfirmation would not necessarily 

guarantee fewer taxes.) But John refused to withdraw his demands, and by spring most baronial 

families began to take sides. The rebelling barons soon faltered before John's superior resources, 



but with the unexpected capture of London, they earned a substantial bargaining chip. John 

agreed to grant a charter. 

The document conceded by John and set with his seal in 1215, however, was not what we know 

today as Magna Carta but rather a set of baronial stipulations, now lost, known as the "Articles 

of the barons." After John and his barons agreed on the final provisions and additional wording 

changes, they issued a formal version on June 19, and it is this document that came to be known 

as Magna Carta. Of great significance to future generations was a minor wording change, the 

replacement of the term "any baron" with "any freeman" in stipulating to whom the provisions 

applied. Over time, it would help justify the application of the Charter's provisions to a greater 

part of the population. While freemen were a minority in 13th-century England, the term would 

eventually include all English, just as "We the People" would come to apply to all Americans in 

this century. 

While Magna Carta would one day become a basic document of the British Constitution, 

democracy and universal protection of ancient liberties were not among the barons' goals. The 

Charter was a feudal document and meant to protect the rights and property of the few powerful 

families that topped the rigidly structured feudal system. In fact, the majority of the population, 

the thousands of unfree laborers, are only mentioned once, in a clause concerning the use of 

court-set fines to punish minor offenses. Magna Carta's primary purpose was restorative: to force 

King John to recognize the supremacy of ancient liberties, to limit his ability to raise funds, and 

to reassert the principle of "due process." Only a final clause, which created an enforcement 

council of tenants-in-chief and clergymen, would have severely limited the king's power and 

introduced something new to English law: the principle of "majority rule." But majority rule was 

an idea whose time had not yet come; in September, at John's urging, Pope Innocent II annulled 

the "shameful and demeaning agreement, forced upon the king by violence and fear." The civil 

war that followed ended only with John's death in October 1216. 

A 1297 version of Magna Carta, presented courtesy of David 

M. Rubenstein, is on display in the West Rotunda Gallery at 

the National Archives. 

 

To gain support for the new monarch--John's 9-year-old 

son, Henry III--the young king's regents reissued the 

charter in 1217. Neither this version nor that issued by 

Henry when he assumed personal control of the throne 

in 1225 were exact duplicates of John's charter; both 

lacked some provisions, including that providing for the 

enforcement council, found in the original. With the 1225 issuance, however, the evolution of 

the document ended. While English monarchs, including Henry, confirmed Magna Carta several 

times after this, each subsequent issue followed the form of this "final" version. With each 



confirmation, copies of the document were made and sent to the counties so that everyone 

would know their rights and obligations. Of these original issues of Magna Carta, 17 survive: 4 

from the reign of John; 8 from that of Henry III; and 5 from Edward I, including the version now 

on display at the National Archives. 

Although tradition and interpretation would one day make Magna Carta a document of great 

importance to both England and the American colonies, it originally granted concessions to few 

but the powerful baronial families. It did include concessions to the Church, merchants, 

townsmen, and the lower aristocracy for their aid in the rebellion, but the majority of the English 

population would remain without an active voice in government for another 700 years. 

Despite its historical significance, however, Magna Carta may have remained legally 

inconsequential had it not been resurrected and reinterpreted by Sir Edward Coke in the early 

17th century. Coke, Attorney General for Elizabeth, Chief Justice during the reign of James, and 

a leader in Parliament in opposition to Charles I, used Magna Carta as a weapon against the 

oppressive tactics of the Stuart kings. Coke argued that even kings must comply to common law. 

As he proclaimed to Parliament in 1628, "Magna Carta . . . will have no sovereign." 

Sir Edward Coke s reinterpretation of Magna Carta provided an 

argument for universal liberty in England and gave American 

colonists a basis for their condemnation of British colonial policies. 

(Library of Congress) 

 

Lord Coke's view of the law was particularly relevant to the 

American experience for it was during this period that the 

charters for the colonies were written. Each included the 

guarantee that those sailing for the New World and their heirs 

would have "all the rights and immunities of free and natural 

subjects." As our forefathers developed legal codes for the 

colonies, many incorporated liberties guaranteed by Magna Carta and the 1689 English Bill of 

Rights directly into their own statutes. Although few colonists could afford legal training in 

England, they remained remarkably familiar with English common law. During one parliamentary 

debate in the late 18th century, Edmund Burke observed, "In no country, perhaps in the world, 

is law so general a study." Through Coke, whose four-volume Institutes of the Laws of England 

was widely read by American law students, young colonists such as John Adams, Thomas 

Jefferson, and James Madison learned of the spirit of the charter and the common law--or at 

least Coke's interpretation of them. Later, Jefferson would write to Madison of Coke: "a sounder 

whig never wrote, nor of profounder learning in the orthodox doctrines of the British 

constitution, or in what were called English liberties." It is no wonder then that as the colonists 

prepared for war they would look to Coke and Magna Carta for justification. 

 



By the 1760s the colonists had come to believe that in America they were creating a place that 

adopted the best of the English system but adapted it to new circumstances; a place where a 

person could rise by merit, not birth; a place where men could voice their opinions and actively 

share in self-government. But these beliefs were soon tested. Following the costly Seven Years' 

War, Great Britain was burdened with substantial debts and the continuing expense of keeping 

troops on American soil. Parliament thought the colonies should finance much of their own 

defense and levied the first direct tax, the Stamp Act, in 1765. As a result, virtually every  

document--newspapers, licenses, insurance policies, legal writs, even playing cards --would have 

to carry a stamp showing that required taxes had been paid. The colonists rebelled against such 

control over their daily affairs. Their own elected legislative bodies had not been asked to consent 

to the Stamp Act. The colonists argued that without either this local consent or direct 

representation in Parliament, the act was "taxation without representation." They also objected 

to the law's provision that those who disobeyed could be tried in admiralty courts without a jury 

of their peers. Coke's influence on Americans showed clearly when the Massachusetts Assembly 

reacted by declaring the Stamp Act "against the Magna Carta and the natural rights of 

Englishmen, and therefore, according to Lord Coke, null and void." 

Members of the British government and 

church mourn the demise of the Stamp Act. 

(Library of Congress) 

 

But regardless of whether the charter 

forbade taxation without representation or 

if this was merely implied by the "spirit," 

the colonists used this "misinterpretation" 

to condemn the Stamp Act. To defend their 

objections, they turned to a 1609 or 1610 defense argument used by Coke: superiority of the 

common law over acts of Parliament. Coke claimed "When an act of parliament is against 

common right or reason, or repugnant, or impossible to be performed, the common law will 

control it and adjudge such an act void. Because the Stamp Act seemed to tread on the concept 

of consensual taxation, the colonists believed it, "according to Lord Coke," invalid. 

 

The colonists were enraged. Benjamin Franklin and others in England eloquently argued the 

American case, and Parliament quickly rescinded the bill. But the damage was done; the political 

climate was changing. As John Adams later wrote to Thomas Jefferson, "The Revolution was in 

the minds of the people, and this was effected, from 1760 to 1775, in the course of 15 years 

before a drop of blood was shed at Lexington." 

Relations between Great Britain and the colonies continued to deteriorate. The more Parliament 

tried to raise revenue and suppress the growing unrest, the more the colonists demanded the 

charter rights they had brought with them a century and a half earlier. At the height of the Stamp 



Act crisis, William Pitt proclaimed in Parliament, "The Americans are the sons not the bastards of 

England." Parliament and the Crown, however, appeared to believe otherwise. But the Americans 

would have their rights, and they would fight for them. The seal adopted by Massachusetts on 

the eve of the Revolution summed up the mood--a militiaman with sword in one hand and Magna 

Carta in the other. 

Armed resistance broke out in April 1775. Fifteen months later, the final break was made with 

the immortal words of 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." Although 

the colonies had finally and irrevocably articulated their goal, Independence did not come swiftly. 

Not until the surrender of British forces at Yorktown in 1781 was the military struggle won. The 

constitutional battle, however, was just beginning. 

In the war's aftermath, many Americans recognized that the rather loose confederation of states 

would have to be strengthened if the new nation were to survive. James Madison expressed 

these concerns in a call for a convention at Philadelphia in 1787 to revise the Articles of 

Confederation: "The good people of America are to decide the solemn question, whether they 

will by wise and magnanimous efforts reap the just fruits of that Independence which they so 

gloriously acquired . . . or whether by giving way to unmanly jealousies and prejudices, or to 

partial and transitory interests, they will renounce the auspicious blessings prepared for them by 

the Revolution." The representatives of the states listened to Madison and drew heavily from his 

ideas. Instead of revising the Articles, they created a new form of government, embodied in the 

Constitution of the United States. Authority emanated directly from the people, not from any 

governmental body. And the Constitution would be "the supreme Law of the Land"--just as 

Magna Carta had been deemed superior to other statutes. 

In 1215, when King John confirmed Magna Carta with his seal, he was acknowledging the now 

firmly embedded concept that no man--not even the king--is above the law. That was a milestone 

in constitutional thought for the 13th century and for centuries to come. In 1779 John Adams 

expressed it this way: "A government of laws, and not of men." Further, the charter established 

important individual rights that have a direct legacy in the American Bill of Rights. And during the 

United States' history, these rights have been expanded. The U.S. Constitution is not a static 

document. Like Magna Carta, it has been interpreted and reinterpreted throughout the years. 

This has allowed the Constitution to become the longest-lasting constitution in the world and a 

model for those penned by other nations. Through judicial review and amendment, it has evolved 

so that today Americans--regardless of gender, race, or creed--can enjoy the liberties and 

protection it guarantees. Just as Magna Carta stood as a bulwark against tyranny in England, the 

U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights today serve similar roles, protecting the individual freedoms 

of all Americans against arbitrary and capricious rule. 

https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-documents/magna-carta  



 

 

Magna Carta with Annotations, Abridged 

The rule of law has its basis in Magna Carta. This concept, fundamental to democratic forms of 

government, asserts that all – including a king, prime minister, or president – must abide by the 

laws of the nation. While Magna Carta does not specifically state that the king is subject to the 

rule of law, the provisions of this document establish that principle by imposing limits on the king’s 

power. The fact that the barons are given the authority to enforce this document in Chapter 61 of 

the original version reinforces the principle that the king could no longer ignore or violate 

established laws, traditions, or customs, nor could he arbitrarily infringe on the rights of his 

subjects. In short, the king would be compelled to abide by the rule of law. 

The Magna Carta is not to be understood as a carefully crafted constitution, or framework of 

government, like the US Constitution. Rather, it addresses the principal grievances of the barons, 

merchants, and church officials through a set of rules designed to both restrict the power of the 

king and protect the liberties of Englishmen, Scots, and Welshmen. The organization, while not 

entirely haphazard, does not have the same clear structure that we expect to find in a modern 

constitution. 

This annotated version of Magna Carta shows the modern translation provided on the British 

Library Portal in regular font. EDSITEment notes, which follow the respective chapters, are 

indented and in italics. 

Clauses marked (+) are still valid under the charter of 1225, but with a few minor amendments . 

Clauses marked (*) were omitted in all later reissues of the charter. In the charter itself the 

clauses are not numbered, and the text reads continuously. The translation sets out to convey 

the sense rather than the precise wording of the original Latin. 

Magna Carta 

JOHN, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, 

and Count of Anjou, to his archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justices, foresters, sheriffs, 

stewards, servants, and to all his officials and loyal subjects, Greeting. 

KNOW THAT BEFORE GOD, for the health of our soul and those of our ancestors and heirs, to the 



honour of God, the exaltation of the holy Church, and the better ordering of our kingdom, at the 

advice of our reverend fathers Stephen, archbishop of Canterbury, primate of all England, and 

cardinal of the holy Roman Church, Henry archbishop of Dublin, William bishop of London, Peter 

bishop of Winchester, Jocelin bishop of Bath and Glastonbury, Hugh bishop of Lincoln, Walter 

Bishop of Worcester, William bishop of Coventry, Benedict bishop of Rochester, Master Pandulf 

subdeacon and member of the papal household, Brother Aymeric master of the knighthood of 

the Temple in England, William Marshal earl of Pembroke, William earl of Salisbury, William earl 

of Warren, William earl of Arundel, Alan de Galloway constable of Scotland, Warin Fitz Gerald, 

Peter Fitz Herbert, Hubert de Burgh seneschal of Poitou, Hugh de Neville, Matthew Fitz Herbert, 

Thomas Basset, Alan Basset, Philip Daubeny, Robert de Roppeley, John Marshal, John Fitz Hugh, 

and other loyal subjects: 

Preamble: This identified the key players, the most important of whom were King John and 

Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Others names in this section of the document 

included high church officials and leading nobles, described as “loyal subjects.” The fact that men 

of considerable stature had not joined the rebellion against the King is worth noting, for their 

presence probably helped to dissuade the barons from taking up arms against John. The King, it 

should be noted, signed the Magna Carta because of the threat of violence, but he had no 

intention of abiding by the agreement. 

+ (1) FIRST, THAT WE HAVE GRANTED TO GOD, and by this present charter have confirmed for us 

and our heirs in perpetuity, that the English Church shall be free, and shall have its rights 

undiminished, and its liberties unimpaired. That we wish this so to be observed, appears from 

the fact that of our own free will, before the outbreak of the present dispute between us and our 

barons, we granted and confirmed by charter the freedom of the Church's elections - a right 

reckoned to be of the greatest necessity and importance to it - and caused this to be confirmed 

by Pope Innocent III. This freedom we shall observe ourselves, and desire to be observed in good 

faith by our heirs in perpetuity. 

The Archbishop’s role is evident in this provision – both its placement at the beginning of the 

document and its guarantee of the rights and freedom of the church to act without being subject 

to the king’s interference. 

TO ALL FREE MEN OF OUR KINGDOM we have also granted, for us and our heirs for ever, all the 

liberties written out below, to have and to keep for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs: 

The second paragraph of this chapter was added between June 15 and June 19. It extended the 

liberties beyond the barons to include “all free men” and their heirs forever. At the time, this 

covered about 10% of the population; however, over time, as more of the population qualified as 

“free men,” it came to encompass virtually all of the people of Great Britain. 



(2) If any earl, baron, or other person that holds lands directly of the Crown, for military service, 

shall die, and at his death his heir shall be of full age and owe a 'relief', the heir shall have his 

inheritance on payment of the ancient scale of 'relief'. That is to say, the heir or heirs of an earl 

shall pay £100 for the entire earl's barony, the heir or heirs of a knight l00s. at most for the entire 

knight's 'fee', and any man that owes less shall pay less, in accordance with the ancient usage of 

'fees' 

Under the feudal system, the heir of a feudal estate was required to pay a “relief” to the king in 

order to retain ownership of the property. King John had increased the fees many fold. This 

provision set the fee, or “relief,” to the much smaller traditional amount. 

(3) But if the heir of such a person is under age and a ward, when he comes of age he shall have 

his inheritance without 'relief' or fine. 

The exemption of a minor from paying a relief when he came of age was an issue of fairness. The 

lord to whom the heir would have paid the fee would have had use of the land before the heir 

came of age, and, as a result, would already have benefited financially. 

(4) The guardian of the land of an heir who is under age shall take from it only reasonable 

revenues, customary dues, and feudal services. He shall do this without des truction or damage 

to men or property. If we have given the guardianship of the land to a sheriff, or to any person 

answerable to us for the revenues, and he commits destruction or damage, we will exact 

compensation from him, and the land shall be entrusted to two worthy and prudent men of the 

same 'fee', who shall be answerable to us for the revenues, or to the person to whom we have 

assigned them. If we have given or sold to anyone the guardianship of such land, and he causes 

destruction or damage, he shall lose the guardianship of it, and it shall be handed over to two 

worthy and prudent men of the same 'fee', who shall be similarly answerable to us. 

Concern for fairness is again evident. The guardian of land inherited by a minor could use the land 

for “reasonable” purposes, but he had to protect the land so that the heir would have full value 

of his inheritance. If the guardian damaged or destroyed the property, the heir had a right to 

compensation. 

(5) For so long as a guardian has guardianship of such land, he shall maintain the houses, parks, 

fish preserves, ponds, mills, and everything else pertaining to it, from the revenues of the land 

itself. When the heir comes of age, he shall restore the whole land to him, stocked with plough 

teams and such implements of husbandry as the season demands and the revenues from the 

land can reasonably bear. 

The guardian would not only return the land to the heir when the latter came of age, he would 

also provide the means for the heir to farm the land and to live off its product. 



(6) Heirs may be given in marriage, but not to someone of lower social standing. Before a 

marriage takes place, it shall be' made known to the heir's next-of-kin. 

This provision was designed to protect the children from being forced by guardians into marriages 

that would not have been approved by their fathers, had they lived. 

(7) At her husband's death, a widow may have her marriage portion and inheritance at once and 

without trouble. She shall pay nothing for her dower, marriage portion, or any inheritance that 

she and her husband held jointly on the day of his death. She may remain in her husband's house 

for forty days after his death, and within this period her dower shall be assigned to her. 

The king could not force a widow to leave her home by imposing excessive demands for money. 

A widow’s dower (what she brought into the marriage) as well as her marriage portion (her share 

of the family inheritance) and other property that she held jointly with her husband were 

protected, thus enabling her to live comfortably on what was rightfully hers. 

(8) No widow shall be compelled to marry, so long as she wishes to remain without a husband. 

But she must give security that she will not marry without royal consent, if she holds her lands of 

the Crown, or without the consent of whatever other lord she may hold them of. 

A widow could choose not to re-marry. However, if she did decide to re-marry, she had to obtain 

consent from whoever controlled her lands. The issue here was one of maintaining a balance of 

power among the barons. Marriage between a wealthy widow and a powerful baron could upset 

the balance within a region of the country. 

(9) Neither we nor our officials will seize any land or rent in payment of a debt, so long as the 

debtor has movable goods sufficient to discharge the debt. A debtor's sureties shall not be 

distrained upon so long as the debtor himself can discharge his debt. If, for lack of means, the 

debtor is unable to discharge his debt, his sureties shall be answerable for it. If they s o desire, 

they may have the debtor's lands and rents until they have received satisfaction for the debt that 

they paid for him, unless the debtor can show that he has settled his obligations to them. 

This provision calls for the orderly settlement of debts (i.e. fair treatment for both debtor and 

lender) and protection of an individual’s property. The king could not seize the land of a debtor if 

that individual had enough personal property (i.e. property other than land) to cover the debt. In 

turn, those who had given a loan could claim the land of the debtor as well as the rents from that 

land until the debt was paid. 

* (10) If anyone who has borrowed a sum of money from Jews dies before the debt has been 

repaid, his heir shall pay no interest on the debt for so long as he remains under age, irrespective 

of whom he holds his lands. If such a debt falls into the hands of the Crown, it will take nothing 



except the principal sum specified in the bond. 

* (11) If a man dies owing money to Jews, his wife may have her dower and pay nothing towards 

the debt from it. If he leaves children that are under age, their needs may also be provided for 

on a scale appropriate to the size of his holding of lands. The debt is to be paid out of the residue, 

reserving the service due to his feudal lords. Debts owed to persons other than Jews are to be 

dealt with similarly. 

[Chapters 10 & 11] These two provisions, by singling out Jewish moneylenders, raise questions 

regarding prejudice (though Chapter 10 also applied to the king and Chapter 11 makes clear that 

the provisions applied to other moneylenders as well). The basic idea behind both was to make 

sure that neither wives nor minor children would unfairly lose their inheritance or other 

properties. 

* (12) No 'scutage' or 'aid' may be levied in our kingdom without its general consent, unless it is 

for the ransom of our person, to make our eldest son a knight, and (once) to marry our eldest 

daughter. For these purposes only a reasonable 'aid' may be levied. 'Aids' from the city of London 

are to be treated similarly. 

The term scutage refers to a tax paid by feudal lords to avoid military service. The barons who 

wrote this provision were objecting to the King’s demands that they provide financial support for 

his military campaigns in Europe. To avoid such payments, they limited the circumstances for 

which such a tax could be imposed. 

+ (13) The city of London shall enjoy all its ancient liberties and free customs, both by land and 

by water. We also will and grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns, and ports shall enjoy all 

their liberties and free customs. 

The protection of the rights and liberties of London’s business class recognized that the King’s 

exercise of arbitrary power had threatened this influential group and had led to their support of 

the barons’ uprising against John. By referring to ancient customs, etc., it reinforces the idea of 

rule of law – not just for landowners, but for other powerful members of English society as well. 

* (14) To obtain the general consent of the realm for the assessment of an 'aid' - except in the 

three cases specified above - or a 'scutage', we will cause the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, 

and greater barons to be summoned individually by letter. To those who hold lands directly of us 

we will cause a general summons to be issued, through the sheriffs and other officials, to come 

together on a fixed day (of which at least forty days notice shall be given) and at a fixed place. In 

all letters of summons, the cause of the summons will be stated. When a summons has been 

issued, the business appointed for the day shall go forward in accordance with the resolution of 

those present, even if not all those who were summoned have appeared. 



The requirement that “general consent” for taxes be given by leaders from both secular society 

and the church opened the way for oversight of the king by representatives within the community. 

The meetings provided for here led to the creation of the British parliament. They also set in place 

an orderly procedure for convening this meeting and assured that it would take place as arranged.  

* (15) In future we will allow no one to levy an 'aid' from his free men, except to ransom his 

person, to make his eldest son a knight, and (once) to marry his eldest daughter. For these 

purposes only a reasonable 'aid' may be levied. 

This provision placed additional restrictions on the power to tax, limiting the purpose as well as 

the amount. 

(16) No man shall be forced to perform more service for a knight's 'fee', or other free holding of 

land, than is due from it. 

Concerned with fairness as well as the cost of foreign wars, the charter asserted that no man 

would have to give greater military service than his property holding required. 

(17) Ordinary lawsuits shall not follow the royal court around, but shall be held in a fixed place. 

The idea of establishing a permanent court, which included a place where legal records could be 

stored and consulted, was presented as a reasonable alternative to the former practice of moving 

the court from one location to another, a practice that resulted in uncertain schedules and 

indefinite delays in having a case heard. 

(18) Inquests of novel disseisin, mort d'ancestor, and darrein presentment shall be taken only in 

their proper county court. We ourselves, or in our absence abroad our chief justice, will send two 

justices to each county four times a year, and these justices, with four knights of the county 

elected by the county itself, shall hold the assizes in the county court, on the day and in the place 

where the court meets. 

Certain cases were more appropriately (and conveniently) heard in local courts, provided for in 

this chapter. The details included in this chapter were intended to assure a just hearing. 

(19) If any assizes cannot be taken on the day of the county court, as many knights and 

freeholders shall afterwards remain behind, of those who have attended the court, as will suffice 

for the administration of justice, having regard to the volume of business to be done. 

Efforts would be made to assure a fair hearing, even when the docket was overloaded. 

(20) For a trivial offence, a free man shall be fined only in proportion to the degree of his offence, 

and for a serious offence correspondingly, but not so heavily as to deprive him of his livelihood. 



In the same way, a merchant shall be spared his merchandise, and a husbandman the implements  

of his husbandry, if they fall upon the mercy of a royal court. None of these fines shall be imposed 

except by the assessment on oath of reputable men of the neighbourhood. 

(21) Earls and barons shall be fined only by their equals, and in proportion to the gravity of their 

offence. 

(22) A fine imposed upon the lay property of a clerk in holy orders shall be assessed upon the 

same principles, without reference to the value of his ecclesiastical benefice. 

[Chapters 20-22] Punishment for violations of the law was to be in proportion to the seriousness 

of the offense, thus establishing a standard of fairness. 

(23) No town or person shall be forced to build bridges over rivers except those with an ancient 

obligation to do so. 

Traditionally, local communities were obligated to build and maintain bridges so that soldiers 

could cross. However, King John had taken this requirement to extremes, insisting that bridges 

also be provided in areas where he wanted to hunt. This resulted in considerable hardship for 

communities in terms of time and cost. This chapter limited the responsibility for bridges to those 

towns with “ancient obligations.” 

 

(24) No sheriff, constable, coroners, or other royal officials are to hold lawsuits that should be 

held by the royal justices. 

The goal of this provision was to provide a uniform system of justice, one not subject to local 

interpretation. 

* (25) Every county, hundred, wapentake, and tithing shall remain at its ancient rent, without 

increase, except the royal demesne manors. 

With the exception of royal manors, rents would be set as a means to prevent local officials who 

collected rent for the crown (such as sheriffs) from increasing the rents of local tenants. 

(26) If at the death of a man who holds a lay 'fee' of the Crown, a sheriff or royal official produces 

royal letters patent of summons for a debt due to the Crown, it shall be lawful for them to seize 

and list movable goods found in the lay 'fee' of the dead man to the value of the debt, as assessed 

by worthy men. Nothing shall be removed until the whole debt is paid, when the residue shall be 

given over to the executors to carry out the dead man s will. If no debt is due to the Crown, all 

the movable goods shall be regarded as the property of the dead man, except the reasonable 



shares of his wife and children. 

Sheriffs had a reputation for seizing all the goods of an individual who, at the time of his death, 

owed money to the king. This chapter limited the property that could be seized to the amount of 

the debt and, required a third party – a “worthy” man – to agree that the value of the goods taken 

did not exceed the amount of the debt. The provision calls for “due process,” respects the rights 

of property, and assures fair treatment of the heirs. 

* (27) If a free man dies intestate, his movable goods are to be distributed by his next-of- kin and 

friends, under the supervision of the Church. The rights of his debtors are to be preserved. 

In the case of a man who died without a will, the church was expected to oversee the fair 

distribution of his property to family and friends. At the same time, the property rights of those 

to whom he owed money would be honored. 

(28) No constable or other royal official shall take corn or other movable goods from any man 

without immediate payment, unless the seller voluntarily offers postponement of this. 

The practice of the king’s men to obtain goods from nearby farms and villages in order to feed 

members of the royal household frequently resulted in underpayment, delayed payment, or no 

payment. This provision required immediate payment unless the seller voluntarily made other 

arrangements. 

(29) No constable may compel a knight to pay money for castle-guard if the knight is willing to 

undertake the guard in person, or with reasonable excuse to supply some other fit man to do it. 

A knight taken or sent on military service shall be excused from castle-guard for the period of this 

service. 

Traditionally, tenants had been called upon to serve as guards at the castles of local lords. They 

had been given the option of paying for a substitute but, over time, the option had been replaced 

by a required fee to pay for professional soldiers. This chapter restored the “option” so that 

tenants who could not afford the fee could, instead, accept guard duty. 

(30) No sheriff, royal official, or other person shall take horses or carts for transport from any 

free man, without his consent. 

(31) Neither we nor any royal official will take wood for our castle, or for any other purpose, 

without the consent of the owner. 

[Chapters 30 & 31] These two chapters protected property from being stolen. 

(32) We will not keep the lands of people convicted of felony in our hand for longer than a year 



and a day, after which they shall be returned to the lords of the 'fees' concerned. 

Feudal custom allowed the king to use the property of a lord who had been convicted of a felony 

for a year and a day. At the end of that time, the land was to be returned to the lord. John had 

ignored that custom, controlling land well beyond the stipulated period. This provision reinstated 

the former “rule,” thus honoring precedent and, in the process, re-establishing what had been 

considered a fair process. 

(33) All fish-weirs shall be removed from the Thames, the Medway, and throughout the whole of 

England, except on the sea coast. 

In recognition of the need to facilitate transportation in order to accommodate trade, the king 

agreed to the removal of obstructions on the river-ways. 

(34) The writ called precipe shall not in future be issued to anyone in respect of any holding of 

land, if a free man could thereby be deprived of the right of trial in his own lord's court.  

The writ of praecipe had first been used by King Henry II to move cases from local courts, where 

lords presided over cases involving their own tenants, to the king’s own courts. [A writ is a legal 

document issued by a court, under the authority of the state, compelling certain action to be 

taken. It directs an officer of the law to carry out a specified action.] The king had claimed that 

his courts would be able to administer a uniform system of justice. The barons objected because 

it took away much of their influence and authority over their tenants. This provision was a major 

concession on the part of the king; it was made in response to one of the barons’ most pressing 

demands. 

(35) There shall be standard measures of wine, ale, and corn (the London quarter), throughout 

the kingdom. There shall also be a standard width of dyed cloth, russett, and haberject, namely 

two ells within the selvedges. Weights are to be standardised similarly. 

This chapter recognized the need for fair exchange in the marketplace. 

(36) In future nothing shall be paid or accepted for the issue of a writ of inquisition of life or limbs. 

It shall be given gratis, and not refused. 

A precursor to the writ of habeas corpus, this chapter required that an inquiry be conducted in 

any case that might result in the defendant being deprived of life or limb, i.e., subject to 

punishment. The writ calling for the inquiry was to be issued free of charge. This established one 

of the essential elements of due process of law. 

(37) If a man holds land of the Crown by 'fee-farm', 'socage', or 'burgage', and also holds land of 



someone else for knight's service, we will not have guardianship of his heir, nor of the land that 

belongs to the other person's 'fee', by virtue of the 'fee-farm', 'socage', or 'burgage', unless the 

'fee-farm' owes knight's service. We will not have the guardianship of a man's heir, or of land 

that he holds of someone else, by reason of any small property that he may hold of the Crown 

for a service of knives, arrows, or the like. 

A rather confusing provision that, in essence, minimized the king’s claims over property. 

(38) In future no official shall place a man on trial upon his own unsupported statement, without 

producing credible witnesses to the truth of it. 

Another key element in due process, this chapter required “faithful witnesses” to attest that a 

man had committed a crime before he was formally accused and prosecuted. Edward Coke 

referred to this as the “golden passage,” indicating the importance he placed on this procedure.  

+ (39) No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions, or 

outlawed or exiled, or deprived of his standing in any other way, nor will we proceed with force 

against him, or send others to do so, except by the lawful judgement of his equals or by the law 

of the land. 

The requirement for a jury of one’s peers (or, as the British Library translation puts it, “the lawful 

judgement of his equals”) is probably the most famous and certainly one of the most crucial 

guarantees of due process in the Magna Carta. In the context of the time in which it was written, 

this provision meant that a person could present his case to members of his own class; it did not, 

however, mean that a jury (as we understand that term) would hear the case and render a verdict. 

+ (40) To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice. 

The practice, until this clause was adopted, was to charge a fee for certain writs – with cost 

dependent on the nature of the writ and its potential value. These charges were considered 

legitimate ways for the king to raise revenue. However, they had the effect of denying justice to 

those who could not afford them. 

... 

* (45) We will appoint as justices, constables, sheriffs, or other officials, only men that know the 

law of the realm and are minded to keep it well. 

This sets a standard for those appointed to enforce and administer the law – they must “know the 

law” and be prepared to “keep it well.” 

... 



* (55) All fines that have been given to us unjustly and against the law of the land, and a ll fines 

that we have exacted unjustly, shall be entirely remitted or the matter decided by a majority 

judgement of the twenty-five barons referred to below in the clause for securing the peace (§ 

61) together with Stephen, archbishop of Canterbury, if he can be present, and such others as he 

wishes to bring with him. If the archbishop cannot be present, proceedings shall continue without 

him, provided that if any of the twenty-five barons has been involved in a similar suit himself, his 

judgement shall be set aside, and someone else chosen and sworn in his place, as a substitute 

for the single occasion, by the rest of the twenty-five. 

Picking up on the theme of fairness, the chapter called for the repayment of all fines that were 

imposed unjustly, and it established the procedure by which challenges against unjust fines were 

to be handled. Worth noting is the attempt to avoid a “conflict of interest”: a baron was expected 

to step aside and allow a substitute to decide a case similar to one in which he was himself 

involved. 

... 

(60) All these customs and liberties that we have granted shall be observed in our kingdom in so 

far as concerns our own relations with our subjects. Let all men of our kingdom, whether clergy 

or laymen, observe them similarly in their relations with their own men. 

This chapter enlarged the scope of the Magna Carta, implying that the right and liberties would 

be extended to all men and by all men within the kingdom. 

* (61) SINCE WE HAVE GRANTED ALL THESE THINGS for God, for the better ordering of our 

kingdom, and to allay the discord that has arisen between us and our barons, and since we desire 

that they shall be enjoyed in their entirety, with lasting strength, for ever, we give and grant to 

the barons the following security: 

The barons shall elect twenty-five of their number to keep, and cause to be observed with all 

their might, the peace and liberties granted and confirmed to them by this charter. 

If we, our chief justice, our officials, or any of our servants offend in any respect against any man, 

or transgress any of the articles of the peace or of this security, and the offence is made known 

to four of the said twenty-five barons, they shall come to us - or in our absence from the kingdom 

to the chief justice - to declare it and claim immediate redress. If we, or in our absence abroad 

the chief justice, make no redress within forty days, reckoning from the day on which the offence 

was declared to us or to him, the four barons shall refer the matter to the rest of the twenty-five 

barons, who may distrain upon and assail us in every way possible, with the support of the whole 

community of the land, by seizing our castles, lands, possessions, or anything else saving only our 

own person and those of the queen and our children, until they have secured such redress as 



they have determined upon. Having secured the redress, they may then resume their normal 

obedience to us. 

Any man who so desires may take an oath to obey the commands of the twenty-five barons for 

the achievement of these ends, and to join with them in assailing us to the utmost of his power. 

We give public and free permission to take this oath to any man who so desires, and at no time 

will we prohibit any man from taking it. Indeed, we will compel any of our subjects who are 

unwilling to take it to swear it at our command. 

If-one of the twenty-five barons dies or leaves the country, or is prevented in any other way from 

discharging his duties, the rest of them shall choose another baron in his place, at their discretion, 

who shall be duly sworn in as they were. 

In the event of disagreement among the twenty-five barons on any matter referred to them for 

decision, the verdict of the majority present shall have the same validity as a unanimous verdict 

of the whole twenty-five, whether these were all present or some of those summoned were 

unwilling or unable to appear. 

The twenty-five barons shall swear to obey all the above articles faithfully, and shall cause them 

to be obeyed by others to the best of their power. 

We will not seek to procure from anyone, either by our own efforts or those of a third party, 

anything by which any part of these concessions or liberties might be revoked or diminished. 

Should such a thing be procured, it shall be null and void and we will at no time make use of it, 

either ourselves or through a third party. 

Intended to provide for the enforcement of the Great Charter, this chapter established the means 

by which the barons could enforce the rights and liberties agreed to by the king. Although this 

arrangement appears to have some merit, the reality was that the men most likely to have served 

on the council were also likely to have acted in their own self-interest, thus jeopardizing the 

achievement at Runnymede. Furthermore, the existence of such a council would have set the 

stage for subsequent rebellions should the king not comply with their rulings. The dangers 

inherent in this arrangement were avoided: first by the Pope’s annulment of the document, and 

later by the omission of this chapter from subsequent re-issues. 

* (62) We have remitted and pardoned fully to all men any ill-will, hurt, or grudges that have 

arisen between us and our subjects, whether clergy or laymen, since the beginning of the dispute. 

We have in addition remitted fully, and for our own part have also pardoned, to all clergy and 

laymen any offences committed as a result of the said dispute between Easter in the sixteenth 

year of our reign (i.e. 1215) and the restoration of peace. 



In addition we have caused letters patent to be made for the barons, bearing witness to this 

security and to the concessions set out above, over the seals of Stephen archbishop of 

Canterbury, Henry archbishop of Dublin, the other bishops named above, and Master Pandulf.  

* (63) IT IS ACCORDINGLY OUR WISH AND COMMAND that the English Church shall be free, and 

that men in our kingdom shall have and keep all these liberties, rights, and concessions, well and 

peaceably in their fulness and entirety for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs, in all things 

and all places for ever. 

Both we and the barons have sworn that all this shall be observed in good faith and without 

deceit. Witness the abovementioned people and many others. 

Given by our hand in the meadow that is called Runnymede, between Windsor and Staines, on 

the fifteenth day of June in the seventeenth year of our reign (i.e. 1215: the new regnal year 

began on 28 May). 

The text of the Magna Carta is in the public domain.  
 
Modern English translation is courtesy of the British Library and is available online at 
https://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-english-translation.  
 
The annotated notes are drawn from William F. Swindler’s Magna Carta: Legend and 
Legacy (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1965).  

  



Magna Carta Graphic Organizer1 

Theme Chapter 
# 

Evidence 

1. Rule of law    

Powers and privileges of the 
king are clearly defined and 
limited 
Charter provides for 
enforcement of restrictions 
placed on the king 

  

2. Fairness of the laws and 
their execution   

“Reasonable” rules and 
regulations  
Equal justice under the law 
Recognition of customs, 
traditions, and established right 
Restoration of property and 
fines if not justly taken 
Punishment in proportion to the 
crime  

  

3. Commitment to “due 
process of law”   

Established procedures  
No trial without evidence/ 
testimony to support 
accusations  
Reliance on local courts and 
magistrates  
Trials held in a timely manner 
Trials open to the public  
Trial by a jury of one’s peers 

  

4. Respect for economic 
rights  

Right to property 
Fairness in economic 
transactions Reimbursement 
for and/or restoration of 
property 
Freedom for merchants to 
move in order to conduct 
business  

  

 

                                                 
1 This graphic organizer was adapted from one created by the National Endowment for the 

Humanities and is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International License,  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


Paragraph 2: Confirmation of the Charters, 1297 
 

“And we will that if any judgment be given from henceforth, contrary to the points of the charters 
aforesaid, by the justices or by any other our ministers that hold plea before them against the 
points of the charters, it shall be undone and holden for naught.”  

The Age of Enlightenment 

An intellectual movement which began in England in the seventeenth century, but then spread 

to have eventual influence over all sections of the world. The term "Enlightenment," rooted in an 

intellectual skepticism to traditional beliefs and dogmas, denotes  an "illumined" contrast to the 

supposed dark and superstitious character of the Middle Ages. From its inception, the 

Enlightenment focused on the power and goodness of human rationality. Some of the more 

characteristic doctrines of the Enlightenment are: 1) Reason is the most significant and positive 

capacity of the human; 2) reason enables one to break free from primitive, dogmatic, and 

superstitious beliefs holding one in the bonds of irrationality and ignorance; 3) in realizing the 

liberating potential of reason, one not only learns to think correctly, but to act correctly as well; 

4) through philosophical and scientific progress, reason can lead humanity as a whole to a state 

of earthly perfection; 5) reason makes all humans equal and, therefore, deserving of equal liberty 

and treatment before the law; 6) beliefs of any sort should be accepted only on the basis of 

reason, and not on traditional or priestly authority; and 7) all human endeavors should seek to 

impart and develop knowledge, not feelings or character. 

https://www.pbs.org/faithandreason/gengloss/enlight-body.html  

 

natural rights 
believed to be given by God; no government may take away 

 

Reread the first three paragraphs from John Locke. What rights would John 
Locke classify as “natural rights?” 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



As you read and listen to John F. Kennedy read the Declaration of Independence, 
annotate the text. Then, review the Magna Carta graphic organizer. Look for 
examples of breaches of the themes and annotate the text accordingly as you 
listen to the list of grievances. 
 

Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen United States of America, when in the Course of 

human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 

connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 

equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to 

the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the 

separation. 

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.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 

their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government 

becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 

institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in 

such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, 

indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and 

transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to 

suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 

are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 

Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 

to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such has 

been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains 

them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great 

Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 

establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to 

a candid world.  

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless 

suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has 

utterly neglected to attend to them.  

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people,  unless 



those people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable 

to them and formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 

depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with 

his measures.  

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his 

invasions on the rights of the people.  

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby 

the Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their 

exercise; the State remaining in the meantime exposed to all the dangers of invasion from 

without, and convulsions within. 

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the 

Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations 

hither, and raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing 

Judiciary powers.  

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount 

and payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harrass our 

people, and eat out their substance.  

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power.  

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 

unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: For 

Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which they should 

commit on the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:  

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:  



For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: For transporting us beyond Seas 

to be tried for pretended offences 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein 

an Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and 

fit instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the 

Forms of our Governments:  

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate 

for us in all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against 

us.  

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our 

people. 

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of 

death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely 

paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation.  

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 

Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by 

their Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the 

inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an 

undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.  

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: 

Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character 

is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.  

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brittish brethren. We have warned them from 

time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. 

We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have 

appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our 

common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our 

connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of 



consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our 

Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.  

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, 

Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, 

in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 

declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; 

that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 

between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as 

Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract 

Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States 

may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection 

of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 

Honor. 

This text is in the public domain. 

 

 

Read the following simplification of the grievances listed in the Declaration. 

Amend your annotations accordingly.  

 

Was the Revolution justified? 
Did the colonists have grievances against the British government substantial enough to justify 

revolution? 

In the Declaration of Independence, the American patriots listed "a history of injuries and 
usurpations" designed to establish "an absolute Tyranny over these states." What specific abuses 
did the delegates cite? 

1. "He has refused his Assent to Laws necessary for the public good." 

The King had rejected laws passed by colonial assemblies. 

2. "He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of pressing importance." 

Royal governors had rejected any colonial laws that did not have a clause suspending their 
operation until the King approved them. 

3. "He has refused to pass Laws unless people would relinquish the right of Representation." 



The Crown had failed to redraw the boundaries of legislative districts to ensure that newly settled 
areas were fairly represented in colonial assemblies. 

4. "He has called together legislative bodies at places distant from the depository of their public 
records." 

Royal governors sometimes had forced colonial legislatures to meet in inconvenient places.  

5. "He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly." 

Royal governors had dissolved colonial legislatures for disobeying their orders or protesting royal 
policies. 

6. "He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected."  

Royal governors had delayed in calling for elections of new colonial assemblies. 

7. "He has endeavored to prevent the population of these States." 

The King had impeded the development of the colonies by prohibiting the naturalization of 

foreigners (in 1773) and raising the purchase price of western lands (in 1774). 

8. "He has obstructed the Administration of justice." 

The King had rejected a North Carolina law setting up a court system. 

9. "He has made judges dependent on his Will alone.” 

The Crown had insisted that judges serve at the King's pleasure and that they should be paid by 

him. 

10. "He has erected a multitude of New Offices to harass our people." 

The royal government had appointed tax commissioners and other officials. 

11. "He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies." 

The Crown had kept an army in the colonies after the Seven Years' War without the consent of 
the colonial legislatures. 

12. "He has affected to render the Military independent of Civil power." 

The British government had named General Thomas Gage, commander of British forces in 
America. 

13. "He has subject[ed] us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution." 



The royal government had claimed the power (in the Declaratory Act of 1766) to make all laws 
for the colonies. 

14. "For quartering armed troops among us." 

The Crown had required the colonies to house British troops stationed in America. 

15. "For protecting them from punishment for Murders." 

Parliament had passed a 1774 law permitting British soldiers and officials accused of murder 
while in Massachusetts to be tried in Britain. 

16. "For cutting off our Trade." 

Parliament had enacted laws restricting the colonies' right to trade with foreign nations. 

17. "For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent." 

Parliament had imposed taxes (such as the Sugar Act of 1764) without the colonists' consent.  

18. "For depriving us of the benefits of Trial by Jury." 

The royal government had deprived colonists of a right to a jury trial in cases dealing with 
smuggling and other violations of trade laws. 

19. "For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried." 

A 1769 Parliamentary resolution declared that colonists accused of treas on could be tried in 
Britain. 

20. "For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighboring Province."  

The 1774 Quebec Act extended Quebec's boundaries to the Ohio River and applied French law 
to the region. 

21. "For taking away our Charters." 

Parliament (in 1774) had restricted town meetings in Massachusetts, had decided that the 
colony's councilors would no longer be elected but would be appointed by the king, and had 

given the royal governor control of lower court judges. 

22. "For suspending our Legislatures." 

Parliament (in 1767) had suspended the New York Assembly for failing to obey the Quartering 

Act of 1765. 

 



23. "waging War against us" 

The Crown had authorized General Thomas Gage to use force to make the colonists obey the 
laws of Parliament. 

24. "He has plundered our seas...burnt our towns." 

The British government had seized American ships that violated restrictions on foreign trade and 
had bombarded Falmouth (now Portland), Me.; Bristol, R.I.; and Norfolk, Va. 

25. "He is...transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries.” 

The British army hired German mercenaries to fight the colonists. 

26. "He has constrained our fellow Citizens to bear Arms against their Country."  

The Crown had forced American sailors (under the Restraining Act of 1775) to serve in the British 

navy. 

27. "He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us." 

In November 1775, Virginia's royal governor had promised freedom to slaves who joined British 

forces. The royal government also instigated Indian attacks on frontier settlements. 

In the eyes of the American patriots, what rights or liberties had the British Parliament violated?  

Parliament seemed intent on slowing the colonies' growth and protecting British economic 
interests at the colonists' expense. Royal officials had restricted westward expansion, levied taxes 
without the colonists' consent, and stationed a standing army in the colonies in peacetime. In 

addition, the Crown had expanded the imperial bureaucracy, made the West a preserve for 
French Catholics and Indians, and infringed on traditional English liberties, including the right to 

trial by jury, freedom from arbitrary arrest and trial, freedom of speech and conscience, and the 
right to freely trade and travel. Parliament had also restricted meetings of legislative assemblies, 

vetoed laws passed by assemblies, billeted soldiers in private homes, and made royal officials 
independent of colonial legislatures. 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3218 

 

 

 

 



Extended Response 
Based on the sources and your knowledge of U.S. government and 

history, assess if the Revolutionary War was justified. 
 

 

As you write, follow the directions below. 
 

 Address all parts of the prompt. 

 Include information and examples from your own knowledge of 
U.S. government and history. 

 Use evidence from the sources to support your response. 

 Follow the steps on the Checklist as you write your response. 
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Topic Three 

Creating the Constitution  
(C.1.5-6, C.2.6, C.5.1, C.5.3) 

 

Connections to the Unit Claim 
You will investigate how the framers crafted and ratified the Constitution. Then 
you will study the amendment process and how amendments have expanded civil 
rights over time. By focusing on processes, key decision points, and compromises, 
you will gather evidence to evaluate the decisions of the framers at the end of the 
unit. 
 

To Explore These Key Questions 
● How did we get our government? 

○ Why was the Constitutional Convention called? 
○ What were the key compromises? 

■ Why was representation a divisive issue and how was it 
resolved? 

■ Why was the presidency a divisive issue and how was it 
resolved? 

● How just is the Constitution? 
○ How have amendments to the Constitution affected US government 

and society? 
● How should the Constitution be interpreted? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Signing of the United States Constitution by Louis S. Glanzman, 1987 
Commissioned by the PA, DE, NJ State Societies, Daughters of the American Revolution. Independence 
National Historical Park Collection. 



Instructional Task Three:  

The Constitutional Convention 
You will perform an in-depth investigation into the creation of the Constitution. 

 

Instructional Process: 
1. Say, “For this topic, you will perform an in-depth investigation into the creation of the 

US Constitution, our framework for government and supreme law. Before we begin 

investigating, we need to develop a question to guide our inquiry.” 

2. Have students read the excerpt from Philosophy of History in the Student Resource 

Book. 

3. Support students to develop a compelling question for the task that is similar to “How 

did we get our government?” or “Why do we have the government we have?” Post 

the compelling question for the task in a location where students will be able to see it 

throughout the investigation. 

4. To activate prior knowledge, say, “As you studied in grade 7, we formally won 

independence from Great Britain in the 1783 Treaty of Paris; however, the US 

Constitution did not come into effect until 1789. What happened during the 

intervening years?” Depending on how much students recall, continue to ask leading 

questions until students refer to the Articles of Confederation by name or to the idea 

that an earlier framework for government existed. To gauge content background, 

continue questioning students about the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation 

until their recall has been exhausted. Correct major misconceptions if necessary, but 

refrain from frontloading the content before students engage with the texts. 

5. Have students read the Federalist Papers and Letters in the Student Resource Book. 

6. Say, “In May of 1787, 12 states (Rhode Island boycotted) met in Philadelphia to 

amend the Articles of Confederation. Deliberations remained secret during the 

meeting, but when the Philadelphia Convention concluded, the delegates returned to 

their states with an entirely new framework for government, the US Constitution. Next 

we will deeply immerse ourselves in the issues and arguments that occurred during 

the Constitutional Convention to try to understand how the Founding Fathers came to 

decisions and the rationales behind their choices.”  

7. Say: “The first issue we will investigate is the question of representation. You will use 

the notes James Madison took about the Constitutional Convention to answer the 

following supporting question: Why was representation a divisive issue and how was 

it resolved? Explain that Madison’s notes have been criticized as incomplete and 

doctored after the fact, but that they are the most extensive record of the debates that 

took place during the convention. 

8. Deliver initial instruction on the Constitutional Convention and all of the aspects that 

were debated and compromised on. Discuss the framers and the finished 

Constitution. 



9. You can use the readings and questions in the Resource Book to support your 

instruction or any other activities of your choice. Grouping and collaborative learning 

should be implemented as much as possible.  

 
 
Read an excerpt from the “Philosophy of History” and then answer the 
questions. 

Philosophy of History 

The concept of history plays a fundamental role in human thought. It invokes notions of human 

agency, change, the role of material circumstances in human affairs, and the putative meaning 

of historical events. It raises the possibility of “learning from history.” And it suggests the 

possibility of better understanding ourselves in the present, by understanding the forces, choices, 

and circumstances that brought us to our current situation. It is therefore unsurprising that 

philosophers have sometimes turned their attention to efforts to examine history itself and the 

nature of historical knowledge. These reflections can be grouped together into a body of work 

called “philosophy of history.” This work is heterogeneous, comprising analyses and arguments 

of idealists, positivists, logicians, theologians, and others, and moving back and forth over the 

divides between European and Anglo-American philosophy, and between hermeneutics and 

positivism. 

Given the plurality of voices within the “philosophy of history,” it is impossible to give one 

definition of the field that suits all these approaches. In fact, it is misleading to imagine that we 

refer to a single philosophical tradition when we invoke the phrase, “philosophy of history,” 

because the strands of research characterized here rarely engage in dialogue with each other. 

Still, we can usefully think of philosophers' writings about history as clustering around several 

large questions, involving metaphysics, hermeneutics, epistemology, and historicism: (1) What 

does history consist of—individual actions, social structures, periods and regions, civilizations, 

large causal processes, divine intervention? (2) Does history as a whole have meaning, structure, 

or direction, beyond the individual events and actions that make it up? (3) What is involved in 

our knowing, representing, and explaining history? (4) To what extent is human history 

constitutive of the human present? 

History and its representation 

What are the intellectual tasks that define the historian's work? In a sense, this question is best 

answered on the basis of a careful reading of some good historians. But it will be useful to offer 

several simple answers to this foundational question as a sort of conceptual map of the nature 

of historical knowing. 



First, historians are interested in providing conceptualizations and factual descriptions of events 

and circumstances in the past. This effort is an answer to questions like these: “What happened? 

What was it like? What were some of the circumstances and happenings that took place during 

this period in the past?” Sometimes this means simply reconstructing a complicated story from 

scattered historical sources—for example, in constructing a narrative of the Spanish Civil War or 

attempting to sort out the series of events that culminated in the Detroit race riot / uprising of 

1967. But sometimes it means engaging in substantial conceptual work in order to arrive at a 

vocabulary in terms of which to characterize “what happened.” Concerning the disorders of 1967 

in Detroit: was this a riot or an uprising? How did participants and contemporaries think about 

it? 

Second, historians often want to answer “why” questions: “Why did this event occur? What were 

the conditions and forces that brought it about?” This body of questions invites the historian to 

provide an explanation of the event or pattern he or she describes: the rise of fascism in Spain, 

the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the great global financial crisis of 2008. And providing an 

explanation requires, most basically, an account of the causal mechanisms, background 

circumstances, and human choices that brought the outcome about. We explain an historical 

outcome when we identify the social causes, forces, and actions that brought it about, or made 

it more likely. 

Third, and related to the previous point, historians are sometimes interested in answering a 

“how” question: “How did this outcome come to pass? What were the processes through which 

the outcome occurred?” How did the Prussian Army succeed in defeating the superior French 

Army in 1870? How did Truman manage to defeat Dewey in the 1948 US election? Here the 

pragmatic interest of the historian's account derives from the antecedent unlikelihood of the 

event in question: how was this outcome possible? This too is an explanation; but it is an answer 

to a “how possible” question rather than a “why necessary” question. 

Fourth, often historians are interested in piecing together the human meanings and intentions  

that underlie a given complex series of historical actions. They want to help the reader make 

sense of the historical events and actions, in terms of the thoughts, motives, and states of mind 

of the participants. For example: Why did Napoleon III carelessly provoke Prussia into war in 

1870? Why has the Burmese junta dictatorship been so intransigent in its treatment of 

democracy activist Aung San Suu Kyi? Why did northern cities in the United States develop such 

profound patterns of racial segregation after World War II? Answers to questions like these 

require interpretation of actions, meanings, and intentions—of individual actors and of cultures 

that characterize whole populations. This aspect of historical thinking is “hermeneutic,” 

interpretive, and ethnographic. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/history/ 



Checking for Understanding 

1. What kinds of questions do historians seek to answer? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

2.  If we are interested in learning about the origins of our government (or where 

it came from), what question should we ask? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Read each of the following documents and then answer the questions. 
 

Excerpt from “Federalist No. 15,”  
Alexander Hamilton, December 1, 1787 

 

We may indeed with propriety be said to have reached almost the last stage of national 
humiliation. There is scarcely anything that can wound the pride or degrade the character of an 
independent nation which we do not experience. Are there engagements to the performance of 
which we are held by every tie respectable among men? These are the subjects of constant and 
unblushing violation. Do we owe debts to foreigners and to our own citizens contracted in a time 
of imminent peril for the preservation of our political existence? These remain without any 
proper or satisfactory provision for their discharge. Have we valuable territories and important 
posts in the possession of a foreign power which, by express stipulations, ought long since to 
have been surrendered? These are still retained to the prejudice of our interests, not less than of 

our rights. Are we in a condition to resent or to repel the aggression? We have neither troops, 
nor treasury, nor government. Are we even in a condition to remonstrate with dignity? The just 
imputations on our own faith in respect to the same treaty ought first to be removed. Are we 
entitled by nature and compact to a free participation in the navigation of the Mississippi? Spain 
excludes us from it. Is public credit an indispensable resource in time of public danger? We seem 
to have abandoned its cause as desperate and irretrievable. Is commerce of importance to 
national wealth? Ours is at the lowest point of declension. Is respectability in the eyes of foreign 

powers a safeguard against foreign encroachments? The imbecility of our government even 
forbids them to treat with us. Our ambassadors abroad are the mere pageants of mimic 

sovereignty. Is a violent and unnatural decrease in the value of land a symptom of national 
distress? The price of improved land in most parts of the country is much lower than can be 

accounted for by the quantity of waste land at market, and can only be fully explained by that 
want of private and public confidence, which are so alarmingly prevalent among all ranks and 

which have a direct tendency to depreciate property of every kind. Is private credit the friend 
and patron of industry? That most useful kind which relates to borrowing and lending is reduced 

within the narrowest limits, and this still more from an opinion of insecurity than from the 
scarcity of money. To shorten an enumeration of particulars which can afford neither pleasure 

nor instruction, it may in general be demanded, what indication is there of national disorder, 

poverty, and insignificance that could befall a community so peculiarly blessed with natural 
advantages as we are, which does not form a part of the dark catalogue of our public 

misfortunes?  
This is the melancholy situation to which we have been brought by those very maxims and 

counsels which would now deter us from adopting the proposed Constitution; and which, not 
content with having conducted us to the brink of a precipice, seem resolved to plunge us into the 

abyss that awaits us below. Here, my countrymen, impelled by every motive that ought to 
influence an enlightened people, let us make a firm stand for our safety, our tranquillity, our 
dignity, our reputation. Let us at last break the fatal charm which has too long seduced us from 
the paths of felicity and prosperity.  
This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed15.asp.  



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Excerpt from Letter to the President of Congress, 
Robert Morris, March 17, 1783 

    

I have gone into these few details merely to elucidate one position, viz., that all the money now 

at our command, and which we may expect from the States for this two months to come, will not 

do more than satisfy the various engagements which will by that time have fallen due.  

  

It is of importance that Congress should know their true situation, and therefore I could wish that 

a committee were appointed to confer with the minister of France. My reason for that wish is, 

that every member of Congress may have the same conviction which I feel of one important 

fact—that there is no hope of any further pecuniary aid from Europe...  

But whatever may be the ability of nations or individuals, we can have no right to hope, much 

less to expect the aid of others, while we show so much unwillingness to help ourselves. It can 

no longer be a doubt to Congress that our public credit is gone. It was very easy to foresee that 

this would be the case, and it was my particular duty to predict it. This has been done repeatedly. 

I claim no merit from the prediction, because a man must be naturally or wilfully blind who could 

not see that credit can not long be supported without funds.      

From what has already been said, Congress will clearly perceive the necessity of further 

resources. What means they shall adopt it is their wisdom to consider. They can not borrow, and 

the States will not pay. The thing has happened which was expected. I can not presume to advise. 

Congress well know that I never pretended to any extraordinary knowledge of finance, and that 

my deficiencies on this subject were a principal reason for declining the office. I have since had 

reason to be still more convinced of my incompetency, because the plans which I did suggest 

have not met with approbation. I hope, therefore, that some abler mind will point out the means 

to save our country from ruin.  

I do assure you, sir, that it is extremely painful to me to be obliged to address Congress on this 

subject. I wish most sincerely that I could look at our future prospects with the same indifference 

that others have brought themselves to regard them. Perhaps I am not sufficiently sanguine. It is 

common for age to listen more to the voice of experience than youth is inclined. The voice of 

experience foretold these evils long since. There was a time when we might have obviated them, 

but I fear that precious moment is passed...  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/letter-

to-the-president-of-congress-2/.  

     

    

   

 



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Excerpt from Letter to John Jay, Gouverneur 
Morris, January 1, 1783 

   

Gen. McDougall, Col. Brooks of the Massachusetts and Col. Ogden of the Jersey Line are now here with a 

Petition to Congress from the Army for Pay. The Army are now disciplined and their wants as to food and 

Cloathing are relieved but they are not paid. Their back Accounts are not settled. If settled the Ballances 

are not secured by competent funds. No Provision is made for the Half -Pay promised them. Some Persons 

and indeed some States pretend to dispute their Claim to it. (THE ARMY HAVE SWORDS IN THEIR HANDS. 

YOU KNOW ENOUGH OF THE HISTORY OF MANKIND TO KNOW MUCH MORE THAN I HAVE SAID AND 

POSSIBLY MUCH MORE THAN THEY THEMSELVES YET THINK OF.) I will add however that I am glad to see 

Things in their present Train. Depend on it good will arise from the Situation to which we are hastening. 

And this you may rely on that my Efforts will not be wanting. I pledge myself to you on the present 

occasion and ALTHOUGH I THINK IT PROBABLE THAT MUCH OF CONVULSION WILL ENSUE, YET IT MUST 

TERMINATE IN GIVING TO GOVERNMENT THAT POWER WITHOUT WHICH GOVERNMENT IS BUT A NAME. 

GOVERNMENT IN AMERICA IS NOT POSSESSED OF IT (BUT THE PEOPLE ARE WELL PREPARED. WEARIED 

WITH THE WAR, THEIR ACQUIESCENCE MAY BE DEPENDED ON WITH ABSOLUTE CERTAINTY AND YOU AND 

I, MY FRIEND, KNOW BY EXPERIENCE THAT WHEN A FEW MEN OF SENSE AND SPIRIT GET TOGETHER AND 

DECLARE THAT THEY ARE THE AUTHORITY, SUCH FEW AS ARE OF A DIFFERENT OPINION MAY EASILY BE 

CONVINCED OF THEIR MISTAKE BY THAT POWERFUL ARGUMENT THE HALTER. IT IS, HOWEVER, A MOST 

MELANCHOLY CONSIDERATION THAT A PEOPLE SHOULD REQUIRE SO MUCH OF EXPERIENCE BEFORE 

THEY WILL BE WISE. IT IS STILL MORE PAINFUL TO THINK THAT THIS EXPERIENCE IS ALWAYS BOUGHT SO 

DEAR. ON THE WISDOM OF THE PRESENT MOMENT DEPENDS MORE THAN IS EASILY IMAGINED, AND 

WHEN I LOOK ROUND FOR THE ACTORS—LET US CHANGE THE SUBJECT.)     

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/letter-

to-john-jay-3/.  

    

   

 

 
  



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Excerpt from Letter to James Warren, George 
Washington, October 7, 1785 

    

Dear Sir: 

...The war, as you have very justly observed, has terminated most advantageously for America 

and a fair field is presented to our view; but I confess to you freely, My Dr. Sir, that I do not think 

we possess wisdom or Justice enough to cultivate it properly. Illiberality, Jealousy, and local policy 

mix too much in all our public councils for the good government of the Union. In a word, the 

confederation appears to me to be little more than a shadow without the substance; and 

Congress a nugatory body, their ordinances being little attended to. To me, it is a solecism in 

politics: indeed it is one of the most extraordinary things in nature, that we should confederate 

as a Nation, and yet be afraid to give the rulers of that nation, who are the creatures of our 

making, appointed for a limited and short duration, and who are amenable for every action, and 

recallable at any moment, and are subject to all the evils which they may be instrumental in 

producing, sufficient powers to order and direct the affairs of the same. By such policy as this the 

wheels of Government are clogged, and our brightest prospects, and that high expectation which 

was entertained of us by the wondering world, are turned into astonishment; and from the high 

ground on which we stood, we are descending into the vale of confusion and darkness.  

That we have it in our power to become one of the most respectable Nations upon Earth, admits, 

in my humble opinion, of no doubt; if we would but pursue a wise, just, and liberal policy towards  

one another, and would keep good faith with the rest of the World: that our resources are ample 

and encreasing, none can deny; but while they are grudgingly applyed, or not applyed at all, we 

give a vital stab to public faith, and shall sink, in the eyes of Europe, into contempt.  

It has long been a speculative question among Philosophers and wise men, whether foreign 

Commerce is of real advantage to any Country; that is, whether the luxury, effeminacy, and 

corruptions which are introduced along with it; are counter-balanced by the convenience and 

wealth which it brings with it; but the decision of this question is of very little importance to us: 

we have abundant reason to be convinced, that the spirit for Trade which pervades these States 

is not to be restrained; it behooves us then to establish just principles; and this, any more than 

other matters of national concern, cannot be done by thirteen heads differently constructed and 

organized. The necessity, therefore, of a controuling power is obvious; and why it should be 

withheld is beyond my comprehension...  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at 

http://web.archive.org/web/20100502030410/http://gwpapers.virginia.edu/documents/constitution

/1784/warren.html.   



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Letter to Elbridge Gerry, Rufus King, April 30, 1786 
   

We go on in Congress as when you left us. Three days since October only have nine States been 

on the Floor. Eight are now here, when we shall have nine is a melancholy uncertainty. I proposed 

a few days since that Congress should resolve, that provided on a certain day, sufficiently distant 

for information to reach all the States in season, the States were not so represented as to give 

power to administer the Government, Congress would adjourn without day. Something of this 

kind must be done. It is a mere farce to remain here as we have done since last October. 

Foreigners know our situation and the friends of free Governments through the world must 

regret it.    

Resolves have been passed upon Resolves—and letter after letter has been sent to the deficient 

States, and all without the desired effect. We are without money or the prospect of it in the 

Federal Treasury; and the States, many of them, care so little about the Union, that they take no 

measures to keep a representation in Congress. The civil list begin to clamour—there is not 

money to pay them: they are now unpaid for a longer period than since the circulation of Paper 

Money. The handful of troops over the Ohio are mutinous and desert because they are unpaid. 

The money borrowed in Europe is exhausted and this very day our Foreign Ministers have it not 

in their power to receive their salaries for their support.     

Where, my dear friend, will the evils consequent to this inattention in the States terminate? The 

people of the States do not know their dangerous situation; this torpor and inactivity should 

alarm the Guardians of the People; but indeed the Legislatures seem the least attentive. Pray 

think of our situation and advise me. I can open my heart with freedom to you; you are now at 

home, and will be concerned in the Government of the State. Can there be no means devised 

whereby Massachusetts can yield something to the common Treasury? Since the organization of 

the Board of Treasury, the State has paid nothing. We are told of it in Congress—we justify by 

declaring that past exertions have exhausted us; but that we should revive, when the States 

would accede to such commercial Regulations as would place the American Navigation on an 

equal footing with that of Foreigners.     

This is ostensible—but poor as we are I hope we could do more than we now accomplish— 

indeed the State neither pays anything to the federal Treasury, nor supports her Delegates.  
 

This text is in the public domain.    

    

   

  



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Excerpt from Letter to John Jay, George 
Washington, August 15, 1786 

Dear Sir: 

...I’m sorry to be assured, of what indeed I had little doubt before, that we have been guilty of 

violating the treaty in some instances. What a misfortune it is the British should have so well 

grounded a pretext for their palpable infractions? And what a disgraceful part, out of the choice 

of difficulties before us, are we to act?   

Your sentiments, that our affairs are drawing rapidly to a crisis, accord with my own. What the 

event will be is also beyond the reach of my foresight. We have errors to correct. We have 

probably had too good an opinion of human nature in forming our confederation. Experience has 

taught us, that men will not adopt & carry into execution, measures the best calculated for their 

own good without the intervention of a coercive power. I do not conceive we can exist long as a 

nation, without having lodged somewhere a power which will pervade the whole Union in as 

energetic a manner, as the authority of the different state governments extend over the several 

States. To be fearful of vesting Congress, constituted as that body is, with ample authorities for 

national purposes, appears to me the very climax of popular absurdity and madness...Many are 

of opinion that Congress have too frequently made use of the suppliant humble tone of 

requisition, in applications to the States, when they had a right to assume their imperial dignity 

and command obedience. Be that as it may, requisitions are a perfect nihility, where thirteen 

sovereign, independent, disunited States are in the habit of discussing & refusing compliance 

with them at their option. Requisitions are actually little better than a jest and a bye word 

throughout the Land. If you tell the Legislatures they have violated the treaty of peace and 

invaded the prerogatives of the confederacy they will laugh in your face. What then is to be done? 

Things cannot go on in the same manner forever. It is much to be feared, as you observe, that 

the better kind of people being disgusted with the circumstances will have their minds prepared 

for any revolution whatever. We are apt to run from one extreme into another. To anticipate & 

prevent disastrous contingencies would be the part of wisdom & patriotism.    

What astonishing changes a few years are capable of producing! I am told that even respectable 

characters speak of a monarchical form of government without horror. From thinking proceeds 

speaking, thence to acting is often but a single step. But how irrevocable and tremendous! What 

a triumph for the advocates of despotism to find that we are incapable of governing ourselves, 

and that systems founded on the basis of equal liberty are merely ideal and fallacious! Would to 

God that wise measures may be taken in time to avert the consequences we have but too much 

reason to apprehend...  
 

This text is in the public domain.  

A full-text version is available online at 

http://web.archive.org/web/20100602072255/http://gwpapers.virginia.edu/documents/con

stitution/1784/jay2.html.      

http://web.archive.org/web/20100602072255/http:/gwpapers.virginia.edu/documents/constitution/1784/jay2.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20100602072255/http:/gwpapers.virginia.edu/documents/constitution/1784/jay2.html


Letter to Thomas Jefferson,  
John Jay, October 27, 1786 

     

The inefficacy of our government becomes daily more and more apparent. Our treasury and our 

credit are in a sad situation; and it is probable that either the wisdom or the passions of the 

people will produce changes. A spirit of licentiousness has infected Massachusetts, which 

appears more formidable than some at first apprehended. Whether similar symptoms will not 

soon mark a like disease in several other States is very problematical.    

The public papers herewith sent contain everything generally known about these matters. A 

reluctance to taxes, an impatience of government, a rage for property and little regard to the 

means of acquiring it, together with a desire of equality in all things, seem to actuate the mass 

of those who are uneasy in their circumstances. To these may be added the influence of 

ambitious adventurers, and the speculations of the many characters who prefer private to public 

good, and of others who expect to gain more from wrecks made by tempests than from the 

produce of patient and honest industry. As the knaves and fools of this world are forever in 

alliance, it is easy to perceive how much vigour and wisdom a government, from its construction 

and administration, should possess, in order to repress the evils which naturally flow from such 

copious sources of injustice and evil.      

Much, I think, is to be feared from the sentiments which such a state of things is calculated to 

infuse into the minds of the rational and well-intended. In their eyes, the charms of liberty will 

daily fade; and in seeking for peace and security, they will too naturally turn towards systems in 

direct opposition to those which oppress and disquiet them. 

If faction should long bear down law and government, tyranny may raise its head, or the more 

sober part of the people may even think of a king.     

In short, my dear sir, we are in a very unpleasant situation. Changes are necessary; but, what they 

ought to be, what they will be, and how and when to be produced, are arduous questions. I feel 

for the cause of liberty, and for the honour of my countrymen who have so nobly asserted it, and 

who, at present, so abuse its blessings. If it should not take root in this soil, little pains will be 

taken to cultivate it in any other.  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

     

    

   

 

 

 

 



Checking for Understanding  

1. What is your document, who is the writer, and why is he writing? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What problems with the political system or the Articles of Confederation does 
the writer describe? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

3. What does the writer identify as the causes of the problems? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Does the writer think the problems can be fixed? If so, how? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

5. How significant do you think these problems were? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________ 



Why was the Constitutional Convention called? (1-2 paragraphs) 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
  



The Virginia or the New Jersey Plan? 
In spite of the common vision and status that linked most of the delegates to the Philadelphia 

Convention, no obvious route existed for how to revise the Articles of Confederation to build a 

stronger central government. 

The meeting began by deciding several important procedural issues that were not controversial  

and that significantly shaped how the Convention operated. First, George Washington was 

elected as the presiding officer. They also decided to continue the voting precedent followed by 

the Congress where each state got one vote. 

They also agreed to hold their meeting in secret. 
 

There would be no public access to the Convention's discussions and the delegates agreed not to 

discuss matters with the PRESS. The delegates felt that secrecy would allow them to explore 

issues with greater honesty than would be possible if everything that they said became public 

knowledge. 

In fact, the public knew almost nothing about the actual proceedings of the Convention until 

James Madison's notes about it were published after his death in the 1840s. 

The delegates also made a final crucial and sweeping early decision about how to run the 

Convention. They agreed to go beyond the instructions of the Congress by not merely considering 

revisions to the Articles of Confederation, but to try and construct a whole new national 

framework. 

The stage was now set for James Madison, the best prepared and most influential of the 

delegates at the Philadelphia Convention. His proposal, now known as the VIRGINIA PLAN, called 

for a strong central government with three distinctive elements. 
 

First, it clearly placed NATIONAL SUPREMACY above state sovereignty. 

Second, this strengthened central government would have a close relationship with the people, 

who could directly vote for some national leaders. 

Third, Madison proposed that the CENTRAL GOVERNMENT be made up of three distinct 

branches: a BICAMERAL LEGISLATURE, an EXECUTIVE, and a JUDICIARY. The lower house of the 

legislature would be elected directly by the people and then the lower house would elect the 

upper house. Together they would choose the executive and judiciary. 

By having the foundational body of the proposed national government elected by the people at 

large, rather than through their state legislatures, the national government would remain a 

republic with a direct link to ordinary people even as it expanded its power. 



Madison's VIRGINIA PLAN was bold and creative. Further, it established a strong central 

government, which most delegates supported. Nevertheless, it was rejected at the Convention 

by opposition from delegates representing states with small populations. 

These small states would have their national influence dramatically curbed in the proposed move 

from one-state one-vote (as under the Articles) to general voting for the lower legislative house 

where overall population would be decisive. 

The Virginia Plan was unacceptable to all the small states, who countered with another proposal, 

dubbed the NEW JERSEY PLAN, that would continue more along the lines of how Congress 

already operated under the Articles. This plan called for a unicameral legislature with the one 

vote per state formula still in place. 

Although the division between large and small states (really between high and low population 

states) might seem simplistic, it was the major hurdle that delegates to the Convention needed 

to overcome to design a stronger national government, which they all agreed was needed. 

After long debates and a close final vote, the Virginia Plan was accepted as a basis for further 

discussion. This agreement to continue to debate also amounted to a major turning point. The 

delegates had decided that they should craft a new constitutional structure to replace the 

Articles. 

This was so stunning a change and such a large expansion of their original instructions from the 

Congress that two New York delegates left in disgust. 

Could the states ever form a more perfect union? 

"REPRESENTATION" remained the core issue for the Philadelphia Convention. What was the best 

way for authority to be delegated from the people and the states to a strengthened central 

government? 

After still more deeply divided argument, a proposal put forward by delegates from Connecticut 

(a small population state), struck a compromise that narrowly got approved. They suggested that 

representatives in each house of the proposed bicameral legislature be selected through 

different means. The UPPER HOUSE (or SENATE) would reflect the importance of state 

sovereignty by including two people from each state regardless of size. Meanwhile, the LOWER 

HOUSE (the HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES) would have different numbers of representatives 

from each state determined by population. Representation would be adjusted every ten years 

through a federal census that counted every person in the country. 

By coming up with a mixed solution that balanced state sovereignty and popular sovereignty tied 

to actual population, the Constitution was forged through what is known as the CONNECTICUT 

COMPROMISE. In many respects this compromise reflected a victory for small states, but 

compared with their dominance in the Congress under the Articles of Confederation it is clear 

that negotiation produced something that both small and large states wanted. 



Other major issues still needed to be resolved, however, and, once again, compromise was 

required on all sides. One of the major issues concerned elections themselves. Who would be 

allowed to vote? The different state constitutions had created different rules about how much 

property was required for white men to vote. The delegates needed to figure out a solution that 

could satisfy people with many different ideas about who could have the franchise (that is, who 

could be a voter). 

For the popular lower house, any white man who paid taxes could vote. Thus, even those without 

property, could vote for who would represent them in the House of Representatives. This 

expanded the franchise in some states. To balance this opening, the two Senators in the upper 

house of the national government would be elected by the STATE LEGISLATURES. Finally, 

the PRESIDENT (that is, the executive branch) would be elected at the state level through 

an ELECTORAL COLLEGE whose numbers reflected representation in the legislature. 

To modern eyes, the most stunning and disturbing constitutional compromise by the delegates 

was over the issue of slavery. Some delegates considered slavery an evil institution and GEORGE 

MASON of Virginia even suggested that the trans-Atlantic slave trade be made illegal by the new 

national rules. Delegates from South Carolina and Georgia where slavery was expanding rapidly 

in the late-18th century angrily opposed this limitation. If any limitations to slavery were 

proposed in the national framework, then they would leave the convention and oppose its 

proposed new plan for a stronger central government. Their fierce opposition allowed no room 

for compromise and as a result the issue of slavery was treated as a narrowly political, rather 

than a moral, question. 

The delegates agreed that a strengthened union of the states was more important than the 

Revolutionary ideal of equality. This was a pragmatic, as well as a tragic, constitutional 

compromise, since it may have been possible (as suggested by George Mason's comments) for 

the slave state of Virginia to accept some limitations on slavery at this point. 

The proposed constitution actually strengthened the power of slave states in several important 

respects. Through the "FUGITIVE CLAUSE," for example, governments of free states were 

required to help recapture runaway slaves who had escaped their masters' states. Equally 

disturbing was the "THREE-FIFTHS FORMULA" established for determining representation in the 

lower house of the legislature. Slave states wanted to have additional political power based on 

the number of human beings that they held as slaves. Delegates from free states wouldn't allow 

such a blatant manipulation of political principles, but the inhumane compromise that resulted 

meant counting enslaved persons as three-fifths of a free person for the sake of calculating the 

number of people a state could elect to the House of Representatives. 
 

After hot summer months of difficult debate in Philadelphia from May to September 1787, the 

delegates had fashioned new rules for a stronger central government that extended national 

power well beyond the scope of the Articles of Confederation. The Constitution created a 



national legislature that could pass the supreme law of the land, could raise taxes, and with 

greater control over commerce. The proposed rules also would restrict state actions, especially 

in regard to passing PRO-DEBTOR LAWS. At the end of the long process of creating the new plan, 

thirty-eight of the remaining forty-one delegates showed their support by signing the proposed 

Constitution. This small group of national superstars had created a major new framework 

through hard work and compromise. 

Now another challenge lay ahead. Could they convince the people in the states that this new plan 

was worth accepting? 

Adapted from ushistory.org/us 

 

 

  



Compare/Contrast the Virginia and New Jersey Plans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Instructional Task Four:  

How Just Is the Constitution? 
You will examine primary and secondary sources to answer the compelling question: How just is 
the Constitution? 

 

Instructional Process: 
1. Continue your discussion on the Constitutional Convention and all of the aspects that 

were debated and compromised on. Discuss the framers and the finished 

Constitution. 

2. Discuss what the Constitution said about slavery and rights. Discuss the Bill of 

Rights. 

3. You can use the readings and questions in the Resource Book to support your 

instruction or any other activities of your choice. Grouping and collaborative learning 

should be implemented as much as possible.  

4. This instructional task can be concluded with the extended response prompt found in 

the Resource Book, “Based on the sources and your knowledge of U.S. government 

and history, assess if the Constitution is a just document.”  

5. The Extended Response Rubric AND Extended Response Checklist are at the end of 

this document as well as in the Google Classroom. Please copy and distribute to 

students to be kept in their notebooks/binders. 

 

NOTE: You may choose to teach the topic of how to interpret the Constitution. There is 

an instructional task in the Louisiana Sample Scope and Sequence that you may wish 

to use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Read each document and answer the questions. 
 

Excerpts from the Constitution:  
The Issue of Slavery 

Article I     

Section 2      

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be 

included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by 

adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 

Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons     

  

Section 9      

The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper 

to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred 

and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for 

each Person.      

Article IV     

Section 2      

No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping into another, 

shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or 

Labour, but shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be 

due.     
 

This text is in the public domain.  

     

How did the framers protect slavery in the Constitution? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
    

 
 
 



Debates on Taxes for Importing Enslaved Persons, 
Madison’s Notes, Constitutional Convention, 

August, 21, 1787 
 

Mr. L MARTIN proposed to vary Article 7, Section 4, to allow a prohibition or tax on the 

importation of slaves. In the first place, as five slaves are to be counted as three freemen, in the 

apportionment of Representatives, such a clause would leave an encouragement to this traffic. 

In the second place, slaves weakened one part of the Union, which the other parts were bound 

to protect; the privilege of importing them was therefore unreasonable. And in the third place, it 

was inconsistent with the principles of the Revolution, and dishonorable to the American 

character, to have such a feature in the Constitution. 

      

Mr. RUTLEDGE did not see how the importation of slaves could be encouraged by this section. ... 

Religion and humanity had nothing to do with this question. Interest alone is the governing 

principle with Nations. The true question at present is, whether the Southern States shall or shall 

not be parties to the Union. If the Northern States consult their interest, they will not oppose the 

increase of Slaves, which will increase the commodities of which they will become the carriers. 

     

Mr. ELLSWORTH was for leaving the clause as it stands. Let every State import what it pleases. 

The morality or wisdom of slavery are considerations belonging to the States themselves. What 

enriches a part enriches the whole, and the States are the best judges of their particular interest. 

The old Confederation had not meddled with this point, and he did not see any greater necessity 

for bringing it within the policy of the new one.  

  

Mr. PINCKNEY. South Carolina can never receive the plan if it prohibits the slave-trade. In every 

proposed extension of the powers of Congress, that State has expressly and watchfully excepted 

that of meddling with the importation of negroes.  
 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available at http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/debates/0821-2/.  

     

What did these framers argue?    

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
   

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/debates/0821-2/


Excerpts from Speech Promoting the Constitution, 
Benjamin Franklin, 

Constitutional Convention, September 17, 1787 
      

I confess that there are several parts of this constitution which I do not at present approve, but I 

am not sure I shall never approve them. For having lived long, I have experienced many instances 

of being obliged by better information, or fuller consideration, to change opinions even on 

important subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is therefore that the 

older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment, and to pay more respect to the 

judgment of others. Most men, indeed, as well as most sects in religion, think themselves in 

possession of all truth, and that wherever others differ from them, it is so far error....   

   

In these sentiments, Sir, I agree to this Constitution, with all its faults,...I doubt, too, whether any 

other Convention we can obtain may be able to make a better Constitution. For, when you 

assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom you inevitably assemble 

with those men all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, 

and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected? It therefore 

astonishes me, sir, to find this system approaching so near to perfection as it does;...Thus I 

consent, Sir, to this Constitution, because I expect no better, and because I am not sure, that it is 

not the best. The opinions I have had of its errors, I sacrifice to the public good....Much of the 

strength and efficiency of any government, in procuring and securing happiness to the people, 

depends, on opinion, — on the general opinion of the goodness of the government, as well as of 

the wisdom and integrity of its governors. I hope, therefore, that for our own sakes, as a part of 

the people, and for the sake of posterity, we shall act heartily and unanimously in recommending 

this Constitution (if approved by Congress and confirmed by the Conventions) wherever our 

influence may extend, and turn our future thoughts and endeavors to the means of having it well 

administered.  
 

This text is in the public domain. A full-text version is available online at 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/debates/0917-2/.  

 

Do you agree with Franklin? Why or why not? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
    



Excerpts from the Constitution: Representation 
 

Article I     

Section 2      

The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members chosen every second Year by the 

People of the several States....      

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be 

included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which s hall be determined by 

adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 

Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.     

Section 3    

The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Senators from each State, chosen by 

the Legislature thereof, for six Years; and each Senator shall have one Vote.   

  

Article II     

Section 1      

The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America. He shall hold 

his Office during the Term of four Years, and, together with the Vice President, chosen for the 

same Term, be elected, as follows  

Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature thereof may direct, a Number of 

Electors, equal to the whole Number of Senators and Representatives to which the State may be 

entitled in the Congress: but no Senator or Representative, or Person holding an Office of Trust 

or Profit under the United States, shall be appointed an Elector.  

The Electors shall meet in their respective States, and vote by Ballot....The Person having the 

greatest Number of Votes shall be the President      

Section 2     

[The President] shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, 

to...appoint...Judges of the supreme Court....   

Article IV      

Section 4      

The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union a Republican Form of 

Government....   

Article V      

The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall deem it necessary, shall propose 

Amendments to this Constitution, or, on the Application of the Legislatures of two thirds of the 

several States, shall call a Convention for proposing Amendments, which, in either Case, shall be 

valid to all Intents and Purposes, as Part of this Constitution, when ratified by the Legislatures of 

three fourths of the several States, or by Conventions in three fourths thereof, as the one or the 

other Mode of Ratification may be proposed by the Congress; Provided that no Amendment 



which may be made prior to the Year One thousand eight hundred and eight shall in any Manner 

affect the first and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of the first Article; and that no State, 

without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the Senate.    

  

Article VII      

The Ratification of the Conventions of nine States, shall be sufficient for the Establishment of this 

Constitution between the States so ratifying the Same. 
 

This text is in the public domain.  

    

  

Excerpt from Federalist No. 43, Publius (either 

James Madison or Alexander Hamilton), 1788 
 

That useful alterations will be suggested by experience, could not but be foreseen. It was 

requisite therefore that a mode for introducing them should be provided. The mode preferred 

by the Convention seems to be stamped with every mark of propriety. It guards equally against 

that extreme facility which would render the Constitution too mutable; and that extreme 

difficulty which might perpetuate its discovered faults. It moreover equally enables the general 

and the state governments to originate the amendment of errors as they may be pointed out by 

the experience on one side or on the other. 
 

This text is in the public domain.  

A full-text version is available online at http://thomas.loc.gov/home/histdox/fed_43.html.    

  

 

 

 

How democratic was the Constitution as originally conceived? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
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Excerpt from Debates in the First Congress, 

 James Madison, June 8, 1789: 
In the declaration of rights which that country [Great Britain] has established, the truth is, they 

have gone no farther than to raise a barrier against the power of the Crown; the power of the 

Legislature is left altogether indefinite. Although I know whenever the great rights, the trial by 

jury, freedom of the press, or liberty of conscience, come in question in that body, the invasion 

of them is resisted by able advocates, yet their Magna Charta does not contain any one provision 

for the security of those rights, respecting which the people of America are most alarmed. The 

freedom of the press and rights of conscience, those choicest privileges of the people, are 

unguarded in the British Constitution.     

But although the case may be widely different, and it may not be thought necess ary to provide 

limits for the legislative power in that country, yet a different opinion prevails in the United 

States. The people of many States have thought it necessary to raise barriers against power in all 

forms and departments of Government...     

In our Government it is, perhaps, less necessary to guard against the abuse in the Executive 

Department than any other; because it is not the stronger branch of the system, but the weaker: 

It therefore must be levelled against the Legislative, for it is the most powerful, and most likely 

to be abused, because it is under the least control. Hence, so far as a declaration of rights can 

tend to prevent the exercise of undue power, it cannot be doubted but such declaration is proper. 

But I confess that I do conceive, that in a Government modified like this of the United States, the 

great danger lies rather in the abuse of the community than in the Legislative body. The 

prescriptions in favor of liberty ought to be levelled against that quarter where the greatest 

danger lies, namely, that which possesses the highest prerogative of power. But this is not found 

in either the Executive or Legislative departments of Government, but in the body of the people, 

operating by the majority against the minority.  

 
This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available at http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llac&fileName=001/llac001.db&recNum=228.       

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llac&fileName=001/llac001.db&recNum=228
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llac&fileName=001/llac001.db&recNum=228


1. What does Madison say is the main difference between the English Bill of 

Rights and what proponents of a US Bill of Rights propose? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What is Madison arguing in the last paragraph? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

    

    

   

 

 

     

 



Arguments Against a Bill of Rights 

State House Speech, James Wilson,  

October 6, 1787 

It will be proper, however, before I enter into the refutation of the charges that are alleged, to 

mark the leading discrimination between the state constitutions, and the constitution of the 

United States. When the people established the powers of legislation under their separate 

governments, they invested their representatives with every right and authority which they did 

not in explicit terms reserve...But in delegating federal powers, another criterion was necessarily 

introduced: and the congressional authority is to be collected, not from tacit implication, but 

from the positive grant, expressed in the instrument of the union. Hence, it is evident, that in the 

former case, everything which is not reserved, is given: but in the latter, the reverse of the 

proposition prevails, and everything which is not given, is reserved. This distinction being 

recognized, will furnish and answer to those who think the omission of a bill of rights, a defect in 

the proposed constitution: for it would have been superfluous and absurd, to have stipulated 

with a federal body of our own creation, that we should enjoy those privileges, of which we are 

not divested either by the intention of that act that has brought that body into existence. For 

instance, the liberty of the press, which has been a copious subject of declamation and opposition 

-- what control can proceed from the federal government, to shackle or destroy that sacred 

palladium of national freedom?    

...I will confess, indeed, that I am not a blind admirer of this plan of government, and that there 

are some parts of it, which, if my wish had prevailed, would certainly have been altered. But...I 

am satisfied that anything nearer to perfection could not have been accomplished. If there are 

errors, it should be remembered, that...the concurrence of two thirds of the congress may at any 

time introduce alterations and amendments. Regarding it, then, in every point of view, with a 

candid and disinterested mind, I am bold to assert, that it is the BEST FORM OF GOVERNMENT 

WHICH HAS EVER BEEN OFFERED TO THE WORLD.  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3Ftitle=1670&chapter=1967&la

yout=html&Itemid=27.    
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Federalist No. 84, Alexander Hamilton 
The most considerable of the remaining objections is that the plan of the convention contains no 

bill of rights...  

To the first I answer that the Constitution proposed by the convention contains, as well as the 

constitution of this State, a number of such provisions. Independent of those which relate to the 

structure of the government, we find the following: Article 1, section 3, clause 7 — "Judgment in 

cases of impeachment shall not extend further than to removal from office and disqualification 

to hold and enjoy any office of honor, trust, or profit under the United States; but the party 

convicted shall nevertheless be liable and subject to indictment, trial, judgment, and punishment 

according to law." Section 9, of the same article, clause 2 — "The privilege of the writ of habeas 

corpus shall not be suspended, unless when in cases of rebellion or invasion the public safety 

may require it." Clause 3 — "No bill of attainder or ex post facto law shall be passed." Clause 7 — 

"No title of nobility shall be granted by the United States; and no person holding any office of 

profit or trust under them shall, without the consent of the Congress, accept of any present, 

emolument, office, or title of any kind whatever, from any king, prince, or foreign state." Article 

3, section 2, clause 3 — "The trial of all crimes, except in cases of impeachment, shall be by jury; 

and such trial shall be held in the State where the said crimes shall have been committed; but 

when not committed within any State, the trial shall be at such place or places as the Congress 

may by law have directed..."     

But a minute detail of particular rights is certainly far less applicable to a Constitution like that 

under consideration, which is merely intended to regulate the general political interests of the 

nation, than to a constitution which has the regulation of every species of personal and private 

concerns...      

I go further and affirm that bills of rights, in the sense and to the extent in which they are 

contended for, are not only unnecessary in the proposed Constitution but would even be 

dangerous. They would contain various exceptions to powers not granted; and, on this very 

account, would afford a colorable pretext to claim more than were granted. For why declare that 

things shall not be done which there is no power to do? Why, for instance, should it be said that 

the liberty of the press shall not be restrained, when no power is given by which restrictions may 

be imposed?...[I]t is evident that it would furnish, to men disposed to usurp, a plausible pretense 

for claiming that power....   

There remains but one other view of this matter to conclude the point. The truth is, after all the 

declamations we have heard, that the Constitution is itself, in every rational sense, and to every 

useful purpose, A BILL OF RIGHTS...And the proposed Constitution, if adopted, will be the bill of 

rights of the Union. Is it one object of a bill of rights to declare and specify the political privileges 

of the citizens in the structure and administration of the government? This is done in the most 

ample and precise manner in the plan of the convention; comprehending various precautions for 

the public security which are not to be found in any of the State constitutions. Is another object 

of a bill of rights to define certain immunities and modes of proceeding, which are relative to 



personal and private concerns? This we have seen has also been attended to in a variety of cases 

in the same plan. Adverting therefore to the substantial meaning of a bill of rights, it is absurd to 

allege that it is not to be found in the work of the convention...  
 

This text is in the public domain. 

   

1. According to James Wilson, what difference between the national and state 
governments makes a bill of rights unnecessary in the proposed Federal 
Constitution?  

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
      

2. Why does Wilson approve of the Constitution even though it is not perfect? 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Why does Hamilton believe that a specific listing of rights “is far less applicable” 
to the federal Constitution than to state constitutions? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
    

4. Why does Hamilton argue that a bill of rights might be dangerous to the 
liberties of citizens? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 



Arguments in Favor of a Bill of Rights 
     

Centinel No. II, October 24, 1787      

The reason assigned [by Federalists] for the omission of a bill of rights, securing the liberty of the 

press, and other invaluable personal rights, is an insult on the understanding of the people...   

Mr. Wilson has recourse to the most flimsey sophistry in his attempt to refute the charge that 

the new plan of general government will supersede and render powerless the state 

governments...Mr. Wilson, asks, "What controul can proceed from the federal government to 

shackle or destroy that sacred palladium of national freedom, the liberty of the press?" What!—

Cannot Congress, when possessed of the immense authority proposed to be devolved, restrain 

the printers, and put them under regulation.— Recollect that the omnipotence of the federal 

legislature over the State establishments is recognized by a special article, viz.—"that) this 

Constitution, and the laws of the United States which shall be made in pursuance thereof, and all 

treaties made, or which shall be made, under the authority of the United States, shall be the 

supreme law of the land; and the judges in every State shall be bound thereby, any thing in the 

Constitutions or laws of any State to the contrary notwithstanding."—After such a declaration, 

what security does the Constitutions of the several States afford for the liberty of the press  and 

other invaluable personal rights, not provided for by the new plan?—Does not this sweeping 

clause subject every thing to the controul of Congress?...[T]he laws of Congress are to be "the 

supreme law of the land, any thing in the Constitutions or laws of any State to the contrary 

notwithstanding;" and consequently, would be paramount to all State authorities. The lust of 

power is so universal, that a speculative unascertained rule of construction would be a poor 

security for the liberties of the people.   

Such a body as the intended Congress, unless particularly inhibited and restrained, must grasp at 

omnipotence, and before long swallow up the Legislative, the Executive, and the Judicial powers 

of the several States...From the foregoing illustration of the powers proposed to be devolved to 

Congress, it is evident, that the general government would necessarily annihilate the particular 

governments, and that the security of the personal rights of the people by the state constitutions 

is superseded and destroyed...     

But Mr. Wilson, says, the new plan does not arrogate perfection, for it provides a mode of 

alteration and correction, if found necessary. This is one among the numerous deceptions 

attempted on this occasion. True, there is a mode prescribed for this purpose. But it is barely 

possible that amendments may be made...For to effect this (Art. 6.) it is provided, that if two 

thirds of both houses of the federal legislature shall propose them; or when two thirds of the 

several states by their legislatures, shall apply for them, the federal assembly shall call a 

convention for proposing amendments, which when ratified by three fourths of the state 

legislatures, or conventions, as Congress shall see best, shall controul and alter the proposed 

confederation...  

This text is in the public domain.  



Brutus No. II, November 1, 1787 
 

[I]n forming a constitution for such a country, great care should be taken to limit and definite its 

powers, adjust its parts, and guard against an abuse of authority...   

[R]ulers have the same propensities as other men; they are as likely to use the power with which 

they are vested for private purposes, and to the injury and oppression of those over whom they 

are placed, as individuals in a state of nature are to injure and oppress one another. It is therefore 

as proper that bounds should be set to their authority, as that government should have at first 

been instituted to restrain private injuries. This principle, which seems so evidently founded in 

the reason and nature of things, is confirmed by universal experience. Those who have governed, 

have been found in all ages ever active to enlarge their powers and abridge the public liberty. 

This has induced the people in all countries, where any sense of freedom remained, to fix barriers 

against the encroachments of their rulers...It is therefore the more astonishing, that this grand 

security, to the rights of the people, is not to be found in this constitution.  

It has been said, in answer to this objection, that such declaration[s] of rights, however requisite 

they might be in the constitutions of the states, are not necessary in the general constitution, 

because, "in the former case, every thing which is not reserved is given, but in the latter the 

reverse of the proposition prevails, and every thing which is not given is reserved." It requires  

but little attention to discover, that this mode of reasoning is rather specious than solid. The 

powers, rights, and authority, granted to the general government by this constitution, are as 

complete, with respect to every object to which they extend, as that of any state government —

It reaches to every thing which concerns human happiness— Life, liberty, and property, are under 

its controul. There is the same reason, therefore, that the exercise of power, in this case, should 

be restrained within proper limits, as in that of the state governments. To set this matter in a 

clear light, permit me to instance some of the articles of the bills of rights of the individual states, 

and apply them to the case in question.    

For the security of life, in criminal prosecutions, the bills of rights of most of the states have 

declared, that no man shall be held to answer for a crime until he is made fully acquainted with 

the charge brought against him; he shall not be compelled to accuse, or furnish evidence against 

himself— The witnesses against him shall be brought face to face, and he shall be fully heard by 

himself or counsel. That it is essential to the security of life and liberty, that trial of facts be in the 

vicinity where they happen. Are not provisions of this kind as necessary in the general 

government, as in that of a particular state?...      

For the security of liberty it has been declared, "that excessive bail should not be required, nor 

excessive fines imposed, nor cruel or unusual punishments inflicted—That all warrants, without 

oath or affirmation, to search suspected places, or seize any person, his papers or property, are 

grievous and oppressive." These provisions are as necessary under the general government as 

under that of the individual states; for the power of the former is as complete to the purpose of 



requiring bail. imposing fines, inflicting punishments, granting search warrants, and seizing 

persons, papers, or property, in certain cases, as the other...      

So far it is from being true, that a bill of rights is less necessary in the general constitution than in 

those of the states, the contrary is evidently the fact... This is expressed in positive and 

unequivocal terms, in the 6th article, "That this constitution and the laws of the United States, 

which shall be made in pursuance thereof, and all treaties made, or which shall be made, under 

the authority of the United States, shall be the supreme law of the land; and the judges in every 

state shall be bound thereby, any thing in the constitution, or laws of any state, to the contrary 

notwithstanding... It is therefore not only necessarily implied thereby, but positively expressed. 

that the different state constitutions are repealed and entirely done away, so far as they are 

inconsistent with this, with the laws which shall be made in pursuance thereof...[O]f what avail 

will the constitutions of the respective states be to preserve the rights of its citizens?...   

   

Ought not a government, vested with such extensive and indefinite authority. to have been 

restricted by a declaration of rights? It certainly ought. So clear a point is this, that I cannot help 

suspecting, that persons who attempt to persuade people, that such reservations were less 

necessary under this constitution than under those of the states, are wilfully endeavouring to 

deceive, and to lead you into an absolute state of vassalage.  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available online at 

http://www.teachingamericanhistory.com/library/index.asp?document=1669.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 



1. What reasons does Centinel give for the necessity of a bill of rights?  

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

   

2. Why does Centinel believe that the “supremacy” clause in the Constitution 

especially makes a bill of rights necessary?    

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

     

3. Why does Brutus believe a bill of rights is just as necessary in the federal 

Constitution as in state constitutions?    

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

    

4. Why does Brutus believe the Federalists are really against a bill of rights in the 

Constitution? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



Excerpts from the English Bill of Rights, 1689 
           

Whereas the late King James the Second, by the assistance of divers evil counsellors, judges and 

ministers employed by him, did endeavour to subvert and extirpate the Protestant religion and 

the laws and liberties of this kingdom...  

[The] Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons, pursuant to their respective letters and 

elections, being now assembled in a full and free representative of this nation, taking into their 

most serious consideration the best means for attaining the ends aforesaid, do in the first place 

(as their ancestors in like case have usually done) for the vindicating and asserting their ancient 

rights and liberties declare     

That the pretended power of suspending the laws or the execution of laws by regal authority 

without consent of Parliament is illegal...      

That levying money for or to the use of the Crown by pretence of prerogative, without grant of 

Parliament...is illegal;  

That it is the right of the subjects to petition the king, and all commitments and prosecutions for 

such petitioning are illegal;     

That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with 

consent of Parliament, is against law;     

That the subjects which are Protestants may have arms for their defence suitable to their 

conditions and as allowed by law;     

That election of members of Parliament ought to be free;    

That the freedom of speech and debates or proceedings in Parliament ought not to be impeached 

or questioned in any court or place out of Parliament;     

That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 

punishments inflicted;  

That jurors ought to be duly impanelled and returned...     

That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before conviction are 

illegal and void;  

And that for redress of all grievances, and for the amending, strengthening and preserving of the 

laws, Parliaments ought to be held frequently.     

And they do claim, demand and insist upon all and singular the premises as their undoubted 

rights and liberties, and that no declarations, judgments, doings or proceedings to the prejudice 

of the people in any of the said premises ought in any wise to be drawn hereafter into 

consequence or example...  

 

This text is in the public domain. 

A full-text version is available at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/england.asp. 

 

 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/england.asp


The Bill of Rights from the Constitution 

The firs t 10 amendments  to the  Constitution make up the Bil l  of Rights .  James  

Madison wrote the amendments , which l is t specific prohibitions  on governmental 

power, in response to calls  from several s tates  for greater constitutional protection 

for individual l iberties . For example, the Founders  saw the abil it y to speak and worship 

freely as  a natural right protected by the Firs t Amendment. Congress  is prohibited from 

making laws  establishing relig ion or abridging freedom of speech. The Fourth 

Amendment safeguards  citizens ’ right to be free from unreasonable go vernment 

intrus ion in their homes  through the requirement of a warrant.  

The Bil l  of Rights  was  s trongly influenced by the Virginia Declaration of Rights , written 

by George Mason. Other precursors  include English documents  such as  the Magna 

Carta, the Petition of Right, the English Bil l of Rights , and the Massachusetts Body of 

Liberties . 

One of the many points  of contention between Federalis ts , who advocated a s trong 

national government, and Anti -Federalis ts , who wanted power to remain with s tate 

and local governments , was  the Constitution’s  lack of a bil l  of rights  that would place 

specific l imits  on government power. Federalis ts  argued that the Constitution did not 

need a bil l  of rights , because the people and the s tates  kept any powers  not given to 

the federal government. Anti -Federalis ts held that a bil l  of rights  was  necessary to 

safeguard individual l iberty.  

Madison, then a member of the U.S. House of Representatives , altered the 

Constitution’s  text where he thought appropriate. However, several represen tatives, 

led by Roger Sherman, objected, saying that Congress  had no authority to change the 

wording of the Constitution. Therefore, Madison’s  changes  were presented as  a l is t of 

amendments  that would follow Article VII.  

The House approved 17 amendments . O f these, the Senate approved 12, which were 

sent to the s tates  for approval in August 1789. Ten amendments  were approved (or 

ratified). Virginia’s legislature was  the final s tate legislature to ratify the amendments , 

approving them on December 15, 1791.  



The Bill of Rights – Full Text 

Amendment I 

Congress  shall make no law respecting an establishment of relig ion, 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 . 

Amendment II 

A well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free s tate, the right of the 

people to keep and bear arms, shall  not be infringed.  

Amendment III 

No soldier shall , in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of 

the owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.  

Amendment IV 

The right of the people to be secure in their persons , houses , papers , and effects, 

against unreasonable searches  and seizures , shall  not be violated, and no warrants  

shall  is sue, but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and 

particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons  or things  to be seized.  

Amendment V 

No person shall  be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous  crime, unless  

on a presentment or indictment of a grand jury, except in cases  aris ing in the land or 

naval forces , or in the militia, when in actual service in time of war or public danger; 

nor shall  any person be subject for the same offense to be twice put in jeopardy of l ife 

or l imb; nor shall  be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness  against himself, 

nor be deprived of l ife, l iberty, or property, without due process  of law; nor shall  

private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.  

Amendment VI 

In all  criminal prosecutions , the accused shall  enjoy the right to a speedy and public 

trial, by an impartial  jury of the s tate and dis trict wherein the crime shall  have been 

committed, which dis trict shall  have been previous ly ascertained by law, and to be 

informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the 



witnesses  against him; to have compulsory process  for obtaining witnesses in his favor, 

and to have the ass istance of counsel for his  defense.  

Amendment VII 

In suits  at common law, where the value in controversy shall  exceed twenty dollars, 

the right of trial  by jury shall  be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall  be 

otherwise reexamined in any court of the United States , than according to the rules  of 

the common law. 

Amendment VIII 

Excess ive bail shall  not be required, nor excess ive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 

punishments  infl icted.  

Amendment IX 

The enumeration in the Constitution, of certai n rights , shall  not be construed to deny 

or disparage others  retained by the people.  

Amendment X 

The powers  not delegated to the United States  by the Constitution, nor prohibited by 

it to the s tates , are reserved to the s tates  respectively, or to the peopl e. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Compare/Contrast the English and American Bill of Rights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Extended Response 
Based on the sources and your knowledge of U.S. government and 

history, assess if the Constitution is a just document. 
 

 

As you write, follow the directions below. 
 

 Address all parts of the prompt. 

 Include information and examples from your own knowledge of 
U.S. government and history. 

 Use evidence from the sources to support your response. 

 Follow the steps on the Checklist as you write your response. 
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LEAP Assessment Social Studies Extended Response Rubric 
The response should be scored holistically on its adherence to two dimensions: Content and 

Claims. Each response should be given the score that corresponds to the set of bulleted 

descriptors that best describes the response.  

 

Dimension: Content 

Score Description 

4 

The student’s response:  

● Reflects thorough knowledge of [CONTENT] by incorporating ample, 

focused factual information from prior knowledge and the sources; 
● Contains accurate understandings with no errors significant enough to 

detract from the overall content of the response; 
● Fully addresses all parts of the prompt. 

3 

The student’s response:  

● Reflects general knowledge of [CONTENT] by incorporating adequate 

factual information from prior knowledge and the sources; 
● Contains mostly accurate understandings with minimal errors that do not 

substantially detract from the overall content of the response; 
● Addresses all parts of the prompt.  

2 

The student’s response:  

● Reflects limited knowledge of [CONTENT] by incorporating some factual 

information from prior knowledge and the sources; 
● Contains some accurate understandings with a few errors that detract 

from the overall content of the response; 
● Addresses part of the prompt.   

1 

The student’s response:  

● Reflects minimal knowledge of [CONTENT] by incorporating little or no 

factual information from prior knowledge and the sources; 
● Contains few accurate understandings with several errors that detract 

from the overall content of the response; 
● Minimally addresses part of the prompt.  

0 The student’s response is blank, incorrect, or does not address the prompt. 

 

 

  



 

Dimension: Claims 

Score Description 

4 

The student’s response:  

● Develops a valid claim that effectively expresses a solid understanding of 

the topic; 
● Thoroughly supports the claim with well-chosen evidence from the 

sources; 
● Provides a logically organized, cohesive, and in-depth explanation of the 

connections, patterns, and trends among ideas, people, events, and/or 
contexts within or across time and place.  

3 

The student’s response:  

● Develops a relevant claim that expresses a general understanding of the 

topic; 
● Supports the claim with sufficient evidence from the sources; 
● Provides an organized explanation of the connections, patterns, and 

trends among ideas, people, events, and/or contexts within or across time 
and place.  

2 

The student’s response:  

● Presents an inadequate claim which expresses a limited understanding 

of the topic. 
● Includes insufficient support for the claim but does use some evidence 

from the sources; 
● Provides a weak explanation of the connections, patterns, and trends 

among ideas, people, events, and/or contexts within or across time and 
place.  

1 

The student’s response:  

● Does not develop a claim but provides evidence that relates to the topic; 
OR develops a substantially flawed claim with little or no evidence from 

the sources; 
● Provides a vague, unclear, or illogical explanation of the connections 

among ideas, people, events, and/or contexts within or across time and 
place.  

0 
The student’s response is blank, incorrect, too brief to evaluate, or lacks a claim 

that addresses the prompt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

U.S. History Extended-Response Checklist 

As you write your response, remember these important points: 

• Construct a multiparagraph argument that fully addresses the prompt. 

• Support your claims with evidence from each of the documents. 

• Develop your claims further with information from your own knowledge of the topic. 

• Provide a concluding statement or section. 

 
Follow the steps below to help you write a successful argument.  

Step 1: Planning 

Read the prompt carefully. 

Review the documents and take notes that will help you create your argument. 
Use the paper provided by your test administrator for planning your response 
and/or writing your rough draft. 

Look beyond what is directly stated in the documents. Analyze and evaluate each 
document, taking the following into consideration: 

◦ Historical setting 

◦ Author/point of view 

◦ Intended audience 

◦ Credibility of the source 

Step 2: Drafting 

Type your essay in the space provided. 

Use the Enter key to begin a paragraph, and then use the Tab key or the space 

bar to indent the paragraph. 

Organize your claims and evidence in a logical sequence.  

Use a formal writing style. 

Avoid plagiarism and overreliance on any one document. 

Step 3: Revising and Proofreading 

Read your argument. 

Review the requirements listed above to make sure you have followed them.  

 Develop your claims in more detail if needed. 

Rearrange sentences or change words to make your meaning clearer.  

Reread your final draft and correct any errors you find. 


