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Instructional Guide: In order to complete this instructional activity you may utilize the articles listed and/or use 
available external resources. 
 
Time: 2-4 days 
 
Intended Grades: 6-12 
 
Student Instructions: 

1. Read the content summary. 
2. Read the provided articles highlighting key information. 
3. Answer the questions using complete sentences. 
4. If prompted by the teacher, complete the extension activity.  

 
Content Summary: 
The Constitution is not the first government document in the United States. Prior to the Constitution, the 
Articles of Confederation served as the first agreement among the thirteen original states. It was quickly 
evident that the Articles were ineffective because it lacked a strong central government and the ability to 
resolve conflict at a national level. Many of the weaknesses of the Articles are addressed in the Constitution of 
the United States of America, which was ratified in 1789. The Constitution of the United States of America 
begins with the words “We the People”. From the first three words of this document, the principle was set forth 
that the government of the United States of America derives its power from the citizens of the United States. 
Over the course of U.S. history, the “We” included in “We the People” has continued to evolve. For a nation 
founded on the principles of freedom and equality, most parts of the population were excluded. At the 
foundation of the United States, only wealthy white men were considered a part of the “We”. Over time, and as 
a result of much struggle, the definition of “We” expanded to include more and more people. The relationship 
between the state and federal government is called federalism. In our federal system, power is shared between 
the national and state governments. The Constitution gives specific powers to the central government and 
others are reserved to state governments. Although federal systems are a good compromise between national 
and local needs, there have been times of internal struggle. In U.S. history, the Civil War is an example of 
conflicting national and state needs. The Framers of the U.S. Constitution wanted to ensure that no part of 
government had too much power. To that end, there is a system of checks and balances built into our 
government. All branches of government depend on each other in order to function properly. Checks and 
balances ensure that the government is working for the people and following the laws. An important value in 
the United States is that no one is above the law.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Questions: 

1. In 3-5 sentences, describe the purpose of government.  
2. How has the role of government expanded over the course of U.S. history? Provide examples in your 

response.  
3. Read the Preamble of the Constitution: ”WE THE PEOPLE of the United States, in Order to form a more 

perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote 
the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” In what ways has the United States 
government lived up to the ideals set forth in the Preamble? In what ways has the United States 
government failed to live up to these ideals?  

 
Extension Activity: 
Problem-Solution: Create a chart with two columns. Label the first column problem and the second column 
solution In the problem column identify 3-5 problems and explain how the Democrats and Republicans address 
those problems. In the solution column identify possible solutions to those problems.  
 
The articles included in this lesson are:  

● The social contract and popular sovereignty  
● Philosophers who influenced the American Revolution and Constitution 
● Conceived of Compromises: Creating the U.S. Constitution 
● The founders and federalism  
● How Government Works: The purposes of government  

 
 
 

 

https://newsela.com/read/lib-social-contract-politics/id/51849/?collection_id=59
https://newsela.com/read/lib-the-philosophers/id/54569/?collection_id=43
https://newsela.com/read/lib-ushistory-creating-the-constitution/id/30456/?_flash_query_param_1=246
https://newsela.com/read/lib-founders-federalism/id/54053/?_flash_query_param_1=246
https://newsela.com/read/elem-govt-purposes/id/29108/

