
Teacher:  Kaye Christensen 
 
Lesson Title:  Why Is the US Constitution Such a Big Deal? 
 
Grade Level:    8th grade American History 
 
Lesson Time Length:  2 to 3 weeks 
 
Big Idea:  Students will understand that our US Constitution is a 
living document that has stood the test of time in shaping the 
history of our country and how the rights included in the 
Constitution have a direct impact on their daily lives.  Students will 
have a working knowledge of all parts of the Constitution. 
 
Lesson Abstract:   
 
This lesson is more like a unit, but if broken down into just one 
lesson, it’s hard to see how it all comes together and makes sense 
for the students.  It’s a process that requires time and repetition 
and practice.  I believe it’s one of the most important pieces of 
knowledge that they leave 8th grade with so I devote a fair amount 
of time to it.  This lesson is designed to introduce students to the 
US Constitution and its importance to our government, our history 
and how it affects the present and the future. 
 
Lesson Background and Context: 
 
After the Revolutionary War, our first form of government was the 
Articles of Confederation.  There were many weaknesses in the 
Articles and it became evident to our founding fathers that they 
would need to create a stronger framework for the new democratic 
nation to survive and prosper.   Under demanding and controversial 
conditions, they were able to craft a document that set out the 
basic framework of the US government.   Many of the delegates and 
patriots demanded that a Bill of Rights be included, and the US 
Constitution was ratified in September of 1787. 
 
 
 



 
Standards Alignment: 
 
▪ Analyzes the US Constitution to identify essential ideas of 
American Constitutional Government. 
 
▪ Explains how the US Constitution can be changed through 
amendments. 
 
▪ Compares contrasting descriptions of the same event in US history 
to understand how people differ in their interpretations of historical 
events. 
 
▪ Defines the rights guaranteed, granted and protected by the US 
Constitution. 
 
Objectives: 
 
Know: 
 
▪ Background knowledge of the writing and adoption of the US 
Constitution 
▪ definition of Preamble 
▪ 7 Principles of US Constitution 
▪ Basic knowledge of the Articles and Amendments of the US 
Constitution 
 
Do: 
 
▪ Analyze differences in opinion in the creation of the Constitution 
▪ Compare rights guaranteed to US citizens to citizens in other 
countries of the world 
▪ Evaluate the idea of having the Bill of Rights rescinded or denied 
▪ Create a Teen Bill of Rights 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Teaching Materials: 
 
▪  US Constitution and Preamble Educational Posters 
▪  20 Plays for US History Classes by Dean R. Bowman, Walch 
Publishing, “The US Constitution” 
▪  US Constitution Handbook, notes, PowerPoint and colored paper 
for student handbooks 
▪  skills exercises from US Government, Economics and Citizenship, 
Middle Grades, Incentive Publications 
 
Books: 
 
▪ Carol Berkin, A Brilliant Solution, Inventing the American 
Constitution 
▪ Robert C. Williams, The Historian’s Toolbox 
▪ Larry Gonick,  The Cartoon History of the United States 
▪ Great American Speeches, compiled and edited by Alexandra 
Hanson Harding, Scholastic 
▪ American History Simulations, Teacher Created Materials 
 
DVDs: 
 
▪  Quack! videos from Teacher Discovery 1st – 10th Amendments, 
www.quackmedia.com 
 
Video: 
 
Future Fright 
Discovery Education Videos 
Schoolhouse Rock – I’m Just a Bill 
YouTube 
 
Vocabulary: 
 
Preamble 
Republic 
Amendment 
Judiciary – judicial 



compromise 
Appellate 
 
 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 
1.  Open lesson with Simulation #13 from American History 
Simulations.  This is a compromise simulation.  Divide your class 
into groups of varying size.  Present a Circle of Knowledge challenge 
game and offer a tangible reward  to the winning group.  Give the 
students a timed challenge to list everything they can think of on a 
previously learned topic.  When larger groups win (hopefully – be 
careful how you group!), students will begin to question the fairness 
of the challenge, or more likely they will question that from the 
outset.   Discuss and debate the fairness of this situation and 
possible solutions that will satisfy the majority of the groups/class.  
 
2.  Lead the students into a lesson about the Constitutional 
Convention.  Use textbook for background information.  Next,  
assign parts and have the class read through and act out the US 
History Play “The US Constitution” from 20 Plays for US History 
Classes. 
 
3.  After the play, discuss and enrich as needed.  Some possibilities 
would be to read the play again and try to be more dramatic and 
stop and discuss after crucial scenes to enhance understanding. 
 
4.  Introduce a Primary Source Document of the US Constitution.  I 
have a really ancient book called The Liberty Collection which has 
legal size copies of all the important documents in US history that 
enables my students to get a hands on look at a copy of the primary 
source.  Talk about the importance of having knowledge and 
understanding of the US Constitution if you are a US citizen. 
 
5.  One fun way to emphasize this importance is to take a mock 
citizenship test.  Channelone.com has a good quiz online for that 
purpose.  Have the students take it as a class.  Its fun and 
enlightening to see how much they know. 



 
6.  Introduce the US Constitution Handbook (see attached ppt).  
This is a student created collection of notes bound together at the 
end of the lesson.  I use a different color paper for each page of 
notes just to keep it fun.  Have the students design a cover for the 
Handbook.  The requirements are it must say US Constitution 
Handbook, have their name on it and be a Patriotic design.  I make 
the cover design a contest where students vote and top vote getters 
receive extra credit.  This sort of gets them in a patriotic mood! 
 
7.  Each day, have students take a page of notes.  I will briefly 
share how I enhance some concepts.  I only do one page a day of 
notes and then enhance, practice and review concepts already 
covered.  I use the PowerPoint as a daily review. 
 
● Preamble –   
 
Discovery Education has some nice short videos with Congressmen 
speaking to go along with this.  Count words and break it down line 
by line.  Have students re-write the Preamble in their own words. 
 
● 7 Principles – 
 
Have students draw (no words) a picture on marker boards of each 
principle.  Compare drawings – some students will amaze you. 
 
● How a Bill Becomes a Law – 
 
I do this as a simulation.  This is one of two pages of the handbook 
that I just copy and give the students.  I don’t want to spend all 
their time writing on this one, and I want them to get the correct 
info.  (I will include a hard copy of this handbook to Glenn if anyone 
wants to see these pages on paper)  I do a complete walk through of 
the process with students volunteering to be “Bill”.  We start with 
two “Bills”.  They  each wear a cap I provide.  They each go to a 
branch of Congress.  I divide the class into Senate and House and 
choose tables or groups to be the committee and choose a sponsor 
to “introduce” Bill.  The students who are “Bills” go through the 
process from introduction to passage or veto.  We have someone act 



as President and sit at the teacher’s desk.   The House and Senate 
can make changes by changing how “Bill” wears the cap (forward, 
backward, sideways, inside out)  When the House and Senate work 
out their changes, then we are down to one version of “Bill” so one 
student is finished.  After the simulation, play the You-Tube clip of 
Schoolhouse Rock “I’m Just a Bill”. 
 
● Article 3 – The Judiciary 
 
After we take notes, we look at today’s Supreme Court online and 
discuss the make-up of the Court and whether the current President 
has appointed them.  We then do a handout on major US Supreme 
Court cases that includes a space for students to rate the Court’s 
decision.  These cases lead to some great discussions. 
 
● Checks and Balances 
 
This is another page I copy and hand to students to add to their 
handbook.  We also do a simulation of this.  Divide the students into 
the 3 Branches.  Let each Branch go stand over the other branches 
and wield their power(s) over them.  Have them be as dramatic as 
possible and have students orally recite the checks they have over 
another branch.  Talk about fairness and how this keeps any one 
branch from having too much power. 
 
● Bill of Rights and Other Important Amendments 
 
This is when I introduce the Teacher Discovery “Quack” videos for 
reinforcement.  They are a fun review of the ideas presented.   
Present the students with situations and have them identify which 
amendment it relates to.  (See attached ppts)  I use marker boards 
or they just hold up fingers if we are working on Bill of Rights.  The 
very last page of the handbook is a student created Teenage Bill of 
Rights.   They must compile a list of 10 rights that they wish they 
had as teens (teachers must promise that only they will read these!) 
 
8.  To conclude the study, show Discovery Education video “Future 
Fright” It’s a bit dated, but extremely well acted and has the feel 
of a movie instead of an educational video.  It’s only 30 minutes 



long but it really gets the point across.  The movie shows what life 
could be like in America without the rights guaranteed by the 
Constitution, and it’s not a pretty picture.  The video is centered 
around a family with two teens so kids really relate.  Usually, there 
is just silence when the video ends, and it opens up amazing 
discussions and comments. 
 
9.  Some activities for review and assessment: 
 
▪ Make popsicle stick review sets.  Use colored popsicles.  Pick a 
color for heading words.  I use President, House of Representatives,  
Senate, Judiciary, How a Bill Becomes a Law and 7 Principles as 
headings.  Then write facts about each heading on other sticks.  
Student groups each get a set and have to correctly match headings 
with related facts.  (I will bring an example set to the next class) 
 
▪ Constitution scavenger hunts -  Have students answer questions 
about the Constitution and then find some item in the classroom 
that’s related to the answer.  (Ex. The answer is the first 
amendment – find something with a #1 on it)  
 
Technology Integration: 
 
▪ Constitution game sites 
▪ www.channelone.com 
▪ MS Word – teen bill of rights 
▪ Online Constitution quizzes 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
 
▪ Students will create Constitution Handbook 
▪ Students will take Final Constitution written test 
▪ Students will create a political cartoon depicting a concept of the 
Constitution or the Constitutional Convention 
 
   
 


