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Standard: NSCG II.A - What is the American idea of constitutional government?

The Constitution and Its Amendments:
The Framework of American Democracy

What Is the Constitution?

Ever wonder why you’re allowed to say
what you think in class—or why the police
need a reason to search your stuff? Thank
the Constitution! Written in 1787, this
important document is the highest law in
our country. It establishes the structure of
our government and defines the rights of
American citizens. The Constitution acts
like a rulebook that everyone, including
government officials, must follow. It
creates a system with three branches of
government—Ilegislative, executive, and
judicial—that work together while keeping
each other in check.

Key Parts of the Constitution

The Constitution is divided into different
sections. The Preamble explains why the
Constitution was written—"to form a more
perfect Union” and “secure the Blessings
of Liberty.” The seven Articles outline how
the government works:

* Article I: Sets up Congress to make laws

* Article Il: Creates the presidency

* Article Ill: Builds the court system

* Articles IV-VII: Explain states’ powers,
changing the Constitution, and more

One of the most important principles in
the Constitution is the

separation of powers.
This means that no

single person or group

can have too much

power. Each branch of

government has specific

s : | jobs. Congress makes

i laws, the President
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Matters e - ;
The Constitution i o
matters because it A -2 =
protects your rights wj@ : : Z
and freedoms. I e i ot
Without it, the =

enforces laws, and

government could
make unfair rules
or take away your
basic rights. The
Constitution limits what the government
can do and ensures that power stays

with the people. It has helped our nation
remain stable for over 230 years, even
during difficult times. When you hear about
your “constitutional rights,” these are the
freedoms that this document guarantees
to all Americans.

The Constitution is the foundation.of American
government, protecting your rights and setting
the rules for how our country runs.

the Supreme Court
interprets laws. This
system of “checks and
balances” helps prevent
any one branch from becoming too
powerful.

The Bill of Rights and Amendments

When the Constitution was first written,
some people worried that it didn’t protect
individual rights enough. To address these
concerns, the first ten amendments, called
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the Bill of Rights,
were added in 1791.
These amendments
protect fundamental
freedoms like free
speech, freedom

of religion, the right
to a fair trial, and
protection against
unreasonable
searches.

Since then, 17 more
amendments have
been added. These changes have made
our country more democratic and fair. The
13th Amendment ended slavery. The 14th
Amendment guaranteed equal protection
under the law. The 15th Amendment

gave African American men the right to
vote. Later, the 19th Amendment gave
women the right to vote, while the 26th
Amendment lowered the voting age to 18.

The Living Document

The Constitution is sometimes called a
“living document” because it can change
with the times. It's like a smartphone that
gets updates—it still works, but it adapts
to what people need over time. The
Founders knew society would evolve, so
they included a way to make amendments.
This process is purposely difficult—
requiring approval from both Congress
and three-fourths of the states—to ensure
that changes aren’t made too easily.

The Constitution is also adaptable through
interpretation. The Supreme Court decides
what the Constitution means when there
are disagreements. In 1954, the Court
ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that
segregated schools were unconstitutional.
More recently, in 2021, the Supreme Court

ruled in Mahanoy Area
School District v. B.L. that
students’ free speech
rights extend to social
media—showing that the
Constitution still protects
you, even online.

Common
Misunderstandings

This small book holds big power—
it protects your freedoms and shapes
how our government works every day.

Many people have
misconceptions about
the Constitution. Some
think it directly states “separation of
church and state,” but this exact phrase
doesn’t appear in the document—although
the First Amendment does prohibit the
government from establishing an official
religion. Others believe the Constitution
can never change, but the amendment
process shows it was designed to evolve.
Finally, some think the Constitution gives
unlimited rights, but most constitutional
rights have reasonable limits.

The Constitution in Your Life

The Constitution affects your daily life

in many ways. It protects your right to
speak freely, practice your religion, and
receive fair treatment by the justice
system. At school, it guarantees your right
to some forms of free expression and
equal educational opportunities. When
you turn 18, it ensures your right to vote.
Understanding the Constitution helps you
know your rights and responsibilities as
an American citizen. Knowing your rights
means you can stand up for yourself and
others. So—if you were writing the next
amendment, what would it be?
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GUIDED NOTES

Key Terms

Define each term based on the article:

1. Constitution:

2. Amendment:

3. Bill of Rights:

4. Separation of Powers:

5. Checks and Balances:

Main Concept Overview
Fill in the blanks using the words from the word bank:

Word Bank: amendments, branches, interpret, rulebook, living

1. The Constitution works like a that everyone, including government

officials, must follow.

2. The government is divided into three to prevent any single group

from having too much power.

3. The Supreme Court's job is to the Constitution when there are disagreements.
4. The Constitution is called a document because it can change with the times.
5. Since 1787, 27 have been added to the Constitution to address new issues.

Matching Section

Match each term with its correct description:

1. Preamble A. Protects rights like freedom of speech and religion
2. Article | B. Gives women the right to vote
3. Bill of Rights C. Introduction explaining why the Constitution was written

4. 13th Amendment D. Creates Congress to make laws

5. 19th Amendment E. Ended slavery in the United States
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True/False Questions

Mark each statement as True (T) or False (F):

1.

5.

The Constitution has remained exactly the same since it was written in 1787.

2. The Bill of Rights consists of the first ten amendments to the Constitution.
3.
4

______The President has unlimited power under the Constitution.

______The Supreme Court determines what the Constitution means when there are
disagreements.

______The Constitution directly states “separation of church and state.”

Fill in the Table

Complete the table about the branches of government and their roles in the Constitution:

Branch of Government Primary Responsibilities

Legislative Branch
(Congress)

Executive Branch
(Presidents)

Judicial Branch
(Supreme Court)

Checks and Balances

Critical Thinking Questions

1. Why do you think the Founders made the amendment process difficult? What might
happen if it were easier to change the Constitution?

2. How does the system of checks and balances prevent any one branch of government
from becoming too powerful? Give a specific example.
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How does the
Constitution protect
your rights at

school?

Think about your everyday experiences in the classroom and
hallways. Consider how certain freedoms like speech, religion,
and equal treatment are preserved even in a school setting. How
might your school day be different without these constitutional
protections?

~

J

Why is the system of
checks and balances
important to your

future?

person or group had all the power. Think about what kinds of
rules might be created without the balance between different
branches of government. How does this system ensure fairness
for everyone?

Consider how government decisions might affect your life if one R

J

Which amendment
do you think has had
the biggest impact on

American society?

Consider the various amendments mentioned in the article and
how they changed people’s lives. Think about which rights or
freedoms would be most difficult to live without. How would daily
life be different without this particular amendment?

~
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How might the

Constitution

need to change
as technology
advances?

Think about issues involving privacy, free speech online, or R

digital rights that weren’t around when the Constitution was
written. Consider how new technologies might create challenges
for interpreting older constitutional principles. How could the
Constitution adapt to these changes? y

What
responsibilities

come with your

constitutional

rights? : : : : : \
Consider that rights often come with corresponding duties.
Think about how exercising your rights affects others in your
community. What obligations do you have when using your
freedom of speech or other constitutional rights?
S
How would
you explain the
importance of the
Constitution to a
younger student? \

Think about how to make this foundational document relevant

to someone just learning about government. Consider what
examples or comparisons would help them understand why the
Constitution matters. What is the most important thing for them to
know about how it affects their life? y
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Scenario: The Right to Speak Up

Imagine your town is considering a
rule that students under 16 cannot
post opinions about local issues on
community message boards or social
media. The mayor says this would
‘reduce drama” in the community.

A. Which part of the Bill of Rights would
this rule potentially violate?

B. Why do you think the Founders
thought it was important to protect this
right for all citizens?

C. How might this situation show why
constitutional rights matter to your
everyday life?

Scenario: Changing with the Times

Your class is discussing whether the
minimum age to vote should be lowered
to 16. Some students argue that today’s
teens are more informed than ever
because of technology and social media.

A. Which amendment previously
changed the voting age, and what did it
change it to?

B. If this change were to happen, which
process described in the article would
need to be followed?

C. What evidence or arguments would
you present to support or oppose this
potential amendment?
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1| The Constitution & Its Amendments - Vocabulary
DEFINITION

Amendment

Articles

Bill of Rights

Branches

Checks and Balances

Constitution

Preamble

Ratification

Rights

Separation of Powers
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Rights

Checks and Balances

Separation of Powers

Constitution

Preamble

Ratification

Articles

Bill of Rights

Branches

Amendment
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The Constitution & Its Amendments

Across

3. The seven

main sections of the
Constitution that
explain how the
government works.

5. The

introduction to the
Constitution that
explains why it was
written.

7. The freedoms
and protections
guaranteed to
citizens by the
Constitution and its
amendments.

8. The system

that allows each
branch of
government to limit
the powers of the
other branches,
preventing any one
branch from
becoming too
powerful. and
Balances

9. The highest

law in our country
that establishes the
structure of
government and
defines citizens'
rights.

10. The process of
officially approving
the Constitution,
which required nine
of the thirteen
states to agree to
it.

1

o

Down 4, The three 6. The principle
1. A formal divisions of that divides
change or addition government government
made to the (legislative, authority among
Constitution after it €xecutive, and different branches
was first written.  judicial) that each to prevent any

2. The first ten have separate single group from
amendments to the POWers. having too much
Constitution that control. ____ of
protect Powers
fundamental

freedoms like
speech, religion,
and fair trials.
(Three words)
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