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Law of the Land
When you play a sport, you follow a set of rules.  

Did you know there is also a set of rules for how to run 

the United States government?  The U.S. Constitution 
is the highest law in the nation.  It has rules for electing 

leaders and making laws.  It also spells out the rights 

each person has.

The men who wrote the Constitution in 1787 

described a government that could adapt, yet endure.  

The document they crafted has been amended many 

times.  It is still guiding the nation after more than 

230 years.

Fixed or Flexible?
Over the years, scholars have argued about 
how to interpret the Constitution.  Should 
the country stick to the exact words of the 
document’s writers, or is it better to interpret 
those words to fit the times?  Lawmakers 
have been arguing over this topic since the 
Constitution was written. Even the Founding 
Fathers couldn’t agree.

4

For teachers' 

inspection ONLY



❯ Why does a country need 
a constitution?

❯ What would happen if 
one leader had all of the 
power?

❯ Should the U.S. 
Constitution be updated, 
or should it stay the 
same?  Why?
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Becoming a Nation
In 1783, the American colonies won a war to end 

British rule.  The 13 colonies became 13 free states.  

Leaders signed the Articles of Confederation, which 

allowed the states to elect a congress.  But this congress 

did not have the power to collect taxes or raise an 

army.  Instead, each state had its own money and 

militia.  The states had no way to join together.

General George Washington had led the states in 

the war for independence.  He warned that the nation 

would have a hard road ahead.  He believed the states 

must unite.

Farmers Fight Back
After the war, some people borrowed money 
from the government to start farms.  But 
farming was expensive, and many people 
could not pay their debts.  Those people 
were thrown in jail.  In 1786, Daniel Shays 
led a revolt of farmers in Massachusetts.  
Shays and his followers were defeated.  But 
Shays’s Rebellion made many people think 
there should be a stronger government.
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Spirit of 1776
Colonial leaders signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776.  It said the colonies were free states.  But it did not say they were a nation.  Benjamin Franklin was one of the leaders who signed the document.  He called for unity.  “We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately,” he said.
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Calling All States
James Madison and Alexander Hamilton also 

thought the states must join together.  In 1786, they 

led the call for a convention.  It would be held the 

following summer.  They asked states to send delegates 

to meet in Philadelphia.  Heavy rains in the spring had 

left roads muddy.  It took weeks for all of the delegates 

to get there.

The session, or meeting, opened at last on 

May 25, 1787.  The delegates all had great respect for 

Washington, so they chose him to lead the sessions.  

Madison served as secretary.  He took notes on each 

day of the debate.

Meet the Delegates
The delegates at the convention were 
all white men.  Most of them were 
wealthy.  Rhode Island did not send 
anyone, but the other 12 states picked 
74 delegates.  Only 55 men showed 
up in Philadelphia.  Franklin, at 81 
years old, was the oldest.  John Dayton 
of New Jersey was the youngest at 26 
years old.
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Secret Sessions
The delegates wanted to feel free to speak their 
minds without the fear of judgment, so they kept 
their debates completely secret from the public.  
Guards stood outside the meeting room.  The 
door was locked and the windows were 
nailed shut.  Delegates sweat in the stuffy 
room as they argued through a long,  
hot summer.
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Reader’s Guide
 1. Why did the delegates decide to write the 

U.S. Constitution?

 2. How did the delegates use compromise to 

arrive at decisions at the Constitutional 

Convention?

 3. How did differing opinions over slavery 

shape the Constitution?

 4. How was the Constitution revised to give 

rights to more people?
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