Civitas Lessons on Democracy 
Comparing Constitutions
This Civitas Lesson on Democracy was created by the Gateway Partnership, a partnership between civic educators in Missouri, Alabama, Ohio and Morocco, Poland, South Africa, and Ukraine under Civitas: An International Civic Education Exchange Program, administered by the Center for Civic Education and funded by the U.S. Department of Education. The lesson contributors are Alicja Pacewicz, Polina Verbytska, Anash Mangalparsad, Elarbi Imad, Victoria Stewart, and Kerri Williamson. The Center for Civic Education and its partners invite you to teach this lesson and provide feedback to Alden Craddock (acraddock@maryville.edu) and international

HYPERLINK "mailto:international@civiced.org"@

HYPERLINK "mailto:international@civiced.org"civiced

HYPERLINK "mailto:international@civiced.org".

HYPERLINK "mailto:international@civiced.org"org.
Grade Level/Age:  Middle Grades (ages 11‒13)

Themes:  Constitutionalism, Comparative Democracy, Government

Lesson Description:  Students work in groups to examine constitutions from different democracies around the world to compare and contrast their functions.

Lesson Outcomes:  Students will be able to identify the purpose of a constitution and compare and contrast the US Constitution to constitutions in other democracies around the world.  

Terms and Concepts to Understand:  Constitution, limited government, rights and freedoms, citizenship responsibilities, republic, monarchy.

Beginning of Lesson:  

1. Teacher asks for student volunteers to identify and put a post-it note on the following countries on a world map:  United States, Morocco, Poland, South Africa and Ukraine.

2. After correctly identifying the nations, teacher asks the students, “What do these countries all have in common?”  Answer: “They all have constitutional governments.”
3. Teacher lists the following on the board:

Poland = Parliamentary Republic, European Union Member 

Morocco = Constitutional Monarchy

South Africa = Mixed Republic system
Ukraine = Presidential-Parliamentary Republic
United States = Full Presidential Republic
4. Teacher explains, “Even though all of the nations have different types of governments they all have constitutions.  We are going to study the U.S. constitution together and then I am going to assign each of you into different groups to compare the constitutions of these nations with our own.”
5. Teacher asks, “Who can tell me a definition for a constitution?”  Answer:  A constitution is “The basic political and legal structures prescribing the rules by which a government operates.” (Dictionary of American Government and Politics, HarperCollins, NY, 1993.)  Teacher writes definition on the board.
6. Teacher says, “As you research your different documents I want you to see if this definition is correct.”  “I also want you to consider the question: What is the purpose of constitution?”  Teacher writes the question on the board.

Middle of Lesson:
7. Teacher passes out the Comparing Constitutions handout and says, “Let’s fill in the U.S. Constitution side together as we review the essential characteristics of the U.S. Constitution.” 

8. Teacher reviews U.S. Constitution Essentials overhead with students and has them fill in that part of the Venn diagram on their handouts.

9. “Now that we remember the essential characteristics of the U.S. Constitution, let’s research the same information for different countries.”  Teacher divides students into four groups and provides them with information on a selected country.  Teacher can either direct students to the appropriate website or give them the printout of the website.

10. While students are working in groups, the teacher circulates among groups to assess student learning, participation and completion of task.  Once all groups are finished, teacher has each group select a representative to share their findings with the class and records their findings on the board in the following chart:
11. Teacher leads students in discussion of similarities and differences between the researched constitutions and why some countries include items in their constitution that other countries do not because of the specific historical, political and cultural context.
End of Lesson:

12. Teacher asks the students, “Do all of these different countries have the same type of government?’ Answer: No.

13. Teacher asks, “What do these nations have in common?”  Answer: They all have constitutions.
14. Teacher asks the students to write down on their handouts the answer to the Big Question of the day, “What is the Purpose of a Constitution?”  Answer:  “After all of our research I think we should expand our initial definition of a constitution, “The basic political and legal structures prescribing the rules by which a government operates.” (Dictionary of American Government and Politics, HarperCollins, NY, 1993.) and include that they “reflect the historical, political and cultural context of the country.”
Reviewing and Using the Lesson:  Teacher can review this lesson by comparing students answers to the “Big Question” and correcting misconceptions that arise.
Extending the Lesson:  Teacher can extend the lesson by having students consider other countries, other forms of constitutions (Magna Carta, etc.) and non-constitutional governments.

Enrichment:  The lesson uses group learning, research and synthesis.  Lesson could be differentiated for lower learners by providing them highlighted text to use in completing their handouts.  It could be differentiated for high learners by having them research other countries.
Assessment:  Teacher should collect student handouts and assess for completion and accuracy in completing the Venn Diagram and answering the “Big Question.”
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Materials and Links:

CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES:
http://www.usconstitution.net/constquick.html
Essential Characteristics of the United States Constitution
 

1.
Adopted on September 17, 1787 by the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, PA.

 2.
Preamble establishes the “Why” of the Constitution.

 3.
Article 1 establishes the Legislative branch (Congress).

 4.
Article 2 establishes the Executive branch (President).

 5.
Article 3 established the Judicial branch (Supreme Court).

 6.
Article 4 mandates that the states will honor all the laws of all other states.

 7.
Article 5 details the method of amending or changing the Constitution.

 8.
Article 6 establishes the Constitution as the supreme law of the United States.

 9.
Article 7 details the method for acceptance of the Constitution.

 10.
Amendments 1-10:  Bill of Rights for citizens and that powers not granted to the federal 
government belongs to the states and people.

 

CONSTITUTION OF MOROCCO: http://www.justice.gov.ma/an/legislation/legislation.aspx?ty=1&id_l=
Essential Characteristics of the Constitution of Morocco
 

1. Since its independence in 1956, Morocco has had five constitutions the most recent on September 13, 1996.
2. Preamble states that Morocco is an Islamic state whose official language is Arabic and seeks African unity.

3. Chapter One: General provisions and basic principles among them being democracy, rule of law, citizenship, the national flag, national emblem and the rights and responsibilities of citizens.

4. Chapter Two explains the powers of the Monarchy
5. Chapter Three explains the organization of the Parliament.

6. Chapter Four the organization of the government of the Prime Minister and other Ministers.
7. Chapter Five explains the relationship of the King and Parliament
8. Chapter Six explains the purpose and powers of the Constitutional Council
9. Chapter Seven - Ten explains the purpose and powers of the Judicial system

10. Chapter 12 explains the procedures for revising the Constitution
CONSTITUTION OF POLAND:  http://www.sejm.gov.pl/prawo/konst/angielski/kon1.htm
Essential Characteristics of the Constitution of Poland
 

1. The Constitution was adopted on April 2, 1997, replacing the communist constitution and the provisional “Small Constitution.”
2. The Preamble establishes the current nation on the basis of the historic one and rooted in Christian heritage, universal human values and the Constitution as the basic law.
3. Chapter I establishes sovereignty of the nation, the basic rules of Polish democracy such as rule of law, political pluralism and respect for human rights and freedoms. 

4. Chapter II details the personal, political, economic, social and cultural rights and freedoms.  It also enumerates the obligations of Polish citizens. 

5. Chapter III explains the sources of law in Poland.
6. Chapter IV – VII explain the roles and powers of the various branches of government.

7. Chapter IX explains the organs of state control and the Commisioner for Citizen’s Rights.

8. Chapter X explains the role of the three branches of government and other institutions in public finances. 

9. Chapter XI explains how public authorities function and what measures they can take in emergencies and other extraordinary conditions.

10. Chapter XII explains the procedures for Amending the Constitution and the establishment of constitutional government. 

CONSTITUTION OF SOUTH AFRICA: http://www.info.gov.za/documents/constitution/1996/index.htm
Essential Characteristics of the Constitution of South Africa
 

1. The constitution was written by the Constitutional Assembly in 1995 and signed into law on December 10, 1996.
2. Preamble recognizes the injustices of the past while establishing a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights.

3. The Constitution has fourteen chapters and 7 schedules.

4. Chapter 1 explains the Founding provisions 

5. Chapter is the Bill of Rights 

6. Chapter 3 – 11 details the function and different branches of government 

7. Chapter 12 explains the role of Traditional Leaders 

8. Chapter 13 explains Finance
9. Chapter 14 explains international relations, political parties and definitions used in the Constitution.
10. The Schedules cover a variety of things including the National Flag, Geographical areas of provinces, Oaths, etc. 
CONSTITUTION OF UKRAINE
http://www.brama.com/ua-gov/conste.html
Essential Characteristics of the Constitution of Ukraine

1. The constitution was adopted by the Parliament (Supreme Rada of Ukraine) on June 28, 1996.
2. The Preamble establishes the Constitution by the Supreme Rada on behalf of the people to develop a democratic, social, law-based state.
3. The Constitution has fifteen chapters.

4. Chapter I establishes the sovereignty of Ukraine, guarantees individual rights and freedoms and the Constitution as the highest law of the land.

5. Chapter II details the rights, freedoms and duties of individuals and citizens

6. Chapter III explains how to hold democratic elections and referendum
7. Chapter IV-VIII explains the branches of power/authorities (Supreme Rada, President, Cabinet, Prosecution and Justice system).

8. Chapter IX and X explains the territorial structure of Ukraine

9. Chapter XI explains local government

10. Chapters XII – XIII explains the Constitutional Court and amending procedures for the Constitution and final provisions.
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BIG QUESTION

What is the purpose of a constitution?:







This lesson is provided for nonprofit classroom or youth group use only. No other use of this lesson is permitted without the specific written permission of the copyright holder. Posting this lesson to any website is strictly prohibited. To request permission to use this lesson for any other purpose, please contact Alden Craddock (acraddock@maryville.edu).
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