
Civitas Lessons on Democracy
Signers of the Constitution
This Civitas Lesson on Democracy was created by a partnership between civic educators in New Mexico, Texas, and Costa Rica 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 primary author of this lesson is Terry Wyrick. The Center for Civic Education and its partners invite you to teach this lesson and provide feedback to Terry Wyrick (mandtwyrick@gmail.com) and international@civiced.org.
Justification: There is much to learn from information related to the men who attended and signed the United States Constitution.  This information may be used in many ways and as the basis for many lessons; several of those lessons are summarized here. There are so many ways to use this information. Possible approaches/topics include:

1.  Revolutionaries: Who were they?

education


age


occupation


prior political positions 


wealth

2.  Formation of the first political parties, Federalists and Anti-Federalists: How did these parties flow from the convention?
3.  Relationship of State represented to final vote as it related to the three major topics of conflict:

slavery


states’ rights


bill of rights

4.  The missing and the silent: Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, John Hancock, Samuel Adams, and Patrick Henry
5.  Could this convention have happened in today’s age of communication? Why or why not?  Are such revolutionary behaviors extant today?  

6.  How have other nations convened to create their governing document(s)? Suggested comparisons:


Great Britain. Note the number of documents included in Great Britain’s “Constitution” 
and the varied dates at which they were adopted.

Costa Rica. Note the similarities to the rules of other democracies and the 
modernity of 

this Constitution.

France. Note the relationship of French and American Revolutions and the names of 
Americans whose advice was sought.
I will approach this information by choosing from the above named topics, based upon, student levels of sophistication and prior study, age and subject area.  You may expand into the other topics as is appropriate to your needs.

Grade Level(s): 9 through 12. Teachers should select those procedures that will work best for their students’ abilities, ages, experience, and interest levels.
Objectives: To provide a basic understanding of the circumstances surrounding the writing of the Constitution.  Students should have already studied the weaknesses in the Articles of Confederation, the preliminary meetings of the Founding Fathers, and the decision to meet in Philadelphia to “amend the Articles.”
Materials Needed: Computer Research or Prepared handouts/Web sites included as Addenda

Procedures and Evaluation:
Lessons 1 through 6

A.  As a first procedure for each suggested topic, except for those students who have already studied the Constitutional Convention extensively, I strongly recommend the reading of Jean Fritz’s Shhh!  They’re Writing the Constitution, whether or not students have read it previously, followed by a discussion of the circumstances that brought the signers to this place in history and the basis for the decision to “scrap” the Articles of Confederation and to pursue a new Constitution.  I would suggest seating your students in a “kindergarten circle” and reading aloud, showing pictures as you go.  (I have never had a student object to this method, including Advanced Placement U.S. Government and U.S. History students.)

B.  Pre-test: This is an eye-opener for most students who believe they have studied the Constitution ad nauseum and already know it all. Use this pretest as the basis for evaluation at the end of lesson.


1.  Name five signers of the United States Constitution.


Most common correct answers

Most common incorrect answers



George Washington



John Adams

 

James Madison



Thomas Jefferson



Benjamin Franklin



Patrick Henry



Alexander Hamilton



Samuel Adams









John Hancock


2.  Provision of the Constitution that promises equality to all?


3.  Location of the Bill of Rights?

Note: If the majority of your class gets these answers correct, you will probably not need to read the Jean Fritz book!

Individual Lessons:

Lesson 1

C.  Ask each student to select one participant at the Constitutional Convention and to read his biography, summarizing to the class where he was from, his political position regarding the Constitution, how he voted.  (See Addendum One for the website location of biographies of the Signers.) This assignment is appropriate for middle school students.

D.  As students report, create a chart that reflects the answers to the questions proposed and shows regional positions and votes.  Have each student use the information to create his or her own chart to save for later study.

Lesson 2

C.  Divide the class into either five or six groups and ask each group to study one of the persons listed above who was not at the constitutional convention and to answer each of the following questions: 



1.  Why was this person not at the convention?


2.  Where was this person?


3.  How did this person respond to the writing of the Constitution? Did he support 
its passage?


4.  What actions, if any, did he take either in support of or in objection to the 
Constitution?
D.  Have each group present its information to the class, followed by a Socratic discussion of:  Would the Constitutional Convention have turned out differently had these five/six persons been present?
Lesson 3 - Evaluation

C.  Hand out or read aloud (preferably both) the attached speech of Benjamin Franklin (Addendum Three) and ask the students to evaluate his speech based upon their understanding of the decision to write the Constitution and the events of the Convention.  You may choose to entertain questions prior to the writing assignment (middle school) or require students to provide their responses based upon their study of the topic.  This essay should follow your classes’ parameters for essay writing and be graded based upon whatever rubric used in your school or class.  This is an opportunity to prepare students for standardized testing and may use such time limits and rubrics as are appropriate for the testing for your grade or age group.
Standards Applied:
Language Arts 

Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire new information; ...

Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience. 

Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts. 

Students use a variety of technological and information resources (e.g., libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create and communicate knowledge.

Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

History 

1.  Students engaged in activities of the kinds just considered will draw upon skills in the following five interconnected dimensions of historical thinking: 1) Chronological Thinking, 2) Historical Comprehension, 3) Historical Analysis and Interpretation, 4) Historical Research Capabilities, 5) Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making.
9-12

Era 3.  2.   The institutions and practices of government created during the Revolution and how they were revised between 1787 and 1815 to create the foundation of the American political system based on the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights

Government and Civics

1.  What are Civic Life, Politics, and Government?
What is civic life? What is politics? What is government? Why are government and politics necessary? What purposes should government serve? 

What are the essential characteristics of limited and unlimited government? 

What are the nature and purposes of constitutions? 

What are alternative ways of organizing constitutional governments?

2.  What is the Relationship of the United States to Other Nations and to World Affairs?
How is the world organized politically? 

How do the domestic politics and constitutional principles of the United States affect its relations with the world? 

How has the United States influenced other nations, and how have other nations influenced American politics and society?

Follow-up: These lessons flow easily into your study of the events leading to the adoption of the Constitution and may be referred to as needed, with specific references to those signers about whom your students now have a familiarity.
Adaptations: Students with special needs may be carefully placed into the teams assigned to study these signers and may be allowed to record or deliver their essay orally.
Handouts:

· Addendum One: Teacher Resource: List of Signers of the United States Constitution
· Addendum Two: Link to Washington College of Law
· Addendum Three: Student Handout: Speech of Benjamin Franklin
· Addendum Four: Additional Possible Sources


Addendum One: Teacher Resource
List of Signers of the United States Constitution

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia


Scene at the Signing of the Constitution of the United States, by Howard Chandler Christy

Part of page four of the original Constitution, showing the signatures of the delegates

Thirty-nine of the fifty-five delegates, who attended the Constitutional Convention, signed the United States Constitution (as witnesses) on September 17, 1787, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. No delegate from Rhode Island signed the document, since the state declined to send a representative. In addition to the 39 delegates, the convention's secretary William Jackson also signed the document, not as a delegate, but in attestation of the document's signing.

Several notable politicians of the time did not attend the convention, including Thomas Jefferson and John Adams (both of whom were overseas working as diplomats), as well as Samuel Adams and Patrick Henry (who considered the previous system of government acceptable).

Jonathan Dayton at the age of 26 was the youngest signer whereas Benjamin Franklin at the age of 81 was the oldest.
Signatories

Order

Name

State represented

1

George Washington
Virginia
2

George Read 

Delaware
3

Gunning Bedford, Jr.
Delaware

4

John Dickinson 

Delaware

5

Richard Bassett
Delaware

6

Jacob Broom
Delaware

7

James McHenry
Maryland
8

Daniel of St. Thomas Jenifer
Maryland

9

Daniel Carroll 

Maryland

10

John Blair
Virginia

11

James Madison, Jr.
Virginia

12

William Blount
North Carolina
13

Richard Dobbs Spaight
North Carolina

14

Hugh Williamson
North Carolina

15

John Rutledge
South Carolina
16

Charles Cotesworth Pinckney
South Carolina

17

Charles Pinckney
South Carolina

18

Pierce Butler
South Carolina

19

William Few
Georgia
20

Abraham Baldwin
Georgia

21

John Langdon
New Hampshire
22

Nicholas Gilman
New Hampshire

23

Nathaniel Gorham
Massachusetts
24

Rufus King
Massachusetts

25

William Samuel Johnson
Connecticut
26

Roger Sherman 

Connecticut

27

Alexander Hamilton
New York
28

William Livingston
New Jersey
29

David Brearley
New Jersey

30

William Paterson
New Jersey

31

Jonathan Dayton
New Jersey

32

Benjamin Franklin 

Pennsylvania
33

Thomas Mifflin
Pennsylvania

34

Robert Morris 

Pennsylvania

35

George Clymer 

Pennsylvania

36

Thomas FitzSimons
Pennsylvania

37

Jared Ingersoll
Pennsylvania

38

James Wilson 

Pennsylvania

39

Gouverneur Morris 

Pennsylvania

See also

Wikimedia Commons has media related to: Founding Fathers of the United States
Founding Fathers of the United States
The first-platted streets of Madison, Wisconsin are named after the signers of the Constitution.

Biographies of the Founding Fathers

The Signers of the U. S. Constitution
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Addendum Two

Washington College of Law American U. LL.M. Law & Gov't Pioneers in public law, process www.wcl.american.edu/llmlawandgov
Addendum Three: Student Handout
Speech of Benjamin Franklin


Monday, September 17, 1787, was the last day of the Constitutional Convention. Pennsylvania delegate Benjamin Franklin, one of the few Americans of the time with international repute, wanted to give a short speech to the Convention prior to the signing of the final draft of the Constitution. Too weak to actually give the speech himself, he had fellow Pennsylvanian James Wilson deliver the speech. It is considered a masterpiece.

The following is as reported in Madison's notes on the Convention for Monday, September 17, 1787.



Mr. President
I confess that there are several parts of this constitution which I do not at present approve, but I am not sure I shall never approve them: For having lived long, I have experienced many instances of being obliged by better information, or fuller consideration, to change opinions even on important subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is therefore that the older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment, and to pay more respect to the judgment of others. Most men indeed as well as most sects in Religion, think themselves in possession of all truth, and that wherever others differ from them it is so far error. Steele a Protestant in a Dedication tells the Pope, that the only difference between our Churches in their opinions of the certainty of their doctrines is, the Church of Rome is infallible and the Church of England is never in the wrong. But though many private persons think almost as highly of their own infallibility as of that of their sect, few express it so naturally as a certain French lady, who in a dispute with her sister, said "I don't know how it happens, Sister but I meet with no body but myself, that's always in the right — Il n'y a que moi qui a toujours raison."

In these sentiments, Sir, I agree to this Constitution with all its faults, if they are such; because I think a general Government necessary for us, and there is no form of Government but what may be a blessing to the people if well administered, and believe farther that this is likely to be well administered for a course of years, and can only end in Despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other. I doubt too whether any other Convention we can obtain, may be able to make a better Constitution. For when you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men, all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected? It therefore astonishes me, Sir, to find this system approaching so near to perfection as it does; and I think it will astonish our enemies, who are waiting with confidence to hear that our councils are confounded like those of the Builders of Babel; and that our States are on the point of separation, only to meet hereafter for the purpose of cutting one another's throats. Thus I consent, Sir, to this Constitution because I expect no better, and because I am not sure, that it is not the best. The opinions I have had of its errors, I sacrifice to the public good. I have never whispered a syllable of them abroad. Within these walls they were born, and here they shall die. If every one of us in returning to our Constituents were to report the objections he has had to it, and endeavor to gain partisans in support of them, we might prevent its being generally received, and thereby lose all the salutary effects & great advantages resulting naturally in our favor among foreign Nations as well as among ourselves, from our real or apparent unanimity. Much of the strength & efficiency of any Government in procuring and securing happiness to the people, depends, on opinion, on the general opinion of the goodness of the Government, as well as of the wisdom and integrity of its Governors. I hope therefore that for our own sakes as a part of the people, and for the sake of posterity, we shall act heartily and unanimously in recommending this Constitution (if approved by Congress & confirmed by the Conventions) wherever our influence may extend, and turn our future thoughts & endeavors to the means of having it well administered.

On the whole, Sir, I can not help expressing a wish that every member of the Convention who may still have objections to it, would with me, on this occasion doubt a little of his own infallibility, and to make manifest our unanimity, put his name to this instrument.

Addendum Four  
Additional Possible Sources

U.S. Constitution Online 

USConstitution.net
The National Constitution Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania includes a "Signers' Hall" with statues of each of the signers of the Constitution.

"The Founding Fathers: Delegates to the Constitutional Convention". National Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved June 28, 2009.

Notes

^ a b c "The Founding Fathers: Delegates to the Constitutional Convention". National Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved June 28, 2009.

Text

Preamble and Articles · Bill of Rights · Subsequent Amendments
Articles

Preamble · One · Two · Three · Four · Five · Six · Seven
Amendments

Bill of Rights
1 · 2 · 3 · 4 · 5 · 6 · 7 · 8 · 9 · 10
11 · 12 · 13 · 14 · 15 · 16 · 17 · 18 · 19 · 20 · 21 · 22 · 23 · 24 · 25 · 26 · 27
Ratified · Proposed · Conventions to propose · State ratifying conventions
Formation

History · Articles of Confederation · Mount Vernon Conference · Annapolis Convention · Philadelphia Convention (Virginia Plan · New Jersey Plan · Connecticut Compromise · Three-Fifths Compromise · Signers) · Federalist Papers (list) · Massachusetts Compromise
Documents of Freedom
Reproductions of America's four most important documents on authentic-looking parchment paper.

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 Terry Wyrick (mandtwyrick@gmail.com). 
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