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ABOUT CONSTITUTION DAY 
In 1952, President Harry S. Truman signed a bill that moved I Am an American Day from the third Sunday in May to September 
17 in order for the holiday to coincide with the signing of the U.S. Constitution in 1787. Congress renamed the holiday Citizenship 
Day. A joint resolution passed in 1956 requested that the president proclaim the week beginning September 17 and ending 
September 23 each year as Constitution Week. 

In 2004, Senator Robert C. Byrd of West Virginia entered an amendment to the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2005 to 
change the name of the September 17 holiday to Constitution Day and Citizenship Day. The purpose of Constitution Day and 
Citizenship Day is to commemorate the creation and signing of the supreme law of the land and to honor and celebrate the priv-
ileges and responsibilities of U.S. citizenship for both native-born and naturalized citizens. 

Byrd’s amendment, known as Public Law 108–477, requires that all schools receiving federal funds hold an educational program for 
their students on September 17 of each year. This lesson, which is adapted from curricular materials on the Constitution produced by 
the Center for Civic Education, is designed to assist schools and federal agencies to meet the requirements of this law.
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OBJECTIVES 

Students will develop an awareness of the 
Constitution by exploring what it is and why 
it is important. 

TERMS TO KNOW + IDENTIFY 

citizens 

Congress 

Constitution 

Framers 

judges 

laws 

president 

rights 

rules 

MATERIALS

1 Classroom rules poster

2   “The Constitution Poem” (page 12)

3 Images of the following. These can be taken 
from any magazine or newspaper or down-
loaded and printed from the Internet. 

● U.S. Constitution (page 8) 

● President of the United States 

● A multicultural group of people 
of different ages 

● Congress in session 

● Supreme Court or a judge 

● The signing of the U.S. Constitution 
(pages 2 and 3)

4 Drawing paper

5 Pencils

6 Crayons

7 Paper towels

8 Pretzels with three sections

9 Red, white, and blue glitter

10 Glue

11 Gold ribbon or string

12 Recording of a patriotic song or two 

PROCEDURE 

By now, your classroom is up and running, 
and your classroom rules have been established 
with the help of your students.

1 Display your classroom rules poster. Take 
a few minutes to review how and why your 
class rules were developed. Remind students 
that the class made rules so that everyone 
could be safe, learn, and have fun. Tell 
students that our country also made rules, 
called laws, so people could be safe and free.

2 Show the image of the U.S. Constitution. 
Identify the document, and tell students 
the Constitution is the law, or rules, of the 
United States. The Constitiution was written 
over two hundred years ago and signed 
on September 17, 1787.

3 Display the other images listed in the 
materials section. Read “The Constitution 
Poem” and point to the displayed prints as 
they are mentioned in the poem.
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After reading the poem, you may want to 
go back and add details. For example: 

● Job of the president—to enforce 
the laws 

● Job of Congress—to make the laws 

● Job of the judge—to decide what the 
laws means when there are questions 

Explain to students how these jobs repre-
sent the three branches of government 
described in the Constitution. Tell students 
how important it is for all the branches to 
work together to create, enforce, and 
follow the law of the United States.

4 Ask students: “What are rights?” Have 
students share what they think rights are. 
Tell students that rights are what people 
have just because they are alive. Help 
students identify the protection of rights 
as one of the most important ways that 
the Constitution protects us, the citizens. 

Tell students that the Constitution pro-
tects important ideas. For example, it lets 
you think for yourself, keeps you safe, and 
lets you gather with your friends and talk.

5 Identify some of the authors, or Framers, 
of the Constitution such as George 
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and 
James Madison (see pages 9–11).

6 Encourage students to read with you as 
you reread the poem.

7 Sing or listen to one of your favorite patriotic 
songs, or play the songs softly in the back-
ground as the students draw the picture 
described in procedure 8.

8 Have each student draw a picture of him-
self or herself following a school or neigh-
borhood rule. The illustration should 
include a label or caption telling about 
the picture.

9 As students are drawing their pictures, 
work with small groups of children to 
make a Constitution necklace. 

Each student will need a labeled paper 
towel. Place a pretzel on the towel. Put 
glue on the pretzel. Each ring of the 
pretzel will be covered with a different 
color of glitter: one red, one white, and 
one blue to represent the three branches 
of government. After the pretzels dry, 
loop an appropriate length of gold ribbon 
or string through each pretzel and tie to 
create a necklace. 

Students can wear their Constitution 
necklaces as they share their illustrations 
showing good citizen behavior with 
the class. 

NOTES FOR THE TEACHER 

The following content is provided as teacher 
background for the lesson on the Constitution. 

What Is a Constitution? 

A constitution is a set of fundamental customs, 
traditions, rules, and laws that set forth the basic 
way a government is organized and operated. 
Most constitutions are in writing, some are 
partly written and partly unwritten, and some 
are not written at all.
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If you study the constitution of a government, 
you will be able to answer the following ques-
tions about the relationship between the gov-
ernment and its citizens. 

Government 

● What are the purposes 
of the government? 

● How is the government organized? 

● How is the government supposed 
to go about doing its business? 

Citizens 

● Who is a citizen? 

● Do citizens have any power or control 
over the government? If so, how do 
citizens exercise their powers? 

● What rights and responsibilities 
do citizens have? 

By this definition of a constitution, nearly 
every nation has a constitution. Good govern-
ments and bad governments have constitu-
tions. Some of the worst governments have 
constitutions that include lists of the basic 
rights of their citizens. A list of rights does 
not mean that the citizens actually enjoy 
those rights. 

What Is a Constitutional Government? 

Having a constitution does not mean that 
a nation has a constitutional government. 
If, for example, a constitution provides for the 
unlimited exercise of political power by one, a 
few, or many, it would not be the basis for a 
constitutional government. If a constitution says 
that power is to be limited, but it does not 
include ways to enforce those limitations, it also 
is not the basis for a constitutional government. 

The principles of constitutional and limited 
governments are intertwined. Limited govern-
ments are characterized by restraints on power, 
such as laws that both the rulers and the 
governed must obey, and free and periodic 
elections. The opposite is unlimited govern-
ment, in which those who govern are free to 
use their power as they choose, unrestrained by 
laws or elections. Aristotle described unlimited 
government as tyranny. Today the terms autocracy, 
dictatorship, or totalitarianism frequently are 
used to describe such governments. 

What Are the Characteristics 
of the Higher Law? 

In a constitutional government, the constitution, 
or higher law, has the following characteristics: 

● It sets forth the basic rights of citizens. 

● It establishes the responsibility of the 
government to protect those rights. 

● It establishes limitations on how those in 
government may use their powers with 
regard to citizens’ rights and responsibilities, 
the distribution of resources, and the 
control of conflict. 

● It can be changed only with the wide-
spread consent of the citizens and according 
to established and well-known procedures. 

Constitution for the United States of America. 
Center for Civic Education, 1987. 

What Are Rights? 
Rights are moral or legal claims justified in 
ways that are generally accepted within a society 
or the international community.
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Where Do Rights Come From, and 
How Do They Relate to One Another? 

Rights set individuals or groups apart from 
each other and entitle them to be treated in a 
particular way. Most Americans think about their 
place in society and the world in terms of their 
rights. However, rights are complicated. 

Who May Hold Rights? 

Rights may be held by individuals, classes or 
categories of individuals, or institutions. 

● Individuals   The idea that individuals can 
hold rights reflects the belief that humans 
should be considered autonomous and 
self-governing. This includes the belief 
that each individual should possess certain 
fundamental rights, such as those to free-
dom of thought and conscience, privacy, 
and movement. The emphasis on the rights 
of individuals is reflected in natural rights 
philosophy and exemplified in the Declaration 
of Independence by the statement that 
“all Men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of happiness.” 

● Classes or categories of individuals 

These commonly are created by constitutions 
and statutes and provide a basis for treat-
ing categories of people differently. For 
example, the United States Constitution 
protects the right of persons eighteen years 
of age or older to vote. By the laws of 
several states, only people who have joined 
a political party can participate in that 
party’s primary, or nominating, elections. 

● Institutions   Institutions such as schools; 
government institutions at the local, state, 
and national levels; unions; universities; 
business partnerships; and corporations 
also hold certain rights. 

What Are the Common 
Categories of Rights? 

● Personal rights   These relate to individual 
autonomy, including freedom of thought 
and conscience, privacy, and movement. The 
idea that human beings are autonomous, 
self-governing individuals with fundamental 
rights is central to the natural rights 
philosophy of John Locke. The rights of 
life, liberty, property, and the pursuit of 
happiness are said to come from God or 
nature. The purpose of government is 
to protect those rights. 

● Political rights   These rights address 
political participation and also are granted 
by the Constitution or statutes. Examples 
are the right to vote and to engage in political 
activities, such as supporting particular 
candidates for office or running for office. 

● Economic rights   These include choosing 
the work one wants to do, acquiring and 
disposing of property, entering into contracts, 
creating and protecting intellectual property 
such as copyrights or patents, and joining 
labor unions or professional associations. 
Most economic rights trace to constitutions 
or statutes. Many people consider economic 
rights associated with property ownership 
to be personal rights as well. 

Source: We the People: The Citizen & the Constitution, 

Level 3. Center for Civic Education, 2008.
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JAMES MADISON
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GEORGE WASHINGTON
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BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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THE CONSTITUTION POEM 

The Constitution Poem 
By Teri Delich 

The Constitution is the law, 
The highest in the land. 

And everyone in the U.S.A. 
Is expected to obey. 

The president, the Congress, and the judges too, 
All have different jobs and know just what to do. 

They all work together for the rights we share— 
So we can be free and the rules be fair. 

Now— 
Put your hands together, 
Shout a hip-hip-hooray 
For the Framers of this law 
On Constitution Day!
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CREDITS 

This lesson was created for the Center for Civic 

Education’s Constitution Day resources by Teri Delich 

and Melissa Weierbach of Lehigh Parkway Elementary 

School, Allentown, Pennsylvania. 

This Constitution and citizenship lesson is cosponsored 

by the American Association of School Administrators 

(AASA), founded in 1865. AASA is the professional 

organization for over 14,000 educational leaders across 

America and in many other countries. AASA’s mission 

is to support and develop effective school-system 

leaders who are dedicated to the highest quality public 

education for all children. AASA’s major focus is 

standing up for public education. 

The Center for Civic Education is a nonprofit, non-

partisan educational corporation dedicated to fostering 

the development of informed, responsible participation 

in civic life by citizens committed to the values and 

principles fundamental to American constitutional 

democracy. The Center specializes in civic and citizen-

ship education and international education exchange 

programs for developing democracies. For additional 

information on the Center’s programs and curricula, 

contact the Center for Civic Education. 

We the People: The Citizen and the Constitution 

is directed by the Center for Civic Education and 

funded by the U.S. Department of Education under the 

Education for Democracy Act approved by the United 

States Congress. The program was established in 1987 

under the Commission on the Bicentennial of the 

United States Constitution. This lesson is funded by the 

U.S. Department of Education Grant Q929A040001. 

© 2008, Center for Civic Education. All rights reserved. 

Permission is granted to freely reproduce and use this 

lesson for nonprofit, classroom use only. Copyright 

must be acknowledged on all copies. 

Image Credits 

In order of appearance: Howard Chandler Christy, Signing of the 

Constitution, Architect of the Capitol, House wing, east stairway; The 

Constitution of the United States of America, National Archives and 

Records Administration; Gilbert Stuart, James Madison, fourth president of 

the United States, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, 

LC-USZ62-13004; Washington, Prints and Photographs Division, Library 

of Congress, LC-USZ62-7645; Maurine Antoine, Benjamin Franklin, 

Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-

21488; Writing the Declaration of Independence, Prints and Photographs 

Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-9904. 
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