Where Do Our Freedoms Come From? A Look at the Pennsylvania and United States Constitutions

Grade Levels: 4-12

Academic Standards: Civics and Government 5.1D and 5.1E

This lesson was developed by LEAP-Kids 

Through this exercise, students will learn about their rights and freedoms under the two constitutions that govern Pennsylvania - the Pennsylvania Constitution and the United States Constitution. This is a great introduction to comparing and contrasting the two documents.

Materials:

Students will need copies of the United States and Pennsylvania Constitutions. Many class texts have the United States Constitution in them, but individual copies can be obtained for free by contacting the Pennsylvania Bar Association.

Few students in Pennsylvania schools have individual copies of the Pennsylvania Constitution available to them (another great reason to teach this lesson). Free copies of the Pennsylvania Constitution are available through your state legislators in the Pennsylvania General Assembly. Visit www.legis.state.pa.us to identify and contact your state representative and/or state senator. You also can view the Pennsylvania Constitution online at http://sites.state.pa.us/PA_Constitution.html.

Procedure:

· Begin the class by asking the question: “Where do we get our rights and freedoms from?” Teachers using this lesson report answers such as, “the government,” “the Declaration of Independence” and “the constitution.” Once a student mentions the constitution, ask “which one?”

· Explore with the class the concept of state and federal government and explain that the rights and freedoms the students enjoy come from both constitutions. Tell the class that no state constitution can give fewer rights than the United States Constitution gives to all Americans. But, explain that in certain areas, the Pennsylvania Constitution gives Pennsylvanians greater rights than those enjoyed by citizens in the rest of the nation.

· Distribute the two constitutions to each student in the class. Ask how many have ever read the United States Constitution. Ask how many have ever read the Pennsylvania Constitution. Answers will vary, but it is rare to find many students who have read both before this lesson.

· Now distribute the “Rights and Freedoms Student Handout.” It goes from A-Z with different rights and freedoms that are found in both, only one or neither of the two documents. You can have the students work individually or in groups. Once the students have finished, you can have the class quickly provide answers (i.e. Both, U.S., PA or Neither) and then go through the questions one by one to have the students check their initial answers by examining the documents more closely.

· There are a number of follow-up exercises that can be done with this lesson. One is to make a list of all of the responsibilities that accompany all of the rights and freedoms listed. Another is to ask the students to identify rights and freedoms that are not found in either document that they think should be in the documents. You may want to share with the students with your own thoughts about the two constitutions and how important both documents are in the lives of Pennsylvanians.
To request copies of the U.S. Constitution please contact:

Susan E. Etter, Esq.
Education and Special Projects Coordinator
Pennsylvania Bar Association
100 South Street, PO Box 186
Harrisburg, PA 17108-0186
Web site: www.pabar.org
Phone: 800.932.0311 ext. 2256
E-mail: susan.etter@pabar.org

