
Understanding the U.S. Constitution

The U.S. Constitution is like a giant rulebook that tells the government how to work and how

to treat the people. It was created more than 230 years ago and is still used today. Here’s how 

it came to be:

1. Background: Why It Was Needed
After the American Revolution, the thirteen colonies won their independence from Britain, 

but they didn’t have a strong government. They had a document called the Articles of 

Confederation, but it didn't work very well. The states acted more like independent countries,

and the national government was too weak to make important decisions, like collecting taxes 

or defending the country.

2. The Constitutional Convention
In 1787, delegates from twelve of the thirteen states (Rhode Island didn’t attend) met in 

Philadelphia to fix the problems with the Articles. This meeting is known as the 

Constitutional Convention. The delegates included many important figures, like George 

Washington, James Madison, and Benjamin Franklin.

3. Debating Ideas
During the convention, the delegates discussed various ideas about how the government 

should be set up. They wanted to create a system that balanced power between:

•The federal government (the national level)

•State governments (individual state levels)

They debated a lot about how much power each branch of government should have and how 

to protect people’s rights.



4. The Structure of the Constitution
The Constitution established a system of government with three branches:

•Legislative Branch: Makes the laws (Congress)

•Executive Branch: Enforces the laws (President)

•Judicial Branch: Interprets the laws (Supreme Court)

This setup is called checks and balances, which means that no one branch has too much 

power over the others.

5. The Bill of Rights
After the Constitution was completed, some people worried it didn’t protect individual rights 

enough. To address these concerns, the first ten amendments were added in 1791, known as 

the Bill of Rights. These amendments guarantee essential rights, like freedom of speech, the 

right to bear arms, and the right to a fair trial.

6. Ratification
Finally, the states needed to approve (ratify) the Constitution for it to go into effect. It took 

some time, but by 1788, nine states had agreed, and the government was officially 

established under the new Constitution.

By creating the Constitution, the Founding Fathers aimed to create a fair and stable 

government that would protect the rights of the people while preventing any one part of the 

government from becoming too powerful.


