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Introduction 
 

Grade Level 
 

These activities are intended for a sixth grade classroom. 

 
Discipline 

 
These activities have a science and social studies focus. 

 
TEKS 

 
Content:  

Throughout social studies in Kindergarten-Grade 12, students build a foundation in history; 
geography; economics; government; citizenship; culture; science, technology, and society; and 
social studies skills. The content, as appropriate for the grade level or course, enables students to 
understand the importance of patriotism, function in a free enterprise society, and appreciate 
the basic democratic values of our state and nation as referenced in the Texas Education Code 
(TEC), §28.002(h). TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. (a)(5) 
 
Students understand that a constitutional republic is a representative form of government whose 
representatives derive their authority from the consent of the governed, serve for an established 
tenure, and are sworn to uphold the constitution. TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. (a)(6) 

 
State and federal laws mandate a variety of celebrations and observances, including Celebrate 
Freedom Week. TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. (a)(7)(A)(B) 

 
Students identify and discuss how the actions of U.S. citizens and the local, state, and federal 
governments have either met or failed to meet the ideals espoused in the founding documents. 
TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. (a)(8) 

 
Skills:  

History. The student understands the influences of individuals and groups from various cultures 
on various historical and contemporary societies. TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. 
(b)(2)(A)(B) 
 
Citizenship. The student understands the relationship among individual rights, responsibilities, 
duties, and freedoms in societies with representative governments. TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, 
Grade 6. (b)(14)(A)(B) 
 
Culture. The student understands relationships that exist among world cultures. TEKS §113.18. 
Social Studies, Grade 6. (b)(17)(A)(B)(C)(D)(E) 
 
Social studies skills. The student applies critical-thinking skills to organize and use information 
acquired through established research methodologies from a variety of valid sources, including 
electronic technology. TEKS §113.18. Social Studies, Grade 6. (b)(21)(A)(B)(C)(D)(E)(F) 
 
Social studies skills. The student communicates in written, oral, and visual forms. TEKS §113.18. 
Social Studies, Grade 6. (b)(22)(A)(B)(C)(D)(E)(F) 
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National Education for Sustainability K-12 Student Learning Standards 

 
2.1 ~ Interconnectedness ~ Systems 
2.4 ~ Social and Cultural Systems ~ Cultural Diversity ~ Citizenship 
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Objective 
 
The lessons aid educators in teaching the Constitution by bridging the gap between basic definitions of 
fairness, rights, limits, and rule—concepts that are familiar to students—and those definitions as they 
apply to the Constitution and the law.  The students will then write their own Constitution for their 
classroom. 
 

Key Words  
 

Rights 
Limits 
Rules 
Fairness 
Supreme Court 
The Constitution 
 
 

Description of Activities 
 
The following activities have been compiled to address the topic of “The Constitution” in sixth grade 
classrooms.  The activities meet the state and national education standards for sixth grade, and are 
intended to supplement pre-existing curricula, with a focus on integrating sustainability topics.  The 
activities can be used in conjunction or alone. 
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Activities 
 
Activity 1: Rights, Rules, Fairness,  
 
Introduction  
 
The lessons aid educators in teaching the Constitution by bridging the gap between basic definitions of 
fairness, rights, limits, and rule—concepts that are familiar to students—and those definitions as they 
apply to the Constitution and the law. 
 

Materials 
 
Whiteboard 

 
Products 
 
Cartoon/Drawing 

 
Process 
 
1. Rights 
 Begin by having the class discuss what is meant when a person says, "I have the right to do this." What is 
a right? Are the children's rights the same no matter where they are? For example, what rights do they 
have at home?   On the chalkboard, make a list of their answers. With your guidance, they should come 
up with items along these general lines:  

 

Don't worry if their answers overlap-or if very general rights are mixed with very narrowly defined ones, 

or legally required rights with ones specific to an individual family. The point of making the list is simply to 

encourage the children to begin thinking about rights in a way that makes them familiar and real. 

Emphasize that rights vary somewhat from family to family. 

 
2. Limits 
When the class has finished the list, ask: do these rights mean that you can eat up any food in the house? 
That you can buy any piece of clothing you want?  That you can demand all of your parents' attention? 
That you can declare the whole house to be your own private space?  Of course not, but why not?  
Because other individuals in your family have rights too.  Most often, limits are set to your rights when 
they begin to intrude on the rights of others or of the group as a whole.  For example, you can eat all you 
want of a dish that is being served at dinner-if you're the only person who likes that food. Otherwise, 
you'll probably have to share. You can listen to music-as long as it isn't so loud that it disturbs someone 
else. You can show off your ice-skating to your mother, but she also needs time to admire your brother's 
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skating.  Ask the children for more examples of instances when one family member's rights must be 
balanced against those of other family members. 
 
3. Rules 
Then point out that what is often used to set the limits on a right is a rule. A good rule sets fair limits, so 
each individual in the family can have his fair share of rights.  For example, there might be a rule that 
favorite foods have to be shared evenly. Or that you must tum down your music if someone asks you to.  
To help your students become more aware of this important connection between rights and rules, pass 
out three small cards (or strips of paper) to each class member. Tell each child to pick three rights from 
the list on the board, and copy one on each card. Then, on the flip side of the card, have them write down 
a rule that helps make sure that everyone in the family can enjoy that right. (Tell the children that if 
someone has trouble thinking of a rule to go with the right he has picked, he should just change to a 
different right.)  Then have all the kids mix their completed cards together in a box. Draw some examples, 
and discuss them with the class.  You will probably want to mention that these rights make up only a small 
part of the Constitution and are mostly in the amendments. (The rest of the Constitution consists of rules 
describing how the government is to be organized.) 
 
4. Constitutional Rights 
Now tell the children that they are going to look at the rights of a much bigger group of people than their 
families. This big group is the people living in the whole United States.  Their rights are written down in 
our Constitution.  Just as your rights at home say what is due to you as a member of your family, so 
people's constitutional rights say what is due to them as citizens of this country.  To introduce these rights 
to your students without overwhelming them, simply say that the rights that the Constitution sets forth 
cluster around three areas of people's lives. (These areas overlap somewhat, but will help the children 
remember the main points of focus.) The Constitution says that individuals in this country have the right 
to: 

 express their ideas 

 be treated fairly by the police and courts 

 have the laws apply to them the same way they would apply to anyone else 
Write these three areas on the whiteboard.  How much detail you provide will depend on your class. As 
you explain each area, give the children plenty of examples, and then guide them in producing examples 
of their own. 
 
5. What constitutional right is being violated?  
When the children have a good general grasp of what these three areas involve, they are ready to begin 
recognizing them in concrete situations. To give them a chance to do this, use the list of situations that 
follows, or make up examples of your own. (Answers to each sample situation follow it, in parentheses. 
The first answer indicates which of the three categories is involved; the second answer identifies the right 
more specifically, in case you want to give your students a more detailed explanation.) Begin by writing 
the first situation on the board.  Help the children understand which kind of right is involved. Continue the 
same way through the list, until you are confident that the kids have grasped what they are to do. Then 
have them carry on individually.  (If you wish to make the activity easier, you can go through all the 
situations as a class discussion.)  Be sure to point out, more than once, that these are illegal situations-
situations that the Constitution classifies as unfair. In each situation, a representative of the government 
is breaking the law by denying someone a constitutional right. 
Here are the situations: 

 A man is sentenced to death for stealing an orange. (police and courts/cruel and unusual 
punishment) 

 A state medical school turns down an applicant because she is a woman. (equal treatment/sexual 
discrimination) 

 A city bans all meetings by Communists. (expression of ideas/freedom of assembly and freedom 
of speech) 
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 In wartime, a man is required to join the army, even though his religion forbids people to be 
soldiers.  (expression of ideas/freedom of religion) 

 A prisoner cannot find out why he is being kept in jail. (police and courts) 

 Election officials make. all black people take a special exam: they can vote only if they pass the 
exam. (equal treatment/racial equality) 

 On the spur of the moment, the police search all the houses on your block, just because there 
have been thefts in the neighborhood. (police and courts/search and seizure) 

 A court refuses to provide a free lawyer for a poor man accused of robbery. (police and 
courts/right to legal counsel; also equal treatment/equal treatment of the poor) 

 The mayor of a town threatens to close down the local newspaper if it publishes a story accusing 
her of wrongdoing. (expression of ideas/freedom of the press) 

 -Your mother is arrested for passing out fliers criticizing U. S. involvement in Central America. 
(expression of ideas/freedom of speech) 

 A city gives permits to Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish groups to give religious talks in the public 
park, but it refuses a permit to a Muslim group. (expression of ideas/freedom of religion; also 
equal treatment)  
 

6. Everyday Situations 
Now point out to the children that in everyday life—at home, for example--even though everyone may 
agree in principle about what rights family members have, they often disagree about what is fair in real 
situations. Let's think about an example. Here is a case to read to the class. 

 Sample case 
A fair division of work is an important right in Lisa's family. Her contribution to family chores is to do 
the before-dinner dishes every other day (her brother Tim does them on the days she doesn't). She is 
supposed to have the dishwashing finished by six O’clock, when her parents come home from work 
and start fixing dinner. One evening her parents come in at the regular time and find the dishes not 
washed. Lisa is in the living room reading.  Her parents get mad at her. Lisa defends herself by saying. 
...  
Ask the children to supply some possible excuses.  Write their answers on the chalkboard. Make sure 
that the list they develop includes both solid and flimsy excuses. Here are some typical ones: -I didn't 
realize how late it was. 

-I have an exam tomorrow. 
-I hurt my wrist in gym. 
-Tim had friends over and they used a lot of dishes.  It's not fair that I should have to do them. 
-Tim forgets to do the dishes a lot when it's his turn. 
-I was just about to start. 
-You told me to pick up the cleaning, so I got home late. 
-I was tired. 
-I forgot. 
-Grandma phoned long distance. I just got off the phone. 
-Isn't it Tim's night? 
-I really got wrapped up in this book. 
-I thought you said I didn't have to do chores if I was sick; I feel like I might be coming down with 
a cold; 
-The dog licked some of them, and I wasn't sure if that meant I was supposed to wash them some 
special way. 
-We're out of detergent. 

When the children have produced enough sample excuses ask them who finally decides what will be  
done in situations like these?  Most often, at home, it is an adult-usually a parent who acts as judge. 
Then ask the children: if you were Lisa's parents, what are some reasons (from the list) that you would 
accept-and some that you would not? Have each child take a moment to choose a couple of reasons 
that seem definitely solid, and a couple that seem definitely flimsy. Then have the kids discuss 
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and compare their answers. Suggest that to decide whether a reason is good or not it helps to ask, 
what else could Lisa have done?  If there was no better way she could have handled the situation, 
then her excuse was probably a good one.  Help the children see that good reasons are very often 
based on other rights. For example, if Lisa really hurt her wrist badly, then it needs to be cared for:  
Lisa's right to be taken care of when she is sick makes her excuse solid. In the same way, if she has an 
exam the next day, her right to an education must be taken into account. (But not if she had all 
weekend to study but chose to play with her friends instead. In that case, why should her family be 
inconvenienced because she was lazy?) Flimsy excuses are at the other end of the scale.  They take 
away other people's rights without any real gain, and are just a way to cover up laziness or sloppy 
planning. "I didn't realize how late it was," "Tim forgets to do the dishes a lot when it's his tum," and 
"Isn't it Tim's night?" are examples. They are non-reasons. 

 
7.  Cartoons of Fair and Unfair Decisions 
To conclude this step, ask the children, as homework, to choose one of the excuses on the list and make it 
the title and subject-of two single-picture cartoons. The first cartoon shows Lisa's parents making what 
the cartoonist feels is a fair decision based on the excuse; the other cartoon shows them making an unfair 
one. Both cartoons should show (1) the parents saying how they have decided to deal with the situation, 
and (2) what Lisa (and Tim too, if the cartoonist wishes) is thinking about the parents' decision. Remind 
the children what a cartoon balloon that shows what someone is saying looks like, and what one that 
shows what someone is thinking looks like. 

8. Making the Constitution Work Fairly in Real Situations-the Supreme Court 
How did Lisa probably feel when her parents made a decision she thought was unfair? Was there anything 
she could do about it?  When you think an everyday "judge" like your parents has been unfair, there's 
probably nothing you can do about it. But when you take a case to court, and you think the judge there 
has reached an unfair decision, there is something you can do: you can appeal your case to a higher court, 
to get a different judge's opinion.  Our court system is complicated, but the highest court of all-the one 
that has the final say about whether a person's constitutional rights have been violated, or whether a law 
violates the Constitution is the Supreme Court.   Emphasize the parallel between what the Supreme Court 
justices have to think about and what Lisa's parents had to think about: with each new case, both the 
justices and the parents have to weigh individual rights against group needs. Both also have to think 
about the effects their decision may have on similar situations in the future. Remind the children that this 
harks back to what they looked at right at the very beginning, when they saw how, in families, limits are 
usually set at the point where the individual's rights begin to interfere with: the rights of other people in 
the group.  Tell the children that they are now going to look in more detail at what is involved in deciding 
how far it is fair for one's person's constitutional rights to go. Take the right of free speech as an example. 
The individual's freedom of speech is guaranteed in the Constitution.... But aren't there times when, if 
someone said exactly what he wanted, other people might be very seriously hurt-so seriously that their 
right to be safe becomes more important than his right to say what he wants? 

 Fair or unfair? Sometimes an agent of the government thinks this is the case, and stops an 
individual from doing what he wants. This action may be fair or unfair-which is often very difficult 
to decide.  To give the children a chance to practice thinking about the fair limits of constitutional 
rights, break the class into groups of about six people. Tell the children to imagine that they are 
government officials (each group is in a different city) who are meeting to decide whether they 
should stop the individuals in the following situations from speaking freely: 

-A political candidate has been driving a sound truck through residential neighborhoods 
around eleven in the evening, because she knows that most people are home at that 
time. 

-A company is continuing to run advertisements for its hair-grower, even though 
laboratory tests have proven it doesn't work. 
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-A group of public school students have announced that they plan to hold a silent 
political protest during school hours. (Be sure to include this example, because it is the 
basis of Step 5.) 

-A racist group has applied for a permit to hold a rally in the public park. 

-A man stands on the same street corner every day urging people to steal from stores. 

-A rich woman has been buying radio advertising time to tell lies about people she 
doesn't like.  Tell the groups to discuss the situations one by one, and then to vote on 
whether the government should stop the individuals in these situations from freely 
expressing themselves. 

Suggest some questions for the children to think about that can help them decide: what kind of harm 
might result from free speech in this case? how likely is the harm? how many people might be harmed? 
how seriously? is the harm likely to be temporary or permanent? might some good be done, as well as 
harm?  Emphasize that the "officials" are concerned, as they vote, that the people whose freedom they 
interfere with may take them to court for denying their right to free speech. But they also know that if 
other people are harmed, those people too might take them to court for not responding to a known 
danger, The children, as "officials," do not want to be found guilty and be in trouble-so they are as careful 
as possible to be fair. That way, they hope, a judge would agree with their decision.  When all the groups 
have finished voting, bring the whole class together and have them compare the different groups' 
decisions-and, in cases where they disagree-their reasoning.  

9. Tinker v. Des Moines Independent 
Community School District--An Actual Supreme Court Case 
Tell the class that one of the cases they just discussed as "government officials" really happened-and the 

officials did stop the individuals, and the individuals did take the case to court. It was the student 

protesters. They lost, appealed, and their case was finally heard by the Supreme Court. 

 Learning about the case.  
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 Here are some questions that you can use to help the children understand the facts involved, and 

their significance: 

-Which individuals' rights may have been violated? (Those of the three young people who 

wore armbands: John and Mary Beth Tinker, and Christopher Eckhardt.) 

-What right may have been violated? (Their right to free speech. Wearing armbands is 

considered symbolic free speech, which just means that they used a symbol, the armbands, 

instead of words, to express their opinions.) 

-What stopped them from expressing themselves freely? (The rule that the school principals 

made: children who come to school with armbands on, and refuse to take them off, will be 

suspended.) 

-What group was involved? (The schools, including their student body as a whole.) 

-What were the principals afraid would happen if kids came to school with armbands? (That 

normal school routines and discipline would be disturbed.) 

-In what other ways might the principals have dealt with the situation? (Tried to limit the 

protest to one day? Banned the protest but held an assembly on the war, giving both sides a 

chance to express their views? Discussed their concerns with the students who planned to 

protest, and with their parents, as soon as the plans became known? Consulted with 

teachers and student representatives before making a decision?) 

-What actual harm did the protest cause? (Virtually none. One math class was sidetracked 

into a discussion of the war, and a few low-key comments both pro and con-were made by 

other students.) 
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-What harm might the protest have caused? (Loud arguments? Fights? Interruptions of 

schoolwork? Counter-demonstrations?) 

-What future effects might a decision in favor of the children have? (More protests? Louder 

protests? A breakdown of school discipline? Children who are more politically 

knowledgeable? Children who will become more responsible citizens in the future?) 

-What future effects might a decision in favor of the school have? (Fewer demonstrations? 

An angrier, louder demonstration? Political apathy?) 

When the' children have discussed these questions, sum up the two sides of the case by 

writing them on the chalkboard, like this: 

 
 Sorting out the arguments.  

Tell the children that, in February of 1969, the Court handed down its decision. The opinions 
were divided 7 to 2. At the end of the activity, the children will find out which side won.  
Meanwhile, have them imagine that they are the Supreme Court justices who voted in favor of 
the protesters. Ask them to pick, from the list provided here, the arguments that back up their 
point of view, (The arguments, listed directly below, are already sorted for your convenience; of 
course, when you present them to the children, you should mix the two sides together.)  Then 
have them imagine that they are the justices who decided in favor of the school: what arguments 
might they have used to back up their decision?  Finally, have the children vote for the side they 
think should win the case. To conclude, tell them what the real-life outcome was: 7 justices voted 
in favor of the children, and 2 in favor of the schools. 
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Activity 2: Debate on Treatment of Environmental Activists 
 
Introduction  
 
Students will read an article concerning the unfair treatment of environmental activists, and will role-play, 
and debate the sides taken. 
 

Materials 
 
Computer 
Poster Materials 

 
Products 
 
Reflection Paper 
Poster 

 
Process 
 
1. Read students an article concerning the arrests or unfair treatment of environmental activists 

(examples can be found at: http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-
devon-tower-demonstration/article/3914188, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-
ecologists-near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0, http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-
arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-financial-restrictions).  

2. Split the class into two groups, and assign one group to support the viewpoint that the arrests were 
fair and the other group to the viewpoint that they were not fair.  Have students individually write a 
few sentences supporting their group’s point, then have each group create a poster containing the 
group’s strongest arguments.  

3. The focus should be on whether or not the activists’ Constitutional rights were violated.  Groups can 
present their posters or participate in a debate, but the whole class should be involved, and the 
teacher should facilitate a post-activity discussion.   

4. Have students write a reflection discussing their personal feelings on the issue, and why they feel that 
way.  Also encourage them to discuss the feelings they would experience and the actions they might 
take if their Constitutional rights were violated. 

  

http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-devon-tower-demonstration/article/3914188
http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-devon-tower-demonstration/article/3914188
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-ecologists-near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-ecologists-near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0
http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-financial-restrictions
http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-financial-restrictions
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Activity 3: Classroom Constitution 
 
Introduction  
 
Students will create a Classroom Constitution. 
 

Materials 
 
Handout-“A Classroom Constitution” 

 
Products 
 
Constitution 

 
Process 
 
1. Divide your class into small groups and explain that each group will be working to frame a proposal for 
a classroom constitution.  
 
2. Distribute copies of the Handout and invite the student teams to go through the worksheet step by 
step.   In step 1, have students consider their goals for their learning environment. What conditions do 
they want to create in the classroom? Possible answers include: peace, equality, fairness, safety, 
happiness, etc.  
 
3. In step 2, instruct students to describe the roles of teacher, students, principal, and other important 
parties in governing the classroom. How will decisions be reached regarding discipline? What 
opportunities will students have to voice their concerns?  
 
4. In the final step, students should list the rights they believe that the citizens of the class deserve. Make 
sure to reiterate that limits are important, and no individual’s rights should encroach greatly on another’s 
rights. For example, if students have the right to talk among themselves whenever they wish, the noise 
level may deny other students the right to learn. Students must consider these issues in crafting their 
"Constitution."  
 
5. Finally, have a class meeting to discuss the submitted proposals. Adopt a constitution that incorporates 
the strongest points of each group's work.   
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Activity 5: Is it Constitutional? 
 
Introduction  
 
Students will assume the role of Supreme Court justices and use the Handout to decide whether several 
actions/laws are constitutional.  
 

Materials 
 
Handout- “Is it Constitutional” 

 
Products 
 
Handout 

 
Process 
 
1.  Explain to the class that it is the job of the Supreme Court to interpret the Constitution and decide 
whether particular laws are constitutional. The Justices must ask themselves difficult questions, such as, 
"Can there be limits to freedom of speech?" (First Amendment); "How does the right to bear arms apply 
to today's society?" (Second Amendment); or, "Is this punishment cruel and unusual?" (Eighth 
Amendment).  
 
2.  Divide students into groups (nine students per group is ideal, mirroring the size of the Supreme Court). 
Distribute the reproducible PDF and have students read the three case studies. If you wish, assign each 
group a different case to work on.  
 
3.  Have students debate the issues presented in the cases. Students can search online for additional 
information about free speech, video-game violence, separation of church and state, free press, and 
confidentiality agreements.  
 
4.  Have students vote on each issue and present the majority opinion to the class. In the tradition of the 
Supreme Court, students can write a brief essay explaining their decision. Dissenting students can write a 
minority opinion piece.   
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Additional Resources 
 
Online Resources 
 
Primary Sources 
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/constitution/ATZ_Constitution_Sep1987.pdf 

 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/scholasticnews/indepth/constitution_day/teachers/index.asp?article=teacher 

 

http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-devon-tower-

demonstration/article/3914188 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-ecologists-

near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0 

 

http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-

financial-restrictions 

 

Educational Literature 
 
“U.S. Constitution and You” by Syl Sobel 

“The Constitution of the United States of America” by Sam Fink 

 

Educational Videos 
 
http://constitutioncenter.org/learn/hall-pass/constitution-day-2010/ 

 

http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/constitution/ATZ_Constitution_Sep1987.pdf
http://teacher.scholastic.com/scholasticnews/indepth/constitution_day/teachers/index.asp?article=teacher
http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-devon-tower-demonstration/article/3914188
http://newsok.com/four-environmental-activists-jailed-friday-after-devon-tower-demonstration/article/3914188
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-ecologists-near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/07/world/europe/environmental-groups-denounce-arrests-of-ecologists-near-olympic-sites.html?_r=0
http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-financial-restrictions
http://www.worldwatch.org/environmental-activist-arrested-hangzhou-movement-still-hampered-legal-and-financial-restrictions
http://constitutioncenter.org/learn/hall-pass/constitution-day-2010/
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