Name Date

Building a New Government

Read the text. Level 3 - 941 words

A Declaration of Independence

1 OnlJuly 8, 1776, a crowd gathered outside the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia to hear
an important paper read aloud. The next day in New York, General George Washington had the
same words read to his soldiers. That evening, a crowd in the city pulled down a statue of King
George III. The paper was the Declaration of Independence, and it announced that the
thirteen colonies were breaking away from Great Britain.

2 Congress had approved the Declaration on July &4, 1776. Thomas Jefferson of Virginia wrote the
first draft, and Congress cut and changed parts of it before approving it. The Declaration said
that all people have certain rights that no government can take away, including life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness. It said that a government gets its power from the people it governs.
Then it listed many complaints against the king.

3 These bold words did not reach everyone. Hundreds of thousands of enslaved people lived in the
colonies, and independence did not set them free. Jefferson himself enslaved people at
Monticello, his home in Virginia. Women could not vote, and Native nations were left out of the
promise as well. Still, in the years that followed, many Americans used the Declaration’s own
words to argue that its rights belonged to all people.

A Weak First Government

L While the war went on, the states needed a plan for working together. In 1781, the last of the
thirteen states approved the Articles of Confederation. Under this plan, each state kept most
of its own power, and each state had one vote in Congress, no matter how many people lived
there. The war ended with a peace treaty in 1783, in which Britain recognized the United States
as an independent nation.

5 Americans had just fought a war against a king, so the Articles kept the national government
weak on purpose. Soon the weakness caused trouble. Congress could ask the states for money,
but it could not make them pay, and many states paid little or nothing. Soldiers who had fought
in the war waited years for their pay. Some states taxed goods from neighboring states as if
they came from foreign countries. To change the Articles, all thirteen states had to agree, so
even small fixes almost never passed.

Writing the Constitution

6 In May 1787, delegates from every state except Rhode Island met in the same building where
the Declaration had been approved. They agreed to keep their debates secret until the work was
done. Benjamin Franklin, then 81 years old, was the oldest delegate. The delegates had been
sent to repair the Articles, but they soon decided to write a completely new plan instead: the
Constitution.
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Their biggest argument was about power in Congress. Delegates from states with many people
wanted more votes. Delegates from small states feared that the large states would always
outvote them. After weeks of arguing, they agreed to a compromise, an agreement in which
each side gives up part of what it wants. Congress would have two houses. In the House of
Representatives, a state with more people would get more members. In the Senate, every state,
large or small, would get two members.

The delegates also made deals about slavery, and those deals protected it. Each enslaved
person would be counted as three-fifths of a person when deciding how many members a state
had in the House, which gave slaveholding states more power. The Constitution also allowed the
slave trade from Africa to continue for twenty more years. Slavery would not end in the United
States until 1865.

On September 17, 1787, thirty-nine delegates signed the Constitution. Then the states had to
decide. At least nine of the thirteen had to approve, or ratify, it. Delaware was the first, in
December 1787. In June 1788, New Hampshire became the ninth state, and the Constitution
had enough votes to take effect. The new government began in 1789, with George Washington
as the first president.

The Constitution divides the national government into three branches. The legislative branch,
Congress, makes the laws. The executive branch, led by the president, carries out the laws. The
judicial branch, led by the Supreme Court, decides what the laws mean. Each branch can check,
or limit, the others. For example, the president can veto a law passed by Congress, but Congress
can still pass it if two-thirds of both houses vote for it again. This system of checks and
balances keeps any one branch from becoming too powerful.

The Bill of Rights

Not everyone liked the new plan. In Virginia, Patrick Henry, a famous speaker, warned that the
Constitution gave the national government too much power and had no list of the people’s
rights. To win support, many leaders who favored the Constitution promised to add one. James
Madison, by then a member of the new Congress, wrote the first draft. In 1791, the first ten
changes, or amendments, became part of the Constitution. Together they are called the Bill of
Rights.

The First Amendment protects freedom of religion, speech, and the press, along with the right
to gather peacefully and to ask the government to fix problems. The Third Amendment says the
government cannot force families to let soldiers live in their homes in peacetime. Other
amendments protect people from unreasonable searches and promise a fair, speedy trial by a
jury. Changing the Constitution is hard on purpose. Usually, an amendment must be approved by
two-thirds of both houses of Congress and then by three-fourths of the states. More than two
hundred years later, the Constitution is still the plan that guides the United States.
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Building a New Government: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ Which two main ideas does the text explain?

a. The colonists won every battle, and Washington wrote the Declaration.
b. The nation declared independence, then built a stronger government.
c. The Articles worked very well, and the Bill of Rights replaced them.

@ The Articles of Confederation kept the national government weak because of

fear of a king love of Britain a lack of paper

@ Find a word in paragraph 11 that means “changes added to the Constitution.”

@ The Constitution ended slavery in the United States. true false

Quote one sentence from paragraph 3 that shows the Declaration’s ideas did not apply to
everyone at the time.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

Building a New Government: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ Which two main ideas does the text explain?

a. The colonists won every battle, and Washington wrote the Declaration.
(b. The nation declared independence, then built a stronger government. )
c. The Articles worked very well, and the Bill of Rights replaced them.

@ The Articles of Confederation kept the national government weak because of

(fear of a king) love of Britain a lack of paper

@ Find a word in paragraph 11 that means “changes added to the Constitution.”

amendments

@ The Constitution ended slavery in the United States. true

Quote one sentence from paragraph 3 that shows the Declaration’s ideas did not apply to
everyone at the time.

“Hundreds of thousands of enslaved people lived in the colonies, and independence

did not set them free.”

@ Summarize the text in three or four sentences.

The Declaration of 1776 said the colonies were free, but its rights did not reach

everyone. The Articles were too weak, so in 1787 leaders wrote the Constitution

with three branches. The Bill of Rights added freedoms in 1791.
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