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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Civics Alive!, Lesson 5, Creating the Constitution. Full 
support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Florida Civics Benchmarks:

• 7.CG.1.7 Explain how the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation led to the writing of the U.S. Constitution.

The Constitutional Convention

The Road to the U.S. Constituion

Lesson Overview

Before the Constitution there was the Articles of Confederation. 
Watch a video to introduce the Articles, then examine weaknesses 
of the Articles and compare it to the Constitution.

Procedures

1. Watch a video about the Articles of Confederation. Watch 
this video and then discuss:
• Why was the U.S. Constitution created?
• Where was the Constitutional Convention held, and 

where did the delegates come from? 
• Explain the difference between a strong national government and one in which the states had more 

power.
2. Examine weaknesses of the Articles. Have students read the text and complete the graphic organizer 

in the notebook. 
3. Review the answers as a class:

• Government branches: The government only had a Congress with one house. 
• Houses of Congress: Government only had one house in Congress, with members chosen by state.
• Taxes: The government could not collect taxes.
• Army: The government couldn’t raise enough money to support the Continental army.
• Interstate trade: It lacked the power to control trade among the states and could not intervene to 

settle disputes related to trade.
• Amendments: It required the unanimous consent of all 13 states.

4. Complete the assessment. Have students answer the prompts in the assessment.

https://www.teachtci.com/
https://cdnproduction.teachtci.com/system/videos/2500/original/TCI_L14_Video_1_The_Constitution.mp4?1611174987


Articles of 
Confederation the first 
written plan of government 
for the United States; ratified 
in 1781

constitutionalism the belief 
that governments should 
operate according to an agreed 
set of principles, which are 
usually spelled out in a written 
constitution

majority rule the idea that 
decisions approved by more 
than half of the people in 
a group or society will be 
accepted and observed by all 
of the people

The Articles of Confederation was 
ratified by all 13 states in 1781.
It gave limited powers to the national 
government, with state governments 
holding more power. This made it 
difficult for the national government to 
govern.

1. Creating a New Government During Wartime
During the American Revolution, the Second Continental 

Congress served as the new nation’s government. It raised troops and 
supplies for the war effort, borrowed large amounts of money, and 
negotiated treaties with foreign countries. Additionally, Congress 
appointed a committee to prepare a plan of government known as 
the Articles of Confederation. This plan was approved by Congress 
in 1777 and sent to the states for ratification, or formal approval. The 
states approved the Articles in 1781, just a few months before the 
fighting ended. 

The Articles of Confederation was only one of many new plans of 
government drafted during the war. Each of the 13 states also needed a 
constitution.

In framing their new plans of government, state lawmakers clearly 
showed their commitment to constitutionalism, the idea that 
government should be based on an established set of principles. These 
principles included popular sovereignty, limited government, the rule 
of law, and majority rule. The lawmakers also separated the powers of 
government by creating executive, legislative, and judicial branches.

Governing Under the Articles of Confederation The 
national government created under the Articles of Confederation 
was much weaker than the governments established in the states. 
Although some members of Congress wanted a strong central govern-
ment, the majority preferred a loose confederation, with most powers 
remaining at the state level. The Articles emphasized that each state 
would retain its “sovereignty, freedom, and independence.” Any power 
not specifically given to Congress was reserved for the states. In addi-
tion, amendments required the unanimous consent of all 13 states, 
which in practice made amending the Articles nearly impossible.

The government created under the Articles consisted of only a 
congress, with members chosen by the states. Congress did have 
several key powers, at least on paper. It could declare war, negotiate 
with foreign countries, and establish a postal system. It could also 
settle disputes between states. 

For the most part, however, the government created by the Articles 
of Confederation was a failure. It lacked the power to control trade 
among the states and could not intervene to settle disputes related to 
trade. It also could not collect taxes. This prevented Congress from 
raising money to support the Continental army and pay its war debts. 

By 1786, many of the nation’s leaders recognized that the 
government formed under the Articles was not working. That fall, 
representatives from various states met at Annapolis, Maryland, 
to discuss trade issues. While there, they asked for a constitutional 
convention to meet the following year in Philadelphia.

The original purpose of the convention was to revise the Articles 
of Confederation. Once the delegates met, however, they decided to 
create an entirely new constitution. 
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Issue Articles of Confederation How the Constitution Differed

Government Branches

The government has a legislative 
branch, an executive branch, and a 
judicial branch. Congress has the power 
to raise and support an army and navy.

Houses of Congress

Congress has a House of 
Representatives where the number of 
representatives was proportional to the 
state’s population and a Senate where 
each state had two senators.

Taxes
Congress has the power to levy taxes to 
support the government.

Army
Congress has the power to call up 
militias in times of emergency.

Interstate Trade

Congress establishes the national 
currency and has the ability to punish 
counterfeiting. Congress has the power 
to control interstate trade and trade 
with foreign countries.

Amendments
Amendments can be ratified by three-
fourths of the states.

For each issue, identify how the Articles of Confederation address it. Then, read how the 
Constitution differed.
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A S S E S S M E N T

1. What were the weakness of the Articles of Confederation? List two examples.
  1.

 2.

2. How did the Constitution address these weaknesses?

The Constitution addressed the first weakness by . . . 

It addressed the second weakness by . . .

3. How did these weaknesses lead to writing the Constitution? Explain in 2-3 paragraphs. 

The paragraphs should include these terms: taxes, Congress, national government, and 
Constitutional Convention.


