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Tennessee Secretary of State 
Civics Lesson Plans 

Colonial Government  

Author: Kimberly Dilden, Northeast Middle School  

Grade Level: 6th – 8th  

Date Created: May 2018 

For additional lesson plans, visit sos.tn.gov/civics/lessonplans.  

Time Frame: Approximately 2 class periods 

Introduction: 

The significant historical documents of English heritage build upon one another. The 

American government is a natural extension of these famous English documents 

spanning over 500 years prior to the creation of the United States of America’s 

Constitution. The documents used for this lesson include the Magna Carta, Petition of 

Rights, English Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of Independence. 

Guiding Questions: 

● How does the rule of law in a government reflect the beliefs and ideals of a society?

● How are the rule of law and limited government evident in the Magna Carta, the

Petition of Rights, the English Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of Independence?

● What are the key ideas of the philosophy of limited government?

Learning Objectives: In the course of the lesson, students will… 

● Analyze the Magna Carta and the English Bill of Rights.

● Decide which portions of both English documents influenced U.S. government.

● Analyze the U.S. Constitution and the Declaration of Independence and decide which

portions are a direct result of ideas taken from the Magna Carta and the English Bill

of Rights.

http://sos.tn.gov/civics/lessonplans
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● Evaluate why some ideas have been consistent over time while others have faded

out of favor.

● Chart similarities between English and American documents.

Curriculum Standards:

GC.01:  Examine the influences of leading European thinkers (e.g., Locke, Montesquieu, 

Hobbes) and other roots of American government (e.g., Greek democracy, Roman republic, 

Magna Carta, English Bill of Rights). 

6.63 Describe the government of the Roman Republic and its contribution to the 

development of democratic principles including the rule of law (a written constitution), 

separation of powers, checks and balances, representative government, and civic duty. (C, 

H, P) 

8.23:  Examine the principles and purposes of government articulated in the Preamble and 

principles stated in the Constitution, including:  the separation of powers, federalism, 

limited government, checks and balances, the amendment process, federalism, and 

recognition of and protections of individual rights in the Bill of Rights. (P)  

8.28 Describe the significance of the Magna Carta, the English Bill of Rights, and the 

Mayflower Compact in relation to the development of government in America. (C, H, P) 

Materials Needed: 

Primary Documents 

1. Magna Carta (primary document):https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-
carta-1215

2. The Petition of Right (primary document):

http://www.constitution.org/eng/petright.htm

3. English Bill of Rights (primary

document) http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/england.asp

4. Mayflower Compact (primary document):

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/mayflower.asp

5. English Bill of Rights and Magna Carta comparison (pdf attached)

Chart Paper 
Notebooks 

http://www.constitution.org/eng/petright.htm
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/england.asp
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/mayflower.asp
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
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Background:  
Informational Text: 

English Bill of Rights and Magna Carta comparison (pdf attached) 

Lesson Activities:

Activity 1:  

The students will copy the following list of vocabulary words into their interactive 

notebooks, setting them up in a Frayer-model format.  As the lesson progresses, they will 

have the background information to be able to complete the vocabulary notes for 

classwork/homework. 

● Magna Carta
● English Bill of Rights
● Petition of Right
● Mayflower Compact
● Declaration of

Independence
● Constitution
● Democracy
● Federation
● Confederation

Activity 2: (Anticipation Guide) 

1. Students will pair up and read the Magna Carta to one another and establish/
underline ideas that are still common today. Each pair will chart their findings and
post in the classroom.

2. Discuss with students their findings and establish a few reasons as to why such
ideas are still common and in place today. Discuss any common concepts or themes
that the students noticed among their peer’s findings that are posted around the
classroom.

3. The teacher will give a brief introduction about the influences in our government
from these important documents.

Activity 3:
1. Divide class into four groups.
2. Each group is responsible for researching one of the four

documents:
a. Magna Carta
b. English Bill of Rights
c. Petition of Rights
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d. Mayflower Compact

3. All groups are responsible for compiling a digital presentation (PowerPoint, Sway, Prezi)

on their assigned document and making a mini document or anchor chart including the

key components of their assigned document.  Student roles can be divided by the

following categories:  Who, What, Where, When, Why, and So What?

4. Students will facilitate their presentations while other students fill in appropriate areas on

their guided notes.

5. Instructor will present and discuss components of the Declaration of Independence to

complete the students’ guided notes, using the same digital format as the students.

6. Instructor will make a mini document or anchor chart including the key components of

the Declaration of Independence.

Activity 4: 

1. Using the information they have from the guided notes, the students will be able to

complete a graphic organizer for the vocabulary words associated with the lesson.

2. For assessment, the students can compose a well-written mini-essay tracing the direct

relationship of our ideals of government from the British documents.  A separate

vocabulary test or quiz may be given.

Options for Extension:

1. The Library of Congress showcased an impressive exhibition of copies of the Magna

Carta in commemoration of its 800-year anniversary in 2014.  The students could

utilize the massive online resources of the Library of Congress to do a more in-depth

research project of the Magna Carta.

2. Analyze Tennessee’s founding documents to see any influences of these English
documents.

Modifications for Other Grades: 

1. The guided notes could be adjusted to accommodate modifications for lower grades.

2. The teacher can provide paraphrases or “everyday language” versions of these

documents, which can be found easily online.

3. The students could act out certain situations in which these documents address

legal issues or social issues that need addressing.



English Bill of Rights of 1689 

 History of the 13 Colonies and the laws & taxes that sparked rebellion against the British combines all of the items 
 we’ve  borrowed from history! Wrapped up in this combination of ideas is the English Bill of Rights of 1689. This  

 document shows inspiration from Greece, Rome, religion, the Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment. 
 In turn, it influenced the American colonies and the Constitution of the United States. 

Definition of the English Bill of Rights of 1689 
The Meaning and Definition of the English Bill of Rights: The 1689 English Bill of Rights was 
a British Law, passed by the Parliament of Great Britain in 1689 that declared the rights and 
liberties of the people and settling the succession in William and Mary following the Glorious 
Revolution of 1688 when James II was overthrown.  

Summary of the English Bill of Rights  
The 1689 English Bill of Rights had a massive influence on the colonies in North America and 
the Constitution of the United States. The most important Articles of the 1689 English Bill of 
Rights are as follows: 

� A frequently summoned Parliament and free elections 
� Members should have freedom of speech in Parliament 
� No armies should be raised in peacetime 
� No taxes could be levied, without the authority of parliament 
� Laws should not be dispensed with, or suspended, without the consent of parliament 
� No excessive fines should imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted 

� Are the Articles of the English Bill of Rights sounding familiar?
 

The English Bill of Rights 
The English Bill of Rights established a limited constitutional monarchy in Great Britain. In a constitutional monarchy the King 
or Queen has a largely ceremonial position. It is a form of government in which a monarch acts as head of state but their      
powers are defined and limited by law. Constitutional monarchies employ a parliamentary system with a Prime Minister as head    
the government. The English Bill of Rights denounced King James II for abusing his power. The English Bill of Rights clearly      
established that the monarchy could not rule without consent of Parliament. The English Bill put in place a constitutional      
form of government in which the rights and liberties of the individual were protected under English law. The English Bill      
of Rights had a great influence on the colonies in North America and on the Constitution of the United States. 

The Provisions of the English Bill of Rights 
The English Bill of Rights followed the Glorious Revolution of 1688 when King James II was replaced by William and Mary. 
The provisions of this important English Bill incorporated the Declaration of Rights and consisted of: 

� A list of the misdeeds of King James II 
� Thirteen Articles confirming the rights of Parliament and the people and defining the limitations 
� Confirmation of the accession of William and Mary to the throne of England 

Important Articles in the English Bill of Rights 
The important articles in the English Bill of Rights are detailed in the following chart: 

Important Articles in the English Bill of Rights 

Articles 1 and 2 of the 
English Bill of Rights 

Laws should not be dispensed with, or suspended, without the 
consent of parliament 

Articles 4 and 6 of the 
English Bill of Rights 

No armies should be raised in peace time and no taxes levied, 
without the authority of parliament 

Articles 13 and 8 of the 
English Bill of Rights 

Parliament should be frequently summoned and that there should 
be free elections 

Article 9 of the English 
Bill of Rights 

Members and Peers should be able to speak and act freely in 
Parliament  

Articles 10 of the English 
Bill of Rights 

Excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines 
imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted 



The Magna Carta and the English Bill of Rights 
The 1689 English Bill of Rights is one of the two great historic documents which 
regulate the relations between the Crown and the people, the other document being the 
1215 Magna Carta of England. The Magna Carta started the process of establishing the 
democratic basis of the English Monarchy by: 

� Limiting the powers of the king (No one is above the law!) 
� Laying the basis for due process of law that should be known and orderly 

(which led to Trial by Jury) 
� Prohibiting the king from taking property or taxes without consent of the Great 

Council 

The 1689 English Bill of Rights enhanced the democratic process by: 

� Guaranteeing free elections and frequent meetings of Parliament 
� Giving English people the right to complain to the king or queen in Parliament (Free Speech) 
� Forbidding excessive fines and cruel punishment 
� Establishing representative government with laws made by a group that acts for the people 

***  � American colonists expected to have the same rights granted in England by the Magna Carta and the 1689 English 
Bill of Rights. When the American colonists were denied these rights tensions grew in the colonies and led to the American 
Revolutionary War. Many of the themes and principles contained in the Magna Carta and the English Bill of Rights are 
continued in the American Declaration of Independence of 1776, the First State Constitutions, the Articles of 
Confederation, the U.S. Constitution, and in the US Bill of Rights.  

The English Bill of Rights and the American Declaration of Independence 
The 1776 American Declaration of Independence states that: 

� All men are created equal and have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; these are unalienable 
rights - rights that government cannot take away 

� Governments obtained their power from the consent of the people 

The U.S. Bill of Rights 
The 1791 U.S. Bill of Rights guarantees: 

� Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and freedom of the press 
� Due process of law, including protection from unfair imprisonment 
� Trial by jury protecting people from “cruel and unusual punishment” 

The English Bill of Rights was followed by the 1689 Mutiny Act 
The English Bill of Rights were passed as British law in December 1689. The 
English Bill of Rights was quickly followed by the Mutiny Act of 1689 which 
sought to limit the maintenance of a standing army during peacetime to one year. The British went against this act 
when they established Quartering Acts in the American colonies after the French & Indian War – one in 1765 and another 
in 1774. These acts were just a couple denials of “natural rights” that played a major part in the Boston Massacre and the 
protests of the American colonists in the Boston Tea Party which led to the American Revolutionary War. 
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