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The first three word of the Constitution are the most important. They clearly state that
the people—not the king, not the legislature, not the courts—are the true rulers in
American government. This principle is known as popular sovereignty.

But who are “We the People™? This question troubled the nation for centuries. As Lucy
Stone, one of America’s first advocates for women’s rights, asked in 1853, “We the
People’? Which ‘We the People’? The women were not included.” Neither were white
males who did not own property, American Indians, or African Americans—slave or
free. Justice Thurgood Marshall, the first African American on the Supreme Court,

described the limitation:

For a sense of the evolving nature of the Constitution, we need look no further than the
first three words of the document’s preamble: ‘We the People.” When the Founding
Fathers used this phrase in 1787, they did not have in mind the majority of America’s
citizens . . . The men who gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 could not . . . have imagined,
nor would they have accepted, that the document they were drafting would one day be
construed by a Supreme court to which had been appointed a woman and the
descendant of an African slave.

Through the Amendment process, more and more Americans were eventually included
in the Constitution’s definition of “We the People.” After the Civil War, the Thirteenth
Amendment ended slavery, the Fourteenth Amendment gave African Americans
citizenship, and the Fifteenth Amendment gave black men the vote. In 1920, the
Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to vote nationwide, and in 1971, the
Twenty-sixth Amendment extended suffrage to eighteen-year-olds.

Monk, L. R. (2003). “We the People ...” Words We Live By: Your Annotated Guide to the
Constitution. New York: Hyperion.

This is an example of exemplary text found in Common Core Standards for English Language Arts &
Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects: Appendix B Text Exemplars and
Sample Performance Tasks. Retrieved from http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
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The first three word of the Constitution are the
most important. They clearly state that the
people—not the king, not the legislature, not the
courts—are the true rulers in American
government. This principle is known as popular

sovereignty.

But who are “We the People”? This question
troubled the nation for centuries. As Lucy Stone,
one of America’s first advocates for women’s
rights, asked in 1853, “We the People’? Which ‘We
the People’? The women were not included.”
Neither were white males who did not own
property, American Indians, or African
Americans—slave or free. Justice Thurgood
Marshall, the first African American on the
Supreme Court, described the limitation:

For a sense of the evolving nature of the
Constitution, we need look no further than the first
three words of the document’s preamble: ‘We the
People.” When the Founding Fathers used this
phrase in 1787, they did not have in mind the
majority of America’s citizens . . . The men who
gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 could not . . . have
imagined, nor would they have accepted, that the
document they were drafting would one day be
construed by a Supreme court to which had been
appointed a woman and the descendant of an
African slave.

Through the Amendment process, more and more
Americans were eventually included in the
Constitution’s definition of “We the People.” After
the Civil War, the Thirteenth Amendment ended
slavery, the Fourteenth Amendment gave African
Americans citizenship, and the Fifteenth
Amendment gave black men the vote. In 1920, the
Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to
vote nationwide, and in 1971, the Twenty-sixth
Amendment extended suffrage to eighteen-year-
olds.

Monk, L. R. (2003). “We the People ...” Words We
Live By: Your Annotated Guide to the Constitution.

Teacher infroduces the text with minimal
commentary and students read it independently.
Teacher then reads passage aloud. Give a brief
definition to words students would likely not be able
to define from context (underlined in text). Teacher
guides the students through a series of text-
dependent questions. Complete the performance
task as a cumulative evaluation of the close-
reading.

Text-Dependent Questions

1. What is the principle the first paragraph
refers to?

2. Why, in your own words, are the first three
words so important?

3. If the first three words are the most
important, what is ironic about them?

4. How is this phrase “we the people” not
inclusive?

5. What could the founding fathers not have
understood when they wrote the
constitution?

6. Name two amendments that have worked
to change “we the people” to include
everyone and how they did this?

7. Are there any other ways that groups of
people today are not included or treated
fairly? Explain.

Performance Tasks for Informational Texts
Students analyze the governmental structure of the
United States and support their analysis by citing
specific textual evidence from primary sources such
as the Preamble and First Amendment of the U.S.
Constitution as well as secondary sources such as
Linda R. Monk’s Words We Live By: Your
Annotated Guide to the Constitution. [RH.6-8.1]

This is an example of exemplary text found in Common Core Standards for English Language Arts &
Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects: Appendix B Text Exemplars and
Sample Performance Tasks. Retrieved from http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
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New York: Hyperion.
EFL 4
Word Count 209

This is an example of exemplary text found in Common Core Standards for English Language Arts &
Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects: Appendix B Text Exemplars and
Sample Performance Tasks. Retrieved from http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf

Ohio Aspire



