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1. Glossary
	Term
	Definition

	Codified Constitution
	A single written document (the US Constitution, 1787) setting out the fundamental laws, structures and powers of government in one authoritative text.

	Entrenchment
	The principle that a codified constitution is protected from easy change, requiring a special, more difficult process than ordinary legislation to amend.

	Popular Sovereignty
	The principle that ultimate political authority rests with the people, expressed in the Constitution's opening words 'We the People'.

	Limited Government
	The principle that government's power is restricted by law and the Constitution, protecting individuals from arbitrary state action.

	Federalism
	The constitutional division of power between a national (federal) government and state governments, each sovereign within their own sphere.

	Separation of Powers
	The principle that legislative, executive and judicial power is divided among three separate branches with distinct personnel and functions.

	Checks and Balances
	The system by which each of the three branches can limit or scrutinise the actions of the other two, preventing any one branch from dominating.

	Bill of Rights
	The first ten amendments to the Constitution (ratified 1791), guaranteeing fundamental individual liberties such as free speech and due process.

	Federalist Papers
	A series of 85 essays by Hamilton, Madison and Jay, published 1787–88, arguing for ratification of the Constitution and explaining its design.

	Anti-Federalists
	Opponents of ratifying the Constitution who feared it created too strong a central government and threatened individual liberty and states' rights.

	Necessary and Proper Clause (Elastic Clause)
	Article I clause granting Congress the power to make all laws 'necessary and proper' to carry out its enumerated powers, used to justify an expansion of federal power.

	Commerce Clause
	Article I clause giving Congress power to regulate interstate commerce, historically used to expand federal authority over many areas of policy.

	Supremacy Clause
	Article VI clause establishing that the Constitution and federal law take precedence over conflicting state laws.

	Equal Protection Clause
	A 14th Amendment clause requiring states to apply the law equally to all people, the basis for many civil rights rulings.

	Due Process Clause
	5th and 14th Amendment clauses requiring fair legal procedures before government can deprive a person of life, liberty or property.

	Article V
	The section of the Constitution setting out the formal amendment process, requiring proposal by 2/3 of Congress (or a national convention) and ratification by 3/4 of the states.

	Constitutional Convention (1787)
	The Philadelphia meeting of delegates that drafted the US Constitution, replacing the weaker Articles of Confederation.

	Dual Federalism
	An early model ('layer cake') in which federal and state governments operate largely independently within clearly separated areas of responsibility.

	Cooperative Federalism
	A later model ('marble cake') in which federal and state governments work together and share responsibility for many policy areas, often via federal funding conditions.

	Amendment
	A formal, ratified change or addition to the text of the Constitution; only 27 have been made since 1788.


2. Key Knowledge
1. Origins & Development
1. Articles of Confederation: The Constitution replaced this earlier, weaker framework (1781–1789), which gave the national government too little power to function effectively.
1. Philadelphia Convention (1787): Delegates met to revise the Articles but instead drafted an entirely new Constitution, balancing large and small state interests (the 'Great Compromise').
1. Federalist vs Anti-Federalist debate: Federalists (Hamilton, Madison, Jay) argued for a stronger central government; Anti-Federalists feared tyranny and demanded a Bill of Rights as the price of ratification.
1. Ratification & the Bill of Rights: The Constitution was ratified by the states in 1788; the Bill of Rights was added in 1791 to guarantee individual liberties and secure wider support.
2. Core Constitutional Principles
1. Popular sovereignty: Government authority derives from the consent of the people, reflected in the Constitution's preamble and the election of representatives.
1. Limited government: Government power is constrained by the Constitution itself, preventing arbitrary rule and protecting individual rights.
1. Federalism: Power is constitutionally divided between the national government and the states, each with its own sphere of authority.
1. Separation of powers: Legislative (Congress), executive (President) and judicial (Courts) powers are held by distinct, independent branches.
1. Checks and balances: Each branch can restrain the others, e.g. presidential veto, congressional override, judicial review, Senate confirmation.
3. Federalism — Evolution Over Time
1. Dual federalism (pre-1930s): Federal and state governments operated in largely separate spheres ('layer cake' federalism).
1. Cooperative federalism (New Deal onward): Federal and state governments increasingly work together, especially through federal grants with conditions attached ('marble cake' federalism).
1. Growth of federal power: Expanded through broad interpretation of the Commerce Clause and Necessary and Proper Clause, e.g. New Deal legislation, civil rights laws.
1. Push-back / New Federalism: Periodic efforts (e.g. under Reagan) and Supreme Court rulings (e.g. United States v Lopez, 1995) to return power to the states and limit federal overreach.
4. The Amendment Process
1. Formal amendment (Article V): Requires proposal by 2/3 of both houses of Congress (or a convention called by 2/3 of states) and ratification by 3/4 of state legislatures/conventions — deliberately difficult.
1. Only 27 amendments: Despite the Constitution's age, formal amendment is rare — the last was 1992 (27th Amendment) — reflecting the high threshold required.
1. Informal amendment: The Constitution's meaning also changes without formal amendment, through judicial interpretation (Supreme Court rulings), political practice, and technological/social change.
1. Failed amendments: Some proposed amendments have failed to achieve ratification despite passing Congress, e.g. the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA).
5. Checks and Balances in Practice
1. Legislative checks: Congress can override a presidential veto (2/3 vote), impeach officials, control spending, and confirm/reject appointments and treaties (Senate).
1. Executive checks: The president can veto legislation, make appointments (subject to confirmation), and use pardon power.
1. Judicial checks: The Supreme Court can strike down laws or executive actions as unconstitutional (judicial review), established in Marbury v Madison (1803).
1. Federal-state checks: The 10th Amendment reserves powers not delegated to the federal government to the states, while the Supremacy Clause ensures federal law prevails in conflicts.
6. Debates — Is the Constitution Fit for Purpose?
1. Strengths: Provides stability, entrenched rights, and a clear framework limiting government tyranny; has endured for over 230 years.
1. Weaknesses/criticisms: Critics argue it is outdated, difficult to reform, and its checks and balances can produce gridlock rather than effective government.
1. Originalism vs living constitution: Debate over whether the Constitution should be interpreted as the framers intended, or adapted to modern circumstances by the courts.
1. Reform proposals: Debates include calling a new constitutional convention, abolishing the Electoral College, or reforming the amendment process itself.
3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Research Federalist No. 10 and No. 51 and explain how Madison's arguments about factions and 'ambition counteracting ambition' still apply to US politics today.
1. 2. Compare the formal amendment process (Article V) with informal methods of constitutional change (judicial interpretation, political practice) — evaluate which has been more significant in shaping the modern Constitution.
1. 3. Investigate a specific failed constitutional amendment (e.g. the Equal Rights Amendment) and explain why it fell short of ratification despite passing Congress.
1. 4. Evaluate the extent to which federalism has shifted from 'dual' to 'cooperative' federalism, using specific policy examples (e.g. No Child Left Behind, the Affordable Care Act).
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether checks and balances lead to more effective government or more gridlock.
1. 6. Create a timeline of the Bill of Rights and major subsequent amendments, identifying which historical era or issue each addressed.
4. Assessment — 'Analyse and Explain Three Ways/Factors' Questions
Use these as short-answer analytical practice. For each question, identify three distinct ways/factors, and for each one write a developed explanation (point + explanation + specific evidence/example) rather than a simple list.
1. Q1. Analyse and explain three key principles established by the US Constitution.
1. Q2. Analyse and explain three factors that make the US Constitution difficult to amend.
1. Q3. Analyse and explain three ways in which the Constitution divides power between federal and state government.
1. Q4. Analyse and explain three ways in which the Constitution establishes checks and balances between the branches.
1. Q5. Analyse and explain three factors that explain why the US Constitution has been formally amended only 27 times.
1. Q6. Analyse and explain three ways in which the meaning of the Constitution can change without formal amendment.
1. Q7. Analyse and explain three factors that influenced the drafting of the Constitution at the Philadelphia Convention.
1. Q8. Analyse and explain three ways in which federalism has evolved since 1787.
1. Q9. Analyse and explain three factors that limit the power of the federal government under the Constitution.
1. Q10. Analyse and explain three ways in which the Bill of Rights protects individual liberties.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned textbook chapters on the Constitution.
1. Alexander Hamilton, James Madison & John Jay, 'The Federalist Papers' — the foundational essays explaining and defending the Constitution's design.
1. Akhil Reed Amar, 'America's Constitution: A Biography' — an accessible clause-by-clause history of the document.
Websites
1. constitutioncenter.org (National Constitution Center) — interactive constitutional text, explainers and educational resources.
1. archives.gov (National Archives) — original founding documents, including the Constitution and Bill of Rights.
1. congress.gov — track proposed constitutional amendments and their progress.
1. oyez.org — case summaries showing how the Supreme Court has interpreted constitutional clauses over time.
Podcasts
1. 'We the People' (National Constitution Center) — nonpartisan debates on constitutional questions and history.
1. 'More Perfect' (Radiolab) — narrative episodes on the Constitution's history and key interpretive moments.
1. 'The Federalist Papers Podcast' — episode-by-episode readings and analysis of the original essays.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'A More Perfect Union' — documentary coverage of the Constitutional Convention and founding debates.
1. BBC Radio 4 'Americast' — ongoing analysis of contemporary constitutional disputes and controversies.
