
origins of american government
worksheet
origins of american government worksheet serves as an essential educational
tool designed to help students explore and understand the foundational
principles and historical events that shaped the United States government.
This worksheet typically covers key topics such as the influences of early
political philosophies, colonial experiences, and landmark documents that
contributed to the creation of American governance. By working through these
materials, learners gain insights into the evolution of democratic ideas and
the establishment of constitutional frameworks. The origins of American
government are deeply rooted in a blend of indigenous practices, European
political thought, and the practical needs of the colonies. This article will
provide a comprehensive overview of these origins, structured to align with
the typical content found in such worksheets. It will also highlight the
major historical milestones, important figures, and critical documents. The
information is organized to facilitate a clear understanding of the subject,
making it suitable for educators and students aiming to deepen their
knowledge. Below is a detailed table of contents outlining the main sections
covered in this discussion.

Historical Influences on American Government

Colonial Government Structures

Key Documents Shaping American Governance

Philosophical Foundations of the American Government

Formation of the United States Constitution

Significant Figures in Early American Government

Historical Influences on American Government
The origins of American government are deeply influenced by several
historical precedents that laid the groundwork for democratic governance in
the United States. Early settlers and political thinkers drew upon a rich
tapestry of traditions from England, Europe, and indigenous practices. The
English legal system, especially the Magna Carta and the English Bill of
Rights, played a critical role in shaping colonial political thought. These
documents introduced concepts such as rule of law, rights of individuals, and
limitations on sovereign power.



English Legal Traditions
The Magna Carta, signed in 1215, was a landmark document that limited the
powers of the English monarch and established certain legal protections for
the nobility. This idea of limiting authority influenced American colonists
who sought to secure their own rights against potential tyranny. The English
Bill of Rights of 1689 further reinforced these principles by guaranteeing
freedoms such as free speech in Parliament and protection from cruel and
unusual punishment. These legal traditions helped American colonists
conceptualize a government accountable to the people.

European Enlightenment Ideas
Enlightenment philosophers such as John Locke, Montesquieu, and Rousseau
introduced revolutionary ideas about government, social contracts, and
individual rights. John Locke’s theories on natural rights and the social
contract heavily influenced the framers of American government. Locke argued
that governments must protect life, liberty, and property, and if they fail
to do so, citizens have the right to overthrow them. Montesquieu’s concept of
the separation of powers became a foundational principle in structuring the
American government to prevent tyranny.

Colonial Government Structures
Before the formation of the United States, the thirteen American colonies
developed various forms of government. These colonial governments served as
early experiments in self-rule and democratic principles. The experiences and
challenges faced by these colonies informed the eventual design of the
American government.

Royal, Proprietary, and Charter Colonies
Colonies were categorized based on their governance models: royal,
proprietary, and charter colonies. Royal colonies were directly controlled by
the British crown, with governors appointed by the king. Proprietary colonies
were governed by individuals or groups granted land by the crown, such as
Pennsylvania under William Penn. Charter colonies enjoyed the greatest degree
of self-government, operating under a charter that allowed colonists to elect
their own governors and legislatures. Each type of colony offered different
degrees of political autonomy and influenced the development of
representative government.

Representative Assemblies
One of the most significant developments in colonial governance was the
establishment of representative assemblies. These bodies, such as the



Virginia House of Burgesses and the Massachusetts General Court, allowed
colonists to participate in decision-making processes. This early practice of
self-governance fostered political engagement and set a precedent for the
democratic principles enshrined in the American government.

Key Documents Shaping American Governance
The origins of American government worksheet often emphasizes the importance
of several key documents that codified political ideas and established
frameworks for governance. These documents reflect the evolving ideas about
rights, governance, and the relationship between the governed and governing.

The Mayflower Compact
The Mayflower Compact, drafted in 1620 by the Pilgrims aboard the Mayflower,
was an early social contract establishing self-government among the settlers.
It set a precedent for consensual government and majority rule, principles
that would later be foundational to American democracy.

The Declaration of Independence
Adopted in 1776, the Declaration of Independence formally asserted the
colonies’ separation from British rule. It articulated Enlightenment
principles such as natural rights and government by consent, making it a
cornerstone document in American political history. The declaration
emphasized that governments derive "their just powers from the consent of the
governed."

The Articles of Confederation
The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first
constitution of the United States. It created a loose confederation of
sovereign states with a weak central government, highlighting the initial
wariness of centralized authority. The limitations of the Articles eventually
led to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution.

Philosophical Foundations of the American
Government
The philosophical underpinnings of the American government include ideas
about liberty, equality, and democracy that emerged from both European
thought and colonial experiences. Understanding these foundations is crucial
to grasping the origins and development of the United States political



system.

Natural Rights and Social Contract Theory
Natural rights theory, primarily advocated by John Locke, posits that
individuals inherently possess rights to life, liberty, and property. The
social contract theory suggests that governments exist based on an agreement
between rulers and the ruled to protect these rights. If a government fails,
citizens are justified in seeking change. These ideas directly influenced the
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

Separation of Powers and Checks and Balances
Montesquieu’s philosophy advocated dividing government power among separate
branches to prevent any one entity from becoming too powerful. This principle
of separation of powers, combined with a system of checks and balances,
became a hallmark of the American governmental structure. It ensures
accountability and limits the potential for abuse of power.

Formation of the United States Constitution
The U.S. Constitution, drafted in 1787, represents the culmination of the
origins of American government. It established a federal system with a strong
central government while protecting individual liberties and balancing power
among branches.

Constitutional Convention
The Constitutional Convention convened in Philadelphia in 1787 to address the
weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation. Delegates debated issues such as
representation, federalism, and the powers of the executive branch. The
resulting Constitution created a federal government with legislative,
executive, and judicial branches, each with distinct powers and
responsibilities.

Bill of Rights
The first ten amendments to the Constitution, known as the Bill of Rights,
were added in 1791 to safeguard individual freedoms such as speech, religion,
and due process. These amendments addressed concerns about potential
government overreach and became essential to securing public support for the
Constitution.



Significant Figures in Early American
Government
The origins of American government worksheet often includes profiles of key
individuals who shaped the nation’s political foundations. Their ideas,
leadership, and actions were instrumental in creating the government
structure that endures today.

George Washington
As the first President of the United States and commander of the Continental
Army, George Washington played a pivotal role in both the Revolutionary War
and the establishment of stable government. His leadership set precedents for
the presidency and helped unify the fledgling nation.

James Madison
Known as the "Father of the Constitution," James Madison was a principal
architect of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. His contributions to
the Federalist Papers articulated the need for a strong federal government
balanced by protections for individual liberties.

Thomas Jefferson
Author of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson’s advocacy for
natural rights and democratic principles profoundly influenced the nation’s
founding ideals. His vision of government emphasized limited power and
protection of individual freedoms.

Benjamin Franklin
Benjamin Franklin was a key diplomatic figure and an influential voice at the
Constitutional Convention. His wisdom and commitment to compromise helped
shape the Constitution and promote unity among the states.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of an 'Origins of American
Government' worksheet?
An 'Origins of American Government' worksheet is designed to help students
understand the historical foundations and key influences that shaped the
formation of the United States government.

Which documents are commonly studied in an 'Origins
of American Government' worksheet?
Common documents include the Magna Carta, English Bill of Rights, Mayflower
Compact, Articles of Confederation, and the United States Constitution.

How does the Magna Carta influence American
government?
The Magna Carta introduced the idea of limited government and the rule of
law, which influenced the development of constitutional government in
America.

Why is the Mayflower Compact significant in American



government history?
The Mayflower Compact is significant because it established a form of self-
government and majority rule among the Pilgrims, setting a precedent for
democratic governance.

What role did the English Bill of Rights play in
shaping American government?
The English Bill of Rights established rights like free elections and
protection from cruel punishment, influencing the American Bill of Rights and
the emphasis on individual rights.

How did the Articles of Confederation impact the
development of the U.S. Constitution?
The Articles of Confederation created a weak central government, highlighting
the need for a stronger federal system, which led to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution.

What key principles are emphasized in the origins of
American government?
Key principles include popular sovereignty, limited government, separation of
powers, checks and balances, and individual rights.

How can worksheets on the origins of American
government help students?
These worksheets help students identify and understand the historical events,
documents, and ideas that influenced the creation of the American government
system.

What role do colonial charters play in understanding
American government origins?
Colonial charters granted rights and established governmental frameworks in
the colonies, serving as early examples of self-governance and legal
authority that influenced American political development.

Additional Resources
1. The Foundations of American Government: Origins and Development
This book explores the early influences and foundational ideas that shaped
the American government. It covers key historical documents, such as the
Magna Carta and the English Bill of Rights, and their impact on American



political thought. Readers gain insight into how colonial experiences and
Enlightenment ideas contributed to the formation of the United States
government.

2. Colonial America and the Birth of Democracy
Focusing on the colonial period, this book examines how early American
settlers established governing bodies and legal frameworks. It highlights the
development of representative assemblies, town meetings, and other democratic
practices that prefigured the U.S. government. The book also addresses the
challenges and conflicts that shaped colonial governance.

3. The Constitution and Its Origins: A Historical Perspective
This book provides a detailed look at the drafting and ratification of the
U.S. Constitution. It explains the weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation and how the Constitutional Convention addressed those issues.
Readers will understand the compromises and debates that led to the creation
of a strong federal government.

4. Liberty and Law: The Roots of American Government
Tracing the legal and philosophical roots of American government, this book
delves into the influence of English common law, natural rights philosophy,
and colonial charters. It discusses how ideas of liberty and justice were
incorporated into American governance. The book is ideal for understanding
the ideological foundation of American political institutions.

5. The Federalist Papers and the Making of the United States
This collection and analysis of The Federalist Papers explain the arguments
made by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay in support of the
Constitution. The book contextualizes these essays within the debates about
federalism, separation of powers, and checks and balances. It highlights
their enduring relevance to American political theory.

6. Early American Political Thought: From Revolution to Constitution
Covering the period from the American Revolution through the establishment of
the Constitution, this book explores the evolving political ideas of the
time. It examines key figures and their contributions to concepts like
republicanism, popular sovereignty, and federalism. The narrative helps
readers understand the intellectual journey that led to American government.

7. Democracy in America: Origins and Challenges
Inspired by Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic work, this book analyzes the
unique development of democracy in the United States. It discusses the
social, cultural, and political factors that influenced American democratic
institutions. The book also addresses the challenges faced during the
nation’s early years in establishing a stable government.

8. The Articles of Confederation: America's First Government
This book provides an in-depth study of the Articles of Confederation,
America's initial governing document. It explains why the Articles were
created, their strengths and weaknesses, and how they paved the way for the
Constitution. Readers learn about the difficulties of governing a new nation



under a loose confederation.

9. Rights and Responsibilities: The Bill of Rights and Early American
Government
Focusing on the first ten amendments to the Constitution, this book explores
the origins and significance of the Bill of Rights. It details the debates
surrounding individual liberties and the balance of power between the federal
government and the states. The book is essential for understanding how early
Americans sought to protect freedoms within their new government.
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