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      Abstract 
 

 This lesson was designed to help students gain a deeper understanding of the 
Constitutional Convention of 1787 and some of the issues faced by the delegates. This lesson 
should be taught within a unit on the United States Constitution. The simulation as outlined in 
this lesson is designed to meet the needs of 8th grade students and is meant to fit into two class 
periods. 

 

Lesson Goals/Objectives 
 
 

1. Students will be able to explain some of the issues faced by delegates at the Constitutional      
    Convention.             
2. Students will be able to describe how different states addressed these issues. 
3. Students will be able to describe how the outcomes of the simulated Constitutional Convention       
    compares to the outcomes of the actual event. 
4. Students will analyze United States Census data from which to gain information. 
 

 

Key/Essential Questions 

 
1. What were some of the issues faced by the delegates at the Constitutional Convention? 
2. How did states differ over these issues? 
3. How did the outcomes of the simulation of the Constitutional Convention compare to the             
    outcomes of the actual event that took place in Philadelphia in 1787? 

 
 

Note to Teacher  
 

 This simulation is designed to strengthen student understanding of the issues faced by 
delegates at the Constitutional Convention. This lesson is not designed to introduce these topics, 
but rather to reinforce them once they have been taught. Therefore, in order for students to more 
fully comprehend this simulation lesson, they already should have a basic understanding of: 
 A. the Constitutional Convention and the roles of the delegates 
 B. the issues that the delegates at the Constitutional Convention had to contend with 
      (such as representation in Congress and slavery) 
 C. Virginia Plan/Large State Plan 
 D. New Jersey Plan/Small State Plan 
 E. Connecticut Compromise/Great Compromise 
 F. Slavery Compromises 
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Massachusetts Curriculum Standard 
 

USI.7 Explain the roles of various founders at the Constitutional Convention. Describe the major 
debates that occurred at the Convention and the "Great Compromise" that was reached. (H,C) 
 
Major Debates 
 A. the distribution of political power 
 B. the rights of individuals 
 C. the rights of states 
 D. slavery 
 
Founders 
 A. Benjamin Franklin 
 B. Alexander Hamilton 
 C. James Madison 
 D. George Washington 
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Background Narrative 
 

 By 1787, the United States was in crisis. The then-current form of government under the 

Articles of Confederation was mostly ineffective. Interstate commerce was a major problem as 

states placed tariffs on goods from other states. There was no national executive, no real judicial 

branch (Congress acted as the judicial branch). The legislative branch consisted of a unicameral 

or one house congress. Congress was limited in its powers so as not to interfere with the powers 

belonging to the individual states. 

 In the spring of 1787, Alexander Hamilton, a prominent New York attorney, organized a 

convention to take place in Philadelphia's Independence Hall. The purpose of the convention was 

to discuss and remedy the problems associated with the Articles of Confederation. Each state 

was invited to send delegates to participate in the event. 

 The Philadelphia Convention (later to be known as the Constitutional Convention) began 

on May 25, 1787. Twelve of the thirteen states sent delegates. The only state to boycott the 

proceedings was Rhode Island. In total, 55 delegates would play a role at various times in the 

convention.  

 The delegates who participated in the convention did not reflect the diversity then present 

in the nation. Many of the delegates were wealthy planters or lawyers. Many owned slaves. Since 

they were not considered viable participants in the political process, women, blacks, and Native 

Americans were not represented at the convention. 

 The leader of the convention was Revolutionary War hero, George Washington of 

Virginia. Washington assumed command of the debates, yet did not take part in the debates 

themselves. Benjamin Franklin, representing his adopted state of Pennsylvania, was the oldest 

delegate present at 81 years of age. James Madison, arguably the most prepared delegate, took 
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copious notes during the confidential debates that followed. His role at the convention would 

eventually earn him the title, "Father of the Constitution". 

 As the delegates discussed ways to repair the Articles of Confederation, it soon became 

apparent that they were designing a new system of government, one more suitable for the young 

United States. However, issues soon arose that created contentious debate amongst the delegates. 

 One of these issues dealt with the very nature of the new government. The states with 

larger populations favored James Madison's Virginia Plan. This plan consisted of a strong 

national government with three branches (Executive, Legislative, and Judicial) and a bicameral 

(two house) legislature (Congress) with a Senate and a House of Representatives whose 

memberships would be based upon a state's population. Madison's plan also gave the national 

government the power to tax, a power that rested solely within the states under the Articles of 

Confederation. 

 The less populated states, feeling threatened by Madison's plan, created another plan of 

government. The New Jersey Plan, written by William Patterson of New Jersey was also known 

as the Small State Plan. This plan mirrored one part of the Virginia Plan in that it called for a 

national government of three branches (Executive, Legislative, and Judicial). However, the 

Legislative Branch would be unicameral (one house) with each state having only one vote. The 

states would maintain the sole power of taxation. In essence, the New Jersey (or Small State 

Plan) was very similar to the government under the Articles of Confederation. 

 As the different plans split the convention into factions, the delegation from Connecticut, 

led by Roger Sherman, created a compromise plan known as the Connecticut Plan or the Great 

Compromise. This plan called for a government with three branches (Executive, Legislative, and 

Judicial). The Legislative Branch would be bicameral with a Senate (with equal representation 
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for all states with two senators per state) and a House of Representatives (whose membership 

would be based upon a state's population). The Great Compromise was able to settle the debate 

in the convention and helped create the federal system of government under the United States 

Constitution. 

 Slavery was a topic of debate that threatened the hopes of a new federal constitution and 

the very union itself. Many southern states wanted their slaves to be counted as part of their 

population. This would give slave-holding states an advantage in the House of Representatives 

and in the Electoral College. The debate was settled with the Three-Fifths Compromise which 

allowed slaves to be counted as 3/5 of a free white person when the population of a given state 

was counted for representation purposes. 

 The Three-Fifths Compromise settled the representation debate, but there were two other 

areas concerning slavery that were yet unsettled. Slave-holding states were worried that 

Congress may (in the future) have enough votes to illegalize the international slave trade. The 

delegates at the convention created the Slave Trade Clause which forbade Congress from voting 

against the international slave trade until 1808.  

 The final slave debate focused on runaway slaves. Slave states wanted a guarantee that if 

caught, runaway slaves would be returned to their owner. The convention agreed to include the 

Fugitive Slave Clause in the Constitution which forced all states to return fugitive slaves to their 

owner. 

  

 Given the debates on the nature of our government and slavery, it is clear that 

compromise was the key to success at the Constitutional Convention. Once the document was 

signed on September 17, 1787, it was presented to the states for ratification. Delaware was the 
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first state to ratify the document. Once it was ratified by the required ninth state (New 

Hampshire), the Constitution took effect on March 4, 1789. The document created by 55 

delegates during the warm summer of 1787 was destined to see our nation through times of 

peace and times of war. As a testament to the genius of those men, the government they created 

has lasted over 220 years.    
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Teacher's Information Sheet 
 
This section is meant to provide the teacher with information that may be useful during this 
lesson. 
 
 

Large States/States that Favored the Virginia or Large State Plan 
( )=the number of delegates at the Constitutional Convention 

 
Maryland (5 delegates) 
Massachusetts (4 delegates) 
New York (3 delegates) 
North Carolina (5 delegates)* 
Pennsylvania (8 delegates) 
Virginia (7 delegates) 
 
 

Small States/States that Favored the New Jersey or Small State Plan 
( )=the number of delegates at the Constitutional Convention 

 
Connecticut (3 delegates) 
Delaware (5 delegates) 
Georgia (4 delegates)* 
New Hampshire (2 delegates) 
New Jersey (5 delegates) 
South Carolina (4 delegates) 
 
*Note: (1) Rhode Island boycotted the Constitutional Convention.  
            (2) In general, states that preferred the Virginia or Large State Plan were those that had a  
       population of 250,000 or more. North Carolina and Georgia were more supportive of 
       the Small State Plan, but hoped if counted, their slave population would make them 
       in line with the Large State Plan.
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Constitutional Convention: A Decision-Making Activity  
 

 
Objectives: 
 
1. Students will be able to explain some of the issues faced by delegates at the Constitutional      
    Convention.             
2. Students will be able to describe how different states addressed these issues. 
3. Students will be able to describe how the outcomes of the simulated Constitutional Convention       
    compares to the outcomes of the actual event. 
4. Students will analyze United States Census data from which to gain information. 
 
 
Materials Needed: 
 
1. 12  sheets of 8 1/2" X 11" white paper for Tent signs (see directions and drawing below) 
2. George Washington mask or white colonial wig (not necessary) 
3. "A Letter from James Madison" Activity Sheet 
4. "1790 United States Census Data" Sheet 
5. "The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Tally Sheet" 
6. "The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Reflection" Sheet 
 
 
Time Allotment: Two class periods 
 
 
 
Procedure: 
 
1.  Prior to the beginning of class, arrange the classroom to look similar to the layout of the room used for 
the Constitutional Convention at Independence Hall. The student desks should be placed in groups of two 
(one beside the other). There should be three rows of four groups (of two desks). All of the desks should 
face a large table or your desk that should be located in the front.  
2. On each of the 12 groups of desks, place a tent sign with the name of one of the twelve states that 
attended the Constitutional Convention. (Note: Rhode Island did not attend the Convention.) The tent 
signs are made by folding an 8 1/2" X 11" sheet of paper horizontally. Write the name of the state below 
the fold.   
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3. When students enter the classroom, allow them to choose whatever state they would like to represent 
and have each student sit at one of the two desks for their chosen state.  
4. Select one student to portray George Washington. He or she can sit at the desk in front of the room. The 
student can wear a George Washington mask or white colonial wig if one is available. 
5. If you have more than 24 students, add additional seats for any state as needed. 
6. Pass out a copy of the "1790 United States Census Data" Sheet to each student. Explain that detailed 
population information is not available for 1787. Therefore, the 1790 United States Census results will be 
used. 
7. Review the "1790 United States Census Data" Sheet to be sure each student understands the 
information presented on the sheet. 
8. Pass out a copy of the "A Letter from James Madison" Activity Sheet to each student. Have a student 
read Madison's fictitious letter orally while the other students follow along. Review the questions on the 
sheet to ensure student understanding. Please note that you may want to give one of these sheets to 
"George Washington" to fill out for Virginia even though he did not take part in the debates in reality. In 
this way, the student portraying Washington can have a part in the activity. 
9. Give the students approximately 10 minutes to complete the sheet. They should work in pairs with the 
other student(s) who is also representing their state. 
10. Once the class is finished, pass out "The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Tally Sheet" (with 
"The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Reflection" sheet printed on the reverse side) so that each 
student has a copy.  
11. In order to review the answers to the questions on the "A Letter from James Madison" sheet with the 
class, ask the student portraying George Washington to call on each state to share their answers to the 
individual questions. All twelve "states" should share their answer to the same question before answering 
the next question. 
12. As "states" share the answers to the questions, the other students should be filling in the information 
on their "The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Tally Sheet". 
13. Once all of the states have presented the answers to their questions, explain that in order to assess the 
students' understanding of the simulation, their assignment will be to complete "The Constitutional 
Convention Simulation: Reflection" sheet. You can determine when this assignment is to be handed in. It 
should be reviewed orally as a class and compared to the actual Constitutional Convention so as to draw 
comparisons that will strengthen student comprehension of the historic event. 
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Name ______________________________ Class ____________ Date _______________ 
A Letter from James Madison 

 
Dear Fellow Delegates, 
 
 Welcome to Independence Hall in the city of Philadelphia! As you know, you 
have been selected as a delegate to represent your home state during these 
proceedings. Our purpose is to discuss the defects found in our current government 
under the Articles of Confederation. Your input is not only desired, but necessary 
so that we can guarantee "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" to all 
Americans. I ask you to remember that whatever is said in these meetings is to be 
held in the strictest of confidence.  
 
 Again, welcome to Philadelphia and thank you for helping to secure the 
best possible government for our country. 
 
           Sincerely, 
                     James Madison 
 
What state do you represent? _______________________________ 
 
Directions: Use the 1790 US Census Information Sheet to answer the following. 
 
1790 Total Population: ________________________________________ 
 
1790 Slave Population: ________________________________________ 
 
 
Directions: Working with the delegate(s) from your state, answer the following questions. 
  
 
1. Is your state considered a large or small state? Explain how you came to this determination. 
(Hint: States with populations over 250,000 were considered large states.) 

 
 
 
 
 

2. As a delegate from your state, do you prefer the Virginia Plan or the New Jersey Plan? 
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3. Why do you prefer this plan? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. How should the US Constitution address the issue of slavery? Should slaves be counted for 
representation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. How does your state feel about the issue of representation in Congress? Why? 
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Name _____________________________ Class ____________ Date ________________ 

1790 United States Census Data 

State    Total Population  Slave Population 

Connecticut   237,946    2,764 

Delaware    59,096    8,887 

Georgia   82,548    29,264 

Maryland   319,728   103,036 

Massachusetts   378,787   0 

New Hampshire  141,885   158 

New Jersey   184,139   11,423 

New York   340,120   21,324 

North Carolina  393,751   100,572 

Pennsylvania   434,373   3,737 

Rhode Island   68,825    948 

South Carolina  249,073   107,094 

Virginia   691,737   292,627 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  

Center for Civic Education, We the People. CA: Center for Civic Education, 1990.  
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Name_________________________________ Class ___________ Date ____________  

The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Tally Sheet 

Directions: Fill in the information as students present their responses.  

 Prefers the 
Virginia Plan  

Prefers the 
New Jersey 
Plan 

Feelings 
About 
Slavery 

Feelings 
About 
Representation

New 
Hampshire 

 

    

New York 

 

    

Massachusetts 

 

    

Maryland 

 

    

North  

Carolina 

    

South  

Carolina 

    

Pennsylvania 

 

    

New Jersey 

 

    

Delaware 

 

    

Virginia 

 

    

Georgia 

 

    

Connecticut 
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The Constitutional Convention Simulation: Reflection    

Directions: Answer each of the following in complete sentences. You can use the information 
from the Tally Sheet you completed in class to help you. 

1. How would you summarize the feelings of the various states (as seen in the classroom 
simulation) regarding their feelings toward the Virginia and New Jersey Plans? 

 

 

2. In the classroom simulation, how would you describe the states' feelings about slavery? Were 
the states divided?  Why? 

 

 

 

3. At the Constitutional Convention, how did the slave compromises attempt to settle the 
different opinions regarding slavery? 

 

 

 

4. During the classroom simulation, how did the states feel about representation in Congress? 
Was there a noticeable difference on this issue between northern and southern states? Large and 
small states? 

 

 

 

5. At the Constitutional Convention, how did the Great Compromise (Connecticut Compromise) 
settle differences between the states who favored the Virginia Plan and those that favored the 
New Jersey Plan? 
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