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Town Meetings Teach the Bill of Rights

by Maryanne Malecki

The U.S. Constitution is a written document. It is

also a plan for our national government and sets up
rules for how our country is governed. In 1989, our
nation celebrated the bicentennial of the U.S.
Constitution. A bicentennial is a 200th anniversary. So
our Constitution has been our plan of government for
more than 200 years now.

Over 200 years ago when our country’s leaders were
meeting to create this new plan for our government there
was a lot of talking. People had different ideas about what
should be a part of this new plan of government. There
were many meetings, speeches, debates, and compromises
made. A compromise is an agreement that accommodates
two or more points of view. Finally, on September 17,
1787, the new U.S. Constitution was approved at the
Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia by the dele-
gates from the 13 states. Now each of the states had to
ratify the new constitution. This was not an easy decision
and the talking continued.

Each of the states had to have its own convention to
meet and talk about the new Constitution, and then vote
to approve it or not. These meetings took almost a year.
On December 7, 1787 Delaware approved the
Constitution, the first state to do so. Other states
followed.

Ratification was needed from nine of the 13 states in
order for the Constitution to become the law of the land.
On June 21, 1788, New Hampshire became the ninth
state to approve the Constitution. Some felt that the
states should approve the Constitution thereby showing a
strong support from everyone for this new plan of gov-
ernment. Neither Virginia or New York had approved the
Constitution. Virginia was the largest state and had some
of the country’s best known leaders: George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. Virginia approved
the new Constitution on June 25, 1788, but with sug-
gested amendments. These amendments included a bill of
rights and liberties for the people.

Still, New York State had not decided. As in other

states, some delegates to the state convention thought

Perhaps you have heard of the U.S. Constitution.

that the new Constitution should have a list of rights for
the people written in as a part of this new plan of govern-
ment. Others did not think this was important or need-
ed. News rushed north after Virginia’s approval while the
debates went on in New York State. Finally, on July 26,
1788, New York State approved the new Constitution,
but with many amendments.

After more discussion, the United States Congress
agreed on a group of amendments to be added to the
Constitution. This group of amendments was known as
the Bill of Rights and was sent to the states to be
approved. New Jersey became the first state to approve
the Bill of Rights on November 20, 1789. New York
State approved the Bill of Rights on February 27, 1790.
It was the seventh state to do so. Then, after much dis-
cussion, Virginia brought the Bill of Rights into effect
when it became the 11th state to approve them on
December 15, 1791. Today we celebrate December 15th
as Bill of Rights Day.

Much of the work in writing, changing and approving
our new Constitution was done by people in meetings.
Meetings gave people a chance to talk about their ideas,
discuss different points of view, and work out their differ-
ences. Through all of our history, people have joined
together to talk about ideas, problems, and concerns.
Even today a great deal of government work is done in
meetings. You may have seen our U.S. President on tele-
vision talking with the others in a meeting. All of our
leaders, including our local leaders, meet with other offi-
cials and citizens to talk about ideas, problems, and ways
to help people.

In New York the state is divided into 62 counties.
Each county is made up of a number of towns and/or
cities. Each town may include many villages, while each
city may be divided into a number of wards. So every
New York State resident lives in either a city or town, and
for each of these there is a local government.
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For city govermnent:
* There are 62 cities in New York State
* Cities have different kinds of government

* Some cities have a mayor and a city council, both
elected

* Some cities have an elected city council and an
appointed manager

* Some cities have an elected commission form of
government

For town government:
* There are 932 towns in New York State

* A town board is made up of 2-6 board members plus
the town supervisor

* Town board members and town supervisors are elected

For village governrnent:
* There are 554 villages in New York State

* Villages have an elected board of trustees headed by a
mayor who is also elected

* Some villages have managers

* When a village is created the area continues as a part of

the town

When people hold a meeting, they often want a leader.

Good Rules for a Group Meeting

1. Every person in the group takes part.

2. One person may speak at a time.

3. We respect and listen to every other person.

4. If a person does not understand something that is said,
he or she may ask a question.

5. We listen to everyone else’s suggestions and ideas.

6. We do not make fun of any suggestion, idea or
question.

To begin your meeting, your teacher may divide your
class into several working groups. Each working group
needs a leader. Remember the leader’s job is to help direct
the meeting. The leader may be assisted by someone who
will be responsible for taking notes during the discussion.
Each working group will be talking about what they
think are their rights as individuals and American citizens.

To begin your discussion, think for a minute about
what rights you have now, and write them in the space
below.

The leader helps direct the meeting. He or she makes sure

that the agenda is followed, that everyone has a chance to

speak, and that the meeting runs smoothly. Remember,
the leader is not the only person to talk. Think of the
leader more as the traffic cop of the meeting, helping to
direct who speaks, when, for how long, and so on.

This leaflet will help you learn more about your rights

as a citizen in this country, as well as living with others
and learning to respect their rights. You will also learn

more about holding a meeting. Read the “Good Rules for

a Group Meeting” above right:
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The Bill of Rights is a list of rights and privileges granted The drawings here represent some of the rights we

to every citizen of this country. Here is a summary of have from the Bill of Rights. Next to each picture write
these rights: about what right(s) each picture represents.
\ N/

The Bill of Rights < —

(1st ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution)

First Amendment ===00
Freedom of religion; speech; the press; and the right -~ HE [ayad h"'
of assembly and petition @ 7 fom
Second Amendment

Right to bear arms

Third Amendment
Security of home against the military

Fourth Amendment
Security of the home against search and seizure

TORIAHT'S KEWS

Fifth Amendment
Liberty, property, and due process of law

Sixth Amendment

Rights of accused persons

Seventh Amendment

Right to trial by jury

Eighth Amendment

Freedom from excessive bails, fines, or cruel

punishment

Ninth Amendment
Basic rights of the individual

Tenth Amendment

Rights reserved for the states
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Young Yorker Activities

Bill of Rights in Action:

Remember the Bill of Rights is the first ten amendments
to the U.S. Constitution. Divide your class into amendment
teams. Each team is to find stories and pictures in newspa-
pers and magazines that talk and show about the rights for
their team. So if your team has arnendments one and two,
your group should look for stories and pictures that talk
about the rights in these two amendments. Perhaps you
would like to organize an exhibit in your classroom using
the materials each amendment team has collected.

Meet Your Community Leaders:

Whether you live in a village, town, or city, there are
many people involved in the work of your local government.
With your teacher’s help, you may write to a few of them
and invite them to your class to talk about what they do.
Your mayor, town supervisor, or city council member will all
be very busy people, but they may be able to visit your
school and talk with your class. Some Young Yorkers may be
able and interested in visiting a local official at his or her
office. Your teacher can help you plan and organize this
activity. If you do this be sure to report to your class about
this experience.

Town Meetings in the Past:

Your local library, historical society, or museum may have
records of past town meetings in their collections. With your
teacher’s help, try to find some of these old records. Your
local librarian or historical society member may help you get
copies of some town meeting records from the past. Your
village, town or county historian is a person who also may
have records from the past. What kinds of things were
important to people? What did they talk about?

Town Meetings Today:

With your teacher’s help, look for the scheduled meetings
of your local government. The local newspaper publishes the
dates on which these meetings will be held. When does your
village board, town board, city council, school board, county
board of representatives meet? Perhaps your class can organ-
ize a field trip to one of these meetings, to hear and see what
is discussed.

Town Meetings in Your School:

Perhaps your teacher will organize a town meeting within
your class to discuss your rights as citizens. If there is more
than one 4th grade class in your school, other classes could
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be included. Your teachers may be able to have a town meet-
ing for each grade level in your school followed by a school-
wide convention, where each grade level presents their list of
rights. This may be a good way to observe Bill of Rights
Day which is December 15th.

Glossary of New Words

agenda — things to be done

amendment — a change or improvement in a writ-
ten document

accuse — to charge with a fault, to blame
appointed — selected for an office or position
bicentennial — a 200th year anniversary
citizen — a member of a state or nation

compromise — to come to a settlement or agree-
ment

constitution — a written document; a system of
laws that describe a government

convention — a meeting of a group of people for a
common purpose

cruel — harmful to body or mind

debate — to discuss something from two or more
different sides

delegate — a person who represents others at a con-
vention or conference

elected — chosen for an office by the votes of the
people

excessive — beyond reasonable, extreme

government — an organization that makes rules to

live by
liberty — the right to act as one chooses
national — of or related to a nation

official — a person who holds office and serves the

public
petition — a formal written request to an official

ratification — the act of officially appoving some-
thing, such as a treaty or constitution

seizure — the act of taking possession of a person or
property
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