England and the Birth of Constitutional Government
Life Under Absolute Monarchy
For much of its early history, England was ruled by kings who held absolute power. This meant that the king was the highest authority in the land. He created laws, collected taxes, and decided punishments. There were no written rules limiting what the king could do, and most people had no voice in government decisions.
Life under an absolute monarchy depended greatly on the personality of the ruler. A fair king might listen to advice and rule justly. A harsh king could raise taxes, imprison people, or take property without explanation. Ordinary citizens had very little protection from unfair treatment.
Over time, many people began to believe that unlimited power was dangerous. They wanted laws that applied to everyone — even the king.
 Stop and Think #1
Question:
What problems can happen when one person has unlimited power?
(Write 1–2 sentences.)
The Magna Carta: Power Is Challenged
In the early 1200s, England was ruled by King John. His reign was marked by failed wars, heavy taxes, and conflict with powerful nobles. The nobles believed that King John was abusing his authority and harming the country.
In 1215, the nobles forced King John to sign a document called the Magna Carta, which means “Great Charter.” Although the Magna Carta did not give rights to everyone, it introduced an idea that was new and powerful: the king must obey the law.
The Magna Carta stated that:
-people could not be punished without a fair legal process,
-certain taxes required consent,
-the king’s power had limits.

King John did not fully follow the Magna Carta, but the document became a symbol of resistance to absolute power and a foundation for future reforms.

 Stop and Think #2
Question:
Why was the Magna Carta an important turning point in English history?
(Explain in 2–3 sentences.)
The Growth of Parliament
As time passed, English kings realized that ruling alone was difficult. They needed money, support, and advice. This led to the growth of a governing body called Parliament.
At first, Parliament was made up mainly of nobles and church leaders. Later, representatives from towns and cities were included. Parliament gained the important power to approve taxes, which meant the king could no longer raise money without agreement.
This change slowly shifted power:
-from one ruler,
to shared authority,
to a system based on consent (agreement) and law.
Although the king still ruled, Parliament became an essential part of government.

 Stop and Think #3
Question:
How did Parliament limit the king’s power?
(List two ways.)
Why England’s Story Matters

England did not become a democracy overnight. Its government changed gradually through conflict, compromise, and time. Each step — the Magna Carta, the growth of Parliament, and later reforms — reduced the power of the monarch and strengthened the idea that government should follow laws.
Centuries later, these ideas traveled across the Atlantic. American colonists were familiar with English law and political traditions. When they created their own government, they borrowed ideas such as:
-rule of law,
-representation,
-limits on authority.
Understanding England’s constitutional history helps explain where American civic ideas came from.

Big Idea to Remember

Constitutional government develops slowly when people demand fairness, limits on power, and a voice in decision-making.

 Exit Ticket
Question:
Which change in England do you think was most important: the Magna Carta or the growth of Parliament? Why?

✔ There is no single correct annotation — check for relevant ideas.

ACTIVITY 1
Instructions:
Answer the questions in full sentences:
Question 1:
What problems can happen when one person has unlimited power?


Question 2:
Why was the Magna Carta an important turning point in English history?
Question 3:
How did Parliament limit the king’s power? List two ways.

Question 4:
Why is England’s constitutional history important to understanding American government?
ACTIVITY 2: TEXT EVIDENCE SORT
Instructions
Using information from the reading, sort each statement into the correct column.

Absolute Power						Limited Power
Statements to sort:

1.The king made laws and collected taxes
2.The Magna Carta limited the king’s authority
3.Parliament approved taxes
4.People had no voice in government
5.Laws began to apply to the king

ACTIVITY 4: CAUSE–AND–EFFECT CHAIN (FROM THE READING)
Instructions
Complete the cause-and-effect chain using only information from the reading.
Prompt:
How did England move from absolute monarchy to limited government?
Write your answers in order.

ACTIVITY 5: QUOTE ANALYSIS (TEXT-BASED)
Instructions
Read the quote from the text:
“Even the king must obey the law.”
Write 3–4 sentences explaining 
- what the quote means
-why it was important in English history


ACTIVITY 6: ENGLAND → AMERICA CONNECTION (EXIT TICKET)
Instructions
Answer in 2–3 sentences:
Using the reading, explain one way English constitutional ideas influenced American government.

 HOMEWORK (READING-BASED)
Homework Instructions
Write 6-8 sentences answering:
How did the Magna Carta and the growth of Parliament work together to limit the king’s power?



