
The United States 
Constitution

An Overview



Fast Facts | The United States Constitution

• Signed in Philadelphia, 1787 
• Created the framework for the American  government
• Replaced the Articles of Confederation
• “Supreme Law of the Land” 
• 7 Articles and 27 Amendments 
• First 10 Amendments – Bill of Rights 



The Three Branches of Government

• Legislative Branch

• Makes laws

• Executive Branch

• Enforces laws

• Judicial Branch

• Interprets laws



The Legislative Branch (Article I)

• Congress = Bicameral Legislature (2 Houses)

• 435 House Seats (based on population)

• 100 Senate Seats (2 per state) 

• Congress writes and enacts legislation

• Key Constitutional Power: Declares war and exercises 
Power of the Purse (approve federal spending) 



The Executive Branch (Article II)

• The President is head of this branch 

• Enforces laws and runs the executive branch bureacracy

• Commander-in-Chief of the military

• Key Constitutional Power: Signs congressional legislation, 
duty to “take care” the law is faithfully executed, makes 
treaties (with Senate approval)



The Judicial Branch (Article III)

• Supreme Court + lower federal courts

• Interprets laws and the Constitution

• Supremacy Clause

• Can rule acts of Congress, executive actions, and actions of 
states and local governments unconstitutional

• Protects individual rights and liberties 



Checks and Balances 

(Connection Between Branches)

• Each branch has power over the others

1. President can veto laws

2. Congress can override vetoes, Senate can deny 
presidential appointments

3. Courts can strike down laws

• Prevents any branch from becoming too powerful 





Why the Constitution Matters

• Protects individual freedoms and rights

• Provides stability and structure 

• Allows for change through amendments

• Connects citizens to government

• Both empowers and limits the federal government

• Creates a federal system with states that are empowered



Did you know that each state also has its own state 
constitution?

• Outlines state government structure

• State constitutions can provide more rights for citizens 
than the federal constitution and are often longer and 
more detailed

• Proposed amendments are ratified by voters

• State Constitutions are “legally” inferior to the U.S. 
Constitution



Collaborating to Cultivate Civic Education on 
Campuses across the Country: 
Building Supportive Campus Cultures through 
Civic Engagement Faculty Teacher Scholars



Tennessee State Constitution

• The first constitution for the state of Tennessee was adopted in 
1796

• President Washington signed the bill providing for Tennessee 
to have statehood on June 1, 1796

• Since the first constitution in 1796, the Tennessee State 
Constitution was rewritten in 1834 and 1870. The current 
constitution has 11 articles and 14 amendments*

• Connects Tennesseans to government



Did you know that Tennessee has 95 Counties, and counties 
and cities can have a charter?

• The U.S. Constitution set a precedent and provided a model for 
state constitutions and for state county and city charters

• Tennessee County Charters are in many ways mini-constitutions 
on home rule and code

• Charters are publicly available, including online, ensuring 
Tennesseans can review how local government works, specific 
powers, and rules



Questions?

Institute of American Civics, 
InstitutePrograms@utk.edu
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