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Introduction 
AP Government is designed to introduce students to the structure and function of our government and political systems.  A student 
of American government must begin his/her study with the Constitution.  Throughout the year, we will examine many parts of the 
nation’s principle document in depth.  To begin, however, I would like you to understand the environment in which the Constitution 
was written.  Having a solid foundation in the history of late eighteenth-century America will help you understand why the 
Constitution was written and why it includes so many checks and limitations on government. 
 

STUDENTS ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR COMPLETING ALL PARTS OF THE ASSIGNMENT OVER THE SUMMER AND TURNING IT IN THE 
FIRST DAY OF CLASS. 
 

PART 1:  First, you will need to purchase a copy of the following book:  A Brilliant Solution: Inventing the American Constitution by 
Carol Berkin.  The book is available in paperback at bookstores and can also be purchased on Amazon for as little as a few dollars.  
Acquire the book as soon as possible.  Carefully read the entire assignment below before you begin reading the book.  Be aware, 
this is NOT an assignment you can start the day before it is due. 
 

As you read, you should take notes from the book in response to the following questions.  On the first day of school, you are to 
submit thorough responses to each question.  None of these questions have simple or short answers.  Many require thought, 
argumentation, and/or several different responses; therefore, your replies should reflect this.  You must type your responses, 
following the format on the next page. A cover sheet is required. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

PART 2:  A Brilliant Solution – Focus Questions 
 

1. How was America different in 1787 from the America we know in the 20th and 21st centuries?  What problems did the young 
 nation face in the 1780s? 
2. What aspects of today’s (modern) American government would most shock or surprise the Founders? 
3. Why did 18th century Americans oppose (or fear) a strong central government? 
4. What was the effect of Shays’ Rebellion (and similar rebellions) of the mid-1780s? 
5. How did 18th century Americans view the state (Virginia, Connecticut, Massachusetts, etc.)?  How is this different perhaps from 
 the way we view states today?  How did their understanding of the state (and state sovereignty) impede the creation of a 
 stronger central government? 
6. How did the Founders envision the role and powers of the national executive (the president)?  How is this different from the 
 way we view the presidency in the 20th and 21st centuries?  Why did they envision the president’s role/powers the way they 
 did? 
7. Identify and describe several ways in which the Founders (and the Constitution they created) protected against potential abuses 
 of power.  In other words, what checks and balances did they create to limit the power of various entities (Congress, the 
 president, the states, the people)? 
8. Explain the essentials of the Virginia (big states) Plan.  Explain the essentials of the New Jersey (small states) Plan. 
9. Explain the arguments of both the populous (big) states and the less populous (small) states over representation in the national 
 legislature (Congress).  Which side would you have taken?  Why? 
10. What issues regarding slavery were discussed?  How were they resolved?  Why? 
11. The Founders debated two different methods for choosing the national executive (the president) – selection by the national 
 legislature or a popular election.  Explain the arguments for and against each method. 
12. The Founders settled on a presidential-election method we now call the Electoral College system.  Explain this method.  How 
 was it a compromise between the two methods discussed above? 
13. What groups, collectively known as Federalists, tended to support ratification of the new Constitution?  Why?  What groups, 
 collectively known as Anti-Federalists, tended to oppose ratification?  Why? 
14. What was George Washington’s role in all of this?  More importantly, why was he so significant to the Constitutional 
 Convention?  Why was it so imperative that he serve as the first president? 
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Part 3: Current Issues and Original Intent 
This part of the assignment should be written in essay format. I expect a minimum of 1500 words. To aid you in your discussion you 
should reference A Brilliant Solution, the Constitution, and some of the Federalist Papers (i.e. 10, 51, and  78). 
 a) How does a current issue still reflect the relevancy of the original intent of the Constitution as written by the Framers in 
   Philadelphia? 

 Find a current issue/event (something from this summer) that illustrates how original intent (as written by the 
Framers) is still relevant today and still being followed by the US government. 

 Provide evidence as to how the Framers would have felt about the issue/event and explain how they might feel 
about the fact that original intent is still being used today. 

 b) How does a current issue reflect that the United States is no longer following the original intent as written by the  
  Framers in Philadelphia? 

 Find a current issue/event (something from this summer) that illustrates how original intent (as written by the 
Framers) is NOT still relevant today and NOT being followed by the US government. 

 Provide evidence as to how the Framers would have felt about the issue/event and explain how they might feel 
about the fact that original intent is NOT being used today. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Part 2 Focus Questions/Answers Format 
 

A Brilliant Solution 
Your Name 

Class Period 
 
1.  How was America different in 1787 from the America we know in the 20th and 21st centuries?  What problems did the young 
 nation face in the 1780s? 
 
 Type your response here.  Keep all of this single-spaced, but skip a space between the question and your response to the  
 question and a space between your response and the next question.  Remember, your responses should be thorough  
 and well-developed. You may use bullets or a numbered-list if you have several ideas to express, but everything should  
 be written in complete sentences and grammatically correct. 
 
2.  What aspects of today’s (modern) American government would most shock or surprise the Founders? 
 
 Type your response to question 2 here. 

 


