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Lesson Plans

Title:  Rights and the Wyandotte Constitution

GRADES:  6-8

Kansas Standards

Social Studies:  
•  KH8B3I5:  Evaluate the Wyandotte Constitution

with respect to the civil rights of women and
African Americans.

•  CG8B2I1:  Define rights guaranteed, granted and
protected by state and federal constitutions.

Others:  
Reading8S1B4I9:  Use organizational skills to
summarize information from appropriate-level
expository texts in logical order.

Objectives
Knowledge:  
• Kansas became a state under the Wyandotte

Constitution.
• This constitution did not provide equal rights for

all Kansans.

Skills:
• graphic organizer
• organizing information
• compare and contrast
• primary sources

Focus Questions
• What is the Wyandotte Constitution?
• How did the civil rights guaranteed to Kansans

in the Wyandotte Constitution differ by gender
and race?

• graphic organizers

Assessment Tools

Activities

1. Introduce the Wyandotte Constitution through the student reading.
2. Explain that the class will be examining the fundamental civil rights granted to people under the

Wyandotte Constitution.
3. Use the worksheet “Reading the Wyandotte Constitution” to identify what rights Kansans were guaranteed

under the state constitution of Kansas.
4. Use the graphic organizer “Civil Rights and the Wyandotte Constitution”  to compare and contrast people’s

rights by race and gender.
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Lesson Plans

T E A C H I N G

I N S T R U C T I O N S

Prior Knowledge
Students

• understand the purpose of a state constitution 
• have a basic understanding of the Kansas territorial period
• can define the term “civil rights.”

Lesson Background
The purpose of this lesson is to explore the fundamental civil rights granted to Kansans under the state’s

constitution, the Wyandotte Constitution.   To fully understand this it is necessary to understand the context in
which the constitution was created.  See the Student Reading included in this lesson for an explanation of the
process a constitution went through when being developed.

Although the Wyandotte Constitution made slavery illegal in Kansas, it did not guarantee equal rights to
everyone.  The Wyandotte Constitution is a complex document.  This lesson deals only with how peoples’ civil
rights differed because of race and gender according to the constitution.
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This lesson plan was prepared by the
Education and Outreach Division,
Kansas State Historical Society for
Territorial Kansas Online.  This
cooperative project of the Kansas State
Historical Society and the Kansas
Collection, Spencer Research Library,
University of Kansas was made
possible with funds provided by the
Institute of Museum and Library
Services--National Leadership Grants
Program.  This lesson plan may be
reproduced for classroom use.  Any
other use or distribution of this lesson
plan MUST CREDIT the web site
www.territorialkansasonline.org, the
Institute of Museum and Library
Services, the Kansas State Historical
Society, and the Kansas Collection,
Spencer Research Library, University of
Kansas.
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Lesson Plans

Lesson Extenders
1. Constitutions change over time.  Have students compare the rights guaranteed in the 1859 Wyandotte

Constitution with those guaranteed today through consitututional amendments.
2. Have students explore the concepts of judicial review, the role of the courts, and constitutional

interpretation.
3. Have students explore why non-citizens were given the right to vote.  This issue is discussed in a letter

Thomas Ewing Jr. wrote to U.S. Senator Crittenden in a effort to convince the senator to support the
Wyandotte Constitution.  This letter is Document ID: 100599 in Territorial Kansas Online 1854-1861.

4. Have students research the rights of women and minorities in Kansas in 1861 compared with those in
other states at the same time.
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S T U D E N T R E A D I N G

What is the Wyandotte Constitution? 
The Wyandotte Constitution is the document under which Kansas became a state.  The

constitution records the basic laws for the state, determines the powers and duties of the
government, and guarantees certain rights to those people being governed.  Writers of the
Wyandotte Constitution never planned for it to provide answers for every issue and question
that might arise.  Instead the constitution provided a basic structure for the state and guidance
for solving problems throughout the life of the document.   Issues could be resolved in any
number of ways such as by the legislature, an amendment to the constitution, or through the
judiciary process.  This flexibility helps keep the constitution a current and viable document.

What was the process of writing a constitution in Kansas and getting 
it approved?

The Kansas-Nebraska Act formed Kansas Territory and instructed residents to write a
constitution and become a state.  The process of creating a constitution begins with territorial
voters electing delegates to a constitutional convention.  These delegates gathered at the
convention, discussed what they wanted the constitution to say, and wrote the constitution.
Territorial voters then had to approve or reject the constitution.  After being approved by
territorial voters the Wyandotte Constitution then went to Washington where it was voted on
and approved by Congress.  The final step was the signature of the president of the United
States.

When was the Wyandotte Constitution written?
In July 1859 the delegation gathered in Wyandotte, Kansas Territory, to write a

constitution.  The product of this constitutional convention would become the fourth, and
final, constitution written for the creation of the state of Kansas.  The first three failed to make
it through the process of becoming a constitution.  All four constitutions were named after the
towns in which they were written—Lecompton, Topeka, Leavenworth, and Wyandotte.
President Buchanan signed the Wyandotte Constitution into law on January 29, 1861, and
Kansas became the nation’s 34th state.

Who wrote the Wyandotte Constitution?
The Wyandotte Constitution was written by a delegation of men from Kansas Territory.

Only men could vote or run for office according to the nation’s laws in 1859.  Clarina Nichols,
a women’s rights activist living in the territory, was allowed to listen to the discussions taking
place in the constitutional convention.  When the delegates took breaks she lobbied that the
constitution provide women with more rights than they had throughout most of the nation.
Any rights specifically granted to women in the Wyandotte Constitution are attributed to her.
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