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Explores the origins of the Second Amendment 
and the right to bear arms. Also explores relevant 
Supreme Court decisions and engages students in the 
current debate over gun regulation. 

A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to 
keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.

–SECOND AMENDMENT

The Bill of Rights and

GUNS



Few issues dealing with the Bill of Rights are as contentious 
and continuously at the forefront of the political debate in the 
United States as the debate over gun control. What exactly did 
the Founders intend to protect with the language of the Second 
Amendment? What rights and whose rights does it guarantee? 
Every session, proposals to control the use and ownership of guns 
are introduced in Congress and state legislatures. Which limits or 
regulations are appropriate under the Second Amendment?

The Bill of Rights and

UNIT OBJECTIVES 

Students will:

�� Understand the Founders’ 
objectives in ratifying the 
Second Amendment.

�� Determine what rights 
the Second Amendment 
guarantees.

�� Understand the ways 
the Supreme Court has 
interpreted the Second 
Amendment.

�� Evaluate arguments 
both for and against 
government regulation of 
weapons.

SYNOPSIS OF LESSONS

Lesson 1: What Are the 
Origins and Interpretations 
of the Right to Keep and 
Bear Arms?
The lesson explores the 
meaning of the Second 
Amendment. Students 
will read the Founders’ 
original language about 
guns, analyze the Founders’ 
concerns about guns, and 
assess the validity of different 
interpretations of the Second 
Amendment.

Lesson 2: How Has the 
Second Amendment Been 
Interpreted?
Students focus on District of 
Columbia v. Heller (2008) and 
contemporary gun control 
issues, and debate various 
questions regarding different 
gun control measures. 

CONSTITUTIONAL 
PRINCIPLES

�� Individual 
responsibility 

�� Natural rights

�� Private property

FOUNDERS’ 
QUOTES

“O sir, we should have 
fine times, indeed, if, 
to punish tyrants, it 
were only sufficient to 
assemble the people! 
Your arms, wherewith 
you could defend 
yourselves, are Gone; 
and you have no longer 
an aristocratical, no 
longer a democratical 
spirit. Did you 
ever read of any 
revolution in a nation, 
brought about by the 
punishment of those 
in power,  inflicted 
by those who had no 
power at all?” 

–PATRICK HENRY

KEY TERMS

Militia  
Standing Army

GUNS
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LESSON OVERVIEW

The Founders wanted to be sure they preserved the right to keep and bear arms 
as they established their new sovereign government. They did not want, as some 
put it, to trade one tyrant for another. Americans asserted a natural right to defend 
themselves and their property against all threats, including tyranny of any kind, 
foreign or domestic.  The Second Amendment in the Bill of Rights was included to 
reflect concerns of many citizens in a number of states.

What Are the Origins and Interpretations 
of the Right to Keep and Bear Arms?

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Students will:

�� Understand the historical 
roots of the right to keep 
and bear arms. 

�� Analyze the Second 
Amendment. 

�� Analyze how colonists 
and the British regarded 
control of weapons. 

�� Compare gun issues of 
1775 to a modern gun 
controversy. 

�� Evaluate arguments 
about how best to 
provide security for one’s 
community. 
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CONSTITUTIONAL PRINCIPLES

�� Individual responsibility

�� Natural rights

�� Private property

MATERIALS

�� Key Terms

�� Handout A: Background Essay – What Are the 
Origins of the Right to Keep and Bear Arms?

�� Handout B: The Second Amendment

�� Handout C: Tickets

�� Handout D: Group Discussion Guide

�� Handout E: Town Council Discussion Guide

RECOMMENDED TIME

One 50-minute class period

STANDARDS

�� NCHS (5-12): Era III, Standards 1C

�� CCE (9-12): IB1

�� NCSS: Strands 2, 5, and 10

�� Common Core (9-12): RI.1, RI.4, RI.8, RI.9, 
SL.1, SL.4
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Background/Homework  10 minutes the day before

A. Have students read Handout A: Background Essay – What Are the Origins of the Rights to 
Keep and Bear Arms? 

B. Display or distribute Handout B: The Second Amendment. Discuss the wording and ask 
students to consider the meaning of the Amendment. 

Warm-Up 10-15 minutes

A. Using Handout C: Tickets, copy enough tickets before class for approximately three equal 
groups: British Soldiers, Concord Town Council, and Sons of Liberty.

B. As students enter the room, hand each one a “ticket.” Use the tickets to assemble the students 
into three identity groups (“Group One”) from 1775.

C. Have each “Group One” meet to read and discuss the scenario on Handout D: Group 
Discussion Guide. Have them record their answers on their own paper.

D. Choose two students from each of the groups to form new six-member groups (“Group Two”). 
Each “Group Two” will be made be made up of two from the British Soldiers, two from the 
Concord Town Council, and two from the Sons of Liberty groups.

Activity 40 minutes

A. Have students jigsaw into their newly assigned “Group Two” configuration and give each 
group a copy of Handout E: Town Council Discussion Guide. Have each pair of students 
explain their response on Handout D to the Concord Town Council members.

B. Record general types of responses from each Sons of Liberty and British Soldiers group.

C. Ask the pair representing the Concord Town Council within each group to listen to each group 
and then fill out Handout E and explain which side (if either) the council will support in the 
deepening controversy. 

D. Have the Town Council members from each Group Two report to the whole class their answers 
to Handout E. 

E. Close by asking the class to discuss any lessons for today that they can draw from the role-
playing activity. Possible discussion questions:

1. Does the United States face any current challenges that might be similar to the challenges 
faced by Concord citizens?

2. How might the right to bear arms relate to the need to provide security today?

3. Why might some people favor stronger/weaker gun regulation laws?

LESSON PLAN
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Homework/Extensions
A. Present political cartoons related to the Second Amendment, gun control laws, and other 

pertinent current issues. Have students analyze the cartoons for what they reveal about views of 
the Second Amendment. 

1. Have students draw a political cartoon presenting their point of view on a current gun issue 
such as school shootings, gangs, or allowing airline pilots to carry guns.

2. How do these documents protect citizens’ rights?

B. Have students write a two to three paragraph response to the following question: One 
argument against gun control laws is that tyrants will always try to confiscate weapons 
belonging to individuals. What evidence from history to the present day is available to support 
or refute this assertion? 

C. Have students research individuals among the Sons of Liberty, such as Samuel Adams, John 
Hancock, Paul Revere, and William Dawes. Have them prepare brief biographical sketches in 
the form of business cards to present and share with the class.

T E A C H E R  N O T E S
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
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What Are the Origins of the  
Right to Keep and Bear Arms? 
B A C K G R O U N D  E S S AY

The church bells rang in Concord in 
the pre-dawn hours of April 19, 1775. 
The bells signaled neighbors to grab 
their muskets and rush to the bridge. A 
group of 800 British soldiers had been 
ordered to seize the colonists’ weapons. 
By sunrise, a group of 150 locals called 
the Minutemen had gathered in the 
British troops’ path. The colonists 
believed their rights as Englishmen 
included keeping their weapons. The 
two groups faced each other across the 
North Bridge, and then a shot rang out 
in the dawn air.

It was the “shot heard around the 
world.” The American Revolution began 
in defense of the right to bear arms. The 
Founders remembered this right twelve 
years later when they wrote the Second 
Amendment to the Constitution.

What Were English Origins?
The right to bear arms in England 

dates prior to 1066. The tradition of 
militia also existed in medieval England. 
English law required men who owned 
land to have weapons and serve in their 
baron’s militia. But as new religious 
and political ideas emerged, the 
government began to limit the right to 
bear arms.

By 1328, Parliament forbade 
Englishmen from carrying arms in 
public. After that, only the nobility and 

gentry could own guns. The English Bill 
of Rights in 1689 also gave gun rights 
only to some people. While the English 
Bill of Rights said Protestant individuals 
could own guns, it denied that right to 
the Catholic minority.

How Did the Colonists Use and 
Think of Guns?

Colonists learned how vital the 
right to bear arms was during their 
revolution against Britain. Trained 
militias of citizens were the first line 
of defense. The Sons of Liberty, a 
group of colonists who took the lead in 
resisting the British, and other individual 
colonists fought the British well before 
Congress was able to assemble, train, 
and equip the Continental Army. After 
the Revolution was over, the fresh scars 
of the war would remind Americans the 
importance of the right to bear arms.

During the Revolution, most people 
owned guns. It is likely, however, that 
the Founders did not consider the right 
to bear arms universal or unlimited. 
Several colonies regulated guns. Many 
said women, free blacks, and Roman 
Catholics could not own them. States 
still denied free blacks the right to own 
and use guns well after the Revolution, 
fearing they would take up arms against 
white landowners.

A
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States also did not want a federal 
standing army. A standing army is a 
permanent military group maintained in 
times of peace as well as war. The states 
demanded that they keep control of 
their own militia to protect themselves 
from federal tyranny. The inclusion of 
the Second Amendment in the Bill of 
Rights was a way to protect states and 
individuals from a central government 
with too much power.

What Are Interpretations of the 
Second Amendment?

Scholars, politicians, and the courts 
search through history and the law 
to find the meaning of the Second 
Amendment. Three issues lead the 

debate over guns today. They involve 
the origin of the right to bear arms, the 
meaning of the word “militia,” and the 
meaning of “people.”

Where does the right to bear arms 
come from? The English Bill of Rights 
(1689) clearly spoke of an individual’s 
right to bear arms. It did, however, 
only allow Protestants to own guns. 
Also, the right to bear arms stems from 
the colonial rights associated with a 
militia. The Massachusetts and Virginia 
Declarations of Rights mention that 
a well-regulated militia is the natural 
defense of a free government.

The second issue revolves around 
the definition of “militia.” Some 
scholars argue that the militia of the 

Three issues lead the debate over guns today: The origin of the right to bear arms, the mean-
ing of the word “militia,” and the meaning of the word “people.”
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Comprehension Questions
1. How were gun rights protected in the English Bill of Rights? How were they 

limited? 

2. What are the two definitions of militia? Why do you think people define militia 
differently?

3. What were the Supreme Court findings in United States v. Verdugo-Urquidez 
(1990) and United States v. Emerson (1999)? How did they change or confirm 
the interpretation of the Second Amendment?

Second Amendment means state 
armies, like today’s National Guard. 
According to this argument, the 
Second Amendment does not grant an 
individual’s right when it refers to “the 
right of the people to keep and bear 
arms.” Instead, they say the Second 
Amendment simply protects state 
militias from the federal government as 
the Anti-Federalists had insisted.

Others believe “militia” referred 
to a group of citizens. Since there 
was no official army or police force, 
some scholars argue that the “militia” 
was individual citizens who could be 
called to protect themselves and their 
neighbors.

Finally, does the Second Amendment 
mean “individuals” when it refers 
to “the people”? In United States v. 
Verdugo-Urquidez (1990), the Supreme 
Court said it does. The term, “’the 
people’ … refers to a class of persons 
who are part of a national community.” 
The First District Court affirmed an 
individual right to bear arms in United 
States v. Emerson (1999).

Whether the Second Amendment 
was meant to protect militias or 
individuals is not perfectly clear. But one 
thing is certain: without the right to bear 
arms, the colonists would never have 
won the Revolutionary War. 



The Second Amendment

A well-regulated 
Militia, being 

necessary to the 
security of a free 

State, the right of the 
people to keep and 
bear Arms, shall not 

be infringed.

B
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Tickets

Sons of Liberty

Concord Town 
Council

British Soldiers

C
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Group Discussion Guide

Directions: Read the following scenario and answer the questions below. Everyone 
should be prepared to present your group’s answers and reasoning to the class.

SCENARIO: It is 1775, and tensions with King George III are high. Colonists have 
begun storing guns, cannons, and other weapons in Concord. The British know about 
the arms and have decided to send troops from Boston to Concord to confiscate them.

In your discussion with members of your identity group, address these questions:

1. To whom do the guns at Concord belong?

2. What should your group do in order to protect the best interests of the people of 
Massachusetts?

3. Who has the legal right to control the guns? Why?

D
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Town Council  
Discussion Guide

Directions: Town Council members: As you hear arguments from the Sons of Liberty 
and the British Soldiers, discuss and answer the questions below.

1. Which side will the Town Council support in this controversy?

2. How will you recommend that the Town Council prepare citizens of Concord for 
the likely upcoming clash with the British soldiers?

3. How does the ancient right to bear arms relate to your preparation? Why is this 
right so important?

E
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LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Students will:

�� Examine the text and 
history of the Second 
Amendment.

�� Understand the Supreme 
Court’s ruling in District of 
Columbia v. Heller (2008). 

�� Evaluate arguments 
for and against the 
constitutionality of 
selected gun control 
provisions.

�� Assess the 
constitutionality of the 
District of Columbia’s gun 
law at issue in District of 
Columbia v. Heller (2008).
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CONSTITUTIONAL PRINCIPLES:

�� Individual responsibility 

�� Natural rights

�� Private property

MATERIALS

�� Handout A: Background Essay – How Has the 
Second Amendment Been Interpreted?

�� Handout B: Total Ban on Handguns?

�� Handout C: District of Columbia v. Heller 
(2008)

RECOMMENDED TIME

One 50-minute class period.

STANDARDS

�� NCHS (5-12): Era II, Standard 1A; Era 10, 
Standard 2E

�� CCE (9-12): VB1

�� NCSS: Strands 2, 5, 6, and 10

�� Common Core (9-12): RI.1, RI.4, RI.8, RI.9

LESSON OVERVIEW

For much of American history, the Supreme Court had very little to say about 
the Second Amendment. It was only addressed in a small handful of cases, but 
in 2008, the Court heard arguments in the case of District of Columbia v. Heller. 
Richard Heller challenged the city’s total ban on handguns on Second Amendment 
grounds. The Court agreed with Heller, finding the ban unconstitutional and 
holding that the Second Amendment protects an individual’s right to keep and 
bear arms unconnected to militia service. The impact of this decision will continue 
to be analyzed for many years.

How Has the Second  
Amendment Been Interpreted?

125
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LESSON PLAN

Background/Homework  10 minutes the day before

Have students read Handout A: Background Essay - How Has the Second Amendment Been 
Interpreted? After reading, students should write a one paragraph response to the question: In 
light of the Second Amendment, what kinds of limits on gun ownership are constitutional?

Warm-Up  15-20 minutes

A. Distribute and display Handout B: A Total Ban on Handguns? 

B. Have students read each statement and mark whether they believe each stated law would be 
constitutional or unconstitutional. 

C. After students have worked through all the statements, go over each one as a large group. 
Invite students to share their reasoning, and to ground their arguments in the Second 
Amendment. 

Note: several of the statements are based on historical examples: Virginia law permits one 
handgun purchase per month (3); Felons cannot own firearms in any state (4); Various states 
prohibit people who have been confined for mental illness or subject to a domestic restraining 
order from buying guns  (5);Under the English Bill of Rights (1689) Catholics could not own guns 
(6); The final statement (8) is based on the DC law overturned in District of Columbia v. Heller 
(2008).

Activity  20-30 minutes

A. Ask students to recall what they learned in Handout A about the case of District of Columbia v. 
Heller (2008). Students should recognize that the case challenged the District of Columbia’s law 
banning virtually all handguns, and that the law was overturned by the Supreme Court. 

B. Cut out and distribute one card per student from Handout C: District of Columbia v. Heller 
(2008). 

C. Have students read the statement on their card. Then have them paraphrase it in their own 
words. 

D. Ask students to stand up and mingle with their classmates and find students who have the 
same statement on their card. They should do this by sharing their paraphrases only. Students 
should end up in six groups.

E. Once in their groups, write the following questions on the board. Students should discuss them 
within their groups, and then as a large group. 

 Is this a statement for or against the constitutionality of the District of Columbia’s gun law? Do 
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you agree with this statement? Why or why not? 

F. To wrap up, explain to students that the statements against the constitutionality of the District’s 
gun law were from the Supreme Court’s majority ruling in District of Columbia v. Heller (2008). 
The statements in favor of the law’s constitutionality were from the dissenting opinion in that 
case. In students’ opinions, was the Court’s ruling correct? 

G. Ask students how the Court’s reasoning compared with their own reasoning in the Warm-Up 
activity.

Homework/Extensions
A. Have students write a model firearms law that they believe would be constitutional under 

the Second Amendment. They may choose to make no restrictions on guns, impose strict 
limits, or to find some middle ground—but they should be prepared to justify their law using 
constitutional arguments. 

B. Have students research the gun laws in countries such as the United States, Japan, and 
Switzerland as well as their homicide rates. Does the data provide for a clear policy path for 
gun control? Does the legality of guns appear to affect murder rates? If so, how? 

C. Have students research gun control laws, homicide rates, and accidental shootings in various 
U.S. states, and present their findings in a PowerPoint presentation. Students should conclude 
their presentations by explaining their own conclusions about the wisdom and effectiveness of 
various gun control laws.



How Has the Second Amendment 
Been Interpreted?
B A C K G R O U N D  E S S AY

A
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The Second Amendment is phrased 
unlike any other amendment in the Bill 
of Rights. It is unique because it contains 
an opening phrase, or “preamble.” The 
preamble of the Second Amendment 
says “A well-regulated militia, being 
necessary to the security of a free 
State…” The next part of the amendment 
is known as the “operative clause.” This 
means it is the part of the sentence with 
force or effect. The operative clause 
states “…the right of the people to keep 
and bear arms shall not be infringed.”

When people disagree about the 
meaning of the Second Amendment, it is 
usually because they disagree about the 
meaning and purpose of the preamble of 
the Amendment.

How Has the Supreme Court 
Ruled?

In Presser v. Illinois (1886), the Court 
held that states could not disarm citizens 
because that would interfere with the 
federal government’s ability to raise a 
militia. But the Court added, “We think 
it clear that [laws] which…forbid bodies 
of men to associate together as military 
organizations, or to drill or parade with 
arms in cities and towns unless authorized 
by law, do not infringe the right of the 
people to keep and bear arms.” The 
Court also interpreted the word “militia.” 
They stated that a militia was “all citizens 

capable of bearing arms.”
In United States v. Miller (1939), the 

Supreme Court held that the Second 
Amendment did not protect the right 
to possess all types of weapons. The 
Court upheld a federal law that regulated 
sawed-off shotguns.

The Court reasoned that since that type 
of weapon was not related to keeping up 
a militia, the Second Amendment did not 
protect the right to own it.  In other words, 
the Second Amendment protected a right 
to own weapons. The question was how far 
that right went.

Why Is District of Columbia v. 
Heller (2008) Important?

District of Columbia v. Heller (2008) 
was the first time the Supreme Court 
interpreted the Second Amendment in 

In United States v. Miller (1939), the Supreme 
Court held that the Second Amendment did not 
protect the right to possess all types of weapons.
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terms of what it meant for an individual’s 
right to possess weapons for private uses 
such as self-defense.

The District of Columbia had one of 
the strictest gun laws in the country. 
It included a total ban on handguns. 
Further, long guns had to be kept 
unloaded and disassembled or trigger 
locked. Heller believed the law made it 
impossible for him to defend himself in 
his home. He argued that it violated the 
Second Amendment.

The District of Columbia argued 
that the prefatory clause, which refers 
to militia service, secured the “right of 
the people” to have weapons only in 
connection with militia service. The city 
also pointed out that the law did not ban 
all guns, and that it was a reasonable way 
to prevent crime.

The Court agreed with Heller and 
overturned three provisions of District’s 
law. The Court reasoned that the 
prefatory clause gave one reason for the 
amendment, but did not limit the right.

The Court also reasoned that 
elsewhere in the Constitution, such as the 
First, Fourth, and Ninth Amendments, the 
phrase “the right of the people” is used 
only to refer to individual rights—that is, 

rights held by people as individuals.
Finally, the Court reasoned that the 

right to own weapons for self-defense 
was an “inherent” (natural) right of all 
people. “It has always been widely 
understood that the Second Amendment, 
like the First and Fourth Amendments, 
codified a preexisting right,” the majority 
stated.

Four of the nine Supreme Court 
Justices disagreed with the Court’s 
ruling. The dissenters agreed that the 
Second Amendment protected an 
individual right. However, they argued 
that the scope of that individual right was 
limited by the amendment’s preamble. 
One dissenting Justice argued that the 
Second Amendment’s prefatory clause (or 
preamble) showed the Founders’ “single 
minded focus” on protecting “military 
uses of firearms, which they viewed in the 
context of service in state militias.”

One thing is certain. Like all other 
rights in the Bill of Rights (such as 
freedom of speech and press), the 
right to keep and bear arms is not an 
absolute right. Working out the limits 
of the Second Amendment’s protection 
continues to challenge society.

Comprehension Questions:
1. In Presser v. Illinois (1886), what did the Supreme Court decide about militias?

2. What are the possible ramifications from the Court’s ruling in United States v. 
Miller (1939)?

3. What did the Supreme Court rule in District of Columbia v. Heller (2008)?  How 
did this change or confirm the interpretation of the Second Amendment?



Total Ban on Handguns?B
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Directions: Read each statement and decide whether you think such a regulation 
would be constitutional (C) or unconstitutional (U).

1. All types of firearms are legally available for purchase.

2. Individuals can buy many kinds of firearms, but not some of the most 
dangerous, like AK-47s.

3. Individuals can buy handguns. They can only buy one per month, though. 
Handguns must be registered.

4. Most individuals can legally buy handguns. Convicted felons cannot.

5. Some individuals can legally buy handguns. Convicted felons, those 
accused of domestic violence, and people who have ever been diagnosed 
mentally ill cannot buy them.

6. Some individuals can buy handguns. Protestants may buy them, while 
Catholics may not.

7. Individuals can own handguns, but they must be kept unloaded in a 
person’s home.

8. No one may own handguns.



District of Columbia  
v. Heller (2008)

Note: The following quotations are taken from the majority and dissenting opinions in 
District of Columbia v. Heller (2008).

1. “The inherent [natural] right of self-defense has been central to the Second 
Amendment right.”

2. “The handgun ban amounts to a prohibition of an entire class of “arms” that 
is overwhelmingly chosen by American society for that lawful purpose [of self-
defense].”

3. “The Second Amendment protects an individual right to possess a firearm 
unconnected with service in a militia, and to use that arm for traditionally lawful 
purposes, such as self-defense within the home.”

4. “We must decide whether a District of Columbia law that prohibits the 
possession of handguns in the home violates the Second [Amendment]…In my 
view, it does not.”

5. “The Second Amendment protects militia-related, not self-defense-related, 
interests.”

6. “The protection the Amendment provides is not absolute. The amendment 
permits government to regulate the interests that it serves.”

C
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