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5 Forming a Government

Name Class Date

Forming a Government Biography

Signers of the Constitution

As you read the biographies below, think about 

the way each person contributed to the develop-

ment of the United States of America. 

JAMES WILSON
1742–1798 
The men who signed the Constitution had been 

involved with the process of liberty many years 

before. James Wilson came to America from 

Scotland. He was well educated and very success-

ful in his work as a lawyer. Wilson was elected a 

member of his local Committee of Correspondence. 

While on this committee, he wrote a pamphlet titled 

“Considerations on the Nature and Extent of the 

Legislative Authority of the British Parliament.” In it 

he argued against Parliament’s ability to make laws 

for the colonies. His paper was published and led 

to his election to the 1775 Continental Congress. 

Wilson signed the Declaration of Independence 

along with the other members of the congress.

In 1787 Wilson helped create the first draft of 

the Constitution of the United States. He belonged 

to the Committee of Detail and worked with other 

men, including James Madison. They worked hard 

to find the right words to guide a country with 

both state and national governments. Known for 

his moving speeches, the tall, bespectacled James 

WHY THEY MADE HISTORY James Wilson, 
Gouverneur Morris, and Roger Sherman all 
played important roles in the signing of the 
Constitution.

VOCABULARY
Loyalists colonists who 

remained loyal to Great 
Britain during the 
Revolutionary War
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Wilson rallied his state of Pennsylvania to become 

the second state to ratify the Constitution. 

President Washington named Wilson an associ-

ate justice of the Supreme Court. He served in this 

position until his death in 1798. 

GOUVERNEUR MORRIS
1752–1816
The Preamble to the Constitution––“We the 

People of the United States of America, in order 

to form a more perfect Union”––were the words 

of Gouverneur Morris. He wrote these words and 

more. Morris was born in New York to a wealthy, 

Loyalist family. He became a lawyer and was greatly 

respected for his intelligence. 

Morris’s political views were at odds with his 

family’s views. His half-brother was a senior offi-

cer in the British army. His mother even opened 

her family home to be used by the British troops. 

Morris volunteered to fight for the Americans. His 

right arm had been damaged in a childhood acci-

dent so he was exempt from service. Yet Morris felt 

it was his duty to fight for the patriotic cause. He 

was second in command in his regiment. 

Morris’s military service paled in comparison to 

his political achievements. His excellent financial 

skills led him to develop the decimal system for the 

new currency used by the United States. He actually 

created the word “cent.” Morris worked with others 

to develop the Constitution. His knowledge of law 

and literature were beneficial to the wording of the 

Constitution. Morris believed in a strong national 

government. After the war, he reached out to many 

Loyalists to encourage them to participate in the 

politics of the newly formed country. Morris con-

tinued to serve his country in many ways until his 

death in 1816.

Signers of the Constitution, continued Biography
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ROGER SHERMAN
1721–1793 
At an early age, Roger Sherman became the main 

provider for his family after his father’s death. 

Sherman would eventually expand this role as a 

caretaker of liberty.

Sherman started a general store with his brother 

in New Milford, Connecticut. He also published 

an almanac every year because there was no news-

paper. His involvement in community affairs grew 

and he held many positions, including town clerk. 

Sherman was encouraged to study law, and without 

any formal training, he passed the exam to become 

a lawyer.

Thomas Jefferson described Sherman as “a man 

who never said a foolish thing in his life.” Sherman 

was greatly respected for his knowledge and judg-

ment. He was appointed to help prepare the draft 

of the Declaration of Independence, which he later 

signed. He later helped prepare the Bill of Rights. 

Sherman is the only American to sign four historical 

documents: The Continental Association of 1774; 

The Declaration of Independence; The Articles of 

Confederation; and The Federal Constitution. He 

died at the age of seventy-two, serving the country 

then as a United States senator.

WHAT DID YOU LEARN?

 1. Compare In what ways were Wilson, Morris, and Sherman alike?

 2. Evaluate Why do you think Wilson, Morris, and Sherman were among those who 

signed the Constitution?
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ACTIVITY

 3. Use the Internet and other sources to research another signer of the United States 

Constitution. Write an obituary for the person, making sure to mention his life-

time accomplishments.
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