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250 Words of Liberty
A Founding Documents Student Essay Contest
Commemorating the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bill of Rights

This contest is programmed for local classroom, school, or district sponsorship.
Contest Overview
Students in grades 3–12 are challenged to prepare a 250-word essay reflecting on our nation's founding documents and their meaning today. The contest is designed to be a low-lift for teachers with no special curriculum or class time required. 
This contest was designed to include space for local courts and judges to participate and support teachers and students alike. 
Organizers should decide if essayists will submit their work in writing, participate in an oratory competition, or both. 
Eligibility & Divisions
If this is a district-wide or county competition, it is suggested that one winner and one runner-up be recognized at each division level:
· Elementary Division — Grades 3–5
· Middle School Division — Grades 6–8
· High School Division — Grades 9–12
Organizers may create their own additional awards, i.e. the People's Choice or Most Creative, etc. 
Essay Prompts
Students choose ONE of the following prompts. (All prompts are designed to work across grade bands): 
· Pick one right protected in the Bill of Rights. Describe a moment — real or imagined — when that right mattered to someone your age.
· The Declaration of Independence says people have the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” What does that phrase mean in your own life today?
· The Constitution begins with the words “We the People.” Who did those words leave out in 1787 and how has the meaning of “We the People” changed since then?
Suggested Rules
· Essays must be 250 words or fewer (title and byline not included in the count).
· Each student may submit only one essay, responding to only one prompt.
· Essays must be the student's own original work; adult editing should be limited to light proofreading.
· Submissions must include a completed entry cover sheet (see final page).
· Essays may be typed or neatly handwritten and submitted as a PDF, Word document, or scanned image.
· Late entries and entries over the word limit may be disqualified at the discretion of contest organizers.


Suggested Timeline

· August/September:
· Introduce the foundational documents (Declaration of Independence & U.S. Constitution) in class. 
Suggestion: Invite a judge to your classroom or assembly on Constitution Day (September 17) to introduce the material and open the contest! Request a Visit
· Hand out the Student Prompts & Scoring Guidelines worksheet.

· September/October:
· Allow classroom time for drafting, peer editing, and word-count refining.
· Recruit judges, local representatives, justice and law stakeholders, and teachers to read and score essays. If students will read their work at an event, send a Save the Date as soon as the date is selected. If your scoring panel will read and score the essays, break volunteers into groups, assigning each a grade division. 
· Invite a judge to visit with students for discussion about the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. 

· Optional September 17 (Constitution Day):
· If students are ready by mid-September, arrange for them to present their essays in class or at an assembly (suggested program template). 
· If you would like to have finalists present their work in a courtroom, note it on a “Request a Visit” form. Be sure to take a photo on the steps of the courthouse! 
· Provide scorers a scoring sheet for each entry. 

· November: Collect essays and distribute to scorers
· December: Make your announcement on Bill of Rights Day (December 15)!
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Each contest sponsor may forward their finalist and runner-up essays to the state level by February 1 using the cover sheet below. The Chief Justice’s Power of Democracy Civic Learning Initiative will select a state finalist and runner-up for each grade span. Announcements will be made on Law Day, May 1, 2027. 
Contact: judicialoutreach@jud.ca.gov 



Entry Cover Sheet
Attach this cover sheet to every student submission. Save file as a PDF for emailing. 

	Student name
	

	Grade & division (Elementary / Middle / High)
	

	School
	

	Teacher
	

	County
	

	Prompt selected 
	

	Word count
	

	Parent/guardian permission to promote work? (Y/N)
	



Student signature: ______________________________________     

Date: ____________

Teacher signature: ______________________________________     

Date: ____________

Submission Rules:
· Word Count: Maximum 250 words (excluding title and student name).
· Originality: Must be your own original thoughts and words.
· Deadline: Complete by December 15, 2026 (Bill of Rights Day)



Evaluation & Scoring Rubric (100 Points Total)
	Criteria
	4 - Excellent (25 pts)
	3 - Good (20 pts)
	2 - Developing (15 pts)
	1 - Needs Improvement (10 pts)

	Focus & Relevance

Score:
	Directly addresses the selected document/phrase with clear insight.
	Addresses the document clearly with standard context.
	Minimal connection to the document or prompt.
	Off-topic or fails to address a foundational document.

	Clarity & Impact

Score:
	Expresses ideas with strong conviction, clarity, and personal resonance.
	Clear message with good supporting arguments.
	Message is somewhat vague or unconvincing.
	Message lacks organization or clarity.

	Word Count & Structure

Score:
	Perfectly within the 250-word limit; tight, well-structured prose.
	Slightly over/under limit, but structurally sound.
	Significantly over/under limit; wordy or incomplete.
	Ignores word count rules entirely.

	Grammar & Style

Score:
	Free of major grammatical errors; excellent vocabulary and flow.
	Few minor errors; readable and engaging.
	Frequent errors that interrupt the flow.
	Significant errors that hinder understanding.




Entry:

Judge: 

Total Score ____/100
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