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UNDERSTANDING MAGNA CARTA 
OCR CITIZENSHIP GCSE (9-1) SECTION 1.1 / AQA CITIZENSHIP GCSE (9-1) SECTION 3.3.3 
RIGHTS, THE LAW, AND THE LEGAL SYSTEM / THE ORIGINS OF HUMAN RIGHTS 
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Learning Objectives 

• Students should be aware of the historical background to Magna Carta, 

• Students should understand the main provisions of Magna Carta, 

• Students should recognize the importance of Magna Carta in the development of British rights. 

Learning Resources 

• Quiz [Page 3 in this document] 

• Video: The Baron’s Revolt [Online link] [Length: 08:56] 

• Video: Power To The People—The Principles Of Magna Carta [Online link] [Length: 07:52] 

• Video: Liberty and Progress [Online link] [Length: 02:52] 

• Reading extracts [Pages 4 and 5 in this document] 

Recommended Pre-Reading For Teachers 

• Magna Carta: A Primer (The Road to Runnymede) pg. 21-26 [Online link] 

• Magna Carta: A Primer (Magna Carta’s Provisions) pg. 29-36 [Online link] 

• Magna Carta: A Primer (The Charter’s Long-Term Effects) pg. 45-49 [Online link] 

• Magna Carta: A Primer (Magna Carta Today) pg. 49-61 [Online link] 

 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/231571761/778c477116
https://vimeo.com/231572834/9187e0f9f8
https://vimeo.com/231571569/a00798f89b
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5981ac45914e6b54d9312eab/t/599c35916b8f5b71dd4813ab/1503409557031/Magna+Carta+-+A+Primer.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5981ac45914e6b54d9312eab/t/599c35916b8f5b71dd4813ab/1503409557031/Magna+Carta+-+A+Primer.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5981ac45914e6b54d9312eab/t/599c35916b8f5b71dd4813ab/1503409557031/Magna+Carta+-+A+Primer.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5981ac45914e6b54d9312eab/t/599c35916b8f5b71dd4813ab/1503409557031/Magna+Carta+-+A+Primer.pdf
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Key Questions 

• What factors led to King John signing the Magna Carta? 

• What was the content of Magna Carta? 

• What principles were outlined in Magna Carta that still have a place in British law and society? 

Activities 

• Begin the lesson with a general class discussion on what students know about Magna Carta—its  

origins, purpose, and significance today. 

• Play The Baron’s Revolt video module and add that the First Barons’ War led to the signing of Magna 

Carta. Ask them to state why they think the baronial class resented King John. 

• Ask students to read the following extracts from the learning resources section, then use the quiz  

resource to test their knowledge of the lesson’s key questions (read the questions aloud and get 

students to mark their partner’s answers): 

• Extract 1: from “Q&A: the legal significance of Magna Carta” 

• Extract 2: from “Magna Carta: A Primer” 

• Play Power To The People—The Principles Of Magna Carta video module and ask students what Magna 

Carta freedoms they think are most important today. Ask them to explain their answer. 

Extension Activities 

• Play the Liberty and Progress video module. Split students up into small groups. Ask each group to 

draft a contemporary “Great Charter” that updates and reasserts Magna Carta freedoms. Discuss 

the similarities and differences between their document and Magna Carta. 
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QUIZ 

1. In what year was Magna Carta signed, and where was it signed? 

 

1215, Runnymede. 

 

2. To which group of people did Magna Carta principles originally apply? 

 

Free men. 

 

3. True or false; “Magna Carta introduced democracy in Britain”. 

 

False. Magna Carta makes no mention of democracy, although the principle of requiring the 

monarch’s consent for some matters did lead to the formation of Parliament. 

 

4. Name two other countries whose legal systems were influenced by Magna Carta. 

 

[Accept any Anglosphere nations.] 

 

5. Which of King John’s economic policies were the barons attempting to address by inserting Clause 14 of 

the charter, which required the king to “obtain the common counsel of the kingdom for the assessment of 

aid”?  

 

Excessive taxation. 

 

6. What is habeas corpus?  

 

The right to be free from arbitrary detention (a citizen must to be charged with a crime and 

brought before a court). 

 

7. True or false; “Magna Carta enshrined the principle that the King was above the law”.  

 

False (it enshrined the principle that the King was not above the law).  



 4 

 

Learning Objectives 

• X 

 

Content 

• Video: The Baron’s Revolt <link> 

•  

 

Recommended Reading 

• Text here 

 

Activities 

• X 

 

Extension Activities 

• X 

 

Learning Objectives 

• X 

 

Content 

• Video: The Baron’s Revolt <link> 

•  

 

Recommended Reading 

• Text here 

 

Activities 

• X 

 

Extension Activities 

• X 

Reading Extract 1 

Extract from “Q&A: the legal significance of Magna Carta” 

Owen Bowcott in The Guardian newspaper (June 2015) 

 

“Magna Carta was a product of its time. The medieval knights and lords who gathered in June 1215 

assembled a long list of grievances to present to the king. Some, however, resonate to this day, such as 

the declaration in clause 40 that: “To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay justice.” Others 

suggest complaints more specific to the 13th century, such as clause 33, which demands the removal of 

all fish weirs on the Thames and throughout England; and clause six, which prevents heirs being given in 

marriage “to someone of lower social standing”. 

Four clauses are commonly agreed to remain in law: clause one guaranteeing that the “English church” 

shall be “free and shall have its rights undiminished”; clause 13 permitting the City of London to “enjoy 

all its liberties and ancient customs”; and clauses 39 and 40, which are jointly seen as embodying what 

have become the rights of habeas corpus – banning arbitrary detention – and trial by jury. 

The former lord chief lustice Lord Judge has noted that the word “parliament” does not appear in the 

document. Nor can the word “democracy” be found and “Magna Carta” is not even in the text. 

Those absences do not deter enthusiasts. Lady Justice Arden, an appeal court judge, said its significance 

was not so much as a piece of parchment but as a “defining moment in English constitutional history”. 

Its spirit and clauses had been absorbed into common law so that Magna Carta “has remained alive in 

our national consciousness”, she said. 

That both the king, and by extension the government, must behave in accordance with the law is one of 

the constitutional principles that emerges from Magna Carta. Lord Sumption, a medieval historian and 

supreme court justice, has argued that the principle was “generally accepted for at least a century before 

1215” and the dispute was “about what the law was”. 

Lady Hale, the deputy president of the supreme court, acknowledges that “historians tend not to be so 

excited” because they see it as “not so very different from the charters of other kings, and that much of 

its contents were simply reaffirming generally understood principles of feudal law”. She adds, however, 

that Magna Carta confirmed “the idea that government as well as the governed is bound by the law”. 

Clause 14 of the charter required the king to “obtain the common counsel of the kingdom for the 

assessment of aid”. In effect, it established that those forced to pay taxes should have a voice in deciding 

what they should be used for. “It was disregarding that principle that lost us the American colonies 

getting on for six centuries later,” Hale said.” 
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Reading Extract 2 

Extract from “Magna Carta: A Primer” 

Dr. Eamonn Butler 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Magna Carta has a particular resonance in Anglophone countries, such as the United States, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand, to which England exported its common law. The fact that the principle of 

common law remains strong in these countries is no mere historical accident. Nor is it an accident that 

these countries are some of the world’s richest and most free.  

 

The common law – Magna Carta’s “law of the land”– continues to flourish in these countries because it 

promotes both freedom and prosperity. It is better than top-down continental law systems at protecting 

the property and person of individuals against the power of the state. It is law shaped by individual 

citizens themselves, not law handed down by authorities, who may use the law for their own advantage. 

Since it leaves individuals free to do as they choose (provided that others are not harmed), they can act 

more entrepreneurially, not having to get the permission of an authority for every initiative. By 

safeguarding the property of individuals, it enables people to invest with confidence and make long-term 

plans. So too does the fact that individuals’ freedom is protected by the due process of the judicial 

system and the rule of law that curbs the arbitrary use of  official power. These principles, the core of the 

barons’ demands in Magna Carta, are essential foundations for economic prosperity.” 


