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INTRODUCTION: WHY UNDERSTANDING THE ILLINOIS
CONSTITUTION MATTERS

The United States Constitution often takes center stage in civics
education, but each state has its own foundational document that
shapes  daily  life  even  more  directly.  For  Illinois  residents,
students, and anyone preparing for a civics exam, a thorough
Illinois Constitution study guide is an essential tool. Whether
you are a high school student meeting a graduation requirement,
a college test-taker, or a curious citizen, knowing the structure
and principles of the Illinois Constitution helps you understand
how your state government works, what your rights are, and how
you can participate in the democratic process.
This article provides a detailed, easy-to-follow overview of the
Illinois Constitution. We will explore its historical background, the
structure  of  state  government,  the  Bill  of  Rights,  key
amendments, and practical tips for studying. By the end, you will
have  a  solid  foundation  to  approach  your  exam  confidently  or
simply  become  a  more  informed  Illinoisan.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE ILLINOIS
CONSTITUTION

Illinois  has  operated  under  four  different  constitutions  since
becoming a state in 1818. The current constitution, often called
the  1970 Illinois  Constitution,  replaced  the  outdated  1870
document. The 1870 constitution had been amended many times
and was considered overly rigid and cumbersome. By the late
1960s, the need for reform was clear.
A  constitutional  convention,  known  as  Con-Con,  was  held  in
1969–1970.  Delegates  drafted  a  modernized  framework  that
streamlined state government, expanded individual rights, and
made the amendment process more flexible. Voters approved the
new constitution in a special election on December 15, 1970, and
it  took  effect  on  July  1,  1971.  This  document  remains  in  force
today.
Understanding  this  history  is  important  for  any  Illinois
Constitution study guide because it explains why the current
constitution  includes  provisions  such  as  home  rule  for
municipalities,  a  more  efficient  executive  branch,  and  stronger
protections  against  discrimination.
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STRUCTURE OF THE ILLINOIS GOVERNMENT UNDER
THE CONSTITUTION

Like  the  U.S.  Constitution,  the  Illinois  Constitution  establishes
three  branches  of  government:  legislative,  executive,  and
judicial.  Each  branch  has  specific  powers  and  checks  on  the
others.

The Legislative Branch
The Illinois General Assembly is a bicameral body consisting of
the Senate and the House of Representatives. The Senate has 59
members elected for either two or four-year terms, depending on
the election cycle. The House has 118 members elected for two-
year  terms.  The  General  Assembly  meets  in  Springfield  and  is
responsible for making state laws, approving the state budget,
and confirming certain executive appointments.
One unique feature  under  the Illinois  Constitution  is  that  the
General  Assembly  can  be  called  into  special  session  by  the
Governor or by a joint proclamation of the leaders. Additionally,
the constitution requires a three-fifths vote of  both chambers to
pass legislation that increases the state’s pension obligations.

The Executive Branch
The executive power is vested in the Governor, who serves a
four-year term and may be reelected. The Governor is assisted by
other  independently  elected  officers:  the  Lieutenant  Governor,
Attorney General, Secretary of State, Comptroller, and Treasurer.

This “plural executive” system means that these officials are not
appointed  by  the  Governor,  which  diffuses  power  and  provides
additional  checks.
The Illinois Constitution grants the Governor veto power over bills
passed by the General Assembly, including a line-item veto for
appropriations bills. The General Assembly can override a veto
with a three-fifths vote in each chamber.

The Judicial Branch
Illinois has a unified, three-tiered court system. The highest court
is the Illinois Supreme Court, composed of seven justices elected
from  five  judicial  districts  (three  from  Cook  County,  one  from
each of the other four districts). Below the Supreme Court is the
Appellate Court,  and the trial  courts are called Circuit  Courts.
Judges are elected in partisan elections for terms ranging from six
to ten years, depending on the level.
The constitution also establishes the Judicial Inquiry Board and
the  Courts  Commission  to  discipline  judges,  ensuring
accountability.

THE ILLINOIS BILL OF RIGHTS

Article I  of  the Illinois  Constitution contains the state’s Bill  of
Rights. While it mirrors many federal guarantees, it goes further
in  several  areas.  Any  effective  Illinois  Constitution  study
guide  must  highlight  these  key  rights:

Due Process and Equal Protection: Section 2 explicitly
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guarantees due process and equal protection, applying to
all persons within the state.
Religious Freedom: Section 3 protects the free exercise
of religion and prohibits state establishment of religion.
Freedom of Speech and Press: Section 4 provides
strong protections, similar to the First Amendment.
Right to Bear Arms: Section 22 states that the right to
keep and bear arms is not infringed, subject to the police
power of the state.
Right to a Remedy and Justice: Section 12 guarantees
that every person shall have a remedy for injuries and shall
receive justice freely, promptly, and completely.
Prohibition on Discrimination: Section 17 prohibits
discrimination based on sex, race, color, creed, national
origin, or physical or mental handicap in the hiring and
promotion of state employees. This was a progressive
addition for its time.

The Illinois  Bill  of  Rights also includes provisions for  workers’
rights,  such as  the  right  to  organize  and bargain  collectively
(Section 25), and the right to a healthful environment (Section
33).

KEY AMENDMENTS AND CHANGES OVER TIME

The 1970 Illinois Constitution includes a relatively straightforward
amendment process. Amendments can be proposed by a three-
fifths  vote  of  both  chambers  of  the  General  Assembly  or  by  a
constitutional  convention.  They  must  then  be  approved  by  a
majority of voters statewide.

Since  ratification,  several  amendments  have  been  adopted.
Notable  examples  include:

1980 – Reduction of the voting age: Aligned with the1.
federal 26th Amendment, lowering the voting age to 18.
1992 – Term limits for Governor and Lieutenant2.
Governor: Limited to two consecutive terms.
2010 – Recall of elected officials: Allowed voters to3.
recall the Governor through a petition and election process.
2016 – Revenue for transportation: Dedicated certain4.
revenues to transportation projects.
2022 – Workers’ rights amendment: Guaranteed the5.
right to organize and bargain collectively, and prohibited
right-to-work laws.

Studying  these  amendments  helps  students  see  how  the
constitution  evolves  with  societal  needs.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND HOME RULE

One of the most distinctive features of the Illinois Constitution is
its article on local government. Illinois grants home rule powers
to municipalities with a population of more than 25,000, unless
voters choose to revoke it. Home rule allows cities and counties
to exercise any power not specifically denied by the state, giving
them greater flexibility to address local issues.
Smaller municipalities and counties can also become home rule
by referendum. Home rule units can pass ordinances, levy taxes
(subject  to  limits),  and  regulate  local  affairs  without  seeking
specific  state  permission.  This  framework  reduces  legislative
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gridlock  and  empowers  local  decision-making.

TAXING AND SPENDING PROVISIONS

The  Illinois  Constitution  imposes  certain  fiscal  constraints.  Most
notably,  the  state  budget  must  be  balanced:  the  General
Assembly cannot appropriate more than the estimated revenues
for a given year. A simple majority is needed to pass a budget,
but a three-fifths vote is required for pension increases.
On  taxation,  the  constitution  requires  that  taxes  be  uniform
across  similar  classes  of  property.  The  state  income  tax  is
currently  a  flat  rate,  as  the  constitution  prohibits  a  graduated
income  tax  unless  specifically  authorized  (voters  rejected  a
graduated income tax amendment in 2020). Understanding these
provisions  is  crucial  for  anyone studying the fiscal  framework of
Illinois.

HOW TO STUDY FOR THE ILLINOIS CONSTITUTION
EXAM

Whether you are preparing for the U.S. and Illinois Constitution
exam required  for  high  school  graduation  in  Illinois,  or  for  a
college  civics  test,  here  are  practical  strategies  for  using  an
Illinois Constitution study guide effectively.

1. Understand the Structure

First
Memorizing facts is easier when you see the big picture. Start by
learning  the  three  branches,  the  Bill  of  Rights,  and  the
amendment process. Draw a diagram or create a mnemonic to
remember the order.

2. Focus on Key Differences
from the U.S. Constitution
Many exam questions highlight unique Illinois provisions: home
rule, the plural executive, the three-fifths vote for pensions, and
the expanded Bill of Rights. Make a list of differences and review
them regularly.

3. Use Multiple Resources
Your  I l l inois  Constitution  study  guide  should  be
supplemented  by  official  resources.  The  Illinois  Secretary  of
State’s  office  publishes  a  free  booklet,  “Illinois  Constitution:  A
Guide  for  Citizens.”  Online  practice  quizzes  from educational
websites can also help reinforce knowledge.
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4. Focus on the Bill of
Rights
Since many exam questions test rights, memorize the sections
that go beyond federal protections. For example, the right to a
healthful environment or the prohibition of discrimination in state
employment are favorite test topics.

5. Practice with Flashcards
Create  flashcards  for  important  terms:  home  rule,  Con-Con,
three-fifths vote, line-item veto, recall,  and the seven justices of
the Supreme Court. Use spaced repetition to improve retention.

6. Take a Full-Length
Practice Exam
Simulate  the  real  exam  under  timed  conditions.  Many  local
libraries  and  community  colleges  offer  sample  tests.  Reviewing
your answers will highlight weak areas that need more attention.

COMMON QUESTIONS ASKED ON ILLINOIS
CONSTITUTION EXAMS

To help you prepare, here are some typical topics and questions
that appear on exams:

What year was the current Illinois Constitution adopted?
(1970)
How many articles does it contain? (14)
What are the three branches of state government?
How many members are in the House? Senate?
What is the term length for a Governor?
Which article contains the Bill of Rights? (Article I)
What is home rule, and which municipalities qualify
automatically?
What vote is needed to override a Governor’s veto?
How are judges selected in Illinois? (elected in partisan
elections)
What is the purpose of the Judicial Inquiry Board?

Practice answering these in complete sentences to improve recall
and understanding.

WHY YOUR STUDY GUIDE SHOULD INCLUDE PRIMARY
SOURCES

Reading  the  actual  text  of  the  Illinois  Constitution  can  be
daunting,  but  it  is  the  most  reliable  study  tool.  The  official
document  is  available  online  through  the  Illinois  General
Assembly website. As you read, take notes on the preamble, the
Bill of Rights, and the structure of government. Highlight sections
that seem unique compared to the federal model.
Supplement your reading with commentary from legal experts or
civics teachers. Many community colleges offer free workshops or
online modules for the constitution exam. Taking advantage of
these resources will deepen your understanding.
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CONCLUSION: MASTERING THE ILLINOIS
CONSTITUTION FOR LIFELONG CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

A  solid  grasp  of  the  Illinois  Constitution  is  about  more  than
passing a test. It empowers you to understand your rights, hold
elected  officials  accountable,  and  engage  meaningfully  in  state
and local government. Whether you are a student, a new citizen,
or a long-time resident, studying with a comprehensive Illinois

Constitution study guide is a worthwhile investment.
By  breaking  down  the  document  into  its  historical  context,
structure,  rights,  and  amendments,  you  can  approach  your
studies with clarity and confidence. Use the strategies outlined in
this  guide,  practice  regularly,  and don’t  hesitate  to  seek  out
additional  resources.  Once you master  the content,  you’ll  not
only be ready for any exam—you will also be a more empowered
participant in Illinois democracy.


