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Course:  What is an American?

Unit:  The Great Experiment

[image: image4.wmf]Lesson:  Government Structure

Freedom makes a huge requirement of every human being.

Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962)

Competency Objectives:
The learner will gain an introductory understanding of American government.

Suggested Criteria for Success:
The learner will know the parts of the U.S. government as established by the Constitution.

The learner will know the major principles of the Constitution. 

The learner will know the importance of the Bill of Rights.

Suggested Vocabulary:
checks and balances
Bill of Rights
freedom of religion




self government

executive
freedom of speech




right to bear arms

legislative
right to trial by jury




right to own property
judicial

separation of powers




amendment

articles

government by the people

Suggested Materials:
 pens or pencils and paper




 newspapers




 handouts, one per student, from the end of this lesson

 a copy of the Bill of  Rights for each student (Check Suggested Resources below for online sites.)


 telephone books (Ask students to bring their telephone books to class.  They will be able to mark pages as they wish, and each student will have a book to use.  Another possible source may be your workplace if you work somewhere that recycles large numbers of telephone books every year.)

 names of your state Senators (See http://www.senate.gov/ )

 names of your representative to the House of Representatives ( See http://www.house.gov ).  You need all 9 digits of your zip code.
 names and positions of Cabinet members
http://www.whitehouse.gov/government/cabinet.html or go to http://www.whitehouse.gov  Click on Our Government (top of page), then choose Executive Branch.
 internet access in the classroom is desirable but not necessary

Suggested Resources:
http://www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis/citizenship   Citizenship Resource Center for the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS).  Explore all the resources.  Be sure to type The 100 Questions in the Search box.  Choose the result titled 100 Civics Questions and Answers (English version). 

http://topics.law.cornell.edu/constitution/billofrights   The Bill of Rights.

http://archives.gov/exhibits/charters   Charters of Freedom.  Click on the icon for The Constitution of the United States..  You can also access information on the Bill of Rights and the Declaration of Independence at this site.

http://americanhistory.si.edu/presidency/home.html   The American Presidency
http://www.secretary.state.nc.us/kidspg/gov.htm   N. C. State Government

http://ncpedia.org/government/nc-constitution-history   The Constitution of North Carolina.

http://www.usa.gov/Agencies/Federal/All_Agencies/index.shtml  An A-Z index of U.S. Government Departments and Agencies.

http://www.coreknowledge.org/mimik/mimik_uploads/lesson_plans/608/EARLY%20PRESIDENTS.pdf or use your favorite search engine to look for Core Knowledge Early President’s Journal.  This is a long document with many ideas.  The Appendix pages are particularly useful.

http://edsitement.neh.gov   Click on Lesson Plans, then on History and Social Studies.  Type The President’s Role and Responsibilities in the Search box, and explore the lesson of that same name. 

http://library.thinkquest.org/J0110221   The Three Branches of Government, a 2001 ThinkQuest finalist.  Some of the information is still accurate and excellent, some is outdated, so preview carefully before using.
http://www.pbs.org/democracy/kids  This interactive program, the PBS Kids Democracy Project, gives very simple explanations of how government works.

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/bil2lawd.html   How a Bill Becomes a Law

http://www.eduref.org/  Activities for Learning the U.S. Constitution.  Click on the tab that says Lesson Plans, then on Social Studies, U.S. Government, and Activities for Learning the U.S. Constitution.

Suggested Methods:
Lecture/Discussion, Group Work, Individual or Group Field Trip, Journal Work

Some Suggested Steps

The Constitution.  Use the handout entitled The Constitution from the end of this lesson for class reading on the Constitution.  Select appropriate questions from the USCIS Civics (History and Government) Questions for the Naturalization Test ( see Suggested Resources) to ask your students as a review  You may also change the form of the questions into multiple choice.  An example follows:

The Supreme law of the land is

· the Bill of Rights

· the Constitution

· the Articles of Confederation

Class Project.  What are some American values that are in the Bill of Rights?  Name at least three.  Use your local newspaper to find examples of how you see these values in action in your community.

Journal Work.  Which of the first 10 Amendments do you think is most important?  Why?

Early Presidents.  Who was the first President of the United States?  Many ideas in the Appendix of the website below are helpful in discussing the early presidents.  For example, students may do research and write a presidential bio-poem, or the class may use the quotations from the presidents to discuss the types of people they think would make such statements.

http://www.coreknowledge.org/mimik/mimik_uploads/lesson_plans/608/EARLY%20PRESIDENTS.pdf .    If you are unable to access this information directly, use your favorite search engine to look for Core Knowledge Early President’s Journal.  This is a long document,, so you may want to peruse it and print selectively.  The projects and activities in the appendix are particularly interesting.

As an additional or alternative approach, use this opportunity to study Washington’s Birthday or President’s Day.  Until 1971, both February 12 and February 22 were observed as federal public holidays to honor the birthdays of Abraham Lincoln (February 12) and George Washington (February 22).  In 1971 President Richard Nixon proclaimed one single federal public holiday, Presidents' Day, to be observed on the third Monday of February, honoring all past presidents of the United States of America.  Check the following sites for additional information.

http://www.holidayinsights.com/other/washington.htm 

http://712educators.about.com/cs/lessonsholiday/a/gwashington.htm 

http://www.factmonster.com/spot/washington1.html 
http://www.calendar-updates.com/info/holidays/us/washington.aspx 
http://washingtons-birthday.123holiday.net/ 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/today/feb22.html 

http://usparks.about.com/od/historicalparks/a/Presidents-Day.htm 
http://score.rims.k12.ca.us/score_lessons/special_events/presidents_day/
http://a4esl.org/q/h/tf-lb-pday.html
Levels of Government.  Pass out the handout Government in the United States from the end of this assignment.  Discuss (1) the three levels of government (Federal, State, Local) that are represented in the drawing and (2) the people who are both the governors and the governed.  Ask this question in your discussion:  What is the role of the individual in government?
The Federal Government.  Use the handout from the end of this lesson for class reading about the Federal Government.  Using the 100 Sample US History and Government Questions (Suggested Resources), select numbers 26-30, 32-27, 52-54, 66-67, 70, 93, 97 and 98 as review questions.  Change the questions to a multiple choice format for variety.

Ask your class if they know the names of individuals who are important in the Federal Government.  Who is the President of the United States?  What other names do they know?  Write the names that students give on the board and ask if anyone can tell the position each person fills.  Do a graphic representation of the government by making a chart with the three branches of government.  

· Under the Executive branch, put the names of the President and Vice-President, and as many cabinet secretaries as the students have named.  Complete the chart of all the positions in the President’s Cabinet by referencing http://www.whitehouse.gov.  Click on the Administration (across the top of the page); then click on the Cabinet.  You may also click on Our Government (top of page), and then choose Executive Branch).  How many terms can a President serve?

· Under the Legislative branch, put Congress and the sub-categories of Senate and House of Representatives. See if anyone knows the current North Carolina Senators ( http://www.senate.gov ) and/or their local representative to the House of Representatives. (http://www.house.gov , where you need all 9 digits of your zip code).  How many times can Senators and Representatives be re-elected?

· Under the Judicial branch, put Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.  Ask the students how many more lines should be added for the remaining justices.  Add the remaining justices or simply indicate that they exist.  There will be a lesson later on the legal system.

Include in your class discussion the following three questions:

What might happen if there were no rules or laws?

What might happen if there were rules and laws, but no one to make sure people obeyed them?

What might happen if there were rules and laws, but no one to settle disagreements about them?

Journal Work.  Make three columns for Executive, Legislative, and Judicial.  List the duties of each branch of the federal government and add all the facts you know about each branch of government.

State Government.  Use the handout from the end of this lesson for class reading about the State Government.  Using the 100 Sample US History and Government Questions (Suggested Resources), select numbers 40 and 56 as review questions.

Ask your class if they know the names of the Governor and Lieutenant Governor of North Carolina.  (Go to http://www.governor.state.nc.us and http://www.ltgov.state.nc.us.)

Journal Work.  Find a newspaper article or editorial about a state government issue.  Cut it out and attach it to your Journal Work, which is to write what you think about the issue.

Local Government.  Use the handout from the end of this lesson for class reading about Local Government.  Ask the class how they can find out who your city officials are and how your local government is organized?  Explore the pages of your local telephone book to see what city offices are listed.  If you have computer access, search for your city.  (Try http://www.ci.burlington.nc.us for Burlington, NC.)  

Field Trip.  Attend a City Council Meeting.

Journal Work.  What did you learn at the City Council Meeting?
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The White House




Congress
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Fill in the blanks.  The answers are given at the bottom of the page in mixed order.

What is the White House?
_______________________________________________

What is Congress?
_____________________________________________________

What is the U.S. Capitol?
_______________________________________________

Where is the White House located?
_________________________________________

What is the name of the President’s official house?
_____________________________

What are the two branches of Congress?
_______________
_________________

· Senate

· White House

· the place where Congress meets

· the Senate and the House of Representatives

· the President’s home

· 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue

· House of Representatives

Government in the United States
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We the People

Federal, State, and Local Branches of Government

The Constitution

The Constitution is the supreme law of the land.  It was written in 1787.  Self-government is the most important principle of the Constitution.

The Constitution guarantees the freedom and rights of everyone living in the United States, citizens and non-citizens.  There are three parts of the Constitution.  

· The Preamble, or introduction, gives the basic philosophy of government by the people, that is, self-government.  

· The middle part of the Constitution consists of seven Articles that describe the three branches of government.  The Executive Branch includes the president, the vice-president, and the cabinet—a group of people appointed by the President to advise him.  The Legislative Branch is the Congress—the elected representatives of the people.  The Judicial Branch consists of the Supreme Court and lower courts.

· The last part of the Constitution is the Amendments.  Amendments are additions and changes to the Constitution.  The first 10 Amendments are called the Bill of Rights.  There are 27 amendments.  The last was added in 1992.  More amendments can be added if they are needed.  For this reason, the Constitution is called a living document.

The Constitution has three main principles:

· Inherent rights (such as freedom of speech, religion, the right to keep and bear arms, the right to trial by jury, the right to private property)

· Government by the people

· Separation of Powers

The Federal Government

The Constitution sets up a government of checks and balances.  The three branches of the Federal Government have separate powers.  These three branches check and balance one another so no person or group can control the government.

· The Executive branch consists of the President, the Vice-President, and the Cabinet.  This branch of government provides leadership for the country and enforces the law.  The president can sign bills from Congress into law, or he can veto them.  The president is also the Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces.

· The Legislative branch consists of the people’s elected representatives to Congress.  Congress has two parts, the Senate and the House of Representatives.  The Senate has two representatives from each state (100 in all).  Senators are elected for six-year terms.  They can be re-elected.  The House has 435 representatives.  The number of representatives for each state is based on the state’s population.  Representatives are elected for two years.  They can be re-elected.  The responsibility of the Legislative branch is to make laws.  Even if the president vetos a law, Congress can still pass it if two-thirds of the members in the Senate and in the House of Representatives vote to do so.

· The Judicial branch of government hears cases and interprets (explains) the laws.  The Supreme Court is the highest court in the land.  It decides if the Constitution permits certain laws.  A person who loses a case in a lower court can appeal to a higher court, sometimes going up to the Supreme Court.  The President appoints the nine Supreme Court Justices.

The Federal Government
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State Government 

The tenth amendment says that states have any power not given to the Federal Government.  When the Constitution was written there were 13 states and now there are 50.  All states have a representative government of checks and balances that operate under a state constitution.  No state constitution may contradict the United States Constitution.

State governments have three branches like the Federal Government.

· The Executive branch of state government consists of a Governor, a Lieutenant Governor, and a group of advisors much like the president’s cabinet.  The Governor is the chief executive of a state.  He/she can propose and veto laws.  He/she appoints judges to the state courts.  He/she is also the leader of the state’s National Guard.

· The Legislative branch in all states except Nebraska has two houses, the House of Representatives and the Senate.  Nebraska has one house.  The Legislative branch makes laws about state matters (such as driving on state highways).  It also represents the interests of people living in the state.  

· The Judicial branch is the state court system.  State courts hear all cases except those about federal issues, but no state court can go against federal law or Supreme Court decisions.

States have the responsibility to protect the lives and property of their people, to provide certain basic services such as education, and to provide government and justice in accord with state and federal laws.  The Capitol of North Carolina is Raleigh.

Local Government 

States set up the procedure for establishing local governments by granting a charter.  Local government can tax their residents, try people accused of breaking local ordinances, and administer local programs.  They provide protective services like fire and police, and they respond to local needs like clean drinking water, parks, libraries, public transportation, and keeping birth, marriage, and death records.

A Mayor is the chief executive officer in local government.  A City Council functions like a legislative body for a town.  For a county, that body is called a Board of Commissioners.
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Put the names of the three branches of the Federal Government beside the buildings in the drawings above.
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How is the Federal Government like a stool with three legs?
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