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Task	1:	Define	the	key	terms	below	but	make	sure	you	write	it	in	your	own	words,	so	you	understand	it.	These	are	
some	of	the	key	terms	you	will	come	across	during	the	first	topic	of	the	unit.	

Key	Term	 Definition	
Democrats	 	
Republicans	 	
American	Dream	 	
Rugged	Individualism	 	
Capitalism	 	
Communist	 	
Totalitarian		 	
Congress	 	
Separation	of	Powers	 	
Tariffs	 	
Laissez-faire	 	
Progressives	 	
Amendment	 	
Senate	 	
Constitution		 	
Attorney	General	 	
Protectionist		 	
Isolationism		 	
Segregation	 	
Poll	Tax	 	
Melting	Pot	 	
Dividend	 	
Bull	Market	 	
Bear	Market	 	
Profit	 	
Shares	 	
Buying	on	the	margin		 	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



The	Structure	of	the	US	Government	

The	 United	 States	 is	 a	 republic,	 which	 means	 that	 the	 people	 hold	 the	 power	 and	 they	 elect	
representatives	to	decide	what	to	do	with	it.	It	is	also	a	federal	country,	meaning	that	powers	are	divided	
between	central	government	and	those	in	the	individual	states.	Although	these	powers	have	changed	over	
time,	the	US	constitution	originally	only	gave	certain	powers	to	the	federal	government.	Many	government	
services	are	still	the	responsibility	of	state	governments.	Each	state	elects	a	governor	and	politicians	to	sit	
in	the	Senate	and	House	of	Representatives	-	the	two	chambers	of	the	legislature.	

The	USA	has	3	major	layers	of	government:	local,	state	and	federal.	The	various	local	governments	around	
the	country	deal	with	local	issues	like	managing	schools,	parks	and	rubbish	collection.	In	2012	there	were	
over	89,000	different	 local	governments	across	 the	USA.	Each	US	state	has	 its	own	government	as	well,	
and	these	are	much	more	powerful.	They	can	raise	or	lower	taxes	and	create	new	state	laws.	Each	state	is	
run	by	a	Governor.	The	federal	government	manages	the	whole	country,	sets	national	laws	and	deals	with	
international	affairs.	

Federal	Government	

	 	

Fig	1.	The	structure	of	the	US	federal	government	

Federal	power	is	divided	into	three	separate	branches	of	government	-	the	president	and	his	cabinet	(the	
Executive),	the	two	chambers	of	the	US	Congress	(the	Legislature)	and	the	courts	(Judiciary).	

The	president's	main	function	is	to	enforce	the	law	by	running	the	federal	government.	He	also	proposes	
laws	 and	 the	 annual	 budget	 to	Congress,	 is	 commander-in-chief	 of	 the	US	 armed	 forces,	 and	 is	 broadly	
responsible	 for	 foreign	 policy.	 He	 can	 also	 veto	 bills	 passed	 in	 the	 Congress,	 although	 that	 veto	 can	 be	
overridden	 if	 two-thirds	 of	 the	 Congress	 vote	 against	 it.	 The	 president	 is	 elected	 every	 four	 years,	 but	
cannot	serve	more	than	two	terms.	His	cabinet	members	are	not	elected	and	are	not	normally	members	of	
Congress.	They	have	to	leave	Congress	to	join	the	cabinet.	

The	Congress	 is	 responsible	 for	passing	 laws	and	 the	budget.	 It	has	 two	chambers	 -	 the	Senate	and	 the	
House	 of	 Representatives.	 The	 two	 chambers	 share	 the	 power	 to	 declare	 war,	 while	 the	 Senate	 must	
approve	treaties	agreed	to	by	the	president.	Senators	must	also	approve	the	appointment	of	 judges	and	
many	 government	 officials.	 Every	 state	 has	 two	 senators,	 but	 the	 number	 of	 members	 of	 the	 House	
depends	on	the	population.	For	example,	a	state	like	Wyoming	with	a	small	population	has	two	senators	
and	 just	 one	 member	 of	 the	 House,	 while	 a	 state	 like	 California	 with	 a	 huge	 population	 still	 has	 two	
senators,	but	43	members	of	the	House.	In	total	there	are	100	Senators	and	435	members	of	the	House	of	
Representatives.	

The	third	part	of	government	is	the	courts	system	-	known	as	the	Judiciary.	The	Supreme	Court	has	nine	
judges	who	decide	whether	laws	passed	are	in	line	with	the	constitution.	The	judges	are	nominated	by	the	



president	and	have	to	be	approved	by	the	Senate.	They	are	extremely	powerful	positions.	The	judges	are	
appointed	for	life,	so	a	vacancy	can	only	arise	through	the	death,	resignation,	retirement,	or	impeachment	
of	a	sitting	judge.	

Political	Parties	

Throughout	time	there	has	been	a	political	party	that	is	in	the	majority	and	one	that	is	the	minority	party	
and	doesn’t	necessarily	win	the	elections.		

Year	 Majority	 Minority	
1789-1800	 Federalists	

Alexander	Hamilton,	George	Washington,	John	Adams	
Republicans	
Thomas	Jefferson		

1800-1856	 Democratic-republican	
James	Madison,	Andrew	Jackson,	Martin	Van	Buren.	
(Renamed	Democratic	party)	
	

Federalist-whigs	
William	Harrison,	Zachary	Taylor	

1856-1932	 Republican	
Abraham	Lincoln,	Theodore	Roosevelt	

Democratic	

1932-1964	 Democratic	
Franklin	Roosevelt,	Harry	Truman,	John	Kennedy,	Lydon	
Johnson	

Republican	
Dwight	Eisenhower	

1964-1980	 democratic	 Republican	
Richard	Nixon,	Ford.	

1980-present	 No	clear	majority	 No	clear	minority	
	

Election	system	

America	has	more	elections	than	most	countries,	even	for	things	such	as	the	sheriffs	and	judges	on	a	local	level.	
Election	campaign:	planning	can	begin	once	the	election	is	done	as	the	election	is	always	in	November.		

Five	main	phases	of	the	election	process:	
1. Candidates	declare	themselves	a	year	before	the	elections	to	be	able	to	get	money	and	media	attention	for	their	

campaigns.	First	to	announce	is	the	current	president	if	they	are	running	again.	

2. January	the	Primary	elections;	inter-elections	where	the	party	picks	their	main	runner.	The	first	primary	is	always	
in	New	Hampshire.		Caucus	held	in	Iowa	during	January	before	New	Hampshire	primary.	A	caucus	is	a	meeting	of	
party	officials	who	decide	their	favourite	candidate.	

3. Party	conventions	(assemblies)	Candidate	chooses	running	partner	who	would	become	vice	president.	Give	a	
speech	to	set	out	their	philosophies	and	ideas.	E.g.	JFK	‘New	Frontier’		

4. General	election	campaign	September-November	Political	Party	v.	Political	Party		

5. Voting	and	counting	
Electoral	College	

• Stated	in	Article	2	Section	1	of	the	Constitution	
• Organised	state	by	state,	each	state	has	several	electors	who	make	up	the	Electoral	College.	
• The	number	of	electors	in	the	state	is	based	on	the	number	of	representatives	in	the	House	added	to	the	

number	of	Senators.	E.g.	California	has	53	members	in	the	House	and	2	Senators	so	55	electors.		
• The	bigger	states	have	bigger	electoral	votes,	smaller	states	(population	wise)	have	less	because	they	have	

less	in	the	house	which	is	directly	proportionate	to	the	population.				

• 538	electoral	votes	in	total	(435	in	house	plus	100	senators	and	Washington	D.C.	get	three),	therefore	need	
270	to	win	the	Presidential	vote	(majority)	so	it	is	better	to	win	the	bigger	states.		

	

 

 



The American Constitution 

Task 2: Watch Jon Green’s introduction: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bO7FQsCcbD8  and then read 
the information below. 

The Basics 

Basically, the Constitution is the highest law in the United States. All other laws come from the Constitution in some way. 
The Constitution also provides the framework for the government of the United States. It creates things like the 
Presidency, the Congress, and the Supreme Court. Each state has its own constitution that is the highest law for the state 
— but even then, the United States Constitution is higher. 

Over time, some things have been added to the Constitution. Called "amendments," these add-ons list some of the rights 
of the people. By listing these rights, they are made special, and it is illegal for the government to violate those rights. As of 
2006, there are 27 amendments to the Constitution. Not all of them involve rights, but many do. The first ten 
amendments, in particular, have the special name of the Bill of Rights. 

History 

To start, the Constitution is a document written by a group of men in 1787. Yes, it is over 200 years old.  The master 
copies are stored at the National Archives in Washington D.C. In 2003, the Rotunda, where the Constitution is displayed, 
was rebuilt, and anyone can go and see the actual Constitution. From May to September 1787, the men, known as the 
Framers, met in Philadelphia and discussed what should be in the Constitution. The United States was a brand new 
country at the time, and had a government that many felt was not as good as it could be. They were meeting to come up 
with a new way of running the country.  

The men came from all over the country, which at the time was made up of only 13 states. The different states had 
different ideas of what the new government should do, and they had many debates and discussions to come up with a plan 
that everyone could agree with. It is said that the Constitution was born in compromise, because only by compromising 
could all the disagreements be resolved.  

After the Convention ended, the Constitution had to be approved by the 13 states. The Constitution actually said that only 
nine states had to agree to the Constitution, but everyone wanted all of the states to agree. Two states, North Carolina and 
Rhode Island, took a long time to decide to agree to the Constitution, but in the end, they did. When the Constitution was 
accepted by these first nine states, we say that it was "ratified." New Hampshire was the ninth state to ratify. 

Amendments 

When the Constitution was written, the Framers knew their creation was not perfect. They knew that other people would 
have good ideas for the Constitution, that future generations would want to make changes. They wanted to make it 
possible to change the Constitution without needing to resort to revolution. They wanted to be sure that it wasn't too hard 
to make changes, but they also wanted to be sure that it wasn't too easy. 

The Framers added an amendment process. An amendment to the Constitution is a change that can add to the 
Constitution or change an older part of it. An amendment can even overturn a previous amendment, as the 21st did to the 
18th. There are a few methods to amend the Constitution, but the most common is to pass an amendment through the 
Congress, on a two-thirds vote. After that, the amendment goes to the states, and if three-quarters of the states pass the 
amendment, it is considered a part of the Constitution — it has been ratified. 

One of the biggest reasons a lot of people opposed the original Constitution was because it lacked a bill of rights. A bill of 
rights is a list of rights that belong to the people that the government is not allowed to break. Some of these rights might 
sound familiar: the right of free speech, the right to practice your own religion, and the right to be silent if the police 
accuse you of a crime. The original Constitution had no bill of rights. Many of the Framers did not think it was necessary. 
But to get the Constitution to pass in some of the states, promises were made to add a bill of rights once the new 
government was up and running. 



After the new government started to meet, Congress proposed the Bill of Rights. A list of twelve changes was sent to the 
states, and a few years later, in 1791, ten of those changes were accepted by enough of the states that they were added to 
the Constitution. These ten changes are called the "Bill of Rights." 

Other changes to the Constitution are discussed below. The last change to the Constitution was made in 1992. The 27th 
Amendment is actually one of the two left-over amendments from 1791. It is very unusual for an amendment to take that 
long to be accepted, but it is possible. Some, like the 26th Amendment, are accepted very quickly, in just 100 days. Most, 
though, take a little over a year to be ratified. 

Slavery 

When the United States first created the Constitution, most of the black people in America were actually slaves. A slave is 
someone who is owned by someone else. Today, there are no legal slaves in America, but legal slavery was very common 
in 1787. As time went by, more and more people thought that slavery was wrong. Most of the people who wanted to end 
slavery, called abolitionists, were from the states in the north. Most of the people who wanted to keep slavery were from 
the states in the south. The Southern states wanted to keep slavery because a lot of their economy, how they made money 
and did business, was tied up with slaves. Slaves were worth money, and slaves picked their crops, like cotton and tobacco. 

The people in the North said that ending slavery was an important step for the nation to take. The people of the South 
were afraid of losing their economy, and saw the ability to have slavery as an important issue for each state to decide on its 
own. When President Lincoln was elected, the South got very angry. His election was seen as a strike against slavery 
because Lincoln had said he didn't like slavery. Most of the Southern states decided to break away from the United States 
to create their own country, the Confederate States of America. The USA did not agree that the states of the CSA could 
break away. The Civil War followed. The USA won that war, but it was a terrible war — one of the worst the United 
States has ever had in terms of death and destruction. 

One very positive thing emerged from the Civil War, though: the end of slavery. In the 13th Amendment, slavery was 
forever abolished in the Constitution. The 14th Amendment said that every person born in the United States was a full 
citizen of the United States, even if that person was a former slave. The 15th Amendment made sure that black people 
could vote. Many people felt that even if black people were not slaves, they were still inferior to white people, and for 100 
years, some laws were passed to keep black people from being equal to whites. Though we still live with the legacy of 
slavery today, the election of President Barack Obama, in 2008, was one further step on the way to our fulfilment of the 
dream of equality. 

Women 

At the beginning, we talked about the men who were the Framers. For most of the history of the United States, the most 
important people who have shaped the country have been men. This is not because women were not willing or able to be 
a part of the United States. Instead, because men held all the positions of power, from Presidents to members of 
Congress, right down to mayors and owners of companies. Women had very little chance to advance in life. Though many 
women today like being home all day taking care of the house and kids, until only very recently, this was the only option 
for a woman. 

Since women had no role in government, politics, or society other than as homemakers and supporters for their husbands 
or fathers, most did not feel that they should have the ability to vote. For over 100 years after the Constitution was ratified, 
women had no way to vote. In some places, it was actually illegal for women to vote. In 1920, the 19th Amendment, 
which said that women could vote in all elections, was ratified. 

Today, women play a very large role in government and politics. Being able to vote is a big part of that, because without 
the ability to vote, there is no reason for politicians to care what women think or to care about issues that are important to 
women. Once women were able to vote, some got very interested in politics, and went on to run for office. Though by 
2011, there have not been any woman Presidents, it is only a matter of time before the first woman President is elected. 

The Bill of Rights 

We already talked about why the Bill of Rights was passed: some people were afraid that the government, or the police, 
would be able to keep people from doing some very important things simply by passing laws against those things. For 



example, you can say whatever you want about the President — you can say that you don't like his hair, or you don't like 
his voice, or you don't like the war in Iraq, or you don't like his tax program. It seems natural to us to be able to criticise 
the President or a member of Congress or a mayor, over things they do that we don't like. But the only reason that is 
possible is because of the Right of Free Speech that the Bill of Rights guarantees. 

Imagine if there was no right to free speech in the Bill of Rights. A law could be passed that says that any criticism of the 
President's hair is punishable by a day in jail. Or worse, any criticism of the President's tax policies is punishable by a year 
in jail. These are the kinds of laws that the Framers were afraid of. Fortunately, we do have these freedoms in the Bill of 
Rights, and we cannot be put in jail because of the opinions we hold. 

The Bill of Rights protects a lot of other important freedoms. For example, you can hold any religious beliefs you want, 
and the government cannot force you to believe in something you don't. You cannot be forced to house soldiers in your 
home. The police cannot come into your home without a valid reason, and may not take your papers without permission 
from a judge. The police cannot force you testify against yourself in court; in fact, the police cannot force you to tell them 
anything at all (you may have heard of the "right to remain silent"). And the government cannot give you unusual 
punishments, such as twenty years in jail for speeding. 

How it all works 

The Constitution sets up three main branches of government. These are called the Legislative, the Executive, and the 
Judiciary. Each one has its own role in how the law is made and used. 

The role of the Legislature is to make the law. The legislature is called the Congress, and is made up of the House of 
Representatives and the Senate. Each Representative comes from a district in one of the states. That person's job is to 
represent the people in that district. The people elect the Representative and have the right to tell him or her how they feel 
about issues. There are 435 Representatives. Bigger states have more Representatives and every state has at least one. The 
Senate is made up of 100 Senators, two from each state. Senators are elected by the people of the state and should 
represent the interests of all of the people. When the Congress wants to pass a law, both the House and the Senate must 
agree to the exact same law. If they cannot agree, then the law cannot pass. 

The role of the Executive is mainly to make sure the law is carried out. The Executive is headed by the President, and 
includes the Vice President and the Secretaries of all the national departments, like the Department of Homeland Security 
and the Department of Education. But before a bill becomes a law, it is sent to the President. The President has three 
choices. He can sign the bill, in which case it becomes a law. He can veto the bill, which then gets sent back to Congress, 
and which can then override the veto if two-thirds of both houses of Congress vote to do so. Or he can refuse to sign the 
bill, but not veto it; in this case, the bill will become law after ten days. This process is one example of the system of 
checks and balances in the United States government. The Congress must pass laws the President agrees with, but the 
President can't refuse to sign a law without taking a stand on it. 

The last branch is the Judiciary. This includes all the federal courts, all the way up to the Supreme Court. States have their 
own court systems that fall underneath the national court system. The role of the Judiciary is to interpret the law. 

The law might say, "It is illegal to break into someone's home." If someone is caught breaking into someone's home, the 
courts will ask several questions. First, can the government make this illegal? If it cannot, the law is called 
"unconstitutional" and the courts will say it is invalid. Next, the court will ask if the person is actually guilty of the crime. 
Usually, a jury will find someone guilty or not guilty, but sometimes just a judge makes this finding. A trial by jury is a 
constitutional right — it means that other people from your community will decide if you broke the law. Because juries, 
and courts, can make mistakes, people can "appeal" convictions, and there is a set of special courts set up to handle 
appeals. The last court of appeal is the Supreme Court. Whatever the Supreme Court says is the end, because there is no 
appeals court higher. 

 

 

 

 



 

Task 3: Answer the following questions based on what you have read. 

 

Constitution Questions 

What is a constitution?  

 

 

 

What are amendments?  

 

 

 

Why was it written?  

 

 

 

Who signed it and why?  

 

 

 

	

Amendment Questions 

Why were there 
Amendments? 

 

 

 

What does it mean?  

 

 

Why did people oppose the 
original Constitution? 

 

 

 

 

What is the Bill of Rights?  

 

 

	



Slavery Questions 

Briefly outline the History 
of Slavery 

 

 

 

 

People in the South 
thought… 

 

 

 

 

People in the North 
thought… 

 

 

 

 

Positive actions from the 
Civil War were… 

 

 

 

 

	

	

Women Questions 

Brief history of women in 
Politics…. 

 

 

 

 

What were the laws that 
changed things? 

 

 

 

 

What is occurring today?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bill of Rights Questions 

The Bill of Rights are…  

 

 

 

 

What does it mean?  

 

 

 

 

What does it protect?  

 

 

 

 

	

	

US Government Questions 

How does the US 
government work? 

 

 

 

 

What are the 3 branches of 
Government? 

 

 

 

 

What does each one do? 1- 

 

 

2- 

 

 

3- 

 

 



	

Task	4:	Who	were	the	Founding	Fathers?		

The	Founding	Fathers	(those	that	drew	up	the	US	Constitution)	drew	up	the	Constitution	at	the	
Constitutional	Convention	from	May	25	to	September	17,	1787,	in	the	old	Pennsylvania	State	House	in	
Philadelphia.	The	Philadelphia	Convention	(1787)	was	convened	to	revise	the	United	States'	original	plan	of	
government,	the	Articles	of	Confederation.	However,	a	consensus	soon	developed	to	create	an	entirely	
new	plan.	The	United	States	Constitution	was	drafted	at	the	convention	in	1787,	ratified	by	the	states	in	
1788,	and	took	effect	in	1789.	Studying	the	Founders	themselves	can	aid	in	understanding	the	government	
they	created.	Many	of	the	Founders	knew	each	other	before	the	Constitutional	Convention	and	were	able	
to	draw	on	their	personal	relationships	when	trying	to	garner	a	consensus	for	specific	proposals	to	be	
included	in	the	Constitution.	You	are	going	to	explore	the	relationship	between	the	founding	fathers	and	
gain	an	understanding	of	how	this	shaped	the	Constitution.		

Step	1:	Read	about	the	Founding	Fathers	here:	
https://www.history.com/topics/americanrevolution/founding-fathers-united-states		

Step	2:	Create	a	short	profile	of	each	Founding	Father	and	what	he	believed	in	relation	to	the	Constitution.		

	

Task	5:	Using	the	link	below,	read	pages	3-51	of	USA	History	in	Brief.		There	are	also	loads	of	overview	
documentaries	on	Youtube	and	Netflix	so	explore	a	little.		
https://photos.state.gov/libraries/amgov/30145/publicationsenglish/learner_english.pdf		

Select	an	event	you	are	especially	interested	in	and	find	out	more	to	create	an	information	poster	on	this	
key	event.	Remember	to	include	causes,	events,	consequences	and	the	key	individuals	involved.		

Ideas	to	get	you	started:		

Political	

• New	Deal		
• Involvement	in	First	and	Second	World	War	
• American	Dream	–	what	did	it	mean?	What	was	it?	
• Red	Scares	
• Involvement	in	Korea	and	Vietnam	
• Watergate	
• Reagan	and	the	Cold	War	

Civil	Rights	

• NAACP	
• Brown	vs	Board	of	Education	1954	
• Little	Rock	1957	
• Montgomery	Bus	Boycott	1955	
• Freedom	Rides	1961	
• SNCC	
• March	of	Washington			
• Malcolm	X	
• Black	Panthers		
• Native	Americans	–	Alcatraz	1969-71	
• AIM	protests	1971	



• Trail	of	Broken	Treaties	1972	
• Wounded	Knee	1973	
• The	Longest	Walk	1978	
• Stonewall	Protests	

Life	in	America		

• The	roaring	twenties		
• Suburban	living		
• NOW	campaign	(women)	
• Car	production	in	the	1950s		
• Consumer	society	
• Changes	in	music,	leisure	activities	and	travel.		

	

Task	6:		First	Ladies		

We	look	extensively	at	the	Presidents	in	our	course.	However,	we	only	mention	a	little	about	the	first	
ladies.	Find	out	more	about	one	of	the	first	ladies	of	the	twentieth	century	and	create	a	poster	to	explain	
their	influence	on	US	politics	and	the	role	of	first	ladies.	How	did	they	exert	and	use	the	power	they	had?	
How	much	power	did	they	have?		

Look	here	https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/first-ladies/		and	
https://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/first-ladies		

	

	

	

	


