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The activities in this book clearly explain the three levels of government in the
United States, with special emphasis placed on the federal government.  All aspects of
executive, legislative, and judicial organization and powers are addressed.  This book
also presents important information about political parties, special interest groups, and
the rights and responsibilities of citizens in a democracy.  Each page includes several
questions or activities that require students to demonstrate their understanding of the
information they have learned.
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How a Bill Becomes a Law
A bill is an idea for a law.  Thousands of bills are introduced in Congress each year,

but only a few become law.  This is because the lawmaking process is long and
complex, and at any point in the process a bill can be rejected and “killed.”  Even if it
clears both chambers of Congress, a bill can be vetoed by the President.

First a bill is introduced in either the Senate or the House of Representatives.  A
senator or representative sends the bill to the clerk of his or her particular chamber.
The clerk gives the bill a number and title, and then it is sent to a committee to be
studied.  Both the Senate and the House have special committees that review
proposed laws.  These committees hold hearings and invite experts and others to
voice their opinions on bills being considered.  If the members of a committee think a
bill has merit, they pass it on to their chamber to be debated, possibly amended, and
voted on.  If the committee sees no reason for the law, the bill dies.  If the bill passes,
it goes to the other chamber.

After a bill passes in both chambers, it must be sent to a conference committee.  A
conference committee is made up of members from both chambers who iron out
differences between the House and Senate versions of the bill.  When a final wording
of the bill is agreed upon by both chambers, the bill is sent to the President for
approval or rejection.

Decide if the statements below are true or false.  Write T or F in each blank.

1. ____ Most bills make it through Congress and become laws.

2. ____ The first step in a bill becoming a law is when it is sent to the clerk of
either the Senate or the House of Representatives.

3. ____ Once a bill is approved by both the Senate and the House of
Representatives, the President must sign it.

4. ____ Congressional committees must pass along every bill to be debated and
voted on by the other members of their respective houses.

5. ____ Committee hearings are held to get opinions from experts and others on a
bill.

6. ____ A bill dies if it passes in one chamber of Congress but fails in the other.

7. ____ A conference committee is a group that considers a bill received from the
clerk of either the Senate or the House of Representatives.

8. ____ The final step for a bill to become a law occurs when the bill is approved or
rejected by the President.

9. Do you think the lawmaking process is too complicated?  Should the process be
simpler?  Why or why not?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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How a Bill Becomes a Law (continued)
During the final stage of the lawmaking process, a bill is reviewed by the President.

Several things can happen to a bill after it arrives at the White House.  If the President
signs it, the bill becomes a law.  If the President rejects the bill, it can be sent back to
Congress unsigned along with an explanation of the President’s objections.  This is
known as a presidential veto.  If the President keeps the bill for ten days (excluding
Sundays) and Congress adjourns during that time, the bill is killed by a “pocket veto.”
If Congress is in session during this ten-day period, the bill becomes a law without the
President’s signature.

Congress has the power to override a presidential veto by passing a bill a second
time.  This is rarely done because a two-thirds vote of both chambers of Congress is
required.  A two-thirds vote is much more difficult to obtain than the majority vote
originally needed to pass a bill.

The sentences below describe the steps a bill that originates in the Senate must pass
through to become a law.  Write the numbers 1 through 7 in the blanks to show the
order in which the steps occur.

10. ____ If the bill is approved by the House, it goes to a conference committee
made up of members of both the Senate and the House of
Representatives.

11. ____ The bill is sent to a Senate committee for review.

12. ____ The bill is approved or rejected by the President.

13. ____ A bill is introduced in the Senate.

14. ____ The bill is debated and voted on by all senators.

15. ____ The bill goes from the conference committee back to both chambers for
approval.

16. ____ If the bill is approved by the Senate, it is sent to the House.

17. On January 1, 1997, the President was granted the power of the line-item veto.
The line-item veto allowed the President to cancel certain parts of federal
spending bills without vetoing the bills as a whole.  In June of 1998, however, the
Supreme Court ruled the line-item veto unconstitutional and struck it down.  On
the lines below, write whether you agree or disagree with granting the President
this authority.  Give reasons for your opinion.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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The Office of the Presidency
The chief executive officer of the United States is the

President.  The President is elected for a period of four years
and can serve up to two terms.  Only Franklin Delano Roosevelt
served longer.  He served three full terms and was even elected
to a fourth before his death in 1945.  In 1951 the Twenty-second
Amendment officially stated that a President can only be elected
twice.

Candidates who seek the Presidency must fulfill three qualifications.  First, they
must be at least thirty-five years of age.  Second, they must be a natural-born citizen
of the United States.  Third, they must have resided within the United States for
fourteen years.  These are the only conditions mentioned in the Constitution.  The Vice
President must also meet these requirements.

Decide which words from the passage complete the sentences below.  Write the
words, one letter per blank, to complete the puzzle at the bottom of the page.  The
letters in the box should spell an important term on this page.

1. The person second in command to the President is the __________ (2 words).
2. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the only President elected to __________ terms.
3. The Constitution lists __________ requirements to be President.
4. The __________ identifies the qualifications a person must have to become

President.
5. The President must be at least thirty-__________ years of age.
6. A person running for election is called a(n) __________.
7. The President is the __________ executive officer of the United States.
8. The Twenty-second ___________ limits the President to two terms.
9. A presidential candidate must have resided in the United States for ____ years.

1.  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___

2.  ___  ___  ___ ___

3.  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___

4.  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___

5.  ___ ___  ___  ___

6.  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___

7.  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___

8.  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___

9.  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___

10. Do you think a President should be limited to two terms?  Why or why not?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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How We Elect Our President
Some Americans might be surprised to learn that they do not directly elect the

President and the Vice President.  Instead, they vote for electors, who in turn cast their
votes for the candidates.

When the Constitution was written in 1787, its framers were reluctant to entrust the
election of the President directly to the people or to Congress.  They feared that most
individuals were not knowledgeable enough about candidates’ qualifications and that
allowing Congress to vote would give the legislature too much control over the
President.  Therefore, they provided a way for the President to be selected by an
Electoral College.  (As used here, the word college refers to a group of people.)

In the Electoral College, each state has as many electors as it has members in
Congress.  For example, if a state has 17 representatives and 2 senators, it is entitled
to 19 electoral votes.  In most states, the electors who vote belong to the party that has
won the majority of the popular vote.  The electors are chosen by their respective
parties before the presidential election.  They are expected, and in some states
required, to cast their votes for the candidate nominated by their party.  This candidate
has been previously determined in party elections called primaries and has been
confirmed at the party’s convention held the summer before the general election.  The
electors cast their votes more than a month after the November elections.

Some people think the Electoral College should be discontinued.  They think the
“winner-take-all” policy of most states in the Electoral College is unfair.  It allows a
candidate who carries a particular state to get all that state’s electoral votes,
regardless of how many popular votes the other candidates receive.  These individuals
feel the popular vote more accurately reflects the people’s choice for President and
should therefore determine who is elected.

Supporters of the Electoral College maintain that its discontinuance could lead to a
number of third, or minor, parties seeking the presidency.  Having a large number of parties
could result in a candidate winning without receiving a majority of the popular vote.

1. What determines the number of electors a state has in the Electoral College?

_________________________________________________________________

2. Do you think the Electoral College should be abolished?  Why or why not?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3. A national census is taken every ten years to determine the number of people
living in each state.  How would a significant change in a state’s population affect
its number of Electoral College votes for President?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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The Importance of Voting
Voting is a precious right that all citizens who meet certain

qualifications have.  Voting is also a privilege that citizens should
not take lightly.  Many people even consider voting a duty.

The requirements for voting are basically the same
throughout the country.  Voters must be at least 18 years old
and United States citizens.  They must live in the state, county,
and precinct (voting district) in which they wish to vote.  Usually
they must also satisfy a residency requirement of a set number
of days.  This requirement prevents people from voting in one
county or state and then traveling to another and voting a

second time.  People who are imprisoned or on probation for committing a felony (a
serious crime) are not allowed to vote.

Even when people satisfy every requirement above, they can only vote if they are
registered.  Those who wish to vote for the first time must register at their local city
hall, their county courthouse, or another location set up for registration.  Cities and
counties are divided into a number of precincts.  Voters are given a registration card
that shows the number of the precinct in which they live.  Voters can only vote in their
assigned precinct.

People who will be away from home at the time of an election can still vote.  Upon
their request, they are sent absentee ballots, which they mark and return to the
Supervisor of Elections.

1. List three qualifications a person must meet in order to vote.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2. What do absentee ballots allow people to do?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3. Explain two reasons why it is important for people to vote.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

4. In some nations, citizens are fined for failing to vote in an election.  Do you think
this is a good idea?  Why or why not?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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