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Unit 1: Government Structure in the United States Power Point Notes 

United States Constitution 
· The most important legal document in the United States is the Constitution.  
· The Constitution created our government.  It gives powers to different branches of the government and it gives citizens many of our basic rights.
· The Constitution creates three branches of government. (Legislative Branch, Executive Branch, and the Judicial Branch) 
State Government 
· State governments also have three braches (Legislative, Executive, and Judicial)
· State governments deal with issues that affect only the State of NC;  the federal government deals with issues that affect more than one state
· Our state Legislative Branch is called the General Assembly; they write the state’s laws.
· Our state Executive Branch is led by the Governor and all of the people that work under him.
· Our state Judicial Branch is made up of four levels of courts that prosecute people for violating state laws (not federal laws). 
Constitutional Principles: There are several basic principles found in the Constitution that help it to create an enduring governmental system:

	Limited Government
	the federal government is limited by the Constitution, and many powers are denied to the federal government and instead given to state governments.

	Separation of Powers
	division of lawmaking powers between the three branches of government – legislative branch makes the laws, executive enforces, and judicial interprets (123, LEJ, MEI)

	Checks and Balances
	prevents one branch from becoming more powerful than other branches – each branch can overlook some of the actions of the other two branches and overrule them if necessary

	Judicial Review
	an example of a check and balance, the judicial branch can review the decisions of other branches

	Federalism
	division of governmental power between federal, state, and local government

	Rule of Law
	Every person has to follow the law, no one is exempt 


Constitutional Flexibility 
· When the Founding Fathers were creating our government, they knew our legal system needed to be strong and able to last for hundreds of years. 
· In order for a legal system to be effective, it has to have the ability to adjust to societal changes.
· The Founding Fathers recognized the importance for the Constitution to be able to change and adapt over time.  Because of this, they included the Amendment process so that we may change the Constitution if necessary. 
· This has allowed the US Constitution to be the longest-lasting written constitution in the world. 
Legal Rights Guaranteed to Americans by Constitutional Amendments 
· Many rights are guaranteed to American citizens through the Constitution, Bill of Rights, and other laws that have been passed throughout the years.
· These rights have been more clearly defined over time by the Judicial Branch of government.  
· A question about our rights goes to the Supreme Court when someone believes that their rights have been violated.  The court’s decision in the case sets precedent for how things should be handled in the future.
· For example, even though we have protection from unreasonable search and seizure because of the Fourth Amendment, that right is limited in certain situations. 
· Examples:
· Even though we are protected from unreasonable searches, in schools students can be searched more easily than someone in the “real world”.
· Even though we have the freedom of speech, in schools students cannot freely express their ideas if those ideas are disruptive to the learning environment. 
Essential Questions: How does the US Constitution structure the government?  What rights are guaranteed to citizens in the Constitution? 








Judicial Branch


The Judicial branch of government is made up all the federal courts, including the highest court in the US, the US Supreme Court.


Responsible for interpreting the law


Courts settle disputes between individuals and between individuals and society


The courts examine various situations that occur in the US and apply those situations to the law to determine if someone violated the law. 








Executive Branch


The Executive Branch of government is made up by the President and the members of his or her administration.


Responsible for enforcing the laws passed by Congress


Once a law is written by Congress and signed by the President, the executive branch’s departments are in charge of making sure the laws are followed by the government and the people. 








Legislative Branch


The Legislative Branch is also known as “Congress”.


Responsible for writing national laws


Made up of two separate houses called the Senate and the House of Representatives


Members of Congress are elected by the people 











