OpenStax, American Government 3e. Learning Objectives

Chapter 1: American Government and Civic Engagement
• Explain the fundamental purpose and functions of government in the United States.
• Identify the type of government in the United States and compare it to other forms of government.
• Describe the importance of citizen engagement in a democracy and how civic participation influences government.
• Discuss historical struggles and milestones in expanding the right to vote and participate in government among various groups.
• Analyze the different ways Americans can engage with and influence their government at local, state, and national levels.
• Understand factors that affect people’s willingness and ability to engage in government and civic processes.
Chapter 2: The Constitution and Its Origins
• Describe the historical context leading to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, including key events and political thought from the colonial and Revolutionary periods.
• Explain the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation and why they necessitated the creation of a new governing document.
• Identify and analyze the major compromises made during the Constitutional Convention, including those related to representation, slavery, and the balance of power between large and small states.
• Describe the structure of the U.S. Constitution, including its Preamble, Articles, and the division of government into three branches.
• Explain the principles of separation of powers, checks and balances, and federalism embodied in the Constitution and how they address concerns about centralized authority.
• Understand the process and significance of ratification of the Constitution, including the Federalist and Anti-Federalist debates.
• Discuss how the Constitution remains a living, adaptable document through amendments and judicial interpretation.
Chapter 3: American Federalism
• Explain the concept of federalism and discuss the constitutional logic behind the federal division of powers between national and state governments.
• Identify the powers and responsibilities granted to the federal, state, and local governments and understand their constitutional basis.
• Describe how American federalism has evolved historically through different phases, including dual federalism, cooperative federalism, and new federalism.
• Compare different conceptions and models of federalism and how they balance centralization and decentralization.
• Understand the nature of intergovernmental relationships, including the roles of grants and mandates in coordinating policy between levels of government.
• Analyze contemporary aspects of competitive federalism and how states and the federal government interact and sometimes compete in policy areas.
• Discuss the advantages of federalism, such as encouraging political participation and policy innovation, alongside its disadvantages, including promoting economic disparities and complicating national problem solving.
Chapter 4: Civil Liberties
• Define civil liberties and explain their origin and development in the U.S. constitutional context, including key positions at the Constitutional Convention and changes after the Civil War.
• Distinguish civil liberties from civil rights and describe the role of the Bill of Rights and the Fourteenth Amendment in protecting these liberties against government infringement.
• Identify and explain the key freedoms protected by the First, Second, Third, and Fourth Amendments, including freedom of religion, expression, the right to bear arms, protection against military quartering, and protection from unreasonable searches and seizures.
• Understand the competing interpretations and limitations of these basic freedoms, such as the Establishment Clause vs. Free Exercise Clause, and collective rights vs. individual rights perspectives on the Second Amendment.
• Recognize the rights of suspects and accused persons under the Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Amendments, focusing on protections during criminal and civil trials, including the right to remain silent, due process, fair trials, and protection from cruel and unusual punishment.
• Explain the process and significance of selective incorporation, whereby most protections of the Bill of Rights have been applied to state governments through Supreme Court rulings.
• Discuss how the Bill of Rights continues to be interpreted today in issues such as privacy, censorship, and balancing individual liberties with public safety and societal interests.
Chapter 5: Civil Rights
• Define the concept of civil rights and explain how they differ from civil liberties
• Describe the constitutional basis for civil rights protections, especially the 5th and 14th Amendments
• Identify the legal standards courts apply in evaluating claims of discrimination and unconstitutional laws
• Explain the historical evolution of civil rights struggles, with emphasis on African Americans, women, LGBTQ+ people, and other groups
• Discuss key social movements, landmark legislation, and Supreme Court cases that shaped civil rights progress
• Analyze ongoing challenges faced by marginalized groups in securing equal rights and political participation
• Apply knowledge of civil rights to contemporary debates on voting rights, discrimination, and equal protection under the law.
Chapter 6: The Politics of Public Opinion
• Define public opinion and political socialization, explaining how individuals form political attitudes and beliefs.
• Describe the main agents of political socialization and how they influence citizens’ political knowledge and ideology.
• Explain the methods used to measure public opinion, including the design and challenges of scientific polling.
• Analyze factors that cause changes in public opinion and contrast levels of public support for different government institutions.
• Compare how public opinion affects the presidency, Congress, and the Supreme Court.
• Discuss the role of public opinion polls in elections and governance, including how politicians and media use polling data.
• Identify circumstances under which public opinion influences policy decisions and government behavior.
• Recognize conflicts or variations within public opinion on social and economic issues and their political implications.
Chapter 7: Voting and Elections
• Identify factors influencing voter participation, including motivations and barriers to voting in the United States.
• Explain the role of voter registration processes and variations across states in facilitating or hindering voter turnout.
• Describe the stages of the election process including nomination, primaries, caucuses, conventions, campaigns, and general elections.
• Compare and contrast primary elections and caucus systems and their impact on candidate selection.
• Summarize how primary and caucus results lead to party nominations and the role of delegates.
• Analyze the structure and function of the Electoral College, including state allocation of electors and the process of electing the president.
• Discuss factors that affect election outcomes, such as incumbency and party popularity.
• Explain how direct democracy mechanisms such as initiatives, referendums, and recalls enable citizen participation in state policy making.
• Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of direct democracy, including potential misuse and voter information challenges.
• Understand campaign finance dynamics and their influence on election campaigns.
Chapter 8: The Media
• Explain what the media are and how they are organized, including different media formats such as print, radio, television, cable, satellite, and the internet.
• Describe the main functions of the media in a free society, including informing the public, entertaining, acting as a watchdog, and setting the national agenda.
• Discuss the historical evolution of media, from newspapers and radio through television to the rise of the internet and social media, and how citizens learn political information from these sources.
• Identify circumstances where freedom of the press is limited by law, including regulations by the government and the Federal Communications Commission on broadcast content, and the balance between press freedom and regulation.
• Explain how the government promotes transparency through media-related laws, such as sunshine laws and equal-time rules for political candidates.
• Analyze the impact of the media on politics and policymaking, including media bias, framing, priming, and how media coverage affects elections and political issues.
• Compare the changing nature of political coverage by the media, such as the focus on horse-race aspects of campaigns and the tendency toward analysis over direct reporting.
Chapter 9: Political Parties
• Describe what political parties are and their role in democracy.
• Differentiate political parties from interest groups.
• Explain how U.S. political parties formed and why there are typically two major parties.
• Describe the effects of electoral rules such as winner-take-all and plurality voting on the party system.
• Identify institutional, legal, and social forces that limit the number of political parties.
• Discuss the concepts of party alignment and realignment in U.S. history.
• Differentiate between the party in the electorate, the party organization, and the party in government.
• Describe how party organizations operate at county, state, and national levels.
• Explain the importance of voting and party participation.
• Discuss the problems and benefits of divided government.
• Define party polarization, main explanations for rising polarization, and implications for American politics.


Chapter 10: Interest Groups and Lobbying
• Define interest groups and distinguish them from political parties, including differences in goals, membership, and functions.
• Explain the concept of collective action and analyze how it affects the formation and mobilization of interest groups, including overcoming free rider problems.
• Analyze how interest groups provide a means for political participation and civic engagement and discuss why some socioeconomic groups are underrepresented.
• Describe the various pathways through which interest groups influence government policy, including lobbying, campaign support, and use of the courts.
• Evaluate the factors that advantage or disadvantage certain interest groups in lobbying government representatives and gaining political access.
• Identify key laws, policies, and court rulings that regulate interest groups and lobbying activity in the United States.
Chapter 11: Congress
• Describe the role of Congress in the U.S. constitutional system and explain why the framers designed it as the first branch of government.
• Define bicameralism and explain the structure and distinct functions of the two chambers: the House of Representatives and the Senate.
• Explain the process and significance of congressional elections, including how members are elected and how characteristics of each chamber shape their operations.
• Discuss the three kinds of powers granted to Congress: enumerated, implied, and inherent powers, highlighting key constitutional powers such as taxing, spending, regulating commerce, declaring war, and oversight.
• Explain gerrymandering and the apportionment of seats in the House and Senate.
• Describe the basics of congressional representation, including how well Congress represents the U.S. population and the concept of collective representation.
• Analyze the processes by which Congress passes legislation, allocates budgets, confirms appointments, and exercises oversight.
• Understand and evaluate the role of Congress in the American political system, including challenges it faces and its relationship with other branches of government.
Chapter 12: The Presidency
• Explain the reason for the design of the executive branch and the alternatives considered at the Constitutional Convention.
• Analyze how and why presidents have expanded presidential power over time.
• Identify the formal limitations on presidential power, including constitutional checks like impeachment.
• Describe the presidential election process and how nominations and elections have evolved.
• Explain how presidents organize their administrations and manage the transition of power.
• Discuss the role of the president as the public face of the federal government and the influence of media and technology on the “bully pulpit.”
• Describe key presidential powers such as commander-in-chief, treaty negotiation, pardoning, and issuing executive orders.
• Analyze the use and implications of direct presidential actions, including unilateral powers and executive agreements.
• Evaluate the challenges presidents face in collaborating with Congress and pushing policy agendas.
• Understand the broader significance and limitations of the presidency in the U.S. political system.
Chapter 13: The Courts
• Describe the evolving role of the courts since the ratification of the U.S. Constitution and explain why courts are uniquely situated to protect individual rights.
• Recognize how the courts influence public policy through their interpretations and decisions.
• Explain the structure of the U.S. judicial system, including the dual court system at the federal and state levels.
• Compare and contrast the jurisdiction and functions of different courts within the federal court system, including district courts, circuit courts of appeal, and the Supreme Court.
• Explain the differences between original jurisdiction and appellate jurisdiction and their significance in court cases.
• Describe how judges are selected and the importance of judicial independence.
• Analyze the advantages and disadvantages of the dual court system for citizens and the administration of justice.
• Understand the concept of judicial review and its role in the system of checks and balances.
• Identify the pathways cases take through the court system to reach the U.S. Supreme Court.
• Evaluate the role of the courts in protecting constitutional rights and liberties over time.
Chapter 14: State and Local Government
• Explain how the balance of power between national and state governments shifted with the drafting and ratification of the U.S. Constitution.
• Identify parts of the Constitution that grant power to the national government and parts that support states’ rights.
• Describe ways the federal government uses fiscal policies to influence state policy decisions.
• Understand the legal principle of Dillon’s Rule and how state governments have supremacy over local governments.
• Describe the different types of state and local government structures, including distinctions between county and municipal governments.
• Recognize the roles and responsibilities of governors and state legislatures in the lawmaking process, party leadership, and crisis management.
• Analyze the impact and arguments for and against term limits in state legislatures.
• Explain how state political cultures, as theorized by Daniel Elazar, influence governmental perspectives and citizen participation.
• Understand how local governments fund services (e.g., through property taxes) and provide day-to-day public services.


Chapter 15: The Bureaucracy
• Describe the historical evolution and growth of public administration and the federal bureaucracy in the United States.
• Analyze the transition from the spoils system to a merit-based civil service, including key reforms and their impacts.
• Discuss the challenges and “pathologies” that affect bureaucracies, such as inefficiency, redundancy, and resistance to change.
• Analyze the roles of Congress, the president, bureaucrats themselves, and citizens in controlling and overseeing bureaucratic agencies.
• Evaluate mechanisms of bureaucratic control including rulemaking, oversight hearings, budget controls, and whistleblower protections.
Chapter 16: Domestic Policy
• Explain the concept of public policy and how it reflects government strategies to address societal concerns.
• Distinguish between different types of public policies, including distributive, regulatory, and redistributive policies.
• Identify the main arenas of domestic policy: social welfare, science/technology/education, and business stimulus and regulation.
• Describe key social welfare programs, such as Social Security, Medicaid, and Medicare.
• Understand the roles of policy advocates and policy analysts in the public policymaking process.
• Outline the four major phases of the public policy process: problem identification, agenda setting, policy implementation, and evaluation.
• Explore how budgetary policy and politics influence domestic policy decisions.
• Analyze examples of domestic policy outcomes and their impacts on different groups within society.



Chapter 17: Foreign Policy
Explain what foreign policy is and how it differs from domestic policy.
• Identify and describe the main objectives of U.S. foreign policy, including protection of the nation and its citizens, maintaining access to resources and markets, preserving a balance of power, and protecting human rights and democracy.
• Describe the various types and instruments of foreign policy, such as trade, diplomacy, military action, sanctions, intelligence, foreign aid, and environmental policy.
• Analyze the main challenges and complexities faced in U.S. foreign policymaking, including international authority limits, diverse governance philosophies worldwide, and transnational issues.
• Understand the roles and interactions of key actors and institutions in foreign policy, including the president, Congress, executive agencies, and international coalitions.
• Compare classic and contemporary approaches to U.S. foreign policy, including isolationism, internationalism, and neoconservatism.

