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American Government B 

Course Overview 

The U.S. government is very large and has many moving parts. This course will begin by 

explaining the Judicial Branch, as well as criminal and civil law. You will also learn more about 

how your government represents you in the world with foreign policy. The second half of the 

course will cover topics which directly impact citizen’s daily lives. Topics such as economic 

policies, social welfare, government regulations, and how to participate in civic life are 

discussed. 

Course Goals 

By the end of this course, you will be able to do the following: 

 Identify the differences between federal, state, and local elected offices. 

 Describe the judicial branch of government in detail. 

 Explain U.S. foreign and economic policies. 

 Evaluate arguments concerning civic life and a citizen’s responsibility to engage in it. 

General Skills
 

To participate in this course, you should be able to do the following: 

 Complete basic operations with word processing software, such as Microsoft Word or 

Google Docs. 

 Perform online research using various search engines. 

 

For a complete list of general skills that are required for participation in online courses, refer to 

the Prerequisites section of the Plato Student Orientation document, found at the beginning of 

this course. 

Credit Value 
American Government B is a 0.5-credit course. 
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Course Materials 
 Notebook 

 Computer with Internet connection and speakers or headphones 

 Microsoft Word or equivalent 

Course Pacing Guide 
 

This course description and pacing guide is intended to help you keep on schedule with your 

work. Note that your course instructor may modify the schedule to meet the specific needs of 

your class. 

 

Day Activity/Objective Type 

1 day: 

1 

Syllabus and Plato Student Orientation 

Review the Plato Student Orientation and Course Syllabus at the 

beginning of this course. 

Course 

Orientation 

6 days: 

2–7 

Judicial Branch: The Federal Court System 

 Define the following legal terms: jurisdiction, criminal law, civil 
law, constitutional law, precedent, stare decisis, plaintiff, 
defendant, appeal, and common law. 

 List and distinguish between the seven types of jurisdiction. 

 Identify the constitutional foundations of the judicial branch. 

 Explain the judicial appointment process and the importance of 
senatorial courtesy. 

 Identify the three levels of federal constitutional courts: district 
courts, courts of appeals, and the Supreme Court. 

 Explain the purpose of the legislative courts. 

Lesson 

7 days: 

8–14 

Judicial Branch: The Supreme Court and the Constitution 

 Define the term judicial review and explain how it was established 
by the Supreme Court case Marbury v. Madison. 

 Identify the source of the courts' policy-making authority. 

 Contrast the philosophies of judicial activism and restraint. 

 Identify limitations on the power of the Supreme Court. 

 Explain how cases reach the Supreme Court and how they are 
decided. 

 Identify and distinguish between influential Supreme Court cases 
such as Marbury v. Madison (1803), McCulloch v. Maryland 
(1819), Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857), Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896), Gitlow v. New York (1919), Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954), Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), Miranda v. Arizona 
(1966), Roe v. Wade (1973), Bush v. Gore (2000). 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

7 days: 

15–21 

Federalism and State Government 

 Contrast the unitary structure of each state with the federal 
structure of the United States as a whole. 

 Identify the respective spheres of authority of the states and the 
federal government. 

 Explain the difference between the delegated, implied, and 
inherent powers of the federal government, as well as how each 
type of power is derived. 

 List and describe the five elements contained in all state 
constitutions: fundamental principles, citizens' rights, 
governmental structure and powers, amendment procedures, and 
miscellaneous provisions. 

 List the powers of state legislatures. 

 Summarize the arguments for and against term limits and direct 
democracy. 

 Identify the basic powers and responsibilities of governors and 
other state executive officials. 

 Explain how the level of professionalism and politicization varies 
in different state and local governments. 

 Compare and contrast federal and state court systems. 

Lesson 

7 days: 

22–28 

Local Government 

 Explain how the level of professionalism and politicization varies 
in different state and local governments. 

 List and describe the four main categories of local governments: 
municipalities, counties, townships, and special districts. 

 List the qualities of reformed and unreformed municipal 
governments. 

 Compare and contrast reformed and unreformed municipal 
governments. 

 Explain the origins and functions of county governments. 

 Understand how state and local governments allow participation 
by ordinary citizens. 

 List the pros and cons of direct democracy. 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

9 days: 

29–37 

Foreign Policy 

 Explain how Hobbes's ideas about the state of nature relate to 
the international system. 

 Define key foreign policy concepts like diplomacy, war, 
international law, and treaties. 

 Identify major historical themes in American foreign policy: 
isolationism, international trade, Manifest Destiny, the Monroe 
Doctrine, imperialism, international organizations, collective 
security, the Cold War, human rights, foreign aid, proxy wars, 
globalization, free trade, terrorism, and preemptive war. 

 Identify the four basic foreign policy principles of the Bush 
administration: preemption, unilateralism, strength beyond 
challenge, and spreading freedom and democracy. 

 Explain how American foreign policy is shaped by the legislative 
and executive branches. 

 Criticize and evaluate how well the United States lives up to its 
foreign policy principles. 

Lesson 

1 day: 

38 

U.S. Imperialism Lab 

1 day: 

39 

Midterm Assessment 

7 days: 

40–46 

Criminal and Civil Law 

 Describe how individual rights are balanced with social order and 
how the state uses physical force to ensure the proper balance. 

 Define retributive, restorative, and efficiency-based justice. 

 Distinguish between civil law and criminal law. 

 Define the essential terms of civil law: tort, breach of contract, 
negligence, lawsuit, liable, etc. 

 Contrast the preponderance of evidence standard of proof with 
the beyond a reasonable doubt standard, and explain how a 
person could be found liable but not guilty for the same action. 

 Describe the four phases or elements of the criminal justice 
system: criminal statutes, law enforcement, criminal courts, and 
punishment. 

 Define police power and understand the limitations on its use. 

 Identify federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies and 
offices. 

 Explain the four primary purposes of criminal punishment: 
deterrence, retribution, societal protection, and rehabilitation. 

 Analyze arguments for and against capital punishment. 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

7 days: 

47–53 

Economic Principles and Policies 

 Define basic economic concepts like goods and services, supply 
and demand, scarcity, money, price, the free market, laissez-
faire, division of labor, "the invisible hand," free trade, opportunity 
costs, comparative advantage, and cost-benefit analysis. 

 Compare and contrast feudal, mercantilist, capitalist, and Marxist 
economic systems. 

 Differentiate between socialism and communism. 

 Describe the mixed economy of the United States. 

 Describe the business cycle and explain how Keynesian 
economics attempts to manage it. 

 Identify the economic goals of the U.S. government. 

 Define three important measures of the economy: gross domestic 
product, consumer price index, and unemployment rate. 

 Distinguish between fiscal and monetary policy. 

 Compare and contrast contractionary and expansionary 
economic policies. 

 Explain how taxation and tax breaks influence private behavior. 

 Analyze the discretionary and mandatory components of the 
federal budget. 

 Explain how the Federal Reserve influences inflation and 
economic growth. 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

7 days: 

54–60 

Public Goods and Social Welfare 

 Compare and contrast liberal and conservative ideology. 

 Define "public goods" and explain how they are both non-
rivalrous and non-excludable. 

 Explain the connection between social welfare and public goods. 

 Define the term "market failure" and its relation to the free rider 
problem. 

 Explain the role of the U.S. government in the development of 
transportation infrastructure. 

 Explain how public education has some of the characteristics of a 
public good. 

 Identify the major source of funding for public education and 
indicate the significance of this source. 

 List four examples of the expansion of the federal government's 
role in public education. 

 Define and give examples of social welfare programs. 

 State the argument for the "cycle of poverty." 

 List the grievances of those who wished to reform welfare. 

 Distinguish between AFDC and TANF. 

 Compare and contrast Medicare and Medicaid. 

 Explain how President Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal and 
President Lyndon Johnson's Great Society transformed the 
functions and goals of government in the United States. 

 Describe the origin and purpose of agricultural subsidies and 
veterans' benefits. 

Lesson 



 

7 

Day Activity/Objective Type 

7 days: 

61–67 

Market Failures and Government Regulation 

 Review the concept of market failures and the reasons why the 
government interferes with the workings of the free market. 

 Identify the Commerce Clause as the source of the federal 
government's authority to regulate interstate commerce. 

 State the significance of the Interstate Commerce Commission as 
the first independent regulatory agency. 

 Discuss the importance of President Theodore Roosevelt in 
establishing antitrust regulation. 

 State the diverse ways that activists like Upton Sinclair, Frances 
Perkins, Samuel Gompers, John Muir, and Rachel Carson 
influenced the views of the public and changed government 
policy. 

 Explain the responsibilities and functions of the Federal Trade 
Commission, the Food and Drug Administration, the National 
Labor Relations Board, the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, and the Environmental Protection Agency. 

 Discuss how the Great Depression led to greater government 
regulation under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal 
program. 

 Outline general trends in the history of the American labor union 
movement. 

 Compare and contrast conservationism and environmentalism. 

 Explain the controversy surrounding the Kyoto Protocol and 
identify common criticisms of government regulation. 

 Detail the different ways of approaching regulation (strict 
standards and penalties, voluntary self-regulation, incentives, 
trading regimes, etc.). 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

7 days: 

68–74 

Morals Legislation 

 Explain how the involvement of religious issues, as well as issues 
of tolerance and freedom, contributes to controversial nature of 
morals legislation. 

 Analyze Prohibition as a classic example of moral regulation. 

 Define governmental approaches to dealing with drugs, gambling, 
and other addictive behaviors. 

 Distinguish between regulating public behavior and private 
behavior. 

 Explain the government's interest in promoting marriage and 
controlling its definition. 

 Discuss previous controversies over the definition of marriage, 
such as polygamy and interracial marriage, as well as the current 
controversy over same-sex unions. 

 Identify and analyze the major court cases that have contributed 
to the development of the constitutional right of privacy and 
limited the scope of morals legislation. 

 Consider how issues of morality influence all aspects of 
governance. 

Lesson 

6 days: 

75–80 

Citizenship and Civic Life 

 Define civics and civic life. 

 Distinguish between the public life and the private life of the 
individual. 

 Identify the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. 

 Evaluate and distinguish between personal, political, and 
economic rights. 

 Identify situations in which it might be necessary or desirable to 
limit the rights of the people. 

 Discuss the qualities of a "good" citizen. 

 Identify the major tenets of civil disobedience. 

 List at least three individuals who have adhered to the 
philosophies of civil disobedience. 

Lesson 
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Day Activity/Objective Type 

6 days: 

81–86 

Voluntarism and Civic Participation 

 Trace the history of civic life and voluntarism in America. 

 Analyze an excerpt from Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in 
America. 

 Identify the factors that may or may not have led to increased 
civic participation in America as compared to the European 
nations. 

 Evaluate arguments for and against the contention that civic life 
in the United States is declining. 

 Discuss typical ways individuals become involved in civic life. 

 Evaluate the usefulness of certain traits for effective participation 
in public affairs. 

 Recognize the number of avenues students may take to increase 
their own level of civic engagement.  

Lesson 

2 days: 

87–88 

What Is Politics? Lab 

1 day: 

89 

Semester Review  

1 day: 

90 

Final Exam Assessment 

 


