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University of Virginia Center for Politics 


What is Government and Do We Need It?

Purpose:  This lesson provides students with a working definition of government and teaches them to recognize its purpose. This lesson will help students not only conceptualize government, but also envision what society would be like in the absence of an organized system of governance. 
Objectives :

1. Students will be able to define government. 

2. Students will recognize the need of government as a necessity for structure in society.

Key Words:
government


representatives

Materials:

1. Teacher resource: Background Information Sheet.
2. Student handout: Role Sheet.
3. Student handout: “No rules, just fun” scenarios.
4. Student handout: Social Studies Vocabulary Sheet.
5. Extension handout: Word Work.
6. Teacher resource: Word Work Answer Key.
7. Extension handout: Keeping the Facts Straight.
8. Teacher resource: Keeping the Facts Straight Answer Key.
Procedures:

1. Before the lesson: review the teacher resource Background Information Sheet.

2. Write the following question on the board, “What is government?” Tell students that by the end of the lesson they will need to define this word.

3. Warm-up:  Show the slogan, “No rules, just fun.” Ask students to discuss what would happen if we lived by this rule. Throughout the discussion, pose these questions to the students: What does this slogan mean? What are the effects of living by this slogan?

4. Divide the class into four groups. Pass out the Role Sheet to students. Go over the job descriptions on the Role Sheet. You may assign roles to students or allow students to choose their job for this activity.
5. Pass out a “No rules, just fun” scenario to each group. Group must read the scenario and create a pro and con list for following this motto in the given scenario.
6. Allow 10-15 minutes for group discussion. Teacher should monitor the progress of each group asking, “Is this a good motto to follow in this scenario? Has everyone had a chance to speak? Can you think of a way to change this motto to work better for the scenario?” Continue to watch groups and provide necessary cues to remain on task and focus on both sides of the issue. Guide groups to recognize the negative or chaotic side of a situation without rules.

7. The Presenter from each group should share the pro and con list from his/her group. After each group has presented, the teacher should verbally point out the similarities between the outcomes of each scenario as interesting coincidences.

8. Debrief:  The teacher should ask the following questions to debrief the activity:
· Do we need rules?

· Based on this activity, do we need rules?

· Is it better to have rules?  Why?

· Are activities and situations safer with rules?  Why?

· Who makes rules?

· What does this activity have to do with government?

· What is another name for rules that everyone must abide by?  (laws)

· Who makes laws? (They may say that the President makes laws.  Be sure to point out that other members of government make laws also.)

9. Return to the question from the beginning of the lesson: What is government? Ask students what they think government is. Tell students that government is a group of people who are in charge of a city, state, or country that make and enforce laws.
10. Wrap-Up:  Have students define government on their Social Studies Vocabulary Sheet or notebook paper. Next to the definition, ask students to illustrate the definition of government. These papers can be collected to use as an informal assessment to check for accuracy.

Extension Activities:

1. Word Work:  Explore the word “government” to unpack its mystery! Use the Word Work handout as a language arts extension. Teacher’s answer key included.

2. Keeping the Facts Straight: Has our government always worked this way? Use the American history fill-in-the-blank activity to test your students’ knowledge and general understanding of our nation’s development. Teacher’s answer key included. Teachers may share the Background Information Sheet with students to facilitate this activity.
Teacher resource

Background Information Sheet

The following is a very brief, general explanation of the founding of our country/government.

1. People came to America for many reasons, including religious freedom and money-making opportunities.

2. England allowed colonies to be established on the Eastern coast.

3. Colonists worked the land, made successful lives, but still were under the rule of England.

4. English soldiers came to “protect” the colonists from Native Americans, and were given unlimited authority and access to the Colonists’ homes and properties.

5. This, along with several other incidents, caused tensions to arise between the Colonists and the British.

6. Colonists declared independence from England, but England chose to fight to remain in control. This was the American Revolution.

7. Colonists won their independence and had to set up their new government.

8. They used models from England of things they liked and didn’t like to create a representative form of government.

9. This form of government prevents one group or person from being in total control over a city/state/country.

10. Several influential people were elected as “representatives” of the Colonists to speak on their behalf.

These representatives are in charge of creating and enforcing laws that provide order in our society.

Student handout
Role Sheet

The Presenter: ____________________

Your job is to present your group’s pro and con list during the class discussion.  Make sure to rehearse reading your information aloud in a clear manner before presenting to the class.

The Pro Writer: _______________________

Your job is to list all of the positive effects of using this motto in this scenario.

The Con Writer: _________________________
Your job is to list all of the negative effects of using this motto in this scenario.

The Discussion Leader: ________________________

Your job is to read the scenario aloud to your group.  Keep the discussion moving and be sure everyone stays on task!

Scenario #1

You are playing a kickball game, and you play with only this in mind:  no rules, just fun. What could happen? List the pros and cons of playing this way.



Pro ( + )





Con ( - )


Scenario #2

You are driving a car, and everyone drives with only this in mind:  no rules, just fun. What could happen? List the pros and cons of driving this way.



Pro ( + )





Con ( - )


Scenario #3

You are a doctor, and you perform your job with only this in mind:  no rules, just fun. What could happen? List the pros and cons of working this way.



Pro ( + )





Con ( - )


Scenario #4

You are in school, and you have only this in mind:  no rules, just fun. What could happen? List the pros and cons of this kind of school day.



Pro ( + )





Con ( - )


Student handout
Social Studies Vocabulary Sheet

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Student handout
Word Work

Explore the word “government” to unpack its mystery! Answer the following questions using a dictionary.

1. Look up govern in the dictionary.

	How many syllables are in the word?


	

	What is the definition of the word govern?


	

	What part of speech is this word?
	

	2.  Look up the word part –ment.
	

	How many syllables are in the word?


	

	What does –ment mean?


	

	Is -ment a prefix or a suffix? 


	

	3.  Look up the word government.
	

	How many syllables are in the word?


	

	What is the definition of the word government? 


	

	What part of speech is this word?


	

	When –ment is added to the word “government,” what happens to the meaning of the word?
	

	 Use the word government in a sentence.


	


Teacher resource
Word Work Answer Key
Explore the word government to unpack its mystery! Answer the following questions using a dictionary.
2. Look up govern in the dictionary.  

	How many syllables are in the word?


	2

	What is the definition of the word govern?


	To rule, control, or direct by right of authority.

	What part of speech is this word?
	verb



	2.  Look up the word part –ment.
	

	How many syllables are in the word?


	1

	What does –ment mean?


	The act or process of ; the state or condition of being

	Is -ment a prefix or a suffix? 


	suffix

	3.  Look up the word government.
	

	How many syllables are in the word?


	3

	What is the definition of the word government? 


	An organization or body that rules, controls, or directs a city, state, or nation.

	What part of speech is this word?


	Noun

	When –ment is added to the word government, what happens to the meaning of the word?
	The suffix -ment changes the root word govern from an action to the condition/state of being an organization that rules, controls, or directs a city, state, or nation.

	 Use the word government in a sentence.


	Answers will vary.

America’s form of government is based on a representative system.


Student handout
Keeping the Facts Straight

Has our government always worked as it does today?  How did it all start?  Test your knowledge of American history events by filling in the missing word with a word from the word bank.  Once completed, the paragraph provides a brief history of the founding of American government. 


1. People came to America for many reasons, including _________________  _____________ (2 words) and _______________  ______________ (2 words).  2. England allowed ________________ to be established on the Eastern coast.  3. Colonists worked the land, made successful lives, but still were under the _________ of England.  4. English ______________ came to “protect” the colonists from Native Americans, and were given unlimited power and access to the Colonists’ homes and ____________.  5. This, along with several other incidents, caused tensions to arise between the Colonists and the _______________.   6. Colonists declared independence from England, but England chose to ____________ to remain in control.  7. This was the _______________ _______________ (2 words).  8. Colonists won their ___________________ and had to set up their new government.  9. They used models from England of things they liked and didn’t like to create a representative form of _________________.  10. This form of government ________________ one group or person from being in control over a city/state/country.  11. Several influential people were elected as _____________________ of the Colonists to speak on their behalf.      12. These representatives are in charge of creating and enforcing _________ that provide order in our society.

Challenge

After you have read the completed paragraph, think about this:

Why are sentences 10 and 12 written in the present tense? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Teacher resource

Keeping the Facts Straight Answer Key
Has our government always worked as it does today?  How did it all start?  Test your knowledge of American history events by filling in the missing word with a word from the word bank.  Once completed, the paragraph provides a brief history of the founding of American government. 


1. People came to America for many reasons, including _religious___  ___freedom______(2 words) and _money-making_  _opportunities_ (2 words)  2. England allowed _colonies_______ to be established on the Eastern coast.  3. Colonists worked the land, made successful lives, but still were under the __rule_______ of England.  4. English ___soldiers___________ came to “protect” the colonists from Native Americans, and were given unlimited power and access to the Colonists’ homes and ___properties_________.  5. This, along with several other incidents, caused tensions to arise between the Colonists and the ____British___________.   6. Colonists declared independence from England, but England chose to __fight__________ to remain in control.  7. This was the ____American______ _Revolution______ (2 words).  8. Colonists won their ___independence_____ and had to set up their new government.  9. They used models from England of things they liked and didn’t like to create a representative form of ___government________.  10. This form of government __prevents______ one group or person from being in control over a city/state/country.  11. Several influential people were elected as ____representatives________ of the Colonists to speak on their behalf.      12. These representatives are in charge of creating and enforcing _laws____ that provide order in our society.

Challenge

After you have read the completed paragraph, think about this:

Why are sentences 10 and 12 written in the present tense? ____Answers will vary.  Some responses might discuss the consistent use of representatives across time.  Though this model was adapted long ago, we continue to use representatives to help guide the creation and enforcement of laws that will help protect and ensure the rights of American’s citizens.  






























Word Bank





government		rule		independence		representatives	laws


properties		colonies 	British		American Revolution	fight


religious freedom	soldiers	prevents	money-making opportunities
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