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POLS101: American Government 

American Government 

Course Description 

This American Government course outlines the key information students need for a solid 

understanding of the foundation of American Government both historically and functionally. 

The course explains how American democracy took shape and its ongoing evolution 

through creation of seminal documents such as the Constitution and Bill of Rights. This 

course also outlines the structure of American government at both the federal and state 

and local levels. Government as an active, participatory force is examined, with 

comprehensive discussion of the implications of politics in daily life. The course begins with 

extensive consideration of the formation of the American Government, including its delicate 

balance between federal and state rights. Citizen’s rights and liberties are examined in 

pertinent areas including right to privacy, age, sex, and disability discrimination. Each 

branch of American Government is explained, and the political process is clarified with 

analysis of the influence of political parties, ideologies, interest groups, and public opinion. 

The final module of American Government courseware explores politics as an evolving 

participatory practice, intertwined with media coverage, and individual voting and political 

involvement. 

 

Course Objectives 

After completing this course, you will be able to:  

● Describe the ideals that the United States was founded upon, and discuss their 

lasting influence on the nation's politics.  

● Distinguish between civil rights and civil liberties, and explain how these rights and 

liberties are achieved through politics.  

● Explain how citizens participate in public affairs during elections and through 

intermediaries such as political parties, interest groups, and the media.  

● Discuss the ways Americans think politically, and describe the effect their opinions 

have on government.  

● Describe the division of political power among the executive, legislative, and judicial 

branches of government.  

● Debate the proper relationship between the people and the government.  

● Explain how the policies of the United States reflect the nature of its political system 

and its people, and why they tend to be piecemeal and reactive.  

● Compare and contrast the structures of the federal, state, and local governments. 

 

Course Prerequisites 

There are no prerequisites for this course. 
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Important Terms 

In this course, different terms are used to designate tasks: 

● Proctoring: all final exams require proctoring which can be completed conveniently 

from your home. A webcam is required. 

● Tutoring: memberships include online tutoring for students to access with any 

content/subject related questions in the place of faculty. If your tutor is not able to 

answer your questions please contact a student advisor. 

● Practice Test: a non-graded assessment to assist you in practicing the skills 

discussed in a topic. 

● Topic Test: a graded online test. 

● Final Exam: a cumulative final examination which is proctored. 

 

 

Course Evaluation Criteria 

StraighterLine provides a percentage score and letter grade for each course. See Academic 

Questions section in FAQ for further details on percentage scores and grading scale. A 

passing percentage is 70% or higher. 

 

If you have chosen a Partner College to award credit for this course, your final grade will be 

based upon that college's grading scale. Only passing scores will be considered by Partner 

Colleges for an award of credit. 

 

 

Topic Assessment Points Available 

2 Topic Test: Types of Government All non-final 

exams add up 

to 70% 
3 Topic Test: Civil Rights and Liberties 

4 Topic Test: Divisions of Government 

5 Topic Test: Politics 

6 Topic Test: Politics in Daily Life 

 Cumulative Final Exam 30% 

Total  100% 

 

*The course categories are broken into two categories: 5 Topic Tests which carry 

equal weight and contribute to 70% of the course score and the Cumulative Final 

Examination which is worth 30% of the overall course score.    

Course Topics and Objectives 

 

Topic Title Subtopics Objectives 
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1 Learning Strategies ● Learning Strategies ● Apply metacognitive 

strategies to improve your 

own learning. 

2 Types of Government ● The Formation of 

American 

Government 

● The Constitution 

● Federalism 

● Identify the various forms 

of government. 

● Describe historical 

influences on American 

democracy. 

● Compare and contrast the 

American form of 

government and other 

forms of government. 

● Summarize the 

circumstances that led to 

the writing of the U.S. 

Constitution. 

● Explain how the 

Constitution resolved the 

issues that led to the 

American Revolution and 

to the failure of the 

Articles of Confederation. 

● Analyze current issues 

involving the Constitution. 

● Compare a federal system 

of government to a 

unitary system of 

government and a 

confederacy. 

● Explain the relationship 

and current conflicts 

between the federal and 

state governments. 

● Recognize the advantages 

and disadvantages of a 

federal system of 

government. 

3 Civil Rights and 

Liberties 

● Civil Liberties 

● Civil Rights 

● Identify the rights 

protected by the Bill of 

Rights. 

● Describe the effect of the 

14th amendment on civil 

liberties. 

● Explain the protections 

granted by the first 
amendment. 

● Explain the rights granted 

by the second 

amendment. 
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● Explain what is meant by 

the right to privacy. 

● Explain the rights given to 

those accused of crimes. 

● Describe the different 

types of discrimination. 

● Explain the role played by 

litigation and legislation to 

end racially discriminatory 

practices. 

● Describe the use of 

litigation and legislation to 

end discriminatory 

practices based on sex. 

● Describe protections 

against discrimination 

based on age or disability. 

● Contrast the different 

levels of scrutiny applied 

to discriminatory 

legislation. 

● Describe efforts taken by 

the government to 

redress the effects of 

prior discrimination. 

● Compare current civil 

rights issues with civil 

rights issues of the past. 

4 Divisions of 

Government 

 

 

● The Legislative 

Branch of the 

Federal 

Government 

● The Executive 

Branch 

● Judicial Branch of 

Federal 

Government 

● Bureaucracy 

● State and Local 

Government 

● Explain the functions of 

and identify the powers of 

Congress. 

● Describe the structure 

and organization of 

Congress. 

● Describe the process by 

which legislation is 
created. 

● Describe the function and 

powers of the President 

and the process by which 

the President if elected. 

● Describe the role of the 

Vice President. 

● Describe the composition 

of the cabinet. 

● Explain current issues 

involving the structure, 

function, and powers of 

the executive branch. 
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● Describe the structure, 

role and function of both 

the federal court system 

and the Supreme Court. 

● Describe the structure 

and functions of the 

executive departments, 

federal agencies and 

other parts of the 

executive branch. 

● Describe the ways in 

which the executive 

departments and federal 

agencies affect 

Americans' daily lives. 

● Describe the structures 

and identify the powers of 

state and local 

governments. 

● Evaluate the positive and 

negative effects of state 

and local governments on 

people's daily lives. 

5 Politics ● Political Ideologies 

and Parties 

● Public Opinion 

● Interest Groups 

● Describe the major 

political ideologies held by 

Americans. 

● Describe the function of 

political parties. 

● Identify the major 

political parties in the 

U.S. and their 

constituencies. 

● Explain the nature of 

challenges faced by third 

parties in the U.S. 

● Evaluate the positive and 

negative effects of the 

party system on American 

politics. 

● Identify influences on 

public opinion and analyze 

how public opinion is 
formed. 

● Describe how public 

opinion is measured. 

● Describe the major types 

of interest groups and 

their functions. 

● Describe the methods 
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used by interest groups to 

influence the political 

process. 

● Analyze current issues 

involving interest groups 

and their effect on the 

political process, including 

legislation and elections. 

6 Politics in Daily Life 

 

 

● Politics and the 

Media 

● Campaigns and 

Elections 

● Public Policy 

● Economic, 

Environmental, and 

Educational Policy 

● Voting and Political 

Participation 

● Identify and describe the 

importance of media 

sources of political 

information. 

● Describe the political role 

played by the media. 

● Differentiate between 

primary elections and 

general elections. 

● Explain campaign tactics. 

● Analyze arguments in 

favor of campaign finance 

reform. 

● Evaluate current issues 

relating to the 

government's social 

welfare program. 

● Evaluate current issues 

and decisions relating to 

U.S. foreign policy. 

● Describe the components 

of federal economic 

policy. 

● Analyze current issues 

relating to U.S. 

environmental policy. 

● Analyze the role played 

by the federal 

government in creating 

educational policy. 

● Describe the process by 

which voting districts are 

created. 

● Explain why voter turnout 

in the United States tends 

to be low. 

● Describe ways by which 

people may participate in 

politics other than by 

voting. 

● Explain how 
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demographics affect 

political participation. 

● Analyze current issues 

involving political 

participation. 

 Review and FInal 

Examination 

● Review, Study 

Guide and Final 

Examination 
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