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Lesson 1 Dividing and Sharing Power

Reading Essentials and Study Guide

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
Why and how is power divided and shared among national, state, 
and local governments?

Reading HELPDESK
Academic Vocabulary 
authority the right to command or lead
contradict to assert the contrary of, to imply the opposite of

Content Vocabulary
federalism a system of government in which two or more governments exercise power over the 

same people and the same territory
delegated powers powers the Constitution grants or delegates to the national government
expressed powers powers directly stated in the Constitution
implied powers powers the government requires to carry out its expressed constitutional powers
reserved powers powers that belong strictly to the states
concurrent powers powers that both the national government and the states have
supremacy clause statement in Article VI of the Constitution establishing that the Constitution, 

laws passed by Congress, and treaties of the United States “shall be the supreme Law of the 
Land”

TAKING NOTES: Key Ideas and Details
IDENTIFYING Use the table to list national powers, state and local powers, concurrent powers, and 
denied powers. 

National Powers State and Local Powers Concurrent Powers Denied Powers
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Imagine you are in each of the situations below and you want someone in government to help 
you address it. Would you contact someone at the local, state, or national level? Are there any 
instances in which you might contact someone at more than one level? Once you have decided 
which level(s) of government could be involved, record your information. As an example, the first 
answer depends on the road—some roads are maintained by states, others by local government.

 a. There is a huge pothole in the road in front of your house.
 b. You think someone is stealing the mail from your mailbox.
 c. When you were looking for an apartment, you feel sure a property manager turned you down 

because of your race or national origin.
 d. You live within a mile of a nuclear weapons plant and you just learned that a fifth neighbor has 

become very ill.
 e. You want to get married.
 f. You want to object to how high your taxes are.
 g. You think one of your coworkers is actually a foreign spy.
 h. Your supervisor has threatened to fire you if you do not work on Saturdays, but that is your 

religion’s day of rest.
 i. You want to get a pilot’s license.
 j. You want to enlist in the army.

Why Federalism
Guiding Question Why does the Constitution divide power between the national and 
state governments?
The Framers meeting in Philadelphia in 1787 had a problem. They had to create one nation out of 
thirteen independent states and protect citizens’ freedoms from a strong central government. They 
created a new system of government called federalism. In federalism, two or more governments have 
power over the same people and the same territory. The national government in our federal system 
has some powers over all citizens. The state governments also have certain powers reserved for them. 
These two levels of government also share some powers.

The roles of state and national government officials in our federal system have developed during the 
past two centuries. The states had to approve the original Constitution, but many state government 
leaders worried about sharing power with a new national government. Would the new national 
government ignore the sovereignty of the states? Would it make them pay unfair taxes like the British 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
Why and how is power divided and shared among national, state, 
and local governments?
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monarch had done? Supporters of federalism like John Jay and Alexander Hamilton had to convince 
state leaders that the Constitution’s plan for sharing power was fair to the states.

In The Federalist No. 9, Hamilton wrote that the Constitution would respect the power of state 
governments. He said that each state would have representatives in the Senate. He also said states 
would keep important parts of their authority.

The Constitution was ratified, and our government was created based on a federal system that 
divides and shares power among different levels of government. Today many people, political parties, 
and government officials continue to disagree about the right way to divide and share power.

  Reading Progress Check
Speculating Why do you think people disagree about how different levels of government 
should divide power?

 

Federalism in the Constitution
Guiding Question How does the Constitution divide power between national and state 
governments?
The Constitution divides government authority. It does this by giving the national government specified 
powers and giving all other powers to the states or to the people. The national and state governments 
share some powers. The Constitution also denies some powers to each level of government.

National Powers
The Constitution grants both expressed powers and implied powers to the national government. These 
powers are called delegated powers, the powers the Constitution delegates or grants to the national 
government.

The expressed powers, also called enumerated powers, are powers that the Founders directly stated 
in the Constitution. Most expressed powers are found in the first three articles of the Constitution. 
These powers include the right to levy and collect taxes, coin money, make war, raise an army and 
navy, and regulate commerce among the states.

Some of the national government’s powers are not named in the Constitution. These powers are 
implied powers. For example, the Constitution does not say anything about exploring space or nuclear 
weapons. However, it does say that the national government has the power to regulate business and 
to defend the country. The national government created the space program and the nuclear weapons 
program to perform those expressed powers. The basis for the implied powers is in the Constitution.
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State and Local Powers
The national government has many powers under federalism, but the states have even more. The 
Constitution says that the states will have any powers not given to the national government, as long as 
the powers are not prohibited to the states. These powers are called reserved powers because they 
are reserved for states. The Constitution does not name these powers. Instead it says that any powers 
not given to the national government or denied to the states are given to the states or to the people.

This statement gives the states authority over things not mentioned in the Constitution. These 
reserved powers include managing elections, creating and supporting local schools, and regulating 
businesses and trade within the state.

Concurrent Powers
Both the federal government and the states have powers that they share, called concurrent powers, 
and each level of government uses these powers separately. Examples of concurrent powers include the 
power to tax, maintain courts and define crimes, and take private property for public use. The states 
may use any power not reserved by the Constitution for the national government. However, state 
actions must not conflict with any national laws.

Denied Powers
The Constitution denies some powers to all levels of government. Article I, Sections 9 and 10 list those 
things that neither the national government nor state governments can do. For example, neither 
government can:

 • Pass retroactive laws (laws that punish people for things they did before the law was passed)
 • Tax exports
 • Hold or send a person to jail without a fair trial
 • Pass any law that violates the Constitution
 • Grant titles of nobility

States cannot make treaties or alliances with foreign governments. They cannot coin money or 
make laws that interfere with contracts. Unless they have permission from Congress, states cannot 
collect duties on exports or imports, or make agreements called compacts with other states.

The Constitution also provides other limits on both national and state governments to protect 
individual rights and freedoms. These limits are found in several places, including Article I, the Bill 
of Rights, and other Amendments.

The Supremacy Clause
What happens when a state law conflicts with a national law? For example, the Twenty-sixth 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution makes 18-year-olds eligible to vote in all national, state, and local 
elections. A state cannot pass a law saying that voters must be 21 years of age. That law conflicts with 
the national law. However, a state can pass a law allowing 16-year-olds to vote. That law does not 
conflict with the national law.

Article VI makes the laws and treaties of the United States supreme and is called the supremacy 
clause. It says that the Constitution and laws of the United States are the highest law of the land. It 
also says that all judges have a duty to follow those laws.
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No state law or state constitution may conflict with any kind of national law. However, a state’s 
constitution is supreme within that state. States create and give power to local governments. For that 
reason, cities and counties have a duty to follow their own state constitutions and the supremacy of 
the U.S. Constitution. Local governments cannot pass laws that contradict their own state constitution 
or the U.S. Constitution.

  Reading Progress Check
Specifying Which powers are shared by the federal and state governments?
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