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Instructions:  

 

- Read the information and complete all of the tasks in the UK 

and US sections of the booklet. Each task is labelled clearly as 

Task 1, Task 2, Task 3 etc.  

- Complete the tasks on lined paper.  
 

 
Extension work:  
One of the best ways to prepare for A-level politics is to keep up with the news. Politics is 
constantly changing, and you need to know what is going on right now!  
 
A student who is serious about achieving an A or A* in politics should be do the following: 
 

1) Looking on the politics section of the BBC News website EVERYDAY to see what is 
happening. Look for news about US and UK politics. Keep notes on what you read.  

2) Read at least one newspaper once a week, front to back. You do not need to read every 
article, but should be looking for articles that are relevant. Keep notes on any interesting 
articles. 

3) Write down any questions you have about what you read so you can ask your teacher to 
explain it to you in September.  

 



 

UK Politics  

 
Section 1: An introduction to the branches of government  

The UK had three branches of government: the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary. 
Each of these branches performs a different role. 

The executive 
The executive is made up of the Prime 

Minister and the cabinet who are selected 

by the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister 
is also able to sack his or her ministers. If 

this happens, the minister usually goes 
back to being an ordinary MP. Ordinary 

MPs (MPs who are not part of the cabinet) 

are called backbench MPs or just 
‘backbenchers’. The members of the Prime 

Minister’s cabinet are called Ministers. 

The Prime Minister is the most important 
minister, hence the name ‘Prime’ Minister.  

There are usually about twenty Ministers in a cabinet, and they are usually heads of 

government departments. For example there is a Minister for Health, a Minister for 

Transport and a Minister for Education.  

The executive’s role is to govern (officially control) the country and enforce the law. The 

executive does not interpret or create laws. It can, sometimes, make changes to existing 
laws. 

 

Task 1 – Fill in the gaps to make the sentences make sense. You can fill in the gaps with as 

many words as you want. Complete on lined paper.  

1) The UK government is split… 

 

2) Cabinet ___  ministers ____ministers____________ 

 

3)__ __Health______Education _________ Defence_______________________________ 

 

4) Prime Minister ______________backbenchers_____________cabinet__________ 

 

 

Boris Johnson chairing a meeting of the Cabinet 



5) _______twenty.  

 

6) Enforcing the law ___________ governing___________________________ 

7) The executive cannot_____________however__________ 

The legislature 

The UK legislature is also known as the UK Parliament, and it is based in the Palace of 
Westminster in London. Parliament is made up of two chambers, the House of Commons 

and the House of Lords. A legislature that is made up of two chambers is called a bicameral 

legislature. 

The House of Commons is made up of 

Members of Parliament (MPs), who are 

voted for by the public during general 

elections.  Each of those MPs have a 

‘seat’ in the House of Commons. There 
are 650 seats in total, so the House of 

Commons is made up of 650 MPs.  

The House of Lords is made up around 

800 members. Members of the House of 
Lords are appointed to their seats 

(chosen), they are not elected. Many are former MPs. A very small number of members of 

the House of Lords inherit their seat from a parent. Someone with a seat in the House of 
Lords his referred as ‘Lord’ (if they are a man) or ‘Baroness’ (if they are a woman). A 

member of the House of Lords cannot become an MP, or vote in elections! 

Parliament’s main role is to create laws. 

They are the only branch of government 
that can create a new law (except in a 

few specific cases). A new law can only 

be created if it is approved by 
Parliament. Parliament also scrutinises 

(checks the work of) the government.   

It is important to note that the executive and the legislature overlap.  All members of the 

executive are also members of the legislature. However, not all members of the legislature 

are members of the executive. For example, an ordinary MP is only a member of the 
legislature. An MP who has been chosen to be a Minister is a member of the executive, and 

the legislature.  

 

 

 

 

The House of Commons 

The House of Lords 



Task 2 – Write down whether each statement is talking about the House of Commons, the 

House of Lords or the UK Parliament. Some statements may have more than one answer.  

1) Is a bicameral legislature  

2) Is made up of two chambers  

3) Contains MPs  

4) Contains Lords  

5) Contains Baronesses  

6) Only contains MPs  

7) Does not contain MPs 

8) Members cannot vote in elections  

9) Is responsible for creating laws 

10) Scrutinises the government  

11) Contains all of the members of the executive.  

12) Its members cannot vote 

13) Is responsible for approving laws 

 

The judiciary  

The judiciary is the name we use for the legal courts 

in the UK. Whilst you may not think of courts when 

you think of politics, the UK’s legal courts make up 

the third branch of government. The judiciary does 
not overlap with the legislature and the executive, 

they have been completely separate since 2009.  

There are two types of situations a court has to deal 

with: 

(1) A crime has definitely been committed, and the court needs to decide if a particular 

person has performed that action.  

(2) A person has definitely performed a particular action, but it is unclear if that action is 

illegal.  

Courts are run by judges, and it is the job of courts to interpret the law. If you interpret 

something you make a decision about what it means. It is the job of courts to interpret what 
the law means. This is their role in government 

When we think about courts and judges, we usually imagine them trying to work out if a 
particular person is committed a particular action. For example, there may have been a 

murder, and the court decides whether the person in court committed it. In these cases, it is 

Judges of the Supreme Court 



clear that the action committed was against the law, but not clear who committed the 

action.  

In other cases, it may be exactly clear what actions a person has committed, but not clear 
whether these actions contravene the law. The court must interpret the wording of the law, 
to make a decision about whether the wording of the law includes the action committed or 
not. This is the sort of situation you will encounter when studying politics.  
 

Task 3 – Answer the following question 

How is a murder trial different to the decision about whether Parliament are legally allowed 
a vote on leaving the EU? Use the words: action; interpret; illegal; clear  
 

 

Task 4 – Copy and complete the following table  

Branch of government Role 

Judiciary  

 

 This branch is responsible for enforcing the 

law 

  

 

 

Task 5 – Do you think the following actions would be performed by the legislature, the 

executive, or the judiciary? Explain why. 

 

1) Deciding whether a law goes against the Human Rights Act. 

2) Making it legal for fifteen-year-olds to drive. 

3) Considering whether the executive is allowed to stop a British citizen, who has gone to a 

terrorist training abroad, from returning to the UK.  

4) Increasing the number of police officers.  

5) Increasing the number of CCTV cameras in urban areas  

6) Deciding that Uber drivers count as employees of Uber, and so Uber must pay them the 

minimum wage 

7) Banning businesses from trading with an enemy country.  

8) Allowing Scotland to create its own Parliament.   

 

 



Section 2 – An introduction to Parliament 

Task 1 

Write the key term next to the explanation. Look them up if you are unsure. 

Legitimacy  The expectation to justify actions, or prove 
that action has been taken, and face 
consequences if this this justification is 
unacceptable. 

Democracy  Observation and careful monitoring of 
others. 
 
 

Representivitiy   Acceptability or properness according to a 
particular set of values. 
 

Accountability  A place, situation, or system that gives 
power to ‘the people’. 
 

Scrutiny  The quality that means actions have the right 
result. 
 

Efficiency  The quality that means the actions happen 
without wasted time or resources. 
 

Efficacy  The quality of acting or occurring on behalf 
of others, or in a way that demonstrates the 
properties of a wider group. 

 

Copy and complete the paragraph below using the words above, or other words derived 

from them, eg. ‘effective’ instead of ‘efficacy’. 

Parliament ______________________ the work of the executive. It can then ensure the 

__________________ of the executive. The executive must carry out its role 
__________________ and _______________. Parliament is supposed to 

___________________ the people. This makes Parliament more _________________. In 
Britain today, this is considered to make Parliament’s _________________ of the executive, 

and the executive’s ________________ to Parliament, more  __________________.  

 

Parliament 
The UK is a constitutional monarchy. This means there is a monarch, but that the monarch is 

bound by rules that determine what he or she can do. (The opposite of a constitutional 

monarchy would be an absolute monarchy, in which the monarch is not bound by any 
rules).  



The government (the executive) in the UK is Her Majesty’s government. Members of the 

government are called ‘ministers’. There are around a hundred of them. The word minister 
is Latin for ‘helper’, or ‘assistant’, so ministers are helpers of the monarch.  

Rather than appointing all ministers in the government, the monarch today appoints a 
prime minister, who then forms the government by appointing the other ministers on the 

monarch’s behalf. 

However, today, all members of the government must be members of either the House of 

Commons or the House of Lords. Moreover, the government must have ‘the confidence’ of 
Parliament (Parliament must be confident that the government will govern well). Parliament 

consists of the monarch, the House of Commons, and the House of Lords. Before a 

government can take power, the monarch delivers a speech to the rest of Parliament (the 
Queen’s Speech), in which she sets out her government’s plans. Parliament must then vote 

to say it has confidence in the government. Today, the House of Lords will not oppose a 

government taking power. Therefore, it is the ‘confidence of the House of Commons’ that a 
government needs in order to take power.  

The members of the House of Commons (MPs – members of Parliament) may be 

independent, but most are members of political parties. Parties normally tell their MPs how 

to vote whenever the Houses of Parliament are making decisions, and MPs in the Commons 
normally do as they are told by their party.  

Therefore, the leader of the party with the most seats in the House of Commons has the 
best chance of forming a government that has the confidence of the House. This person is 

therefore the first person whom the monarch will invite to attempt to form a government.  

At any time, a ‘confidence motion’ may be put to the House of Commons – this means that 

the House votes on the question of whether it has confidence in the government. If a vote 
of no confidence occurs, according to convention, all members of the government must 

immediately resign. The leader of another party will then be given the opportunity to form a 

government that can gain the confidence of the House. If this is not possible, the monarch 
will dissolve Parliament. 

Parliament can also be dissolved if two thirds of the House of Commons vote in favour of it. 
Parliament is automatically dissolved five years after it first meets.  

When Parliament is dissolved, it no longer exists. The MPs who were members of the 
Commons no longer have their jobs. A new Parliament must be formed. Therefore, a 

general election is held.   

In a general election, every adult in the country 

may vote for a person to represent their 
constituency (their area of the country). Every 

constituency in the country is allowed to send 

one representative to Parliament, therefore a 
constituency is often referred to as a ‘seat’ (there 

is not literally one seat per constituency in the 

chamber of the House of Commons). The 
representatives who are elected become MPs, 

People queueing to vote in a General 
Election 



and a new Parliament is formed. The monarch will invite the leader of the party with the 

most seats to attempt to form a government that has the confidence of the House. 

As well as providing the executive by voting to show confidence in the government, 

Parliament is also the legislature. This means that Parliament legislates (makes and unmakes 
laws). The consent of Parliament is also necessary for the executive to levy taxes. 

All three of its component parts (the House of 

Commons, the House of Lords, and the monarch) 

must vote to ‘pass’ any new legislation or proposal 
for taxation. Proposals for new laws or taxes are 

called ‘bills’. Once a bill has passed (or ‘been passed 

by’ – we say both) all three components of 
Parliament, it is called an ‘act of Parliament’, and is 

then law. The last time a monarch refused to give 

consent to a bill that had received the consent of 
the House of Commons and the House of Lords was 

1708. 

Task 2  

Answer the questions below. You must use the following terms: confidence of the House of 
Commons; Queen’s Speech; bill; act; royal assent; constituency; party; constitutional 

monarchy. 

Answer all the questions in as much detail as you can: 

How does a person become an MP? 

What three things can MPs vote on, and make decisions about? 

How does a person become a minister? 

How does a person become the prime minister?  

How does Parliament have control over who becomes prime minister? 

How do voters have control over who becomes prime minister? 

In what three situations does a general election occur? 

 

A copy of a bill 



The whip 

Divisions 

A ‘division’ is a vote in Parliament. Votes are 

called divisions because members of the 
Commons or the Lords vote by exiting the 

chamber either through one of three doors: 
‘ayes’ (those voting ‘yes’) to the right, ‘noes’ 

(those voting ‘no’) to the left, and those wishing 

to abstain (vote neither ‘yes’ nor ‘no’) down the 
middle. 

The whip 
In the political context, the word ‘whip’ (noun) 

can be used in four different, related ways, with 

four different definitions: 

• An MP, employed by their party, to 
ensure that other MPs vote the way their 
party wants in divisions 

E.g. ‘The Education Secretary used to be 
a whip’ 

• A document circulated to all members of 
Parliament in a particular party before 
divisions to tell them how to vote 

Egg. ‘The whip was circulated to Tory MPs, and they saw that they had to vote 

against the bill’ 

• An obligation or instruction to members of Parliament in a particular party to vote a 
particular way 

e.g. ‘Twenty-one Tory MPs defied the whip by voting in favour of the Labour bill’ 

‘The Tories put a whip on the vote’ 

• The status, held by an MP, of being considered a member of their party 

Figure 1 

A letter from a Labour whip to a Labour MP, 
reprimanding them for not following a three-line 

whip 



e.g. ‘Twenty-one Tory MPs had the whip withdrawn’ 

When the whip is circulated, the instruction to vote a 

particular way is underlined one, two, or three times. If the 

instruction is underlined three times, this means the party is 
telling MPs that they must do as they are told, or risk having 

the whip withdrawn. We say that there is ‘a three-line whip on 
the vote’. MPs who defy the whip are said to be ‘rebels’, taking 

part in a ‘rebellion’. 

Having the whip withdrawn would mean the MP is no longer 

considered a member of the party. The MP would not lose 

their seat. However, this is a problem for an MP, as it would 
mean that, at the next election, the party would choose a 

different candidate for that constituency. It is very unusual for 

a person who is not a member of a party to win an election, as 
they are less likely to be recognised by voters, and do not have 

the resources of the party to help them win. Therefore, having 
the whip withdrawn is likely to result in the MP losing their 

seat at the next election. This discourages MPs from defying 

the whip.  

Usually, of course, MPs agree with the position taken by their 

party (otherwise they would not have become a member of the party in the first place). This 
means they do not usually want to defy the whip. Sometimes, an MP will realise that they 

agree more with another party than the one of which they are a member. They will then 

‘resign the whip’, i.e. leave their party, and ‘take the whip’ of another party. 

Moreover, MPs are likely to support their party because rebellions are embarrassing for the 
party – if the party’s own MPs rebel, the party looks incompetent, and it is harder to 

convince voters that they are right when some of their own MPs disagree. This might harm 

the party’s chances at the next election, and make it harder for all the party’s MPs to keep 
their seats. 

If a party allows its MPs to vote however they like (there is no whip on the vote), this is 
called a ‘free vote’. Parties often do this for ‘matters of conscience’, i.e. issues that are 

considered to be appropriate for personal judgements. A party may make an issue a free 

vote in order to prevent the embarrassment of a rebellion. 

Task 3 
Answer these questions. You must use key terms from the text above. 

1. What is a division? 

2. What is a ‘three-line whip’? 

3. Give three reasons why MPs normally support their party. 

4. Explain the consequences for an MP of defying the whip. 

 



 

5. Explain why an MP would not normally want to embarrass their party 

6. Explain why a party might not put a whip on a vote. 

7. What is a ‘free vote’? 

8. Explain why a government might give its MPs a free vote. 

9. What would an MP do if they find that they agree with another party more than with 

their own? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 3: An introduction to the main political parties 

A political party is an organisation of people with similar political beliefs that competes in 

elections to try and win positions in local or national governments.  

There are about 408 political parties in the United Kingdom. However, only a tiny proportion 

of the parties have a real impact on politics in the UK. There are three main political parties 
in the UK: the Conservative and Unionist Party (usually just called the Conservative Party), 

the Labour Party, and the Liberal Democrats. Between them, these three parties hold the 

vast majority of seats in the legislature. 

 

The Conservative Party  

The Conservative Party is the oldest of the three main political parties, with the modern 

Conservative Party dating back to the 1830s.  

Historically, most Conservative Party voters have lived in the south of England, and tend to 
be people living in the suburbs or the countryside, rather than in big cities. The Conservative 

Party tends to be popular with older people and with people from more middle-class 

backgrounds.   

About half of Conservative MPs supported Britain leaving EU.  

The Conservative Party are currently the largest party in the House of Commons, holding 

364 seats, and the Conservative party leader, Boris Johnson, is serving as Prime Minister.  

Below are some important Conservative prime ministers that you need to know.  

 

Benjamin Disraeli 
 

 

 
 

Years as Prime 

Minister: 
1868 and 1874 – 1880 

Disraeli was Prime Minister in 1868 and 

also from 1874 to 1880. He believed that 

the wealthiest people in society should 

use their wealth and influence to help the 

working classes. This idea influenced 

future Conservative Prime Ministers 

Theresa May and Boris Johnson. 

Margaret Thatcher 
 

 
 

 

Years as Prime 
Minister: 1979-1990 

Margaret Thatcher was the UK’s first female 

Prime Minister. She believed that the 

government should not spend lots of money so 
that it could keep taxes low. However, this 

meant that Thatcher’s government limited the 
amount of welfare (benefits) the poorest 

people in society could receive. 



 

John Major 
 

 
Years as Prime Minister: 1990-

1997 

 

In 1990, the MPs in the Conservative 

Party forced Thatcher to resign, and she 

was replaced by John Major. During John 

Major’s time as Prime Minister, a number 

of Conservative MPs were involved in 

scandals, and this earned the 

Conservatives the nickname of the 

‘sleaze’ or the ‘nasty’ party. 

David Cameron 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Years 

as Prime Minister: 2010-2016 

 

David Cameron tried to modernise the 

Conservative Party, and get rid of its 

reputation as the ‘nasty’ party. For 

example, he supported new laws to allow 

gay marriage in 2014. He also decided 

that the country should vote on whether 

the UK should leave the EU. David 

Cameron wanted Britain to stay in the 

UK. When the UK voted to leave in 2016, 

Cameron resigned.  
 

 

Task 1 – Which Conservative Prime Minister is the statement referring to? 

1) Supported gay marriage in 2014. 

2) Replaced another Conservative Prime Minister  

3) Is a 19th century Prime Minister  

4) Influenced Boris Johnson  

5) Believed in cutting government spending 

6) Was Prime Minister as part of a coalition government  

7) Believed the wealthy should help the working classes 

8) Was Prime Minister at a time when members of their party were involved in scandals  

 

The Labour Party  



The Labour Party was formed 1900. Historically, Labour voters have tended to live in the 

North of England, Wales and Scotland. Labour also usually get a lot of votes from people 
who live in big cities in England. Labour tends to be popular amongst young people and 

working-class people.     

Most Labour MPs did not support Britain leaving the EU. 

Labour currently holds 199 seats in the House of Commons.  

 

Clement 

Atlee 
 

 

 

 
 

Years as Prime Minister: 1945 -
1951  

 

Clement Atlee replaced Winston 

Churchill as Prime Minister after WWII. 

He created the modern welfare state, 

including the NHS – which provided 

healthcare, free of charge, to everyone in 

the UK. The Labour Party remains 

committed to protecting the NHS today, 

by making sure that people do not have 

to pay for their healthcare. 

Tony Blair 

 
 
 

Years as Prime Minister: 1997 – 
2007 

 

Tony Blair was the first Labour Prime 

Minister in 18 years. The Labour Party 

had been unpopular since the 1970s, but 

Blair focussed on changing the image of 

the party so that it would appeal to 

voters. During Blair’s time as Prime 

Minister, a number of important changes 

were made to the way the judiciary, the 

legislature and the executive worked.  

 

Task 2 – Which Labour Prime Minister is the statement referring to? Write their name. 

1) Modernised the Labour Party  

2) Oversaw the creation of the NHS  

3) Replaced Winston Churchill  

4) Changed the way the three branches of government worked  

5) Expanded the welfare state  



6) Was the first Labour PM for 18 years.  

The Liberal Democrats  

IMPORTANT: Whilst the Liberal Democrats are considered a ‘major party’, they are a much 

smaller party than the Conservative and Labour parties. They are only the fourth largest 
party in the House of Commons, holding 11 seats.  

The Liberal Democrats were founded in 1988, when two political parties, the Social 

Democrat Party and the Liberal Party, joined together.  

Historically, supporters of the Liberal Democrats have tended to be middle-class. Some 

people will also vote for the Liberal Democrats if they do not want to vote Labour or 

Conservative. 

The Liberal Democrats have never won a general election, and so we have never had a 

Liberal Democrat in Prime Minister. However, in 2010 the Conservatives and the Liberal 
Democrats agreed to govern the country together. This is called a coalition. The leader of 

the Liberal Democrats became the Deputy Prime Minister.  

 

Nick Clegg 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Years 

as 

Deputy Prime Minister: 2010-
2015 

Nick Clegg was never Prime Minister, but 

he was Deputy Prime Minister during the 

Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 

(2010-2015). Nick Clegg promised before 

2010 that he would not raise the cost of 

going to university. When the costs did go 

up, Nick Clegg was heavily criticised.  

 

 

Task 3 – Explain an important link between the Liberal Democrats and the Conservative 
Party. You must mention the words: David Cameron, deputy Prime Minister. 

Task 4 – Which political party might the following people be likely to support. Explain why 

IMPORTANT: These are trends, and so are very much generalisations. In real life, it is more 
complicated; there are people in the south of England who vote Labour and working-class 

people who vote Conservative. Also, many people will change which party they vote for 

from one election to another. It is never intelligent to assume how somebody votes based 
solely on their background. However, there are certain trends regarding which groups of 

people vote for which party, and it is helpful for you to know what these are.  

 

1) Someone who lives in the south of England 



2) Someone from a working-class background  

3) Someone who supported Margaret Thatcher.  

4) Somebody from Cardiff.  

5) Someone who does not like the Conservatives or Labour  

6) Someone who is middle class.  

7) A student who is 20 and lives in London  

8) A 50 year-old who lives in the suburbs 

 9) Someone who lives in Durham  

10) Someone who supported leaving the EU  

11) A person who likes the current government  

12) A person who dislikes the current government and is angry about university fees 

13) Somebody who believes Britain should have a generous welfare state. 

 

 

TASK 5 – Similarities and differences between Prime Ministers  

a) Pick two Prime Minister from the SAME PARTY who have notable DIFFERENCES. 

Write down their names and explain your choice 

b) Pick two Prime Minister from the SAME PARTY who have notable SIMILARITIES. 

Write down their names and explain your choice 

c) Pick two Prime Minister from DIFFERENT PARTIES who have notable SIMILARITIES. 

Write down their names and explain your choice 

d) Pick two Prime Minister from DIFFERENT PARTIES who have notable DIFFERENCES. 

Write down their names and explain your choice 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1930s 

1930s 

1950s 

1970s 



US Politics  
 
Section A: How the US Government is organised 
 
Just like in the UK, the US Government is also divided into three branches: 
 
Executive: Executes (carries out) the law by 
 
Legislature: Makes the law. Debates and decides which laws should be enacted. 
 
Judiciary: Interprets the Law 
 
Note: The word ‘Government’ can refer to all three branches collectively but also can refer 
exclusively to the executive branch. In the US, and for this booklet, the term ‘government’ 
will refer to all three branches collectively and the term used for the executive will be 
federal government (defined later) 

 
In the US the branches consist of the following: 
 

The Executive: 
 

This includes the President, who is 
head of the Executive and 
government departments (Such as 
the Department for Homeland 
Security, Department of Justice, 
the State Department and the 
Department of Defence). Each 
department has a department 
secretary (head of department) 
who is chosen by the President. 
After the President nominates a 
department secretary their 
appointment has to be confirmed 
by a vote in Congress (specifically 
the Senate). See right.  
 
The secretaries of the various 
agencies form the President’s 
cabinet. Unlike in the UK, the 
President only occasionally meets 
his cabinet together (perhaps once or twice a year).  
 
 



Together, the agencies and the departments run the national government (also called the 
Federal Government) by controlling spending, running projects and carrying out policies.  
 
Finally, the President also has his own White House Staff (sometimes referred to as the 
Executive Office). They help the President in the day-to-day running of the White House and 
advise him on what decisions he should make. Members of the Executive Office include the 
President’s Chief-of-staff and his National Security Adviser.  
 

 
The Legislature: 
The legislature of the United States is, just like the UK, bicameral (consisting of two 
chambers). In the US the legislature is split into the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
Collectively (together), both Houses are known as Congress. Unlike the UK both houses are 
elected by the people via a popular election. 
 
The US is divided into fifty states (i.e. California, Texas, Florida etc.). Each state holds elections 
every two years to vote who to represent them in the legislature.  
 

Task 1: Answer the following questions  
Knowledge: 

a) Who is head of the executive?  

b) What name is given to the head of the different government departments? 

c) Who makes up the President’s cabinet? 

d) Give examples of high-profile positions within the White House Staff 

Describe 
e) Describe the process of appointing a department secretary 

f) Describe the work of Government departments and agencies 

g) Describe the role of the White House Staff (Executive Office)  



Every state elects two senators 
to sit in the Senate. Two senators 
for each state means there are 
100 senators in total.  
 
For the House of Representatives 
each state is divided into districts 
of roughly equal population (like 
a constituency in the UK). Each 
district votes for a representative 
to sit in the House of 
Representatives. Because some 
States are much larger than 
others they contain more 
districts and therefore some 
states have more 
representatives than others. For 
example, California (population: 
40 million) gets 53 House seats 
whereas Wyoming (population 
600,000) gets only 1 House seat. There are a total of 435 Seats in the House.  
 
This way all states are represented equally, regardless of the size of their population via the 
Senate. 
 
However, to avoid smaller states like Wyoming having a disproportionate say, the House of 
Representatives ensures representation is proportionate across the nation. 
 
In order for a law to be passed, each House must vote on identical versions of a bill before it 
can become a law. This is different to the UK where the House of Lords can only delay bills, 
not overturn them.  
 

United States Congress Fact file 

  
435 Members 
 
Larger states get more 
seats, smaller states get 
fewer 
 
Equal legislative power to 
the Senate (both Houses 
must pass a bill for it to 
become a law) 

100 Members 
 
All states get to elet two 
senators 
 
Equal legislative power to 
the House (both Houses 
must pass a bill for it to 
become a law) 



 

The Judiciary  
 
Just like in the UK, it is the job of the judiciary to interpret the law and deciding whether the 
actions of an individual or group are lawful or unlawful.  
 
There are several Courts in the legal system of the USA but at the top of all of them is the 
United States Supreme Court  
 
Unlike the Supreme Court in the UK, the United States Supreme Court has incredible power 
to shape how much power the Executive branch (The President and his cabinet) has and also 
to shape the actions of the legislature (Congress). 
 
The Supreme Court is made up of nine Justices. Each 
Justice has the position for life. Once they retire (or die) 
their successor is chosen by whoever is President at the 
time. The appointment must be confirmed by Congress 
(just like Executive Appointments).  
 
Clarence Thomas is the longest serving justice on the 
Supreme Court currently. He has been a justice since 
1991. 
 
The most recent appointment was Amy Coney Barrett in 2020 who replaced Ruth Bader 
Ginsberg after her death in 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Task 2 – Answer the following questions:  
Knowledge: 

a) What does bicameral mean? 

b) What are the names of the two chambers of the US Legislature?  

c) What is meant by the term ‘equal legislative power’? 

Describe 
d) Describe the process of electing members of the Senate 

e) Describe the process of electing members of the House of Representatives 

Explain 
f) Explain and analyse two ways in which Congress represents both smaller and larger states  

 

The nine justices of the Supreme Court.  



 
 
 
 
 
The Supreme Court and the Executive  
 
As you will discover later, the United States has a written, 
codified constitution. This means that the guidelines for how 
the Government should function and operate are written 
down in a single document (The US Constitution). The 
Constitution is very specific about the powers of the 
President.  
 
If the President is found to have acted outside what is 
permitted in the Constitution then he can be told that his 
actions are unconstitutional and forced to reverse his decisions 
 
 
The Supreme Court and the Legislature  
The Supreme Court can also overturn Acts of Congress if it 
deems them to be unconstitutional. In the UK, Parliament’s 
decisions are sovereign (final) so the UK Supreme Court does not 
have the power to overturn Acts of Parliament but the US 
Supreme Court does. This is known as the power of judicial 
review 
 
One of the most recent examples of judicial review occurred 
between 2013 and 2015 when two Supreme Court Cases (United 
States Vs. Windsor and Obergefell Vs. Hodges) declared the 
Defence of Marriage Act unconstitutional.  
 
The Defence of Marriage Act 2005 defined ‘marriage’ as a union 
between one man and one woman. The Supreme Court ruled 
that this was unconstitutional because there is a part of the 
Constitution (the Fifth Amendment) that guarantees all 
Americans “equal protection under the law” – the Supreme Court 
decided that this referred to same-sex couples too and to exclude 
them from the definition of ‘marriage’ was unconstitutional. The 
law was overturned.  
 
 

An extract from the United 

States Constitution. This lays 

out what the President can and 

can’t do. If it isn’t in here then 

the President can’t do it. It is the 

job of the Supreme Court to 

decide whether the President has 

acted according to the 

Constitution or not.  

Same-sex marriage was legalised 

in 2015 because the Supreme 

Court declared the law that 

banned it unconstitutional. 

Same-sex couples have the right 

to marry thanks to the Supreme 

Court, not because of any Act of 

Congress 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Task 3 – Answer the following questions  
Knowledge: 

a) What is meant by a ‘written, codified constitution’ (more on this later)? 

b) What does ‘unconstitutional’ mean? 

c) Define ‘Judicial Review’ 

Describe 
d) Describe how Supreme Court justices are appointed 

Explain 
e) Explain and analyse how the Supreme Court can constrain the power of the President. Use relevant 

examples 

f) Explain and analyse how the Supreme Court can use its power of judicial review to overturn Acts of 

Congress  

 



Section B: The History of the US Constitution the principles of US 
Government 
 
Today there are 50 US states across North American with one (Hawaii) 
in the Pacific Ocean. Before they were united in 1776 the American 
states consisted of just 13 separate colonies on the East Coast of 
America, each of them ruled over by the British.  
 
 

The American War of Independence (1775-1783)  
 
In 1775 the colonists (people living in the Thirteen Colonies) rebelled 
against British rule, leading to the War of Independence between 
1775 -1783.  
 
The colonists declared themselves independent from Britain in 1776 with the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence. However, the British continued to fight. Eventually the 
colonists won the war and Britain surrendered and officially recognised the United States of 

America as an independent country in 1783 

 
The US Constitution 1783 
 
Now the Thirteen Colonies were united together as one nation 
known as the United States of America. They had the 
opportunity to design their political system from scratch. What 
they came up with was known simply as The Constitution and it still forms the basis of political 
life in the United States to this day. 
 

 
When designing their 
new Constitution the 
Founding Fathers 
(the name given to 
the leading colonists 
such as George 

Washington and Thomas 
Jefferson) had four things in their mind: 

Constitution: The guidelines of how a 

government or political entity is 

organised  

 

The seal of the United States of 

America. In Latin it reads, E Pluribus 

Unum, ‘Out of many, one’ – reflecting 

the fact that the Thirteen Colonies 

united to form one nation. 

Task 4 – Answer the following questions  
Knowledge 

a) How many British colonies were there on the East Coast of America? 

b) When was the American War of Independence? 

c) When was the Declaration of Independence signed?  

d) When was America recognised as its own country by the British?  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
1. Republican and Limited Government 

 
The Founding Fathers created a system where: 

a) There was no monarch (a republic) 
b) The government could not become too powerful and must be 

limited by the people and the states.  
 
 

 
2. A Federal system of Government 

 
The Thirteen Colonies stretched for 1,500 miles across the 
East Coast of America. Each state varied greatly in terms 
of its climate, culture and society. What was important to 
rural farmers in Georgia and South Carolina was very 
different to what was important to the merchants and 
bankers in New York City.  

 
Therefore the Founding Fathers wanted to create a 
federal system of government in which individual states 
kept certain rights and powers free from the national 
government. Today, for example, states are free to set 
their own rules on issues such as criminal justice. This 
explains why some states have the death penalty and others do not.  

 
 
 

3. A Bicameral Legislature  
 

As well as being culturally different, the states 
also differed in terms of population. Some 
states had a very high population and others 
had a very low population. The smaller states 
were worried that the larger states would have 
too much say over how the government was run. The larger states wanted to make sure 
that the smaller states didn’t get a disproportionate say too.  

 
In order to please both, the Founding Fathers designed a bicameral legislature. This 
means that the part of government responsible for passing laws was split in two: The 
House of Representatives and the Senate. Together they would be known as Congress. 

Federalism: A system of 

government where power is split 

between a national government and 

individual regions (states)  

 

Legislature: The part of government 

that is responsible for passing laws. 

Bicameral: Split into two 

 



 
 

4. The President would be chosen indirectly via an Electoral College 
 

The Founding Fathers did not want the President to be directly elected. They feared 
that the interests and preferences of the majority would outweigh the interests and 
preferences of the minority. For this reason they came up with an Electoral College 
to make the final decision on who should be President. Each state would be assigned 
a number of Electors depending on the size of their State. These electors would all 
meet in Washington on a pre-determined date to decide who should be President. 
These Electors would take into account the views of the people of their state but were 
free to vote how they liked. In this way the President is chosen indirectly rather than 
through a direct election by the people. 
 

House of Representatives 
Each state would send 
congressmen to the House 
of Representatives. The 
number they sent was 

dependent on the size of the 
State. So the larger states would have more 
representatives than the smaller ones. This 
ensured that the States with a larger 
population had a proportional say in what 
laws were passed. Today, for example 
California (the largest State) sends 53 
congressmen to the House of 
Representatives whereas Wyoming (the 
smallest) only sends one 

Senate 
Each state also sent two 
congressmen to the Senate, 
regardless of the size of their 
population. This ensured that 

all states were equally 
represented and that larger States did not 
get more of a say than smaller states. 

 
By splitting the legislature in two, the 
Founding Fathers established a system that 
kept both the smaller and larger States were 
kept happy  
 

 
Both chambers of Congress have to agree on a bill before it becomes a law.  By splitting the 
legislature in two, the Founding Fathers established a system that kept both the smaller 
and larger States  
 



Today each state holds an election to decide how their electors should vote. When 
voters go to the polls in a Presidential election they aren’t actually voting for who they 
want to be President but instead are voting for which electors they want to send to 
the meeting of the Electoral College on behalf of their state.  

 
 



  

 
 

The Separation of Powers  
 
At the forefront of the minds of the Founding Fathers was a limited government where the 
tyranny of the King could never be repeated. But the Founding Fathers were aware that 
simply establishing a republic was not enough to stop tyranny. A President could equally 
become as tyrannical as the King if his power was unchecked.  
 
The Founding Fathers were equally worried that a popularly elected legislature (one chosen 
by an election) would simply do what the majority told them to (in order to be voted into 
office), overriding the rights and interests of the minority (who did not vote for the winning 
party in an election).  
 
Finally, they wanted an independent judiciary to interpret the law and the Constitution 
(Although the power to declare actions and Acts of Congress unconstitutional came slightly 
later in 1803) 
 
 

Task 5 – Answer the following questions  
Knowledge 

a) What is a Constitution? 

b) Who were the Founding Fathers?  

c) What is a republic? 

d) What is Federalism? 

e) What is a Bicameral Legislature? 

Describe: 
f) Describe the how the federal system of government in the USA works 

g) Describe how Congress is divided 

h) Describe what an ‘Elector’ is 

 
Explain 

i) Explain why the Founding Fathers wanted to create a republic 

j) Explain why the Founding Fathers did not want the government to become too powerful  

k) Explain why the Founding Fathers wanted to establish a federal system of government  

l) Explain how larger states are fairly represented in Congress 

m) Explain how smaller states are fairly represented in Congress 

n) Explain why some states have the death penalty and others don’t  

o) Explain how the Electoral College works 

 

 

 



In order to ensure that no branch of Government became too powerful, the Founding 
Fathers ensured that all three branches were to be completely separate and had the ability 
to check each other’s power. 
 
The most obvious way in which the three branches are kept separate is by personnel. No one 
is allowed to be a member of two branches at once. This is why, in 2008 when Senator Barrack 
Obama won the Presidential election he had to resign his position as a Senator as he could 
not be a member of the Executive and the Legislature at the same time.  
 
This is in complete opposition to the UK system where the Prime Minister, by definition, must 
be part of the Legislature (The Prime Minister is always an MP)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

The Executive (President and 

Cabinet) 

The Legislature (Congress) The Judiciary (Supreme Court) 

Separate 

Unlike in the US, the Prime 

Minister is chosen from the 

legislature. Here you can see 

Boris Johnson in Parliament 

fulfilling his role as an MP (like 

all those around him) and Prime 

Minister. This happens at least 

once a week. In the US, the 

President will visit Congress 

once a year and plays no role in 

how it operates 



Checks and Balances 
 
As well as keeping the institutions separate, the Constitution deliberately gives each branch 
the power to check the power of the other branch. Some of these powers are listed below: 
 
Congress 
 
The one thing the Founding Fathers feared more than anything was the tyranny of a single 
individual (like the King). Therefore they gave Congress many significant powers to check the 
power of the President: 
 
Congress can check the President’s power in several ways 

- They control which bills are heard. The president receives no priority if he or she 

want to pass a new law 

- Congress has to approve (by majority vote in the Senate) any appointments the 

President makes to the executive or the judiciary (including Supreme Court justices) 

- Congress must approve any treaties the President signs with foreign nations 

- Congress can impeach a President who they think is unsuitable for office. This means 

they are put on trial with the Senate acting as jury. If 2/3rd of the Senate vote to 

convict then the President can be removed from office 

- They can overturn the President’s veto with a 2/3rds majority vote (see below)  

 
The President 
 
Even though the President has the most checks on his power, he is still able to check the 
power of Congress in several ways. 
 
1. The President can veto legislation passed by Congress. For a bill to become a law the 
President must sign it. If he refuses then the bill cannot pass (unless Congress overrides the 
veto. See above) 
 
2. The President shares the power to make appointments to the Executive. Whilst his 
nominations still have to be ratified, he is the only person who can make a nomination.  
 
The Supreme Court 
 
The Supreme Court has the job of interpreting the Constitution. As part of this job it can check 
the power of both the President and Congress by: 

- Declaring Acts of Congress unconstitutional (Judicial Review).  
- Declaring the actions of the President unconstitutional.  

 



The main job of the Supreme Court, therefore, is to ensure that Congress and the President 
act in a way that is allowed by the Constitution. 

 

Task 6 – Answer the following questions  
a) Explain why the Founding Fathers kept the office of President and Congress separate. Give an example 

b) Explain how the US and the UK differ in terms of keeping the executive and legislature separate 

c) Describe how the President’s power can be checked 

d) Describe how Congress’s power can be checked 

 
 

 


