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Foreword

Foreword

Students learn more when they care about what they are learning. Students 
understand concepts better if they see how these concepts apply to the 
world outside of school. Students retain information longer if they are actively 
engaged in the discussion and demonstration of what they are learning.

Too many American classrooms never utilize these principles. But Project Based 
Government (PBG) is built upon them. It addresses the concepts and content 
defined by the National Standards for Civics and Government from the Center 
for Civic Education, grades 9–12, and the Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, 
developed by the National Council for the Social Studies for high school, in 
such a way that the material becomes meaningful and engaging to students. 
PBG reverses the traditional method of “teach the concepts first, then give 
students the opportunity to apply them.” Instead, PBG places students in an 
interesting scenario with an open-ended problem and asks them to arrive at 
a justifiable solution using civics concepts. The project thus “pulls” students 
through the content. The teacher’s role is to clarify, facilitate, and guide rather 
than “push” unmotivated students toward the learning objectives. 

Research has shown project-based curricula to have positive effects 
on student learning. PBL methodology helps teachers build valuable 
interdisciplinary “21st-century skills” in students, including collaboration, 
critical thinking/problem-solving, and presentation making. Studies have 
shown that there are important cognitive benefits with the PBL methodology. 
We have found that PBG works well for diverse students in a variety of school 
settings. Skilled teachers in alternative education programs, continuation high 
schools, and other settings have reported success with these materials. 

These units were developed by the Buck Institute for Education and pilot-
tested and critiqued by a group of energetic, insightful teachers throughout 
California. Although too many teachers have been involved to thank each one 
by name, we are extremely grateful for their time, insight, and contributions 
to making these units successful. In addition, there have been a number of 
university professors, nonprofit organization staff, and school district leaders 
who have contributed to unit development. We have benefited from their 
observations and suggestions, and we offer a collective “Thank you!”

Please visit the Interact website (www.teachinteract.com) to find out about 
professional development offerings and conference presentations.

John Mergendoller, Ph.D. Executive Director, Buck Institute for Education

John Larmer, M.A. Director of Product Development, Buck Institute for Education

http://www.teachinteract.com


2  The Better Budget - Teacher Guide	 ©2012 Interact - www.teachinteract.com



©2012 Interact - www.teachinteract.com	 The Better Budget - Teacher Guide  3

Introduction
Chapter One

Introduction
Chapter One

What is Project Based Learning?

Project Based Learning (PBL) is an instructional method in which students:

•	 Engage in a rigorous, extended process of inquiry focused on complex, 
authentic questions and problems

•	 Work as independently from the teacher as possible and have some 
degree of “voice and choice”

•	 Demonstrate in-depth understanding of academic knowledge and skills  

•	 Build 21st-century skills such as collaboration, presentation, and critical 
thinking/problem-solving

•	 Create high-quality products and performances which are presented to 
a public audience

PBL is often cited as a valuable method by educators promoting differentiated 
instruction, multiple intelligences theory, learning-styles theory, 21st-century 
skills, and the “new 3 Rs” of rigor, relevance, and relationships. 

In PBL, the project drives the curriculum—it provides the structure for teaching 
and learning. A project is not just an “applied learning activity” that follows 
a traditionally taught unit of instruction. Nor is it discovery learning in its 
most basic form, in which students are provided with tools and activities 
that allow them to “discover” knowledge and skills with minimal guidance 
from a teacher. Instead, PBL challenges students to solve a problem through 
the application of content knowledge and collaborative resource-gathering, 
investigation, discussion, and decision-making. 

Each project in Project Based Government (PBG) is a complete unit of instruction 
centered on a scenario that presents students with an engaging, realistic 
problem with more than one possible reasonable solution. To resolve the 
problem successfully, students realize they need to understand civics concepts 
and how government operates. This increases their motivation to learn the 
curriculum. Coaching students to resolve the problem posed in each unit 
requires a teacher to weave together a number of instructional components 
while remaining focused on the civics concepts around which the project 
is organized.
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Phases of a Project Based Government unit: how 
learning unfolds 

Although structured flexibly enough to allow for student discovery and 
independent learning, all PBG projects follow a series of steps or phases. 
These phases may sometimes overlap, but can generally be defined 
as follows:

Project launch—the Entry Event

At the start of each PBG project, students either receive some type of 
authentic correspondence or have an authentic experience intended to 
engage them in the project scenario. The “Entry Event” provokes interest 
and generates curiosity, leading naturally to the next phase.

Framing the inquiry—Driving Question and Knowledge Inventory

To begin the inquiry and problem-solving process, students as a class 
analyze their task and write a “Driving Question” that guides the project. 
The teacher coaches students in the construction of a Driving Question 
that summarizes the problem to be resolved, which in PBG is written 
according to the model:

How can we, as ______, do ______ so that______?

The teacher also leads the class through a discussion and recording 
of knowledge that the students already have (know) and information 
that they still require (need to know) in order to arrive at an answer to 
the Driving Question. This process is repeated periodically throughout 
the lesson.

Problem-solving and learning activities 

The project scenario unfolds as students receive additional information 
about the problem to be solved. Students work in teams to conduct 
independent investigation and complete project tasks while the teacher 
provides resources and lessons guided by the students’ “Need-to-Know 
List.” A Project Log is used to check for student understanding of key 
civics terms and concepts. The class revises the knowledge inventory 
periodically and revisits the Driving Question to help stay on track 
toward a reasonable resolution to the scenario. The teacher monitors 
students’ progress and watches for “teachable moments” when students 
recognize their need to know more about civics.

Presentation, assessment, and debrief
The project culminates as students finalize their solution to the problem 
posed in the scenario. Students prepare authentic products and present 
them to an audience and/or publicly discuss each group’s work. The 
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teacher uses a rubric to evaluate the students’ work and may also choose 
to administer a test to assess learning. The last step is to debrief the project 
with students, discussing both civics content and the process by which it 
was learned. 

Teaching in the PBL environment

Although Project Based Learning is designed to foster active, engaged 
learning, students do not work completely on their own or exclusively with 
their peers when addressing the problem presented in a scenario. PBL is most 
effective when accompanied by project-based teaching.

In PBL, the teacher guides students through the process of collaborative 
problem-solving and the creation of high-quality products and performances. 
Teachers are an important provider of subject-area knowledge and remain 
responsible for monitoring and assessing student learning, clarifying content-
related concepts and misconceptions, assigning students to work groups, 
and managing what goes on in the classroom. Although traditional tools such 
as lectures, homework, and quizzes still have a place in this setting, they are 
used in the meaningful context of solving a problem. The role of the teacher 
using PBL is to make learning “inevitable” by carefully managing the learning 
process and promoting a spirit of inquiry. 

Make it a collaborative effort

The timing and extent of a teacher’s instructional interventions differ 
from those used in traditional approaches. Effective teachers in 
PBL wait for teachable moments, when students are interested and 
ready to learn, before intervening or providing the necessary content 
explanations; they present or clarify concepts once students realize they 
need to understand subject-area content in order to solve the problem. 
Project Based Learning is most effective when it is a collaborative 
effort between the teacher and students, with the teacher as the 
senior partner.

This collaboration begins by engaging students in the problem to 
be solved. As you launch the unit, it is important not to reveal too 
much about the problem that students are about to encounter and 
not to pre-teach the content and take away the motivation to learn 
that comes after students are “hooked” by the Entry Event. Take the 
problem seriously. While acknowledging that it is a scenario, point out 
that the problem is closely modeled on what happens in the real world. 
Heighten student interest and motivation by emphasizing the important 
effects their decisions will have (summarized in the “so that” part of 
the Driving Question written by the class). Model genuine interest and 
enthusiasm for students to take on the challenge of exploring several 
possible solutions.
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The “teacher-as-coach” metaphor applies as students go about the tasks 
of conducting research, understanding the problem’s complexities, and 
preparing to present their solutions. Like a good coach watching athletes 
practice, the teacher needs to observe, diagnose, and guide without 
doing students’ work for them. Anticipate some needs before they arise, 
be prepared to meet them, and watch for new needs as they emerge—
but wait until they emerge. 

One of the biggest challenges for many teachers is to step back and 
wait for the “need to know” to arise in students. Instead of answering 
all questions right away, ask, “How could you find that out?” and offer 
suggestions and resources for further inquiry. If students get stuck at a 
certain point, act as a “cognitive coach” by modeling thinking strategies. 
Offer process-oriented comments such as, “How would I approach that 
issue/task? Well, I might break it down into steps, or I might want to talk 
with my group about ____ or make sure I understood ____. Or maybe I’d 
go back to my Need-to-Know List…”

Build classroom culture

Establishing the classroom culture is also important for successful PBL. 
Students must know that it is all right to take intellectual risks and offer 
creative solutions for critiques by their classmates and teacher without 
fear of ridicule. A healthy spirit of give-and-take needs to be fostered in a 
PBL classroom, as does the habit of reflection. Both students and teacher 
need to constantly ask: “What are we learning? How are we learning? 
And what does it mean?” 

Another vital part of classroom culture is collaboration. In PBL students 
work in small groups, and the key to their success is the ability to work 
together comfortably and productively. If students are not used to 
group work, these skills must be taught. If students are not working 
well together, the teacher needs to know how to intervene and smooth 
things out. And when students share ideas, ask questions, and present 
their work, whether it is to their own classmates or a public audience, a 
serious and respectful tone should be the norm.

Invest in planning

A teacher using PBL should be skilled in planning and organization. Before 
beginning a unit, make sure to read all instructions and prepare materials 
carefully, but do not over-plan and feel bound by a predetermined 
timetable. It is hard to predict exactly how each class will approach 
a project and what needs will arise. A certain amount of flexibility is 
required, as is the willingness to let go of some expectations and control. 
Students may propose solutions that you had not considered, or they 
may want to explore issues in greater depth and breadth. 
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A teacher also needs skill in the use of performance-based assessment. 
This means knowing how to assess skills such as collaboration, 
communication, and time and task management. You can enhance 
student development of these skills by providing exemplars, well-written 
rubrics, and chances to practice with helpful feedback.

Teaching in a PBL environment differs from many traditional classrooms in two 
other ways. First, it can be noisy. That means a teacher (and his or her school 
neighbors and administrators) must be willing to accept occasional apparent 
disorder as the inquiry process at work. Second, a teacher must be willing to 
personally engage with students in ways other than standing in front of the 
room, delivering content knowledge as the “sage on the stage.” A degree of 
intellectual and sometimes emotional connection with individual students is 
often needed to meet the challenges of PBL.
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Teaching Government With  
Project Based Learning

Chapter Two

Project Based Learning (PBL) is an ideal methodology for teaching young 
people about democratic government and citizenship. Every level of 
government, and every citizen who affects or is affected by government, 
solves problems in the course of fulfilling their duties. Governments must raise 
and spend money, set policies, create laws, and perform services, all while 
balancing the needs of a complex, changing society. Usually there is no single 
“right answer” upon which everyone can agree. Citizens voting in elections, 
communicating with their government, or working in government must solve 
problems that are complex and open-ended. And the duties of government 
and citizens are often accomplished in collaboration with others. The skills 
built by PBL provide good training for what students will need in their lives as 
members of a democracy.

In Project Based Government, students learn how the terms, concepts, and 
processes described in textbooks apply to the real world. By solving problems 
rooted in real life, students are able to grasp a fundamental truth about 
how democracy works—it is “messy.” They see firsthand that each solution 
to a governmental or political problem almost always has its drawbacks, 
its winners and losers; that democracy requires debate, disagreement, and 
ultimately compromise in order to get things done; and that government and 
politics adapt to changing times that require leaders and citizens to revisit 
certain basic principles again and again. These themes circulate throughout 
all the Buck Institute of Education’s PBG units.  Additionally, the units feature 
glimpses of ways that students, as future citizens, can take part in the process 
of governing—including serving on the staff of a political officeholder, 
working on a campaign team, and joining an organized interest group.

Preparing Students for PBL

Before launching the first PBG unit, we recommend introducing students to the 
concept of Project Based Learning. This can be accomplished with a 45-minute 
activity: Can We Believe This? (See Chapter Three). In this activity students 
encounter a civics-related situation. As they set about solving the problem, they 
learn the process for how PBL works. In one class period, they gain experience 
analyzing an Entry Document, writing a Driving Question, and conducting a 
Knowledge Inventory—learning how to think and act in different ways than they 
might be used to in more traditional forms of learning. 

The PBG units may be taught in a sequence, forming the backbone of an 
entire semester-long course surveying U.S. government and civics, or more 
commonly, they may be interspersed with other lessons and activities. 
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By reviewing the Content Standards within each unit, and your own state 
standards documents, you will see that most major standards are addressed 
by the PBG units. What is not addressed may be taught by adding extensions 
or exploring topics of particular interest and local emphasis. As you plan 
the order in which the units will be taught, and determine the prerequisite 
knowledge students will need, consider the following points about each unit:

A Government for Xlandia

In this unit students are placed in the role of representatives of various 
democratic nations on a United Nations Task Force. They are asked to 
advise the leaders of a new nation, just emerging from a dictatorship, 
about what form of constitutional democracy they ought to build. 
This unit would be useful near the beginning of a course to provide an 
overview of constitutional democracy. Alternatively, it could be used 
near the end of a course to summarize and more deeply reflect upon 
key points about constitutional democratic government. The unit builds 
understanding of the basic functions of a constitution, how government 
power can be limited, and how the U.S. system compares with other 
democracies. It also asks students to consider the conditions under 
which democracy takes root and flourishes, and it connects to the study 
of economics and world history.

The Better Budget

Students in this unit, acting as a focus group for a congressional 
representative, are asked to recommend cuts in the federal budget, 
balancing the views of liberals and conservatives about the proper role 
of government. Teachers find this unit useful near the beginning of 
the course since it provides actual examples of the basic services and 
programs funded by government. It also explores the historical and 
philosophical roots of liberal and conservative ideology, forming a sound 
basis for discussion of many issues that typically arise in a high school 
government course.

LegiQuest

In this unit students take the role of lobbyists for an interest group 
representing young people, investigating ways in which legislation 
might be steered through Congress. The issues under consideration 
include school bullying, death penalty, teen steroid use, and gun 
control. This unit can be used to teach the legislative branch of the 
federal government. It also touches on the roles of the executive 
branch, the courts, and the states in enacting public policy. By framing 
the traditional “how a bill becomes law” lesson in the context of actual 
issues, and by starting farther back in the law-making process, this unit 
gives students a deep understanding of the realities of legislation.
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Fighting Chance

In the role of first-year associates at a law firm, students are asked to 
recommend whether their firm ought to take a case heading to the 
Supreme Court. The case involves a qualified woman who was barred 
from joining the U.S. Army Special Forces and is challenging the rule as 
discriminatory based on the right to equal protection guaranteed by the 
5th and 14th Amendments. This unit may be taught in the context of the 
Bill of Rights, and/or as a vehicle for learning about the judicial branch of 
U.S. government, and the Supreme Court in particular.

On the Campaign Trail

This unit could fit into a course at various points, and it is especially 
relevant during election years. Students act as media consultants for 
a local political campaign and must decide how to best “market” a 
flawed candidate, given local issues and voter characteristics. Ethical 
dilemmas arise as students learn about the realities of campaigning for 
office today, providing the teacher and students with an opportunity to 
critically examine the U.S. election system.

Not In My Back Yard

In this unit on local government, students acting as a city manager’s 
staff must choose the best site for transitional housing for the homeless. 
They must also defend the city’s policymaking process and balance the 
demands of various interest groups—learning important lessons about 
how municipal government works. Since the topic of local government 
is often neglected, or shoehorned into typical high school government 
courses, this unit offers a way to teach the content effectively while 
engaging students with its high-interest topic of homelessness. 
NIMBY could fit at the beginning, middle, or end of a semester. Some 
teachers may wish to start a course with the study of local government 
and/or use this unit to launch an exploration of actual local issues in 
their community.

What is provided in this unit?

List of Concepts Taught: Each unit provides a list of key concepts students 
should be learning and provides guidance on how to ensure that they do.

Objectives: Each unit contains a list of objectives outlining what students will 
learn and experience. 

Content Standards: Each unit charts the applied content standards of 
the National Standards for Civics and Government from the Center for Civic 
Education and Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, developed by the 
National Council for the Social Studies. 
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Unit Overview: Each unit contains an overview that includes the time 
required, a summary of the problem to be resolved in a scenario, the civics 
concepts to be learned, the placement in the curriculum of a typical high 
school civics course, and the Center for Civics Education standards addressed.

A section on how to teach each unit contains:

•	 A section of Student Materials with all student handout masters

•	 A section of Teacher Materials with a detailed review of the economic 
concepts and terminology within the unit, which may be used to guide 
the preparation of lessons for students, plus a glossary of concept 
definitions, answer keys for unit assignments, and rubrics for major 
unit products

•	 Sequence of the Unit, a quick reference list of each step

•	 A Step-by-Step Teaching Guide, with detailed instructions about how 
to manage each step, plus Resources, sample Driving Questions and 
Know/Need-to-Know Lists, Content Notes, prompts for Project Log 
entries, and Potential Hurdles. 

At various points within each unit, you will see two types of special Notes to 
the Teacher on effective implementation:

Content Notes: The Content Standards section of each unit identifies 
key concepts students should be learning and provides guidance on 
how to ensure that they do. 

Potential Hurdles indicate certain points during the unit when students 
might become confused or sidetracked and explain how to help them. 
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Teaching Strategies for  
Project Based Government

Scaffold learning activities

Students are supported in a variety of ways in the PBG units. In addition to 
“soft scaffolds” such as conversations with a teacher, “hard scaffolds,” such as 
charts, tables, or worksheets, are provided in each unit to help students learn 
concepts and organize their ideas. Students practice using civics concepts 
through oral or written exercises that build knowledge and skills necessary for 
the culminating task in the unit.

Efficient project-based teaching generally involves selecting content resources 
for students to use before they embark on solving the problems presented 
and creating products. These can include civics textbooks, specially prepared 
handouts, newspaper articles, videos, and online resources. Students should 
be encouraged to grapple on their own or in small groups with civics concepts 
and find their own answers to content-related questions as much as possible. 
Consequently, it is generally best not to assign specific resources but rather 
to tell students what they can easily access to find the information they need 
to complete project tasks. It is then up to students and their groups to decide 
what content resources they are going to pursue.

Provide clarifying lessons at “teachable moments” 

PBL is most effective with continual dialogue between the teacher (as a coach) 
and students. Effective project-based teachers must actively direct students 
toward the curriculum goals by asking probing questions in class discussions, 
circulating and listening to discussions in group work, and taking advantage of 
teachable moments when students are ready to learn. When these moments 
arise, the teacher has a key role to play in explaining content-related concepts 
and clarifying misconceptions. The teacher may offer a quick explanation to 
individuals or small groups, or recognize when all or most of the class needs to 
be taught something as a whole via direct instruction.

When lectures are given, they should be short (hence the term used in these 
materials, “mini-lecture”) and organized. Limit lectures to the information 
students need at that point in the problem-solving process. A mini-lecture 
should be introduced by talking about it as part of the teacher’s role as “coach” 
for the students’ problem-solving process. It is a good idea to refer to the 
“Need-to-Know” list and say something like, “Many of you said yesterday that 
you had questions about ______, so I have some information that will answer 
those questions.” And, as in all cases when lectures are used, you should 
use the techniques of good lecturing: engage students by speaking in an 
interesting style, ask questions, give examples, use visual aids, and pause to 
have students think, talk, or do some activity. 
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Use formative assessments

A key part of your job in project-based teaching is to monitor whether 
students are learning the concepts the project is designed to teach. A variety 
of formative assessments will help with monitoring, including individual 
questioning, pop quizzes, checks for understanding with peers, and project 
logs. Here are strategies for using formative assessment tools:

•	 Listen to student discussions in small groups or as a whole class, and 
ask questions to provide a window into students’ thinking and reveal 
confusion or misunderstandings.

•	 Administer a short pop quiz requiring students to demonstrate their 
understanding of an economic concept.

•	 Arrange for peers to check each other’s understanding by pairing up to 
explain an economic concept to another student. Follow this by asking 
students for a show of hands to report how well they thought they 
explained and how well they (honestly) thought their partner explained 
the concept. If this check reveals a knowledge gap or misunderstanding, 
conduct a short whole-class discussion or mini-lecture to consolidate 
understanding of the idea or concept.

Project Logs provide a structured way of assessing student understanding 
and are included in PBG units at significant points during the project. You 
may have students record many things in a Project Log or journal, including 
notes on the process of learning, comments on how well they or their groups 
are working, or reflections on content-related topics. Project Logs provide for 
individual accountability for learning the material and allow you to assess the 
understanding of each student when students work in groups. 

Project Log entries must be checked soon after they are written if they are to 
be used effectively as a diagnostic tool. You need to find out what students 
do and do not know in order to plan the next day’s instruction. Apart from 
skimming them all, one way to do this quickly is to select a small number of 
representative samples from a range of students in the class. Or, students 
could be asked to raise their hands according to how well their entries—or 
their peer’s, if they have swapped and read each other’s logs—matched the 
criteria provided.

Once Project Log entries have been reviewed to assess the degree to which 
individual students understand the conceptual material being addressed, you 
can plan further instructional actions such as:

•	 Talking with the class about the concepts in question by giving another 
mini-lecture
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•	 Talking with certain students or groups to address their misconceptions and 
misunderstandings giving additional textbook reading assignments, and/or 
directing students to online resources and explanations

•	 Arranging peer teaching between students who are confused about the 
concept and those who have a solid understanding of it

Manage small-group work

Although the problems posed in project scenarios can be resolved entirely 
by individuals or entirely through whole-class effort, Project Based Learning 
is most effective when students are required to work in small groups. 
Consequently, all PBG unit scenarios place students in the role of a team with 
three to six members. This gives students the opportunity to discuss their 
ideas and questions with peers and develops the skills of stating a position, 
listening to others’ positions, respectfully disagreeing with others, and 
collaborating and compromising. There is no always-applicable guidance for 
forming groups, and you will have to think about your students and decide 
who works well together. Generally, we encourage teachers to include 
students with different interests and abilities in the group so that a range of 
talents and skills can be applied to the project. It is generally not a good idea 
for students to choose their own groups based on friendship alone.

Coaching and monitoring groups is important. Most groups will need some 
assistance maintaining a task focus. Groups may also need help maintaining 
a positive attitude or dealing with group members who are not carrying their 
weight. Although PBL is predicated on students taking charge of their own 
learning, teachers need to monitor this process continually and pull groups 
into impromptu conferences when their process bogs down.

Communicate standards of excellence

Rubrics that specify the characteristics of quality work and exemplars of 
finished products are included in each PBG unit. Students should be given 
the rubric midway through the project, to guide them as they prepare the 
required major products and performances. Students should not be given the 
rubric at the same time they receive the Entry Document at the beginning 
of the project, as part of a “complete packet of materials” for the whole unit. 
They need some time to define for themselves what they have to learn to 
resolve the problems posed by the scenario, and receiving the rubric or other 
materials too soon short-circuits that process.
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Manage presentation and critique of answers to the 
Driving Question 

All PBG units include the preparation of some sort of tangible product and/or 
performance to communicate an answer to the Driving Question. Students will 
need guidance in the preparation of these products, as well as the opportunity 
to practice and receive feedback on their work as much as possible from 
their peers and teacher. After students’ solutions have been presented, the 
class should compare and discuss them as explained in the debrief phase of 
each unit.

Oral presentations to the class or a panel are a valuable component of 
many PBG units. As teachers know well, you’re often not really sure if you 
understand something until you explain it to others. However, managing oral 
presentations well presents several challenges. Student groups need time to 
prepare and practice. The expectations for a good oral presentation should be 
made very clear, including presentation techniques and proper attire, posture, 
attitude, and group member participation. The rubrics accompanying each 
unit provide guidance to students on the use of content knowledge as well as 
oral presentation skills.

To help ensure proper participation by all group members, experienced 
teachers use several strategies. One is to explain that everyone will be held 
responsible for understanding all parts of an oral presentation and the visual 
aids that accompany it—and the rubric and grading criteria will reflect this 
goal. In addition, groups could be informed that even if they have decided in 
advance who will say what during the formal part of a presentation, anyone 
may be asked a question about any part of the presentation. Or, a teacher 
could tell students they will be picked at random just before the presentation 
to deliver various parts of it, thereby putting group members on notice that 
they each need to be prepared to fully participate.

On the day of presentations, if the number of groups is not too large, there 
may be time for each group to make a presentation. However, a potential 
problem with this approach is that groups tend to repeat themselves, and 
by the time the fourth or fifth group has made its presentation there is very 
little new left to say, and there are very few new questions to ask the group. 
Also, students in groups presenting nearer the end may have an advantage by 
hearing previous presentations. This can be avoided if it is possible to send the 
rest of the class to the library or another room, or have presenting groups go 
to another location, so each group can present only to the teacher or panel. 
If all students need to remain together, give student audience members a 
task. Have them listen to other presentations and make notes of good points 
made and good answers to questions, as well as how they might have done 
it differently. Some classes may be ready to assess their peers’ performance, 
using a rubric or other set of criteria while they observe and listen.
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Practice 21st-century skills

To meet the challenges of the changing economy in the United States 
and across the world, and become participating citizens in a democracy, 
students need to learn more than basic skills and acquire subject-area 
knowledge. Accordingly, all PBG units provide opportunities for students 
to learn and practice 21st-century skills, such as collaboration (e.g., working 
well with others, sharing resources, arriving at consensus), critical thinking 
(e.g., gathering relevant information, generating and evaluating solutions to 
problems), and communication (e.g., discussing ideas, writing, making an oral 
presentation, using technology). You can discuss, teach, and even assess these 
skills before, during, and at the end of every project. 

Establish group and individually based grading procedures

As students usually work together to create the products and/or performance 
that culminate a project, you may need to assign a single grade for that 
product, given to all students working in the group. Of course some 
students—like some adults—will freeload and allow others to do their work 
for them. Self-reports, combined with group self-evaluation and group leader 
reports, can provide some information on how much each student may 
have worked but not how much each has learned. Students will take more 
responsibility for their learning, and learn more, if they know their content 
understanding will be assessed individually; so let them know the group 
product is not the only component of their grade. Instead of relying on one 
speaker to make a presentation, they should be asked to divide up the task—
and be ready for questions about any part of it, not just the part they did. But 
since time is usually short, questioning students during oral presentations 
can only be a partial assessment strategy. Consequently, teachers may 
want to create multiple-choice or short-answer tests that can be used to 
assess individual student understanding at the conclusion of each PBG unit. 
Additionally, or alternatively, you could require students to turn in individual 
written assignments along with their group-developed product. You will 
have to work out what is most appropriate for your own grading system, but 
the fundamental idea holds: Make sure to assess students on their content 
knowledge individually in addition to any group assessment you conduct.

Allow for several possible “right answers” 

Part of what engages students in Project Based Learning is knowing that they 
can make choices and are not simply “doing what the teacher wants.” All PBG unit 
scenarios are built around problems for which there can be multiple reasonable 
solutions. There are also solutions that are clearly wrong; not every solution will 
work. Guidance on evaluating reasonable and unreasonable solutions for each 
unit is offered in the Step-by-Step Teaching Guide. 
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Stay within the project scenario

Since the scenarios are hypothetical, students often want to add details, 
modify what is known, or otherwise change the scenario so that it is easier 
to resolve the problem presented. Such creativity will sabotage the core 
purpose of the project—it has been carefully developed as a vehicle to teach 
specific content. All PBG units have been developed in close consultation with 
U.S. high school teachers. It has been tested in their classrooms and revised 
based on their feedback to ensure that the project, although enjoyed by 
most students, does not become merely a “fun activity.” The project has been 
created to achieve a serious instructional purpose, and deviating from the 
project scenario’s storyline tends to focus students’ attention on irrelevant or 
less important learning objectives.

Consider needs of English language learners

Students who are learning to speak, read, and write English can benefit greatly 
from Project Based Learning, but special scaffolding may be necessary. They 
may need more time to complete tasks, more vocabulary-building, and more 
peer-to-peer support. Some of the authentic-sounding documents presented 
in PBG scenarios may contain jargon, slang, or cultural references that will need 
to be explained. When forming small groups, care should be taken to assign 
students learning English to teams with supportive and skilled members. 
Finally, oral presentations may present special challenges—ELL students may 
be allowed to participate to a lesser extent than other group members and/or 
be given questions to answer later in writing, rather than “on the spot.”
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Can We Believe This?
Chapter Three

An Activity to Introduce Students to the  
Project Based Learning Methodology

Overview
In this activity, students are presented with a problem-solving task focused 
on a potentially misleading public opinion poll that worries a fictitious 
congressional representative. In the role of a team of summer interns working 
for the representative, students investigate the facts surrounding the poll, 
learn about proper polling methods, and recommend a reasonable solution.

Although this activity teaches something about the political system in 
the United States today, it is primarily designed for another purpose—to 
demonstrate the instructional methodology of Project Based Learning. It 
may be used with two groups of participants: high school students in the 
classroom and their teachers in professional development workshops. The 
Buck Institute for Education (BIE) has field-tested this activity successfully with 
both groups. With students, we recommend using it prior to beginning the 
first unit a teacher has chosen from BIE’s Project Based Government materials. 
The instructions below are written with this use in mind. If the activity is to 
be used with an audience of teachers, they should experience it in a similar 
manner to the students, in order to best learn how to implement it. 

Project Based Learning may be an unfamiliar process for many students 
and teachers. In this activity, which requires less than a typical class period 
to complete, students will become familiar with many of the key elements 
of the methodology as designed by BIE for its government units. Like the 
PBG units, the Can We Believe This? Activity begins with a problem-solving 
scenario (not all projects in PBL begin this way, but it is an effective option).  
Since Project Based Learning is an inquiry-based process that springs from 
what students identify they need to know in order to solve the problem, it 
is important not to “frontload” any information before starting the activity. 
Do not conduct a discussion, assign reading, or give a lecture about public 
opinion polling in advance, nor tell students about problem-based learning. 
It is sufficient to simply explain, “Now we’re going to do an activity that will 
introduce you to one of the ways we’re going to learn about government in 
this course.” Then let the first thing students see be the Entry Document, the 
memorandum that launches the scenario. After the scenario has run its course, 
the debriefing time is when to discuss the principles and features of Project 
Based Learning, along with any content-related issues or further work on the 
topic that the teacher would like.

Project Based Learning has proven effective in teaching content knowledge 
as well as or better than a traditional lecture/textbook approach. It improves 
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retention of knowledge and contributes to the acquisition of skills such as 
collaboration, presentation, and problem-solving. Moreover, it increases 
student engagement and interest in the subject of civics and government, 
which is an important building block of democratic citizenship. 

Content Standards Addressed

National Standards for Civics and Government:

III.E.2. Public opinion and the behavior of the electorate.

Explain how public opinion is measured, used in public debate, and can 
sometimes be manipulated

Materials Needed

•	 One copy for each student or pair of students of the Entry Document, 
the memo from Congressional Representative Gina Amadeo 

•	 One copy for each student or pair of students of the handout, “What 
Makes a Poll Believable?”

•	 Chart paper, overhead transparency, or whiteboard/chalkboard

Procedure

1.	 Read the Entry Document aloud as a whole class (memo from 
Gina Amadeo)

2.	 Write an initial “Driving Question” as a whole class (recorded on an 
overhead, chart paper, or board)

Sample:

How can we, as summer interns for Representative Gina 
Amadeo, find out if we can believe the results of this 
poll so that we can decide how to respond and help the 
reelection campaign?

3.	 Write a list of “What We Know” as a whole class (recorded on an 
overhead, chart paper, or board)

Sample:

-- We are summer interns for congressional representative Gina Amadeo

-- There was an item in a newspaper column about a poll saying that 
80% of the people in the district believe the voting age should be 
raised to 20

40–50 minutes

Whole class
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-- The columnist is Chris Blair

-- The poll results have Ms. Amadeo worried about reelection

-- The last election was close, and 18–19-year-old voters gave Ms. 
Amadeo strong support

-- We need to tell her if these numbers are believable

-- We need to tell her what we think she should do about it

4.	 Write a list of “What We Need to Know” as a whole class (recorded 
on an overhead, chart paper, or board)

Sample:

-- What is a Congressional Representative?

-- What is a poll?

-- Does Blair think the voting age should be raised?

-- Who did the reporter talk to, exactly?

-- How many people did s/he talk to, when and where?

-- What makes poll results believable?*

-- What political party does Amadeo belong to?

-- What party does Blair belong to?

-- How soon is the election?

-- Where is this district and what is it like?

-- How many 18–19 year olds voted for Amadeo in the last election?

5.	 Discuss what resources could provide answers to our “Need to Know” 
questions. For example, some answers could be found in textbooks or 
be given by a teacher, some could be researched elsewhere, and some 
might need to come from actually talking to people.

Answer briefly any questions about terminology that students might 
need to know before moving on, such as what a congressional 
representative is.

Distribute the “What Makes a Poll Believable?” handout for students 
to read, explaining that it will answer some of their “Need to Know” 
questions. Discuss the handout if necessary for clarification.

6.	 Revisit “Know/Need to Know” Lists as a whole class Point out that 
we now have more information that can help us solve the problem; you 
may add items from the “What Makes a Poll Believable?” handout to the 

Important!
* Elicit this or 

something like it 
from students. 
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“Know” list if it helps students stay focused

7.	 Ask the class: How else can we find out what we need to know? 
Answer: Talk to Blair (“Well, we can! You’re going to be able to have a 
phone conference call…”)

8.	 Students take 2–3 minutes to plan questions to ask Blair, working in 
pairs or small groups

9.	 Students have a “live conference call” with Chris Blair and ask 
questions. Blair is reluctant to talk, but eventually reveals details 
about the poll (for suggested responses to questions see, “Guidelines 
for Conducting the ‘Live Phone Interview’ and Playing Chris Blair” in 
these materials)

10.	Revise Driving Question as a whole class

Sample:

How can we, as summer interns for Representative Gina 
Amadeo, respond to the fact that the results of this 
poll should not be believed so that we can help the 
reelection campaign?

11.	Wrap-up: whole-class discussion; students suggest solutions to 
the problem

Sample of possible solutions:

-- Issue a press release or write a letter to the editor to explain why 
Blair was wrong

-- Ask the editor to write a retraction or at least reprimand Blair

-- Ignore it—don’t give it more publicity

-- Conduct our own poll and publicize the results

12.	Debrief: discuss what this activity demonstrates about Project Based 
Learning (PBL):

•	 There is no single right answer to this problem—it is “open-ended”—
but there are wrong answers. For example, agreeing with Blair about 
the poll would not be supportable by evidence.

•	 It is important to be persistent. During the “phone call,” encourage 
students to find different ways to ask Blair the same question. During 
the debriefing, point out that persistence is an important “habit of 
mind” for Project Based Learning.

Pairs

or

Small group

Whole class
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•	 Frustration is OK—it is an important part of PBL. Ask students if 
they were frustrated at any time during the process. This often leads 
to a discussion of how students become frustrated during research 
assignments when they cannot find the answers easily. Just as BIE 
trainers do during this exercise, teachers in the classroom should 
allow for some frustration but should also offer coaching if students 
are getting too far off track. Focus students back on the “Need to 
Know” list when they are having difficulty thinking of questions to 
ask Blair.

•	 The “Driving Question” and the “Know/Need to Know” lists are 
important tools for keeping on task and focused on the problem as 
it evolves.

•	 Good PBL gets students to ask questions about content. It often 
helps to write down questions as they come up and have students 
investigate, rather than give students the answers too quickly. 
Having students ask questions demonstrates that they are open to 
learning, and it can lead to “teachable moments.” In this activity, 
the information on scientific polling methods was handed out, but 
it could have easily been researched by students if there was more 
time. Additional assignments about the role of public opinion polling 
in American politics may be given after this activity has sparked 
students’ interest.

•	 New information leads to shifts in perspective—and new 
questions. For example, learning that Blair has used unscientific 
polling methods creates a major shift in the way students think about 
the problem, and new “Need to Knows” could be identified.

•	 Decisions are often made under conditions of uncertainty. Just 
like people in the real world, students do not always have complete 
information on which to base decisions. Some of the items on the 
“Need to Know” list in the “Can We Believe This?” activity may not 
be answered, but that doesn’t mean solutions to the problem can’t 
be proposed.
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Guidelines for Conducting the “Live” Phone 
Interview and Playing Chris Blair

•	 The role of Chris Blair may be played by a male or female—the teacher, another adult, or a 
competent student who has been rehearsed.

•	 Since this should be a mock phone interview, block the students’ view of Chris Blair if possible 
(by standing behind a partition, turning his/her back, etc.), so facial expressions cannot be 
seen. If the teacher plays the role and is not facing the class, it may be necessary to appoint a 
student facilitator who calls on other students to ask questions.

•	 The first student to speak on the “conference call” should introduce the group and state why 
they are calling, using proper phone manners.

•	 Blair should be reluctant to provide information at first. He should avoid admitting details of 
his polling process by saying things like:

-- “I write a weekly column of anecdotes, opinions, and local news items for the ‘City 
Gazette,’ which is the biggest daily paper in the district”

-- “I’d rather not discuss details of how I write my column—journalists have the right to 
privacy, you know”

-- “How about you write me a letter or send me an email—I’m pretty busy right now” 

-- “I see where your questions are heading, and please understand I have nothing against 
young people”

-- “What do you want me to do, hire an expensive polling organization?”

-- “Before I answer that, let me ask you—why are you so concerned about this anyway? Is 
Representative Amadeo that worried about reelection?”

-- “I have no particular opinions on this issue—just heard some talk, you know, and 
thought it might be interesting to take a poll...”

-- “What, do you think I’m out to get Ms. Amadeo? Why would you think that?” 

-- “I asked a lot of people”

-- “They were from all walks of life—a real cross-section”

-- “I just asked them what they thought about raising the voting age”

•	 After 4–5 minutes of questioning and mounting frustration among students, Blair should 
eventually provide information about how the poll was conducted, but remain defensive until 
ending the call.
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Details about the poll to eventually reveal:

•	 I talked to about 40 people

•	 I asked them at a mall in a new suburban area, from 3:30–5:00 on a Monday afternoon

•	 I didn’t ask them any other questions, including where they lived or voted

•	 I asked people of all ages, down to about age 14, but didn’t note how many of each

•	 I didn’t keep track of the people’s education level, whether they have voted in the past, their 
race, sex, employment, or anything else (“But it was variety of people, I could tell!”)

•	 I told them I was with the newspaper and did not try to hide my opinion by my tone of voice 
or facial expressions (“Oh, I’m sure they could tell how I felt about this!”)

•	 My exact question was, “If you knew that 18- and 19-year-olds want to lower the driving age to 14 
and do away with laws requiring attendance in high school, would you want the voting age to be 
raised to 20?”
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Memo From Representative Gina Amadeo

Honorable Gina Amadeo

To:	 My summer interns
From:	 Congressional Representative Gina Amadeo
Subject:	 Troublesome poll results

Did you see Chris Blair’s column in yesterday’s paper? It said, “According to a poll I took, over 
80% of the people in our district believe the voting age should be raised to 20.”

If this is true, it’s going to have a serious effect on my reelection campaign. In the last election, 
which was a close race, I got strong support from 18–19-year-old voters, so this has me worried! 
How am I going to support their right to vote without angering the “80%” who believe the voting 
age should be raised to 20? I can’t afford to anger either of these groups.

I want to know—can we believe Blair’s poll? Then tell me what you think we should do!
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What Makes a Poll Believable?
A “public opinion poll” is a way to collect information about public opinion by asking people 
questions. The most accurate, or “valid,” polls are based on the following scientific polling methods:

1.	 The sample of people polled is representative of the total population of voters in the city, district, 
state, or other group that is of interest. 

•	 For example, imagine a high school principal wanted to know how many parents in a school 
of over 1000 students supported a schedule change. The principal would have to report the 
results from a percentage of parents of students from each grade level, each ethnic group, 
each academic achievement level, and so on, in proportion to the percentage of these students 
in the whole school.

•	 The principal should also be sure to only ask parents and not other members of the 
community.

2.	 The sample of people polled is random—they have not been selected because they are a 
certain type or have certain opinions.

•	 For example, the high school principal should not ask only those parents who come to 
football games.

3.	 The number of people polled must be large enough.

•	 For example, the high school principal would need to ask more than 10 parents out of 1000.

4.	 The questions must be worded carefully so people aren’t influenced one way or another.

•	 For example, the high school principal should not word the question, “If you knew it would 
totally disrupt sports and extracurricular activities, and possibly lower test scores, would you 
support the small group of people who want to change the school schedule?”

5.	 The way in which the question is asked must be controlled or “neutral”.

•	 For example, if the high school principal asked people their opinion when meeting them at 
Back-to-School Night, she would need to be sure her tone of voice, facial expressions, and 
body language did not influence people.
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The Better Budget
Chapter Four

Purpose and Overview

Purpose and Rationale

This unit is designed to teach students about the appropriate role of 
government at the federal, state, and local levels, and about the responsibility 
of citizens and community as perceived by liberals and conservatives. The unit 
illustrates the tensions that exist between individual wants and needs and 
the collective good. It defines the role of government and its relationship to 
social and economic policy and introduces the importance of compromise in 
maintaining a democracy. This unit also helps students develop and define 
their own views on the role of government.

Unit Overview

In this unit, students are asked to serve as members of a focus group for a 
congresswoman interested in knowing what her constituents would cut from 
the current federal budget to save the federal government $1 billion.1 In addition 
to suggesting cuts, students are asked to explain who they think should be 
responsible for programs eliminated by the federal government. The students 
then receive a memo from the congresswoman claiming that her constituents 
want to know if liberal and conservative viewpoints were taken into account by 
the focus group. The congresswoman asks students to identify points of view 
favored by liberals or conservatives and to indicate which best fits their own 
point of view. During this exercise, students are instructed about the origin of 
liberal and conservative thought and how these philosophies have changed over 
time. After this exercise, students receive a final memo from the congresswoman 
asking them to craft a series of budget cuts that reflects a compromise between 
liberal and conservative priorities. Students are broken into groups of four, 
with members of each group representing both liberals and conservatives. 
These groups are asked to indicate whether liberals or conservatives will 
support each of their budget cuts. This final series of budget cuts, and the 
rationale behind them, serves as the evaluation portion of the project.

Time Required

The first layer of the project = 1 day (a 45- to 60-minute class period)

The three layers = 5 days

1. Budget battles can often involve trillion dollar cuts. Congresswoman Wright’s staff is to 
find $1 billion in cuts based on the parameters outlined in her memos. 

5–6 class periods 
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Extended discussions of budget deficits and debt, foreign policy implications, 
and liberal and conservative philosophy can extend the project to two weeks.

Placement in Curriculum

The Better Budget—especially the first layer—is a good unit to use early 
in the semester because it addresses questions about the responsibilities 
of government and the responsibilities of citizens. These are issues that 
are revisited throughout a semester government course. This unit also 
complements the President’s Dilemma unit on fiscal policy, which is a part of 
the Project Based Economics units from the Buck Institute for Education. The 
tables under Content Standards show the standards addressed by this unit.

Concepts to be Learned

This unit has been designed to teach the following concepts:

•	 Liberalism

•	 Conservatism

•	 Government Responsibility

•	 Citizen Responsibility

•	 Discretionary Expenditures

•	 Mandatory Expenditures

Although an understanding of the following civics concepts is not essential to 
complete project tasks, teachers can use the unit to explain:

•	 Neoclassical Liberals

•	 Social Welfare Liberals

•	 Classical Conservatives

•	 Laissez-Faire (Free-Market) Conservatives

•	 Social Contract

•	 Ideas of:

-- Thomas Hobbes

-- John Locke

-- Edmund Burke

-- Thomas Paine
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•	 Federal Expenditures

•	 Federal Revenues

•	 Debt and Deficit

•	 Budget Categories

•	 Populism

•	 Libertarianism

•	 Laissez-Faire

Objectives

By participating in this unit, students will:

•	 Understand that tension exists among state, federal, local governments, 
and citizens over who should take responsibility for particular programs 
and problems

•	 Recognize that citizens and elected officials decide what work 
government should do (public policy), and that funding priorities are 
set accordingly

•	 Understand the history of liberal and conservative ideologies

Content Standards

The decisions that governments make about the use of resources reflect 
personal beliefs about what responsibilities government has to the people 
and what responsibilities should remain in the private sector with companies, 
nonprofits, and individuals. There is never complete agreement about these 
beliefs, but leaders must reach some consensus in order to govern. Students, 
as future political participants, need to be cognizant of this dilemma and its 
resulting compromises.

The Better Budget addresses the following National Standards for Civics and 
Government, Center for Civic Education, 1994, for grades 9 through 12.

Standard	 Concept

I.A.	 Definition and Purpose of Government	 X

II.B	 Distinctive American Characteristics 	 *

II.C.	 American Political Culture 	 *

II.D.	 American Constitutional Values and Principles 	 X
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III.A.	 Constitutional Restraints: Shared and Limited Powers 	 *

III.B.	 Organization of the National Government 	 *

III.C.	 Organization of State and Local Governments 	 *

V. C.	 Responsibilities of Citizens 	 X

The Better Budget addresses the following Curriculum Standards for Social 
Studies, developed by the National Council for the Social Studies for high school.

Standard	 Concept

VI.	 Power, Authority, and Governance

VI.B	 The Purpose of Government	 X

VI.C	 Mechanisms Used to Balance Competing Needs and Wants	 X

VI.H	 Applying Political Science Theories to Issues and Problems	 X

VI.I	 Evaluating Government Achievement	 *

X.	 Civic Ideals and Practices

X.A	 Key Democratic Republican Ideals	 *

X.C	 Evaluating Selected Public Issues	 X

X.G	 Impact of Public Opinion on Public Policy and Decision-Making	 *

X.H	 Relationship of Policy and Behavior to Democratic Ideals	 X

X.J	 Participate in Activities for the Common Good	 *

X = a standard that is address in this curriculum 
* = a standard that could be addressed in this curriculum

The Better Budget addresses the following 21st Century Learning Skills, 
developed by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills.

Standard	 Concept

2	 Learning and Innovation Skills

2A	 Creativity and Innovation	

	 Think Creatively	 X
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	 Work Creatively with Others	 X

	 Implement Innovations	 X

2B	 Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving	

	 Reason Effectively	 X

	 Use Systems Thinking	 X

	 Make Judgments and Decisions	 X

	 Solve Problems	 X

2C	 Communication and Collaboration	

	 Communicate Clearly	 X

	 Collaborate with Others	 X

3	 Information, Media, and Technology Skills	

3A	 Information Literacy	

	 Access and Evaluate Information	 X

	 Use and Manage Information 	 X

3B	 Media Literacy	

	 Analyze Media	 *

	 Create Media Products	 *

3C	 ITC Literacy	 *

4	 Life and Career Skills	

4A	 Flexibility and Adaptability	

	 Adapt to Change	 X

	 Be Flexible	 X

4B	 Initiative and Self-Direction	

	 Manage Goals and Time	 X

	 Work Independently	 *
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	 Be Self-Directed Learners	 *

4C	 Social and Cross-Cultural Skills	

	 Interact Effectively with Others	 X

	 Work Effectively in Diverse Teams	 *

4D	 Productivity and Accountability	

	 Manage Projects	 X

	 Produce Results	 X

4E	 Leadership and Responsibility	

	 Guide and Lead Others	 *

	 Responsibility to Others	 *

Resources

Resources are distributed to the students at different points in the project (see 
the Sequence of the Unit for one example). All handouts are located in the 
Student Materials.

Assessment guidelines for evaluating student performance on unit 
products can be found in the Teacher Materials:

•	 Scoring guide for the chart on liberal and conservative points of view

•	 Rubric for the briefing in which each group presents

Lesson Materials

Because project-based learning is grounded in constructivist learning, 
several “teachable moments” will arise when students readily see a need to 
know a particular concept. During these moments, teachers can use several 
techniques to teach these concepts. For this purpose, lesson materials are 
included so that more traditional lectures can be used to provide information 
on more difficult subject matter. Alternatively, a Socratic method, in which the 
teacher uses questioning strategies to guide students toward knowledge and 
understanding, may be used.

In this unit we have included lesson material in the following areas for 
potential mini-lectures:
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•	 Who Can and Will Be Responsible for Programs Cut from the 
Federal Budget?

•	 A Brief History of Liberals and Conservatives

•	 Completed table for “Liberal and Conservative Points of View” (this is the 
teacher key in the Teacher Materials)

Lesson materials are located in Teacher Materials.

Resources Include:

•	 Two memos with instructions from Congresswoman Nancy Wright

•	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright’s District: Community Profile

•	 Revenue and expenditures information for the federal budget

•	 United States debt table

•	 Revenue and expenditures information for the State of California

•	 Deficit spending information sheet

•	 Memo from Congresswoman Nancy Wright regarding six 
budget categories

•	 Descriptions of Budget Categories and the Effects of Budget Cuts on 
Federal Programs

•	 Table with 1% and 5% budget cuts and rules for making cuts

•	 Memo from Congresswoman Wright regarding liberal and 
conservative constituents

•	 Liberal and Conservative Information Sheet

•	 Definitions of Liberal and Conservative Groups

•	 Chart of Liberal and Conservative Points of View 

•	 Memo from Congresswoman Wright regarding compromise budget cuts

•	 Table with 1% and 5% budget cuts for compromise budget

•	 Classroom textbook

•	 Websites



34  The Better Budget - Teacher Guide	 ©2012 Interact - www.teachinteract.com

Purpose and Overview

Sequence of the Unit

Because project-based learning depends to a great extent on how a particular 
group of students constructs knowledge from real-world applications, 
the sequence of learning will differ in each class. As a result, it is virtually 
impossible to describe the exact unfolding of this project, even though it has 
been tested on several occasions. 

What follows is an example of the sequence of the project during one class, 
using the full first and second parts of the unit. Instructional activities are 
discussed in more detail in the Step-by-Step Teaching Guide (next section). 
The bolded phrases are cross-referenced to the steps in the guide. 

Pre-project planning

0.	 Prepare for a successful project implementation

Launching the project

1.	 Discuss the memo from Congresswoman Wright with the whole class

Framing the Inquiry

2.	 Develop the initial “Know” list with the whole class

3.	 Develop the initial Driving Question with the whole class 

4.	 Develop the initial “Need to Know” list with the whole class

Problem-solving and learning activities

5.	 Clarifying Lesson: Discuss the memo, community profile, revenue 
and expenditure tables, and U.S. debt table

6.	 Optional: Discuss California budget tables and pie charts

7.	 Have students make first project log entry

8.	 Review memo and budget category descriptions with the whole class

9.	 Assign groups of six to advocate for each category

10.	Have group members meet to review each category

11.	Review budget cuts table and rules for making cuts

12.	Revise “Know/Need to Know” lists

13.	Have students make initial budget cuts individually

14.	Have students determine who will be responsible for cut programs
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15.	Clarifying Lesson Optional: Mini-lecture on who will be responsible 
for programs cut from the federal budget

16.	Discuss student decisions regarding program cuts and who will be 
responsible for these programs with the whole class

17.	Have students make second project log entry

18.	Discuss memo from Congresswoman Wright regarding liberals 
and conservatives

19.	Discuss information sheet, definitions, and chart

20.	Revise “Know/Need to Know” list

21.	Undertake mini-lecture on liberal and conservative philosophies

22.	Have students fill in chart of liberal and conservative points of view 
and answer “where do you fit?”

23.	Discuss memo from Congresswoman Wright

24.	Finalize “Know” list and Driving Question

25.	Have students make final project log entry

Presentation, Assessment, and Debrief 

26.	Create student groups of four, with mix of liberals and conservatives

27.	Have students create compromise budget cuts and identify liberal or 
conservative approval

28.	Use scoring guides and rubrics to assess student achievement

29.	Use the supplied rubric to assess oral presentations 

30.	Wrap-up and debrief with the entire class

31.	Manage student reflection on 21st century skills practiced and the 
process of PBL

32.	Use the supplied multiple choice test to assess individual students' 
knowledge of key government concepts

33.	Make notes about adjustments to the unit to promote student learning 
for the next time the unit is taught

34.	Extensions to the Unit
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Step-by-Step Teaching Guide

The above instructional activities are discussed in more depth below, with tips 
for successful classroom implementation.

Pre-project planning 

0.	 Prepare for successful project implementation. 

There are a number of issues that must be considered before embarking on a 
project with students. These include: 

•	 How much time will be devoted to the project? 

•	 What content resources need to be prepared in advance (textbooks, 
articles, websites, etc.)? 

•	 Do all students have the skills they need to tackle the project—including 
basic literacy skills as well as the ability to work in teams, make 
presentations, and conduct research? If not, is it necessary to pre-teach 
some of these skills, make sure students who need it have adequate 
support, or deal with these challenges in other ways? 

•	 How will student groups be formed? (See comments in Chapter Two.) 

•	 How will groups report on their progress and be held accountable? Do 
report forms or other tools need to be developed? 

•	 Is it necessary to arrange access to the library/media center or 
computer lab? 

•	 Do parents or administrators need to be informed about the process of 
Project Based Learning and be assured that time spent on the project is 
focused on standards-specific learning goals? 

In addition to considering the above issues, be sure student handouts and clari-
fying lesson/mini-lecture materials are ready. Finally, decide if the culminating 
product will be done as a small group, in pairs, or individually. This will 
affect how you present the task to students, use time, and assess their learning. 

Launching the project

Meet with the whole class and inform them that in this activity they are asked 
to serve as members of a focus group for a congresswoman interested in 
knowing what her constituents would cut from the current federal budget 
to save the federal government $1 billion. In addition to suggesting cuts, 
students are asked to explain who they think should be responsible for 
programs eliminated by the federal government. 

Whole class
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Entry Point: 

1.	 Students read a memo from Congresswoman Wright and 
discuss it as a whole class. 

Students are given the first memo from Congresswoman Wright to the 
constituent focus group. The congresswoman is asking students, as a focus 
group representing her constituency, to suggest cuts to the federal budget 
amounting to $1 billion. She explains that a chart of funding sources and 
expenditures for the federal government will be provided.

Potential Hurdle: Because this memo sets up the scenario and the problem to 
be solved, it is essential that the entire class be able to read and comprehend 
the text. If necessary, employ the same literacy-building strategies you would 
normally use for this kind of reading material.

Government Content Note: The congresswoman’s memo contains a number 
of government terms, such as deficits, economic forecast, and discretionary 
expenditures, that many students will either not understand or have 
misconceptions about. Do not explain the meaning of these terms to students 
at this point. Tell students that any terms that are unfamiliar or confusing 
should be placed on a list of what they “Need to Know” to solve the problem. 
Figuring out the meaning of government terms is something students should, 
as much as possible, do for themselves (with your monitoring and guidance) 
once they begin working to solve the problem.

Framing the inquiry: 

2.	 Students develop the Initial “Know” list in whole class discussion.

The first step is for students to assess what they already know about the 
problem posed in the Entry Document. This should be done by creating a 
“What We Know” list on chart paper, an overhead transparency, or a computer 
projector. The “Know/Need to Know” inventory will differ for each class because 
students struggle with identifying the knowledge they have and defining 
the body of knowledge they do not have. After reading the memo from 
Congresswoman Wright, students, working as a whole class, should be coached 
to identify all the information the Entry Document provides. Ask students to 
carefully review the Entry Document and offer items for the list, making sure to 
only record what is actually stated in the text and not what might be inferred.

The following are examples of statements that might appear on the initial 
“What We Know” list. Remember that every class will produce a different list, 
and every idea should be put on the board. Sometimes seemingly strange 
ideas that come from a “What We Know” discussion result in the most creative 
solutions to the problem.

Whole class

Memo from 
Congresswoman 
Wright

Initial  
Know List
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What do we know?

•	 There is a deficit

•	 We have to help decide next year’s federal budget

•	 We need to make major cuts to discretionary expenditures

•	 Our congresswoman wants her constituents to be part of the process

•	 The cuts will be either 1% or 5%

•	 Our goal is to cut $1 billion

•	 Congress wants to shift responsibility to families, communities, and 
the state

•	 We are a focus group

•	 Our congresswoman will take into account all the people in her district

•	 We have to indicate who will take responsibility for cut programs

•	 We will receive a list of the cuts Congress is considering

•	 The congresswoman does not want to increase spending or raise taxes

3.	 Students develop the initial Driving Question in whole 
class discussion.

Once the Entry Document is discussed, have the students draft a tentative 
Driving Question. Students should be prompted to start this process by filling 
specific information into the general driving question form:

How can we, as ______, do ______so that______?

The initial Driving Question may be far from the Driving Question that will 
emerge as students think about and work on the problem. This is expected. 
The Driving Question will evolve as students gain more insight and knowledge 
about the problem and its underlying issues. Remember, the problem is 
intentionally ill-defined so that students must grapple with the issues and 
concepts. It is this continual struggle that builds knowledge. The initial 
statement may look something like:

How can we, as a constituent focus group, create a 
better budget by cutting federal programs so that we 
reduce the deficit, shift responsibility to state and 
local governments, and satisfy all of Congresswoman 
Nancy Wright’s constituents?

Initial Driving 
Question
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Remember, for now it is fine to keep the Driving Question ill-defined or off-
target. The Driving Question will become more refined, or perhaps change 
entirely, as the unit unfolds.

4.	 Students develop the initial “Need to Know” List in whole 
class discussion. 

The next step in the problem-solving process is to coach students to identify 
information they need to know in order to answer the Driving Question. Again, 
guide students to pay close attention to all parts of the Entry Document. Create 
a “What do we need to know?” list. As students generate their list, it is critical to 
ask questions if you see they may be missing a key piece of information about 
the situation described in the memo, government terminology, or their task. 
Everything students are taught in the unit must spring from this list. 

Potential Hurdle: At this point in the problem-solving process, students will 
probably list things that they actually do not need to know. Allow students 
to do so. The class will return to the “Know/Need-to-Know” list again later, 
after learning more about what they need to know to solve the problem, and 
should recognize irrelevant concerns at that time. A core part of the process 
of Project Based Learning is to distinguish what information is and is not 
necessary to successfully answer the Driving Question. As much as possible, 
encourage students to identify irrelevant information on their own. Although 
each class generally produces a unique “Know/Need-to-Know” List, an 
example of the type of items that might appear on the list follows.

Examples of Initial Need-to-Know List

•	 What are “discretionary programs”?

•	 What is “deficit”?

•	 Where does money come from?

•	 Why are we choosing 1% or 5%?

•	 Why is debt a problem? Can’t we print more dollars?

•	 What is the Federal Government’s motivation for passing costs on to 
state and local governments?

•	 What will be the impact of our cuts?

•	 What programs are we cutting?

•	 What can’t we cut?

•	 Can we avoid deficits?

•	 What is the current budget?

Initial Need to 
Know List
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•	 Why can’t we cut mandatory programs?

•	 What’s a “focus group”? 

•	 How does the budget process work?

•	 What do the district’s constituents want?

•	 What are families, communities, and states willing to take on?

•	 Who are Congresswoman Wright’s constituents?

Teachable Moments and Dialogues 

Project-based learning is most effective with continual dialogue between the 
teacher (as a coach) and students. When students are left to discover knowledge 
or find solutions on their own, without teacher coaching, lectures, or use of 
project logs, students may flounder or stray off-track. To prevent this, teachers 
must actively direct students toward the curriculum goals by asking probing 
questions in class discussions, providing lectures, circulating and listening to 
discussions in group work, and evaluating the project log with meaningful, 
useful comments. Teachers may take advantage of teachable moments by 
giving mini-lectures using the lesson materials provided with this unit.

The lesson materials provided are meant for teachers to supplement their 
knowledge of the subject. It is not mandatory to use the lecture material. Much of 
this material can be used as needed or if questions arise that require a mini-lecture.

Lesson materials for mini-lectures may be found in the Teacher Materials.

Research and Resources

5.	 Discuss the second memo, community profile, revenue and 
expenditure tables and U.S. debt table. 

Next, students will receive a brief memo from the congresswoman with 
attachments: a community profile, a set of tables and charts with federal 
budget revenues and expenditures, the U.S. debt table, and an optional set of 
tables and charts with California state budget expenditures and revenues.

All handouts may be found in Student Materials.

The Community Profile: Students may assume that their cuts must meet the 
wishes and desires of the community Congresswoman Wright represents. We 
have provided a fictitious community that includes both urban and rural areas, 
suburban neighborhoods, and business and environmental interest groups—
essentially a community with a broad and inclusive range of interests. If 
you wish to personalize Congresswoman Wright’s district, you can use the 
community profile template to fill in your own district demographics.

Memo, community 
profile, revenue and 
expenditure tables, 
U.S. debt table
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The Revenue and Expenditure Tables: Tables and pie charts show both 
revenue and expenditures for the federal government and the State of 
California. A table reviewing the federal debt from 1850 to 2000 is also 
included. The website for the up-to-the-minute status of the national debt is 
http://www.brillig.com/debt_clock/. The federal revenue table includes income 
from excise taxes, estate and gift taxes, and customs duties. Excise taxes are 
applied to certain products and services—such as alcohol, tobacco, petroleum, 
and gambling—and are generally passed on to consumers. Estate and gift 
taxes are paid by the recipient of money or property given away during one’s 
lifetime, or on money or property left to heirs at one’s death. Customs duties 
are taxes paid on earnings or goods imported into the United States.

6.	 Discuss California budget tables and pie charts (optional).

Students are asked to suggest who should take responsibility for the programs 
they recommend cutting from the federal budget. Students may be tempted 
to simply shift these programs onto the state. With this in mind, we have 
included expenditure and revenue information for the State of California, 
along with a brief explanation of how states cannot deficit-spend in the same 
manner as the Federal Government. This information is optional and can be 
used if these issues are brought up by students. We have included California as 
an example. Use this as a model for showing other state budgets if you wish.

Explain to students that as a focus group they will be suggesting cuts from the 
defense and non-defense discretionary budget categories. These are the only 
two budget categories that Congress has the power to cut. In reviewing the 
federal pie charts, which was returned as a tax credit to the people. In the years 
immediately following, the surplus was gone. Instead, there was a deficit because 
of the economic downturn and the “War on Terrorism.” This is an opportunity to 
eliminate many of the “Need to Know” questions related to the federal budget.

The Project Log

7.	 Students make first project log entry.

Throughout the unit, each student keeps a project log that will help the 
student and teacher follow the construction of knowledge. It chronicles how 
the student goes about solving the problem. The log can also serve as an 
important assessment of how students use problem-solving skills, develop 
new questions or “Need to Know” items, manage time and tasks, and work 
together. Logs should be checked by the teacher periodically, to ensure that 
students stay focused on the underlying political issues.

The project log can be introduced after the class does the initial “Know/Need 
to Know” series and after the initial Driving Question has been developed. At 
this point, students should be asked to start their project logs by answering 

Optional: 
California Budget

Individual

First project 
log entry
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questions about the federal budget.

Potential Questions to Ask: Congress has the “power of the purse,” and yet 
over 60% of federal expenditures are mandatory. What does this tell you about 
the ability of Congress to control spending? What do you see on either the 
expenditure or revenue side of the budget that surprises you or leads you to 
conclude that reform is needed?

8.	 Review third memo and budget category descriptions with 
whole class.

The next resource students receive is a third memo from Congresswoman 
Wright listing the budget categories being considered by Congress for cuts. 
Along with the memo is a description of each program and the expected 
effects of cutting the program. Review the memo and budget category 
descriptions with the whole class.

9.	 Assign groups of six to advocate for each category. 

Break students into groups of six. This assignment works best if students 
of differing political and social values work in the same group. Assign each 
group member one of the six categories on Congresswoman Wright’s memo. 
Distribute the appropriate budget category description to each group. 

As homework, students are expected to become experts in their assigned 
category. They should read each of the program descriptions in their category 
carefully and be able to discuss with their group what will happen if these 
programs are cut. They should come prepared with a list of who will pick up 
the costs of the programs cut from the federal budget—state governments, 
local governments, or community groups. To help students research these 
programs, we have included a list of websites with each budget category. 
Remind students that government sites are generally more reliable than 
private sites, which may advocate for or against particular budget items. 

10.	Have group members meet to review each category.

After students have read through the program descriptions in their category, 
they are to meet in their groups to review each of the six categories of 
program cuts. Each group member reports on what will be cut in his or her 
assigned category, what the impact will be if the programs are cut, and who 
could possibly take responsibility for the programs if they are cut. As part of 
the assignment, students can be asked to provide a one-page summary or list 
of facts about the programs and cuts in each of the six categories. Students 
can get this information from the experts in their groups.

Memo and 
budget category 

descriptions

Whole class

Small group

Meet  
to review

Small group
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11.	Review budget cuts table and rules for making cuts.

Students are now given the “Table of Possible Budget Cuts Under 
Consideration by Congress,” which includes the specific dollar amounts to 
be cut from each program. Now that students have become experts on the 
specific programs, they can review how much each program costs the Federal 
Government and make decisions about which ones should be cut.

The table provides figures for 1% and 5% budget cuts and blank columns for 
recording proposed cuts. There is also a column for recording who will take 
responsibility for the program if it is cut by the Federal Government.

Remind students that the 5% cuts include programs listed under the 1% 
budget column as well. In other words, 5% cuts are inclusive. We have 
made the cuts inclusive to demonstrate how it can be necessary to give up 
something we want in order to get rid of something we don’t want. These 
inclusive cuts create a forced choice among competing values.

12.	Revise “Know/Need to Know” lists

After reviewing the budget cuts table and budget category descriptions with 
the whole class, revisit the “Know/Need to Know” list. Remember, you want to 
eliminate items from the “Need to Know” list as soon as possible, so use the 
table and category descriptions to get some of this information. For example, 
students might list that they now know which programs will be cut and what 
effects this will have on specific groups of people. But they still need to know:

•	 What is the federal government’s motivation for passing costs on to 
state and local governments?

•	 Can state and local governments afford these programs?

•	 Do we represent all the people in our congressional district?

13.	Have students make initial budget cuts individually.

These budget cuts should be based solely upon what students think the 
federal government does not need to be funding.

14.	Have students determine who will be responsible. 

Have students determine who will be responsible for these programs if they 
are cut from the federal budget. Students must indicate what private entity or 
government body should take responsibility for the programs they cut. They 
can also claim that the program should not be funded by any group, private 
or public, provided that they can give a rational explanation for their point 
of view. To begin this portion of the unit, it may be helpful to identify what 

Budget cuts table 
and rules

Revise know/need 
to know

Whole class

Initial  
budget cuts

Who will 
be responsible
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choices the students have, such as expecting the state or local governments to 
pick up the cost.

15.	Clarifying Lesson: Optional mini-lecture on who will be 
responsible to pay for the program.

An optional mini-lecture on who can or will be responsible for programs cut 
from the federal budget is provided in the Teacher Materials. Students should 
not feel the need to go into great detail about groups they think should take 
on these programs. They do not have information about these groups and 
their time to do research is limited. The purpose of the exercise is to be able to 
identify which groups are traditionally expected to carry the burden of public 
goods in lieu of the federal government.

At this stage of the project, students will be able to cut programs that do 
not align with their political priorities. The programs and their budgets are 
structured in such a way that both liberals and conservatives should be able 
to cut $1 billion without having to eliminate programs they would prefer 
to support.

16.	Discuss student decisions regarding program cuts and who will 
be responsible for these programs with the whole class. 

This discussion can be carried out with the whole class. Students should justify 
their cuts based upon the perceived need for the program and recognition 
of what they consider essential work of the federal government. In an open 
discussion, students will begin to recognize differences of opinion within 
the class on the responsibilities of government. It is possible at this point to 
bring in the theories of Hobbes, Locke, and Burke (in the Teacher Materials) 
regarding the essential function of government, and to discuss how these 
political philosophers differed in their thinking about the role of government.

Remember, in reviewing students’ proposed cuts, discuss the ramifications 
beyond what is immediately apparent. If veterans’ support services are 
cut, how will that affect the communities where these people live? If drug 
treatment programs are cut, how will this affect public safety, social service 
workers, or families of drug abusers? If we don’t fund the building of weapons, 
what happens to the workers at those plants and the businesses they frequent?

Optional: mini-
lecture on who will 

be responsible

Whole class

Discuss student 
decisions
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17.	Have students make second project log entry.

The project log should be used after discussing the students’ budget cuts. 
Students can write down the perceived positive and negative effects of 
eliminating programs and provide a detailed justification for their budget cuts.

Potential Questions to Ask: Overall, who do you think would be helped by 
the cuts you proposed? Who do you think would be negatively affected? What 
is your detailed justification for your budget cuts?

18.	Discuss memo from Congresswoman Wright regarding liberals 
and conservatives. 

Students are now given the fourth memo from Congresswoman Wright. She 
tells them about concerns that arose in her district as a result of the focus 
group’s recommended budget cuts. She wants to make sure she has included 
both liberals and conservatives in the focus group.

19.	Discuss information sheet, definitions, and chart.

The congresswoman asks focus group members to review the “Liberal 
and Conservative Information Sheet” and the “Definitions of Liberal and 
Conservative Groups.” Students are then asked to complete the “Liberal and 
Conservative Points of View” chart.

20.	Revise “Know/Need to Know” list.

Students should revisit the “Know/Need to Know” list and identify any new 
information that they will need to carry out the congresswoman’s directive. 
The process of identifying the new information they need segues into the 
mini-lecture on liberal and conservative philosophy.

21.	Undertake mini-lecture on liberal and conservative philosophies. 

Prior to undertaking the task of determining liberal and conservative points 
of view, students will need to know about the history and current thinking of 
both philosophies.

The mini-lecture, “A Brief History of Liberals and Conservatives,” can be found 
in the Teacher Materials. This material is meant to help teachers explain the 
origins of liberal and conservative thought, how these philosophies stem from 
people’s beliefs about the purpose and function of human beings, and how 
they were transformed in the 19th and 20th centuries.

Second project 
log entry.

Individual

Memo

Information sheet, 
definitions, and chart

Revise know/need 
to know

Mini-lecture on liberal 
and conservative 
philosophies
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22.	Have students fill in chart of liberal and conservative points of 
view and answer “where do you fit?”

Once students are familiar with the basic notions of liberalism and 
conservatism, they can fill in the “Liberal and Conservative Points of View” 
chart and answer the question: “Do I tend to be liberal or conservative?” 
Students can work in their groups to complete the chart, with each group 
member taking responsibility for a specific number of issues. An overhead of 
the chart with blank columns can be used to demonstrate to the whole class 
the types of answers that should be given. Depending upon the level of the 
class, teachers can have students fill in “yes” or “no” in the columns indicating 
whether liberals or conservatives would or wouldn’t support a program. These 
responses can then be reviewed with an overhead that has the narrative 
answers filled in. A completed version of the “Liberal and Conservative Points 
of View” chart is included in the Teacher Materials and can be used to prompt 
students during this exercise. Regardless of how the chart is completed, the 
final exercise of highlighting the point of view that best suits each student 
should be done individually.

The teacher key may be found in the Teacher Materials.

Potential Hurdle: Students may not have a point of view on all of the issues 
presented. It is not essential that they feel strongly about every issue. Some 
issues may be left without highlighting. Students may also find it difficult 
to separate Democrats from liberals and Republicans from conservatives. If 
this occurs, return students to the definitions of liberals and conservatives 
provided on the “Information Sheet.”

Prompt students with a reminder that “moderate” is not an ideology; 
moderates can and do favor liberal or conservative points of view from one 
issue to the next. Moderates are not consistent—they vary by region, and 
they represent loosely defined points of view. As a result, it is difficult to write 
a rationale for or predict a moderate point of view. Take this as a teachable 
moment to demonstrate to students why “moderate” is not an ideology and 
why liberalism and conservatism are, since they are based upon beliefs about 
the purpose of human beings and, therefore, the function of government. As 
such, liberals and conservatives will have identifiable and predictable stands 
on the issues.

In answering questions about military defense, remind students that both 
liberals and conservatives consider defense a federal government priority. 
The protection of citizens from outside threats is a fundamental role of the 
government. However, liberals and conservatives differ on the responsibility 
of the federal government to care for non-defense-related military expenses, 
such as the welfare of veterans. They also differ in their thinking about when it 
is appropriate to use military force. 

Fill in chart

Small group
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In carrying out this exercise, it is important to respect students’ rights to 
privacy about their political point of view. No one should be expected to 
publicly state a point of view if reluctant to do so.

23.	Discuss final memo from Congresswoman Wright.

Once students have completed the chart, they receive a final memo from 
Congresswoman Wright. Students learn from this document that they must 
compromise to create a set of cuts that takes into account the needs and 
wants of both liberals and conservatives. They are also told that they must 
work in groups that represent both liberals and conservatives.

Decide ahead of time which students will be placed together, so there is 
representation of liberals and conservatives in each group. It is also possible 
to put students into like groups first and have them prioritize which programs 
liberals support and which ones conservatives support. They can then be 
broken into groups that represent both sides.

In any case, the final exercise requires mixed groups of liberals and 
conservatives in order to reach a compromise and to experience working with 
the biases of others.

24.	Finalize “Know” list and Driving Question.

Once students have read the final memo they should revise the Driving 
Question and “Know” list for the final time. Students should be told that they 
will not receive any additional information on the “Need to Know” list.

The project log can be used after students have read Congresswoman Wright’s 
final memo. In it, she reminds the students that she has promised to represent 
all members of her district. As a result, she feels compelled to support budget 
cuts that reflect the desires of both the liberals and conservatives in her 
district. Mention to students that this conflict between competing needs 
and wants is a constant concern in a representative system of government. 
The Constitution reflects this in its promotion of the common good on the 
one hand and its protection of individual rights on the other. Budget-setting 
debates are one way that representative governments weigh the needs and 
wants of one group against the needs and wants of another.

25.	Have students make final project log entry.

Potential questions to ask: As a congressional representative, what are the 
difficulties inherent in trying to represent all members of a district? Because of 
your personal point of view, which areas of the budget do you think will take 
the most amount of compromising for you?

Small group

Memo

Finalize know list and 
Driving Question

Final problem 
log entry
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26.	Create student groups of four, with a mix of liberals 
and conservatives.

Students are now placed into groups of four and given the final resource—the 
chart that calls for $1 billion in budget cuts and asks whether the proposed 
cuts will be supported by liberals or conservatives. At this point, students 
should raise any final questions they have about liberals and conservatives. 
This is the time to clear up misconceptions about the types of programs 
supported (or opposed) by liberals and conservatives.

Potential Hurdle: In some schools liberals or conservatives may outnumber 
each other. As a result, it may not be possible to balance groups with two 
students representing each point of view. Nonetheless, groups of four should 
include at least one dissenting member. It is possible to create a dissenting 
member by providing each group with a “ringer”—someone brave and 
aggressive enough to take the less-popular point of view. This student should 
be given prompts and prepared in advance for the role.

27.	Have students compromise to create budget cuts and identify 
liberal or conservative approval.

Exit from the problem
In their working groups, students are asked to make budget cuts that reflect 
a compromise between the needs and wants of liberals and conservatives. 
Teachers should stress that all members of the group must participate and 
make their claims for cuts heard. One way to ensure this is to circulate among 
the groups during the exercise and ask specific students to identify the cuts 
they have proposed. It is this give-and-take that provides practice with using 
and defending liberal and conservative values. Remind students that they 
are preparing their plan for an elected representative and that they must use 
appropriate terminology and accurate data. Congresswoman Wright will be 
presenting the plan she selects to a town hall meeting, and students must 
prepare a plan for consideration that is ideologically balanced and includes:

•	 The dollar amounts of the cuts

•	 Who will be affected by the cuts

•	 Why their cuts will be supported or opposed by liberals and conservatives

In some cases it might be too much to ask students to detail their thinking 
about every cut. Teachers can ask students to choose the three cuts they are 
most passionate about, those that were the most hotly debated, or the cuts 
they found the most difficult to make, and review these in detail. Teachers 
may also ask students to prioritize their cuts based upon the working group’s 
view of the important jobs the federal government does. Or, students in their 
groups can be asked to choose the three largest cuts and explain their reasons 
for cutting these programs.

Small group

Small group

Create compromise 
budget cuts
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If possible, someone from outside the classroom with knowledge of the 
topic—such as a local elected official or another teacher or administrator—
could play the role of Congresswoman Wright. She attends a briefing in 
which each group presents its budget cuts and the rationale for the cuts. The 
classroom teacher can also play the role of Congresswoman Wright. However, 
students tend to take their task more seriously when an unfamiliar adult will 
be hearing their presentations.

Another option is to have students participate in a debate. Each group 
prepares a budget and rationale and distributes the material to the other 
groups for review. With Congresswoman Wright present, each group takes a 
turn explaining why their budget cuts are preferable—always in relation to 
pleasing both constituencies. Groups then discuss and debate specific cuts 
and differing opinions.

28.	Use scoring guides and rubrics to assess student achievement.

A scoring guide is provided at www.bie.org to help the teacher assess the 
students’ final budget cuts and their identification of liberal and conservative 
support. It can also be used to guide students in meeting the expectations 
of the assignment. Remind students that their point of view, whether liberal 
or conservative, is not what is graded but rather their ability to defend their 
stance with rational references to particular philosophical arguments.

When assessing students, remember that project-based learning is 
most effective when the students are placed in realistic situations. As a 
consequence, if students begin to alter the authenticity of the situation, the 
learning environment can easily be reduced to fun and games. This negates 
much of the validity of the technique and the knowledge gained from the 
unit. To prevent this digression, it should be stressed that responses must be 
accurate and reflect knowledge gathered from available resources. In other 
words, students cannot fabricate data and scenarios. They cannot give bogus 
answers to questions posed in the project.

Students also must be coached to see that “I don’t know” is a legitimate 
answer to a question. This makes the classroom authentic. When presented 
with a problem outside the classroom, there may often be more information 
available but limited time to seek out resources. This is one of the lessons that 
project-based learning teaches. To enable students to gain this insight, they 
must learn to say they do not have the data to give an accurate answer to 
some questions that may arise in the unit. In other words, there are a limited 
number of answers because information is limited. Students cannot make up 
answers. They must use the information that is provided.

Scoring guide
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29.	Use the supplied rubric to assess oral presentations. 

The rubric for the oral presentations is found in the Teacher Materials in 
“Assessment Tools.”

As you listen to students’ oral presentations, use the rubrics to help you note 
any areas of weakness that reveal incomplete or incorrect understanding of 
key concepts. Clarify these during the debrief to follow. 

30.	Wrap-up and Debriefing.

It is critical that the wrap-up and debriefing section of the unit not be ignored. 
This is the part of the unit where students, as a class, reflect on the experience 
and are given feedback on both the process and content of the unit. It is 
imperative that incorrect knowledge or statements be corrected at this point 
in the project. How the debriefing is conducted is less important than the fact 
that it is conducted.

Process Debriefing

It is key that students have a chance to discuss how they undertook the 
problem-solving process and how they felt about the process. This can be 
done with a series of questions, such as:

•	 Was it difficult to defend your point of view in a group with 
conflicting values?

•	 Were there strategies or arguments you left out that you wish you 
had used?

•	 Was it difficult when there was not one right answer to the problem?

•	 How did it feel to go through the problem without specific direction?

These questions can be used to help guide students toward a discussion about 
how the process helped them learn about the government’s responsibility to 
citizens and about liberals and conservatives.

Content Debriefing

Recognizing competing needs, and their basis in liberal and conservative 
thinking, is an integral part of this project. As such, it is important that students 
see that the budget process is often an exercise in meeting the needs and wants 
of factions that do not share common beliefs about the role of government.

Students should be asked about the more difficult elements of the project:

•	 What are the most important differences between liberals 
and conservatives?

Use supplied  
rubric
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•	 How do beliefs about the nature of man and the purpose of human 
beings affect attitudes toward the role of government?

•	 Why can’t the government meet the needs of all constituents?

•	 Did the process help clarify your perspective on the responsibilities 
of government?

31.	Manage student reflection on the 21st century skills practiced 
and the process of learning in PBL.

Students should have a chance to discuss the process of learning in PBL and 
to reflect on the 21st-century skills of critical thinking, collaboration, and 
presentation that they used in the project. This part of the debrief could be 
done with a series of questions, for example: 

•	 Did you find it to be difficult when there were several possible “right 
answers” to the Driving Question? Why? 

•	 How did it feel to go through some parts of the project without specific 
directions to make some of your own decisions? 

•	 How much do you think you learned in terms of skills like working as a 
team and making a presentation? 

Finally, ask students for feedback on how the project was structured, with 
questions such as: 

•	 Did you need more resources to help you solve the problem—more 
lecture time, more readings, more time on the computer? 

•	 Did you need more help in learning how to work together in 
your group? 

•	 Did you have enough time for each step of the unit? 

•	 Are there any suggestions you would make for improving how the unit 
is taught? 

32.	Use the supplied multiple-choice test to assess individual 
students’ knowledge of key economic concepts. 

The multiple-choice test for this unit may be found in the Teacher 
Materials, in “Assessment Tools.” 

Individual
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33.	Make notes about adjustments to the unit to improve student 
learning for the next time the unit is taught. 

Teachers inevitably recognize how to make The Better Budget more effective 
after they have taught it. We encourage you to note these thoughts quickly, so 
you can review your ideas for improvement the next time you teach the unit.

Teaching tips 

Dos and Don’ts

In reading through this project, changes are bound to come to mind. In 
this section, we highlight changes that have worked—and those that have 
not worked. Please do not try the ideas that have failed, even though the 
temptation may be great!

Ideas to Try

The process of making budget cuts can help students appreciate the 
magnitude and impacts of the cuts. A cut to one program can have a ripple 
effect on families, local and state governments, and nationwide interest 
groups. One way to reinforce this component of the unit is to have students 
research an example of how specific cuts would affect aggregate services.

A follow-up activity could be to have students use their research on a specific 
program or budget item to write a letter to their congressperson explaining 
their stance on the program or budget item and asking the congressperson 
to respond by explaining his or her stance on the issue. This writing/reflecting 
activity can help reinforce the importance of citizen participation in the 
legislative and budgeting process.

Ideas Not to Try

Students find the comparison of liberal and conservative ideologies difficult 
because they are abstract and have changed in dramatic ways over time. It 
is tempting, but not wise, to add a study of the Democratic and Republican 
parties to the confusion. The major parties often demonstrate liberal or 
conservative views. However, the propensity to lean toward liberal or 
conservative is not always consistent with the history or regional differences 
within the parties. Republicans from Northern California or New York City 
may be more liberal than Democrats from Kansas or Alabama. Richard 
Nixon’s domestic policy may have been more liberal in some regards than 
Bill Clinton’s domestic policy. It is best to wait until students have studied 
liberal and conservative ideologies and are well-grounded in the origins and 
current thinking of these groups before launching into a study of the major 
political parties.
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We would also caution against changing the list of programs considered 
for budget cuts. The list attempts to include a balance between programs 
supported by liberals and conservatives. Initially, students can cut programs 
that do not support their political priorities. There will likely be $1 billion worth 
of cuts that students are comfortable cutting. However, in the final stages 
of the project, when working in a group that represents both liberals and 
conservatives, they will need to cut programs that they support. Changing the 
list may throw off the balance between programs supported by liberals and 
those supported by conservatives.

34.	Extensions to the Unit 

•	 Consider the following government/civics-related extensions:

-- Go deeper into the federal budget and find out how each 
department allocates its spending. Create charts that show how 
each department’s total budget is separated among its various 
services. Identify what areas are under scrutiny for cuts by 
members of Congress and what areas are protected from cuts and 
the reasons why.

-- Investigate the current concerns with the tax code for both 
individual and corporate income taxes. Identify and explain the 
ideas being considered for reform.

-- Review the six areas of budget cuts proposed in The Better Budget 
unit and compare these to cuts proposed.

-- Create a chart that aligns the definitions of Social Welfare Liberals 
and Free-market conservatives with the philosophies of the major 
U.S. political parties (Democratic, Republican, Libertarian, America 
First, Green, Constitution, Tea Party Movement). Point out any areas 
where more than one party holds similar beliefs. On another chart, 
align each party’s view on contemporary issues from the “Liberal 
and Conservative Points of View on Contemporary Issues” chart. 

•	 Since the budget cuts students are asked to develop through 
compromise have to be sent to the entire Congress for approval, 
students could write a persuasive speech to give on the floor of 
either house to convince fellow members of Congress to endorse the 
compromise. It would be easy to coordinate this with English/Language 
Arts content standards and find resources on how to write persuasively. 
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•	 Find out what budget cuts your Senators and House member propose 
to reduce the federal budget. Be sure to gather information from 
representative of both major parties and any third party members of 
Congress that represent your state. Consider how their proposed cuts 
compare to the ones proposed in The Better Budget activity. Write a 
letter to one of your representatives comparing and contrasting your 
proposed cuts with theirs and inviting their reaction or response. 

•	 Hold a public forum to present your budget cuts to your school or 
community. Have students form panel committees to organize the 
information, create visual aids (charts, digital slides, news or video 
segments), and present at the forum. Allow time for questions from 
the audience. 
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The Federal Budget
Revenue: Where the Money Comes From

In order to pay for programs and services, the federal government raises 
money from the following sources:

Sources
In billions of dollars Percent of Total 

2010 Budget2009 2010

Individual Income Taxes 910 946 45.10%

Social Insurance and Retirement Receipts 891 878 41.85%

Corporate Income Tax 138 147 7.01%

Excise Taxes 62 70 3.33%

Estate and Gift Taxes 23 16 .76%

Customs Duties 22 24 1.14%

Miscellaneous Receipts 17 17 .81%

Total Receipts 2,063 2,098 100%

Explanation of Categories:

•	 Social Insurance and Retirement Receipts = Payroll taxes on annual 
earnings used to fund unemployment, retirement, survivor’s benefits, 
disability, and hospital insurance.

•	 Excise Taxes = Taxes applied to certain products and services (e.g., 
alcohol, tobacco, petroleum, gambling), and generally paid by consumers.

•	 Estate and Gift Taxes = Taxes paid on money or property given away 
during one’s lifetime or left to heirs at one’s death.

•	 Customs Duties = Taxes paid on earnings or goods imported into the 
United States.

•	 Miscellaneous Receipts = Federal Reserve earnings, fines, penalties, 
and forfeitures.

For more information on these tax categories, see: http://www.irs.gov/taxstats 

For a glossary of terms used in the federal budget tables, see http://www.gao.
gov/new.items/d05734sp.pdf 

Source Congressional Budget Office http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/108xx/
doc10871/Chapter4.shtml 

http://www.irs.gov/taxstats
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d05734sp.pdf
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d05734sp.pdf
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/108xx/doc10871/Chapter4.shtml
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/108xx/doc10871/Chapter4.shtml
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Where the money comes from

Miscellaneous Receipts

Customs Duties

Estate and Gift Taxes

Excise Taxes

Corporate Income Tax

Social Insurance and Retirement Receipts

Individual Income Taxes

45.1%

41.85%

7.01%

3.33%
0.76%

1.14%
0.81%

Federal Expenditures: Where the Money Goes

What the government spends can be divided into two major categories: 
discretionary and mandatory expenditures.

Discretionary

•	 Discretionary expenditures are monies that Congress has the power to 
cut if it chooses.

•	 Discretionary spending covers a wide variety of government functions, 
including national defense, education, environmental protection, law 
enforcement, research, international aid, and government operations.

Mandatory

•	 Mandatory spending includes entitlement programs like Social Security, 
Medicare, Medicaid, and interest payments on the federal debt.

•	 Congress is obligated to spending levels on these mandatory programs 
based on factors that are beyond its direct control.

The federal government pays for the following services and programs
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1

Sources
In billions of dollars Percent of Total 

2010 Budget2009 2010

Defense (discretionary) 656 690 19.58%

Non Defense (discretionary) 581 682 19.35%

Social Security 678 700 19.86%

Medicare and Medicaid 750 808 22.92%

Other Mandatory Spending 861 621 17.6%

Offsetting Receipts1 -195 -183 -5.18%

Net Interest 187 207 5.87%

Total Outlays 3,518 3,524 100%

Total Receipts 2,071 2,098

Surplus/Deficit -1,447 -1,426

Where the money goes

Net Interest

Other Mandatory Spending

Medicare and Medicaid

Social Security

Non Defense (discretionary)

Defense (discretionary)

19.58%

22.92%

5.87%

17.6%

19.35%

19.86%

1. Offsetting receipts differ from revenues, such as taxes. They are monies collected from 
government transactions such as premiums on Medicare or rental payments and royalties for 
the use of public lands. 

For more information about the federal budget and for updated figures, consult  
http://www.aps.org/policy/resources/budgetsites.cfm 

Source Congressional Budget Office  
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/108xx/doc10871/Chapter3.shtml

http://www.aps.org/policy/resources/budgetsites.cfm
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/108xx/doc10871/Chapter3.shtml
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U.S. Liberals and Conservatives on   
Government Power

Nearly every major political conflict in America has centered on the question, 
“how much government is too much?” After the Revolutionary War, the 
national government under the Articles of Confederation had little power. 
Americans feared power concentrated in a centralized government and 
placed governing authority with the states. But collectively, the 13 states 
were overwhelmed by the problem of national debt, and threatened by 
international trade and interstate rivalries. It soon became apparent to many 
that the national government needed more power. Delegates, who met at the 
Philadelphia Convention during the summer of 1787, crafted a constitution 
that created a more centralized government with supreme powers over the 
states. To insure states rights and individual freedoms were preserved, the 
powers of the national government were carefully enumerated in a complex 
system of checks and balances. Even so, nearly every clause in the Constitution 
was hotly debated. 

And the question didn’t end there. During the ratification process, Americans 
fiercely debated how much power the Constitution gave the federal 
government. Proponents anticipated this battle and addressed the concerns 
in a series of public letters known as the Federalist Papers. Alexander Hamilton 
wrote in Federalist #1 that “A torrent of anger and malignant passions will 
be let loose” over how much power the federal government should have. 
In Federalist #10, James Madison warned of “factions” that characterized 
this malignant passion and that were dangerous if not checked. Madison 
contended that in a pluralist society, where power is distributed and exercised 
by various groups, a competition of ideas would arise and prevent one group 
from dominating policy.

Throughout the next two centuries, questions over how much power the 
government should have continued. Does the government have the power 
to end slavery, ignoring the rights of property owners? Can the government 
interfere with state authority in determining equal access for minorities? 
Should the government prohibit the use of alcohol inhibiting people’s right 
to choice? Does the government have the authority to control private sector 
prices and wages in a national economic crisis? Should the government use 
its power to limit the freedom of Japanese Americans in the name of national 
security? Does the government have the authority to mandate everyone have 
healthcare insurance? 

As Americans grapple with these questions, conflicts arise between different 
political philosophies. Free-market conservatives generally want government 
to have less power, while social welfare liberals approve of government taking 
a more active role. However, both sides tend to support more government 



©2012 Interact - www.teachinteract.com	 The Better Budget - Teacher Guide  59

Teacher Materials
The Federal Budget

authority when it addresses the issues they believe in and less when it doesn’t. 
Liberals support giving government the authority to enforce civil rights laws 
to protect the individual. They call for less government when laws might limit 
the rights of women and minorities. Conservatives call for more government 
authority to control human behavior and ensure homeland security, but less 
on taxing and business regulation. 

Most of the time, questions about the power and size of government are 
answered with reason and civility. But when the political atmosphere is 
contentious, rancor and strident rhetoric can make winning arguments and 
scoring political points take precedent over solving problems.  Situations like 
these can have dire consequences for the nation, as the Civil War showed. 
But what has kept the country moving forward for over 230 years has been a 
prevailing spirit of compromise. 

Compromise is not easy, especially in a highly charged and combative 
political atmosphere. It requires a special kind of courage to accept criticism 
from supporters who did not get everything they desired. Compromise also 
requires participants hold common values; they must respect the opinions of 
others, be willing to listen and understand what opponents have to say, and 
recognize that no one has a monopoly on what is right. 

Throughout most of American history, liberals and conservatives have found 
ways to compromise and institute much needed policies that address the 
nation’s problems. When they do, the nation is better for it. When they don’t, 
governing becomes gridlocked and the problems usually get worse. Both 
liberals and conservatives believe government authority is necessary, but 
how much authority the government will have in the future depends on how 
willing each side is to give up their positions to address the greater good. 
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Who Can and Will Be   
Responsible for Federally Cut Programs

The following entities could, if willing, take responsibility for programs cut 
from the federal budget: 

•	 States 

•	 Local governments, like counties or cities 

•	 Special districts, like school districts, fire and water districts, and local 
after-school programs operated by park and recreation groups 

•	 Nonprofit agencies, like the Red Cross, food banks, Rotary Clubs, United 
Way, and YMCA Churches or faith-based organizations 

•	 Private corporations, industries, or businesses, such as corporate daycare 
centers, families, or individuals 

Remind students that: 

•	 States cannot carry debt in the same manner as the federal government 
(Refer to the California state budget information provided in the 
Student Materials) 

•	 Problems left to state and local governments or to nonprofits or families 
may or may not be addressed by these groups 

•	 States, local governments, nonprofits, and families cannot be forced to 
do work left undone by the federal government 

•	 The federal government can suggest that local entities solve these 
problems, but it cannot mandate this without providing funding 
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A Brief History of   
Liberals and Conservatives

The nature and purpose of human beings, and the nature and purpose of 
government, lie at the heart of liberal and conservative political philosophy. 
Answers to the questions, “Why do people exist?”and “Why do governments 
exist?” help explain how liberals and conservatives differ. 

Historical View 

The Theory of Divine Right 

From the 15th through 18th centuries, the Divine Right Theory in Europe 
held that God had created government (the state) and had given chosen 
leaders—generally those of royal blood—a divine right to rule. People were 
expected to obey these rulers, as they were an extension of the power of God.
The divine right of kings assigned certain powers and expectations to the 
elite. The duty of all others was service to the crown. The purpose of human 
beings, therefore, was to serve God and the crown. In its most general sense, 
the crown meant the state or nation. Individuals had neither independent 
rights nor independent meaning. People were part of an organic whole—a 
community, a state, the family of God. 

This was a system based upon order and tradition. If nothing else, this (feudal) 
system lasted for a long time and was quite stable. Feudalism emphasized 
community, tradition, authority, hierarchical order, and government by God’s 
chosen elite. Because the system was ordained by God, it was both a sin and 
treason to question it. This system was agriculturally based, with very few 
people at the top rungs of the social and economic ladder and masses of 
uneducated agricultural workers at the bottom. There was a small middle or 
professional class. It seemed to work as long as the people remained tied to 
the land and the economic structure remained highly stratified. 

The Theory of the Social Contract 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, European philosophers (Thomas Hobbes and 
John Locke, among others) wrote about government as a contract among 
consenting human beings. In this philosophy, people originally lived in a state 
of nature where no government existed and all people were free. However, 
without authority and given the natural greed of human beings, people were 
subject to having their freedom and possessions taken from them by force. 
While people may have been essentially good in a state of nature, they had 
no protection from the aggressive or violent actions of others. As Hobbes 
(1588–1679) envisioned it, human life in these unsafe and brutal conditions 
was “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.”
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Thomas Hobbes 

Thomas Hobbes believed that people are driven by appetite and aversion 
and are, therefore, perpetually involved in a power struggle with others 
over control of resources and personal freedom. In order to preserve their 
individual freedoms, people must band together and freely give up power 
to the state in exchange for protection. People create the state as a form of 
protection, and the state can only exercise the powers granted to it. Hobbes 
believed that people could give up all of their rights to the state—except the 
right to self-preservation—and that the state could maintain authoritarian 
control of the people. He was liberal to the extent of believing in: 

•	 Innate individualism 

•	 Self-interest 

•	 Natural rights 

•	 Relative equality 

•	 A social contract among individuals 

But he also believed in authoritarian governments. To Hobbes, people by virtue 
of their flaws are forced to create institutions that limit their freedom. In other 
words, people need an authoritarian government in the form of a powerful 
sovereign. Hobbes’s conclusion isn’t liberal (surrender to absolute power), but 
his premise that individuals are equal and have a natural right to be free, is. 

John Locke

John Locke (1632–1704) insisted that the state exists to serve the will of the 
people, and that if the state fails the people, it is within the rights of the 
people to destroy their contract with the state and create a new government. 
Government exists, therefore, to serve the people. 

How did Locke regard the purpose of human beings? 

•	 People possess natural rights to “life, liberty, and estate” 

•	 They hold these rights independent of society or government 

•	 Because people are created equal by God, they are equal by nature 

•	 They are not subjects of an absolute sovereign 

•	 There is no divinely ordained or natural hierarchy 

•	 Therefore, people are on earth to serve their own ends 

These notions sanctified the individual. Locke believed that people are driven 
by their own ambitions, capable of reason, deserving of liberty and free 
expression, and entitled to open competition and equal treatment. 
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Locke further promoted a kind of trickle-down theory about the industrious 
few who accumulated the most wealth. He felt that people, acting on their 
own behalf, collectively improved conditions of the whole. Those who were 
industrious and successful created products and conditions that benefited 
others. In a way, he justified emerging class distinctions and the accumulation 
of wealth—both of which were results of the Industrial Revolution. 

Liberalism, unlike feudalism, better served the increasingly secularized modern 
industrial state. It provided room for the creation of a middle class that could 
compete for wealth, not because of bloodlines or centuries of tradition 
but because of personal attributes. This radically individualistic concept of 
the purpose of human beings suited the Industrial Revolution and Britain’s 
American colonies. 

The New Role of Government 

Liberalism gave government a new role. Government was seen as a necessary 
evil. It was the job of government to keep economic competition among equals 
fair and provide for defense. Adam Smith’s famous 1776 treatise, “The Wealth of 
Nations,” was an influential statement about this new role of government. 

The People’s Hurdles According to Liberals 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the neoclassical liberal notion of keeping competition 
fair meant not allowing privilege to interfere with competition in the marketplace. 
Liberals saw the goal of the individual and the role of government like this:

Social privilege
Blood rights

Authoritarian institutions
The church

Individual’s goals

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Individual with
self-de�ned goals 

Liberalism came along at about the same time as capitalism and 
industrialization, all of which favored the development of a competitive and 
politically active middle class. The privileges of the elite were seen as an 
impediment to the new and growing middle class. According to the neoclassical 
liberals, the purpose of human beings was to reach a self-defined goal, and 
the role of government was to maintain order and keep the impediments of 
privilege out of the way of competition. At the heart of this theory is the idea 
that the individual, not the collective state or the elite, is the most significant 
factor in the equation. Governments, in this notion of liberalism, can be 
authoritarian as long as they perform the tasks given them in the social contract. 
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American Liberalism 

Liberalism in America begins with the Puritan tradition. The Puritan, as historian 
Carl Degler says, was a “fearless individualist.” In breaking from the Roman 
Catholic Church, Protestants proclaimed a priesthood of all believers in which 
each man’s relationship to God was a personal, not collective, responsibility. 
The Puritans took this individual salvation as an ominous duty and a right. It 
was the force of their convictions that made Massachusetts a flourishing British 
colony in the 1630s. But it also led to clashes between Puritan leaders and the 
British Crown. Charles I was head of the Church of England, and the English were 
expected to conform to the beliefs of that Church and the will of the Crown. As a 
result, those loyal to the Church tended to be loyal to the Crown as well. 

The Puritans had set out to “purify” the Church of England of its traces of 
Catholicism, and they were critical of the Church and the Crown. They tended to 
favor Parliament in battles between the Crown and Parliament. Roger Williams, 
for one, was willing to pronounce the Crown wrong and himself right, even if 
this behavior threatened the sovereignty of the Massachusetts colony. It was 
this example of righteous individualism that served as a model to the common 
Puritan. The rebellious example set by the Puritan leadership made it difficult 
for them to control the Puritan community of believers. The Puritans placed 
great stock in individual reason and intellect. As the English Puritan Richard 
Baxter insisted, “the most Religious, are the most truly, and nobly rational.” 
Puritans were likely to follow their own path lit by careful reason and intellect. The 
theocracy of Puritan New England gave way to secular materialism, but the belief 
in self and reason, resistance to suppression, and the determination to tell the 
truth as seen by the individual, remained strong American liberal characteristics. 

Thomas Paine 

It was Thomas Paine (1737–1809) who made the connection between 
individualism and representative governments for Americans. To Paine, society 
is good but government is evil—a necessary evil. He believed that even though 
government coerces people and controls their lives, it is necessary because most 
people cannot be trusted to respect the natural rights of others. Therefore, 
we create governments to protect our natural rights. If the government works 
properly, we obey. If it fails by not protecting our natural rights or violating 
our rights, it becomes intolerable and the people have a right to overthrow it 
and replace it. Unlike Locke, Paine claims that the new government must be a 
republic. A monarchy is not compatible with individual liberty. Paine’s views fit 
nicely into the American tradition of individualism characterized by the Puritans. 

The Conservative View 

Conservatism draws from both the autocratic theory of privileged leadership 
and the liberal tradition of open competition. Conservatism, first recognized in 
England in the 1830s, was best championed by Edmund Burke, a member of 
the British House of Commons. 
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Edmund Burke 

Edmund Burke (1729–1797) did not share the liberals’ optimism about rational 
individuals. He believed that a collection of people using long-standing, 
conventional institutions could act in wise ways but that individuals were 
foolish. Social reform had to be prudent and based upon the lessons of history. 
Tradition, custom, and wisdom gained from years of experience are to be 
trusted and change must be slow and careful. Any movement that tears at the 
fabric of society will ultimately be the undoing of society. 

Society, as envisioned by Burke, is an organism whose purpose is to promote 
the good of the whole community, with the individual being served by 
promotion of the community. He believed that society precedes individuals 
and that society shapes and forms individuals into civilized beings. The 
liberals, Burke claimed, did not account for the many ways that humans 
are connected and dependent. He considered it unrealistic to imagine a 
natural state where each person, as separate and distinct, fought to achieve 
individually defined goals. According to Burke, people could only survive as 
part of a group or community, and this required “…their will controlled, and 
their passions brought into subjection by a power out of themselves…” 

Conservatives believed that good government was based upon order, staid 
and long-standing institutions, and a natural aristocracy. A civil society is not 
a social contract by consenting individuals. It is a sacred covenant with ties 
across generations that cannot be easily dissolved. The aristocracy, because 
of its economic status and social preparation, is the best caretaker of a stable 
government. The aristocracy sits between autocratic tyranny and popular 
tyranny and rules best on behalf of all. A government entrusted to the 
aristocracy exacts control, protects traditions, and establishes and operates 
institutions that control the passions of the individual. 

The People’s Hurdles According to Conservatives 

Conservatives saw the goals of the people and the role of government like this: 

Individualism
Radical ideas and innovations

Radical change
Lack of restraint

Shared goals of order,
stability, harmony,

and continuity

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Interconnected 
individuals with

shared goals 

This theory suited the landed gentry of England, who were losing control of 
the economic system with the advent of the Industrial Revolution. They were 
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soon to lose control of political and social privilege, and conservatism sounded 
an alarm against the erosion of their power. 

Both conservatism and liberalism took a turn in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Conservatives championed many of the values originally considered 
liberal, while the conservative mainstay of strong centralized power became 
associated with liberals. 

The Contemporary View

Social Welfare Liberalism 

With the advent of the Progressive Movement in the late 19th century, 
liberalism redefined what it saw as the hurdles coming between individuals 
and their self-defined goals. The original hurdles taken on by neoclassical 
liberals were the restrictions of privilege, worship, and competition. Hurdles 
to social welfare liberals are such human conditions as poverty, race, gender, 
segregation, illness, and ignorance. People cannot be truly free or expected to 
compete fairly if they face disadvantages that fall outside their control. The role 
of government, then, is to provide a level playing field where all people can 
compete. For liberals in the 20th century, government becomes a useful tool for 
expanding freedom and providing individuals with access to opportunity. 

The People’s Hurdles According to Social Welfare Liberals 

Social welfare liberals see the goals of the individual and the role of 
government like this: 

Poverty
Discrimination and prejudice

Ignorance
Big corporations

Trusts and monopolies

Individual’s goals

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Individual with
self-de�ned goals 

Government is now expected to provide social and economic opportunities, 
ensure equality, regulate business and government on behalf of the people, 
and support capitalism and competition. Social welfare liberals also think that 
government is obligated to enhance opportunities. They support programs 
to reduce poverty by instituting a progressive tax that will redistribute income 
from the wealthier classes to the poor. They rely on government to regulate 
the activities of business and the economy. 
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U.S. Conservatives, Free-Market Conservatives, Laissez-Faire Conservatives 

Conservatives have a different approach when it comes to the role of 
government. They believe that the private sector can outperform the 
government in almost any activity. Conservatives take the position that 
individuals are primarily responsible for their own well-being, and that 
government should not redistribute income or craft programs that will change 
the status of individuals. In issues of morality, conservatives tend to support 
greater government regulation of social values and moral decisions. 

In the most simple sense, U.S. conservatives are modernized neoclassical liberals. 
Sometimes, with minor modifications in their beliefs, they are also called: 

•	 Free-market conservatives 

•	 Laissez-faire conservatives 

•	 Individualist conservatives 

These conservatives differ from Britain’s Burkean conservatives because the 
United States never experienced a state religion that excluded some from 
privilege, feudalism that kept classes of people oppressed, or aristocratic 
rule that used bloodlines as the gatekeeper for political participation and 
economic opportunity. U.S. conservatives were not trying to champion and 
maintain the privilege of a state religion, a class structure, or an aristocracy, so 
they did not argue for authoritarian institutions that kept the passions of the 
people in check or upheld their economic and social status. John Adams and 
Alexander Hamilton shared some Burkean values like natural aristocracy, but 
these U.S. conservatives championed commercialism and were not economic 
conservatives. They were businessmen and industrialists who favored laissez-
faire capitalism. They shared the same views about competition and Social 
Darwinism as the European neoclassical liberals. 

What makes the U.S. conservatives different from the neoclassical liberals is 
their interpretation of individualism and a natural elite. U.S. conservatives, like 
Burkean conservatives, believe that: 

•	 People are social animals that survive as part of a community 

•	 It is the responsibility of the community to socialize the individual, and 
it is the responsibility of the individual to uphold the values and goals of 
the group, whether that group be nation, state, community, or family 

•	 People compete in the economic arena as individuals 

•	 Socially, people belong to a group and must help keep the group strong 
by abiding by its rules, customs, and expectations 

•	 Private property and competitiveness are rights of the individual 
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•	 Government should not regulate business and the economy 

•	 Traditional values and respect for long-standing cultural mores should 
be maintained 

•	 Government should be shepherded by the elite 

To U.S. conservatives, the elite is the economic elite—those who have proven 
their ability to rule by rising above the masses in a competitive, capitalist 
system. They believe social problems stem from too much government 
interference in the free market and too little responsibility given to families 
and communities to care for their own. People must be taught to restrain their 
passions and instincts through education by schools, church, families, and 
social groups—but not government. U.S. conservatives fight for a reduction in 
social welfare, government regulations, and government spending. The one 
exception is spending on the military. In the 20th century, U.S. conservatives 
feared the spread of communism, which they felt would destroy the free-
market economies of the world. This fear led to support of military spending 
and a federal debt, which was encouraged by corporate profits made possible 
through the military industrial complex. 

The People’s Hurdles According to U. S. Conservatives 

Conservatives value the group over the individual and consider the goal to 
be a shared community order. As a result, they consider individualism to be 
a hurdle to the success and survival of the group. U.S. conservatives see the 
goals of the people and the role of government like this: 

Individualism
Social promiscuity

International threats
Internal threats to safety and order

Threats to laissez faire capitalism

Shared goals of order, stability, 
harmony, and continuity

Individual goal of
economic opportunity

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Interconnected 
individuals with

shared social goals,
but individual

economic goals 
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Liberal and Conservative Points of 
View on Contemporary Issues

Teacher Key

The following is a completed version of the liberals and conservatives table 
that students are expected to fill out. This version can be used to prompt 
students during this exercise. 

Issues Current Liberals Current Conservatives

Social Issues: Expect government to provide a level 
playing field for all Americans through 
social programs that protect people, provide 
assistance to the needy, and redistribute 
wealth and advantage.

Believe that individuals are protected and 
supported by family, community, and church 
or faith-based organizations, and that these 
private entities are responsible for solving 
social problems. This should not be the 
responsibility of the federal government.

Abortion Support “freedom of choice” because 
individuals have the right to control their 
own destiny.

Support “right to life” and what is best 
for the community over the rights of the 
individual, based on traditional morality.

Affirmative Action Favor government-mandated rules 
designed to increase minority access. 

Support unfettered competition based 
on merit.

School Prayer Oppose, on basis of First Amendment’s 
prohibition of government establishment 
of religion.

Support, as a means to reinforce family 
and community values. 

Crime Prevention Want to use government institutions and 
government-funded private agencies to 
help those in need as a way of preventing 
crime; emphasize importance of rights of 
the accused.

Favor more severe measures for criminals 
to punish those who threaten the 
community; do not want to sacrifice crime 
control for the rights of criminals.

Economic Issues: Believe government should regulate 
businesses in the public interest, tax 
according to wealth, protect workers and the 
environment, and ensure economic growth.

Want government to keep hands off the 
economy, or laissez-faire. Favor a free-
market system, in which everyone competes 
according to his/her ability.

Taxes Want the rich to pay a greater share of the 
tax burden to help even the playing field 
for the middle and lower classes.

Want to keep taxes low by giving 
tax breaks or lowering taxes for the 
highest income brackets, giving these 
people money to spend on goods and 
services and to invest in production, 
thus providing jobs for the working and 
middle classes.

Corporate Taxes Want corporations to pay more of the tax 
burden to help redistribute wealth.

Feel that taxing corporations will stall 
economic growth.

Government Spending Want to maintain social programs to 
help redistribute wealth and provide the 
needy with assistance so they can meet 
their goals.

Emphasize cutting spending, except for 
defense; other programs should be paid 
for by local communities, nonprofits, 
churches and faith-based groups, 
and families.
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General Rubric for an Oral Presentation to a Panel
(Note: This is NOT for assessing content knowledge and understanding—see specific rubrics for each unit)
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Test for The Better Budget  
Answer Key

1.	 Seventeenth century political philosophers believed that government was 
an agreement among the people to protect their rights. This was known as 
___________.
A	 a social contract
B	 the state of nature
C	 laissez-fair 
D	 the divine right of kings

2.	 Which political philosopher believed that people are inherently selfish and 
must give up all their rights to an authoritarian government in exchange for 
protection? 
A	 Thomas Hobbes
B	 John Locke
C	 Thomas Paine
D	 Adam Smith

3.	 What is the cornerstone of John Locke’s philosophy on the relationship 
between the people and government?
A	 people could give up all their rights in order to maintain control
B	 government is good and necessary to control the people
C	 government exists to serve the will of the people
D	 government exists to provide services to the less fortunate

4.	 Which of the following political groups is most likely to endorse government 
taking responsibility for helping the people?
A	 free-market conservatives
B	 social welfare liberals
C	 neoclassical liberals
D	 classical conservatives

5.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a positive view 
of liberals?
A	 Free-spending
B	 Against change
C	 Fiscally responsible
D	 Open-minded

6.	 Which of the following political groups is likely to endorse individuals taking 
responsibility for their lives? 
A	 classical conservatives
B	 free-market conservatives
C	 neoclassical liberals
D	 social welfare liberals
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7.	 Which of the following most closely defines the term discretionary expenditure?
A	 expenses for programs like Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid
B	 paying interest payments on the national debt
C	 spending that Congress has the power to cut 
D	 expenses the government is obligated to cover 

8.	 Which of the following most closely defines the term mandatory expenditure?
A	 expenses Congress has the option not to pay for
B	 paying for programs such as defense, education, and 

environmental protection
C	 expenses that stay the same year after year
D	 spending on programs Congress is obligated to pay for

9.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a positive view 
of conservatives?
A	 not open to compromise
B	 willing to accept a greater degree of government involvement
C	 fiscally responsible
D	 generous

10.	 Which of the following is the largest source of revenue in the federal budget?
A	 excise taxes
B	 customs duties
C	 corporate income taxes
D	 individual income taxes

11.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a negative view 
of liberals?
A	 eager to help those who can’t help themselves
B	 in favor of increasing taxes
C	 protect valued traditions
D	 tight-fisted with government money

12.	 Which of the following is the largest expenditure in the federal budget?
A	 defense
B	 Social Security
C	 interest in the debt
D	 Medicare and Medicaid

13.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a negative view 
of conservatives?
A	 ready to throw money at often ill-defined social problems
B	 desire a low degree of government involvement
C	 generous
D	 closed-minded or old-fashioned in their ideas about society

14.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s 
district would most likely cut spending for education and social services?
A	 liberals
B	 free-market conservatives
C	 moderates
D	 neoclassical Liberals
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15.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s 
district would most likely support spending on pollution controls?
A	 radicals
B	 classical conservatives
C	 social welfare liberals
D	 laissez-faire conservatives 

16.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s 
district would most likely accept a 1% over a 5% cut in spending for 
military equipment? 
A	 free-market conservatives 
B	 classical conservatives
C	 liberals
D	 social welfare liberals

Read the following quote, and then answer the question below:

The private sector can outperform the government in almost any activity. Individuals 
are primarily responsible for their own well-being, and government should not 
redistribute income or craft programs that will change the status of individuals.

17.	 Which one of the following political groups is most likely to believe in the 
statement above?
A	 social Welfare Liberals
B	 free-market Conservatives
C	 moderates
D	 neoclassical Liberals

18.	 Which of the following programs would a free-market conservative most 
likely cut? 
A	 machinery, equipment, weapons, and armor
B	 Social Services
C	 federal prisons
D	 veteran training and rehabilitation 

19.	 Which of the following political philosophers believed that good government 
was based on order and long-standing institutions?
A	 Thomas Paine
B	 Edmund Burke
C	 John Jacques Rousseau
D	 John Locke

20.	 Which of the following political philosophers believed government was evil, 
but a necessary evil?
A	 Thomas Hobbes
B	 John Locke
C	 Thomas Paine
D	 Edmund Burke
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The basic difference between liberals and conservatives is that liberals are more likely to 
use federal powers to regulate the economy and control the states, while conservatives 
are more likely to use federal powers to regulate the social behavior of individuals 
and groups. 

21.	 According to the excerpt above, the way liberals and conservatives differ is 
A	 in how they see the role of the federal government.
B	 liberals are more likely to be Republicans and conservatives are more 

likely to be Democrats.
C	 conservatives favor no government regulation and liberals favor 

regulation controlling government.
D	 liberals tend to favor states’ rights while conservatives tend to support 

more power for the federal government. 

22.	 In both 2009 and 2010, the federal government spent more money than 
it took in. Which of the following actions would the federal government 
need to do to satisfy both liberals and conservatives and bring the budget 
into balance?
A	 cut Social Security spending
B	 cut taxes and raise spending
C	 raise taxes and cut spending
D	 cut defense spending

Individualism
Social promiscuity

International threats
Internal threats to safety and order

Threats to laissez faire capitalism

Shared goals of order, stability, 
harmony, and continuity

Individual goal of
economic opportunity

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Interconnected 
individuals with

shared social goals,
but individual

economic goals 

23.	 The chart above illustrates people’s hurdles according to U.S. conservatives. 
Review the answers below and determine the best answer to describe what 
U.S. conservatives want government to do to help achieve the goals on the 
right of the chart. 
A	 Cut social services that promote bad behavior, increase tax breaks and 

funding for defense.
B	 Increase funding for substance abuse and mental health and cut 

spending on federal prisons.
C	 Freeze nuclear weapons programs and increase funding for 

Department of Energy.
D	 Cut spending on foster care and adoption assistance and increase 

funding for family support.
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Poverty
Discrimination and prejudice

Ignorance
Big corporations

Trusts and monopolies

Individual’s goals

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Individual with
self-de�ned goals 

24.	 The chart above illustrates people’s hurdles according to social welfare 
liberals. Review the answers below and determine the best answer to describe 
what social welfare liberals want government to do to help achieve the goals 
on the right. 
A	 Privatize Social Security and enforce government regulations 

on polluters.
B	 Raise taxes on corporations and fund scholarships for 

disadvantaged youth.
C	 Eliminate affirmative action and increase government spending.
D	 Fund research for alternative fuels and support random drug testing 

in schools.
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Entry Document: First Memo From Congresswoman Wright

Honorable Nancy Wright

To:	 Constituent Focus Group
From:	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright
Regarding:	 Budget Planning

Thank you so much for coming today to help us decide next year’s budget for our federal gov-
ernment. As you well know, the current economic forecast suggests that we will suffer serious 
deficits at the end of this fiscal year. In planning next year’s budget, Congress is considering 
major cuts to discretionary expenditures.

Given the impact these projected cuts will have, I know my constituents would like a say in 
what will be cut and by how much. I made a commitment during my campaign that, if elected, I 
would represent all the people of my district. Therefore, as members of my congressional district, 
I have asked you here today to give me feedback on some of the cuts currently being considered 
by Congress.

I know that you are as concerned as I am about our ever-growing debt. This is not the time to 
promote a bigger budget, nor is it the time to raise taxes. We need a better budget that addresses 
the most pressing problems that only the federal government can handle and actually solve. We 
want to maintain a sound federal government without raising taxes or going further into debt.

It is time to look to families, communities, and state government to take on certain problems and 
programs. I want you to tell me who you think should take responsibility for these programs if 
they are cut by the federal government. 

You can begin this process by reviewing the 2001 and 2002 federal budget tables. These figures 
will help explain what we have the power to cut and what we can’t cut.

Thank you for your help. I am looking forward to your suggestions.
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Second Memo From Congresswoman Wright

Honorable Nancy Wright

To:	 Constituent Focus Group
From:	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright
Regarding:	 Budget Planning

I thought an understanding of our district and who I represent would help you make better 
budget cuts. Therefore, I am including a community profile with this memo.

I have also attached the federal budget figures for your review. These figures show 2001 and 
2002 income and expenditures, and will help explain what we have the power to cut and what 
we can’t cut.

After you have reviewed this data, my assistant will provide you with a list of discretionary pro-
grams that Congress is considering reducing by either 1% or 5%. Our goal is to reduce total 
expenditures for these discretionary programs by $1 billion.

Attachments 
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Congresswoman Nancy Wright’s District: 
Community Profile

In the early part of the 20th century, this community was a major part of the state’s agribusiness. 
The rich farmland of the area supports agriculture as varied as corn, fruit trees, and a variety of 
specialty vegetables.

In recent years, many new businesses have moved into the area. In the last year alone, 17 national 
and international companies opened offices here. Industry includes chemical production and 
manufacture of automobile parts. In addition, finance corporations such as insurance companies 
and banks have found a ready supply of professional, college-educated workers in the community. 
A federal women’s prison is also located in the district.

The community is a haven for the outdoor enthusiast. The Lakes Area offers boating, fishing, water 
skiing, sailing, and restaurants catering to water sports. In recent years, retirees have moved to the 
community because of the many outdoor activities—including community golf courses—and the 
low cost of living relative to the rest of the state.

There are always opportunities to enjoy music, theater, dance, literary events, and other cultural and 
entertainment activities at the state university campus, local community college, and a growing 
number of theater, music, and dance companies. The community has three major performing arts 
theaters and an outdoor music amphitheater.

The major city in the area has a population of approximately 237,000 people, roughly 60% white 
(non-Hispanic), 18% Hispanic, 10% African American, 5% Asian, and 7% “Other.”

The remainder of the district’s population is spread out between enclaves of suburban housing 
developments and rural farmlands. Suburban areas house many young families with school-age 
children, while the central city and farmlands tend to attract older populations. The district’s total 
population is approximately 490,000.

In 2000 the district was designated an All-America Community. Each year 100 communities from 
across the country are considered for this prestigious recognition. The district received the award 
for work done in the community to create new jobs, reduce crime, improve the environment of the 
Lakes Area, and revitalize the downtown area. These accomplishments were the result of cooperative 
efforts by citizens, community leaders, and government to improve the quality of life.
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United States Debt1: 1850–2000
	 Date	 Amount
7/1/1850 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      63,452,774
7/1/1855 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       35,586,957
7/1/1860 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      64,842,288
7/1/1865 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2,680,647,869
7/1/1870 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2,480,672,428
7/1/1875 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    2,232,284,532
7/1/1880 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    2,120,415,371
7/1/1885 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    1,863,964,873
7/1/1890 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   1,552,140,205
7/1/1895 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    1,676,120,983
7/1/1900 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    2,136,961,092
7/1/1905 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2,274,615,064
7/1/1910 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    2,652,665,838
7/1/1915 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    3,058,136,873
7/1/1920 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   25,952,456,406
7/1/1925 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  20,516,193,888
7/1/1930 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  16,801,281,492
7/1/1935 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   28,700,892,625
7/1/1940 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  42,967,531,038
7/1/1945 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 258,682,187,410
7/1/1950 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 257,357,352,351
7/1/1955 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  280,768,553,189
7/1/1960 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 290,216,815,242
7/1/1965 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 320,904,110,042
7/1/1970 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  389,158,403,690
7/1/1975 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 576,649,000,000
7/1/1980 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 930,210,000,000
7/1/1985 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               1,945,941,616,460
7/1/1990 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               3,233,313,451,777
7/1/1995 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               4,973,982,900,709
7/1/2000  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               5,674,178,209,887

For an up-to-the-day figure on the debt, see the U.S. National Debt Clock at:  
http://www.brillig.com/debt_clock

1. In nominal dollars
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2002–2003 California State Budget 
Revenue Sources

Function
Dollars in millions 

General Fund
Percent  
of Total

Personal Income Taxes 42,605 53.72%

Sales Taxes 22,850 28.81%

Corporation Taxes 5,869 7.40%

Motor Vehicle Fees 16 .02%

Insurance Taxes 1,656 2.09%

Estate Taxes 615 .78%

Liquor Taxes 282 .36%

Tobacco Taxes 122 .15%

Other 5,290 6.67%

Total 79,305 

Prior Year Balance 1,485 

Total Resources Available 80,790 100%

.78%

.36%

.15%

2.09%
.02%

53.72%

28.81%

6.67%

7.4%

Personal Income Taxes 

Sales Taxes

Corporation Taxes

Motor Vehicle Fees

Insurance Taxes

Estate Taxes

Liquor Taxes

Tobacco Taxes

Other

2002–2003 California State Budget Revenue Sources
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2002–2003 California State Budget Expenditures

Function
Dollars in millions 

General Fund
Percent  
of Total

Education (K–12) 31,316 39.73%

Health and Human Services 22,441 28.48%

Higher Education 9,985 12.67%

Business, Transportation, and Housing 378 .48%

Technology, Trade, and Commerce 72 .09%

Courts 1,622 2.06%

Tax Relief 4,423 5.61%

Local Government Subventions 461 .58%

Youth and Adult Corrections 5,274 6.70%

Resources 993 1.26%

Environmental Protection 203 .26%

State and Consumer Services 513 .65%

Other 1,125 1.43%

Total 78,806 100%

2002–2003 California State Budget Expenditures
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28.48%

12.67%

.26%

.65%
1.43%
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Health and Human Services
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Tax Relief
Local Government Subventions
Youth and Adult Corrections
Resources
Environmental Protection
State and Consumer Services
Other
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Deficit Spending at the State and Federal Levels
The federal government can deficit spend in a number of ways. It can print more money, borrow 
from other funds (such as Social Security), or issue Treasury bills. States, on the other hand, do 
not have such a luxury. If they wish to deficit spend, they must either issue state bonds or turn to 
lending institutions. 

Lenders charge the state an interest rate on their investment, much like a bank charges a 
homeowner interest on a home loan. Borrowing from lending institutions is a common state 
budgetary solution. If a state does not wish to borrow, it can issue state bonds, which can be bought 
by any investor. Bonds are issued with a price per bond, a length of time for which the bond will be 
used, and an interest rate it will pay. Bond ratings are dictated by investor confidence in the state’s 
ability to pay off its debt. The higher the risk that the state will not repay its bonds, the higher the 
interest rate. 

As an example, the California state government issues two kinds of bonds: general obligation bonds 
and revenue bonds. General obligation bonds fund specific projects and require voter approval in 
a general election. They usually have lower interest rates than revenue bonds. Revenue bonds are 
issued by the state without voter approval, and usually fund “unpopular” projects likely to be voted 
down in a general election. Prisons, for example, are often funded with revenue bonds. 

Because a state must rely on private investors, it must act more prudently than the federal 
government. If a state defaults on several of its bonds or capital investments, there can be long-term 
negative ramifications for the state because investors will be unwilling to lend to that state. 

State investments in roads, bridges, school construction, and the like are generally not subject to 
budget balancing requirements. They can be, and generally are, financed through bonds or other 
borrowing measures. Borrowing for such longer-term projects is widely regarded as a sound practice 
at the state level because such investments are designed to yield long-term benefits that can 
strengthen state economies. 

Nearly half the states allow deficits in their operating budgets, either to be carried forward to 
the next year or to be covered through borrowing. Some of the nation’s largest states carry debt, 
including California, Illinois, Michigan, New York, and Pennsylvania. Many state constitutions require 
a balanced budget, but they do not preclude the state from carrying debt. This begs the question, 
how can a state constitutionally mandate a balanced budget and also carry debt?  

Balancing the budget simply means that the state has sufficient revenue to meet operating 
expenses and pay the interest on the debt. Overall, if budgets are measured over a period of years 
rather than on a single-year basis, most states keep their operating budgets in rough balance.  
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Third Memo From Congresswoman Wright

Honorable Nancy Wright

To:	 Constituent Focus Group
From:	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright
Regarding:	 Six Budget Categories

Congress has suggested making cuts to several specific programs within six areas of our discre-
tionary budget. Attached you will find descriptions for each program and the expected effects of 
1% and 5% budget cuts. The targeted programs are: 

I.	 Military Spending 
A.	 Machinery, Equipment, Weapons, and Armor 
B.	 Research, Development  
C.	 Nuclear Weapons Activities 
D.	 Veterans Education, Training, and Rehabilitation 

II.	 Science, Space, and Technology
A.	 National Science Foundation Programs 
B.	 Department of Energy General Science Programs 
C.	 Pollution Control and Abatement 

III.	Education, Training, Employment, and Social Services
A.	 Elementary and Secondary Schools 
B.	 Social Services 
C.	 Foster Care and Adoption Assistance 

IV.	 Non-Medicare Health Spending 
A.	 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
B.	 Consumer and Occupational Health and Safety 

V.	 Social Welfare Spending
A.	 School-Related Programs  
B.	 Family Support Payments  

VI.	Administration of Justice
A.	 Department of Justice 
B.	 Federal Prison Activities 

Attachments
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Descriptions of Budget Categories and the 
Effects of Budget Cuts On Federal Programs

The following list includes some of the spending areas of the federal budget. The list is not inclusive but 
covers six categories that Congress is currently reviewing. These programs are critical to the function of 
government. They provide service, regulate industry and people, redistribute wealth, support economic 
development, and provide safety and protection both inside and outside the United States. 

In spite of the importance of these programs, the federal government has not raised sufficient revenue 
to continue supporting them at the current funding rate. Consequently, certain areas of spending must 
be reduced. We are asking you to recommend either 1% or 5% cuts to these programs. Remember, the 
federal budget is extremely large, so what appears to be a small cut of 1% will have major consequences. 

You should read each of the program descriptions in your category carefully and be able to discuss 
with your group what will happen if these programs are cut. Come to class prepared with a list of 
who will pick up the costs of the programs cut from the federal budget—state governments, local 
governments, or community groups. To help you research these programs, a list of websites is 
included with each budget category.

I.	 Military Spending 
A.	 Machinery, Equipment, Weapons, and Armor—This category of military spending is 

devoted to maintaining state-of-the-art military equipment and weaponry used for any 
war or peacekeeping mission. It is crucial to maintaining the safety and effectiveness of our 
soldiers throughout the world. 

1% Cut—This would cancel a new military body armor prototype intended for use by all 
soldiers currently serving in the “War on Terrorism.” The armor is lighter than the current flak 
jacket, can stop a larger-caliber bullet, and is projected to reduce casualty rates by 5% to 10%. 
($70 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $70 million, 1% cut, this $280 million budget cut would eliminate 
production of one of the Army’s prototype land-based artillery pieces currently in design 
phase. Halting production of this weapon would affect military readiness as well as private 
manufacturers who are set to produce the weapon. ($70 million + $280 million = $350 million 
total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Research and Development—This area of research and development (R&D) focuses on 
designing and creating new weapons and defense systems, including communications 
systems, vehicles, weapons, radar systems, air defense, drug research, and biological warfare 
research. R&D also works to improve or modify weaponry to make it appropriate for a 
multitude of settings. Military operations often take place in harsh conditions, and weapons 
need to be versatile to meet the needs of each mission and its unique environment. 
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1% Cut—This would eliminate funding for weapons and munitions technology R&D, and 
would limit the military’s ability to modify weaponry and munitions. Although this R&D 
can be done in the private sector and the products sold on the commercial market, there 
is no guarantee that munitions manufacturers would meet military standards. As a result, 
cutting this program could seriously hamper the versatility of particular weapons, and could 
endanger the lives and safety of military personnel. ($35 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $35 million, 1% cut, this $140 million cut would affect three 
programs. It would eliminate development of medical equipment for use in combat. It would 
also cut development of the Global Surveillance/Air Defense/Precision Strike Systems and 
development of the Common Missile Defense System. Common missiles are non-nuclear and 
make up the bulk of missiles used by the military. ($35 million + $140 million = $175 million 
total, 5% cut)

C.	 Nuclear Weapons Activities—This department controls all defense systems, military 
installations, communications, and guidance systems related to nuclear weapons. It also 
controls all diplomatic and nuclear oversight committees. 

1% Cut—A 1% cut would prevent placement of perimeter fences around nuclear facilities 
to insulate them from terrorist attack. This cut would also eliminate a Department of Energy 
program intended to reduce bomb-grade plutonium currently stored in substandard 
facilities. The program, if funded, would ensure that terrorists could not steal plutonium for 
use in making “dirty bombs.” ($50 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $50 million, 1% cut, this $200 million cut would trim the 
Department of Energy’s request for security improvements at nuclear facilities across the 
nation, and it would eliminate the Cyber-Threat Reduction Program. ($50 million + $200 
million = $250 million total, 5% cut) 

D.	 Veterans Education,Training, and Rehabilitation—The Veterans Administration oversees 
a host of government services for its retired military personnel, including medical expenses, 
job training, scholarships for children of veterans, housing, and rehabilitation services. 

1% Cut—This would eliminate $10 million in funding for the Children of United States 
Veterans of War Educational Scholarship Fund. These merit scholarships are allocated to 
children of war veterans for college tuition. Second, $15 million would be trimmed from 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Depression Treatment Center for Veterans in Washington, 
D.C. This treatment center provides psychological and medical care for soldiers who have 
developed drug problems or mental health issues due to the strains of war and military duty. 
($25 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $25 million, 1% cut, $50 million would be taken from the 
Veterans Federal Land Acquisition Fund.This fund is charged with buying federal lands that 
will be devoted to veteran housing and rehabilitation and medical facilities. Second, $50 
million would be cut from veteran medical expenses, which help reimburse HMOs and local 
hospitals for the cost of treating veteran patients. ($25 million + $100 million = $125 million 
total, 5% cut) 
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Websites for Military Spending

•	 To find out how much the U.S. government spends on the military, visit: 
http://www.cdi.org/program/index.cfm?programid=15

•	 To learn about the Department of Defense budget, go to: 
http://www.defenselink.mil/sites/b.html#budget 

•	 To see how federal taxes support current and past military activities, link to the Friends 
Committee on National Legislation site at: http://fcnl.org/resources/newsletter/mar06/
the_runaway_military_budget/index.html 

II.	 Science, Space, and Technology 
A.	 National Science Foundation Programs—The National Science Foundation (NSF) manages 

government programs dedicated to scientific discovery and exploration, including academic 
and laboratory research and engineering programs. NSF is also in charge of museums, 
learning centers, and grants to public institutions. 

1% Cut—A 1% cut would force NSF to shut down its EarthScope Project, which is designed 
to place advanced earthquake detection technologies throughout the United States. This 
project is intended to create a tectonic research network that will allow scientists to monitor 
any seismic activity and would be a key early warning system for seismic and volcanic activity 
in North America. ($25 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $25 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate the $75 million Plant 
Genome Research Project, which is geared to mapping the genome of all plant life and may 
provide key advances in agriculture and nutrition. In addition, this cut would eliminate the 
$25 million Terascale Computing System, which if maintained, will yield the most detailed 
topographical survey of North America to date. ($25 million + $100 million = $125 million 
total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Department of Energy General Science Programs—This department controls all federal 
power plants, power lines, oil pipelines, and hydroelectric dams. It oversees the creation of 
new sources of power and better, cleaner ways of maintaining our current sources of power. 

1% Cut —A 1% cut would cancel the Department of Energy’s order for a new HP Linux-based 
supercomputer. This $25 million computer would be the most powerful of its kind in the world. 
Many of the features of this supercomputer are not currently sold in the commercial market. 
Once developed, however, this technology can be used in the private sector. ($25 million cut) 

5% Cut —In addition to the $25 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate $100 million in federal 
subsidies to energy corporations. Estimates of corporate subsidies range from $17 billion to 
$51 billion a year. Energy accounts for almost $11 billion of these subsidies, of which mature, 
conventional energy sources such as coal and oil receive about 90%. ($25 million + $100 
million = $125 million total, 5% cut) 

C.	 Pollution Control and Abatement—These programs provide pollution control, manage 
government lands, and coordinate ecological disaster relief. They include the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), National Park Service, and Department of the Interior. 

http://www.cdi.org/program/index.cfm?programid=15
http://fcnl.org/resources/newsletter/mar06/the_runaway_military_budget/index.html
http://fcnl.org/resources/newsletter/mar06/the_runaway_military_budget/index.html
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1% Cut—A cut to this category would eliminate research programs intended to develop 
technologies to combat, control, and clean up bioterrorist attacks. ($75 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $75 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate several EPA programs. 
The first is $125 million allotted to the Brownfields Clean-up Program, which pays for clean-
up and deconstruction of abandoned industrial sites. Another $40 million for renovation of 
EPA facilities would be eliminated. Finally, the EPA would have to cut $135 million from its 
Inspector General Fund, which pays for inspections of industrial, commercial, residential, and 
federally owned areas. This would greatly decrease the ability of the EPA to find habitual 
polluters and to locate and clean up potential environmental trouble spots. ($75 million + 
$300 million = $375 million total, 5% cut) 

Websites for Science, Space, and Technology

To learn more about the programs funded by this section, visit the websites for NASA, the National 
Science Foundation, and the Environmental Protection Agency, respectively at:

•	 http://www.nasa.gov 

•	 http://www.nsf.gov 

•	 www.epa.gov

III.	Education, Training, Employment, and Social Services 
A.	 Elementary and Secondary Schools—This program provides a variety of services to state 

and local school systems, including teacher training, R&D of innovative teaching programs, 
improvements in school use of technology, innovative science and math curricula, and 
testing services. 

1% Cut—This would force the elimination of a professional development program in 
early childhood education. This program funds teacher training and exposes teachers to 
exemplary scholastic programs for young children. ($15 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $15 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate the $60 million P.E. for 
Progress Program. This program is designed to get overweight and underexercised American 
children into better shape. ($15 million + $60 million = $75 million total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Social Services—Welfare, disabilities services, youth programs, protective agencies, and 
many other social programs are funded through this budget. Some of these funds are given 
to the states as block grants, which are usually split among several departments and services 
at the state or county level. 

1% Cut—This would come from the Perkins Loans, which indirectly provide funds to more 
than 2,000 colleges and universities nationwide. Thousands of American students who wish 
to attend undergraduate or graduate school depend upon Perkins Loans to pay for tuition, 
books, and room and board. ($50 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $50 million, 1% cut, a 5% cut to social service block grants 
would affect a variety of programs. A $75 million allocation to fight homelessness would 
be eliminated. The homelessness project seeks to find ways to get homeless people into 

http://www.nasa.gov
http://www.nsf.gov
http://www.epa.gov
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permanent residences. The Department of Education would lose $75 million intended for the 
School Violence Prevention Program. This program was created after the Columbine High 
School shootings, and is a research/public awareness program to study school violence and 
how to prevent it. Finally, $50 million in federal funding for dental and medical screening for 
poor children would be eliminated. ($50 million + $200 million = $250 million total, 5% cut) 

C.	 Foster Care and Adoption Assistance—This program helps pay for state-run foster care 
programs, and provides funding to promote and publicize adoption and to offset the costs 
of adoption. These funds subsidize state foster care and adoption systems, and provide direct 
payments to foster care parents. 

1% Cut—This would eliminate the Childcare for Tribal Lands Fund. Cutting this program 
would deprive many foster children on tribal lands of adequate healthcare and basic 
assistance. ($50 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $50 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate $200 million of the 
block grant for Foster Care and Adoption Assistance. As a result, funds provided to states 
for promoting adoption would be cut. Currently, states can use this federal funding for 
promotional materials, advertising, and prenatal health care to discourage women from 
having abortions and to encourage them to put the infant up for adoption instead. This 
adoption-not-abortion program would be cut. ($50 million + $200 million = $250 million 
total, 5% cut) 

Websites for Education, Training, Employment, and Social Services

•	 To see the Department of Education budget, go to:  
http://ed.gov/about/overview/budget/index.html?src=ct

•	 To learn about federally funded employment and training programs, visit:  
http://www.doleta.gov/programs 

•	 To learn more about the federal grants for children and families, link to:  
http://www.hhs.gov/grants.html

•	 For information on the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, visit:  
http://www.cbpp.org/

IV.	Non-Medicare Health Spending 
A.	 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services—The federal government plays an active 

role in researching, diagnosing, and treating drug addiction and in treating the mentally ill. It 
supports a number of mental health facilities and drug treatment centers nationwide. 

1% Cut—This would cut $25 million from a $150 million program designed to ensure that 
patients in federal mental institutions are effectively treated for their illnesses. Corruption and 
malaise are two recurring issues in federal mental institutions. This program provides federal 
oversight and enforceable punishments for abusing or neglecting mentally ill patients. This 
cut would reduce oversight of federal mental facilities. ($25 million cut) 

http://ed.gov/about/overview/budget/index.html?src=ct
http://www.doleta.gov/programs
http://www.cbpp.org/


©2012 Interact - www.teachinteract.com	 The Better Budget - Teacher Guide  93

Master Budget  Categories  and the Effec ts  of  Budget  Cuts  6

5% Cut—In addition to the $25 million, 1% cut, $100 million would be cut from the D.A.R.E. 
anti-drug program. D.A.R.E. has long been a centerpiece in educating the nation’s youth 
about the dangers of drug abuse. This cut would eliminate the campaign against underage 
drinking in America’s high schools. Recent statistics show that teen alcohol use is on the 
rise, and unfortunately, so are alcohol-related teen deaths. ($25 million + $100 million = $125 
million total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Consumer and Occupational Health and Safety—This budget item is dedicated primarily 
to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). OSHA pays for health and 
safety inspectors, is in charge of reducing hazards that threaten workers and citizens, and 
compensates victims of consumer crimes and occupational accidents in which federal 
compensation is deemed necessary. 

1% Cut—This would come from the budget of OSHA and, in particular, the National Institute 
for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). This institute performs invaluable research 
about job hazards, safety risks, and deadly chemicals and materials. Without the research 
and dissemination services of this program, thousands of workers are at risk for work-related 
injuries and death. ($25 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $25 million, 1% cut, this $100 million cut would drastically curtail 
OSHA outreach activities, which are dedicated to providing the public with health and safety 
compliance assistance, including training and information. Outreach services are designed to 
educate the public about safety standards and to inform the public about how occupational 
health risks, such as asbestos, are being addressed by the federal government. ($25 million + 
$100 million = $125 million total, 5% cut) 

Websites for Non-Medicare Health Spending

•	 For information on federally funded substance abuse programs, visit:  
http://www.samhsa.gov/

•	 For an excellent resource on occupational safety, link to:  
http://www.osha.gov/

V.	 Social Welfare Spending 
A.	 School-Related Programs—Non-education-related school programs—including school 

busing, school healthcare, teacher recruitment, and nutrition—are under consideration for 
budget cuts. 

1% Cut—This would be made to the public elementary school breakfast program, 
eliminating the free breakfast for non-poverty school children. ($15 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $15 million, 1% cut, this $60 million cut would reduce federal 
subsidies to high school sports programs for uniforms, safety equipment, and travel. ($15 
million + $60 million = $75 million total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Family Support Payments—Family support payments go to more than 4.9 million families 
who fall below the poverty line and affect 14.2 million recipients. Families currently receive 
approximately $383 per month. 

http://www.samhsa.gov/
http://www.osha.gov/
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1% Cut—This would eliminate funding of the St. Charles Family Relief Agency, a federally 
subsidized agency that provides financial assistance to local families who fall under the 
state’s poverty line. The cut would mean that 28% of families currently receiving aid would 
be denied assistance. ($20 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $20 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate an $80 million block 
grant to the state for family support payments. The burden of the cut would be shared 
equally by each county in the state, without regard to population or number of families in 
need. ($20 million + $80 million = $100 million total, 5% cut) 

Websites for Social Welfare Spending

•	 To learn more about federal funds for family support and how to obtain federal grants, link to: 
https://www.cfda.gov/?static=assistance&s=generalinfo&mode=list&tab=list&tabmode=list

•	 To see the federal budget for school nutrition programs, visit:  
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Testimony/Expanding-Federal-Food-Programs-Means-
Tested-Aid-for-Families-with-Children 

•	 For more information on the school lunch program itself, go to:  
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Lunch/default.htm

VI.	 Administration of Justice 
A.	 Department of Justice—This fund allocates money for all federal-level policing 

departments, including the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI), and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF). Funding 
includes department payroll, equipment, facilities, training, and investigations, and provides 
technological improvements for monitoring criminal behavior and apprehending criminals. 

1% Cut—A 1% cut from the Department of Justice would eliminate the $23 million Missing 
Children Fund, which conducts nationwide searches for missing children. The cut would also 
discontinue the $27 million National Drug Intelligence Center, which was developed to help 
fight the “War on Drugs.” ($50 million cut) 

5% Cut—In addition to the $50 million, 1% cut, this would eliminate the $200 million 
Department of Justice program intended to root out terrorist organizations within the United 
States. ($50 million + $200 million = $250 million total, 5% cut) 

B.	 Federal Prison Activities—There are 125 federal prisons in the United States, with about 
80,000 inmates and 25,000 employees. It costs roughly $20,000 annually to keep one 
person in prison. 

1% Cut—Work-release and continuing education programs would be eliminated from some 
federal prisons, including the one located in our district. ($50 million cut) 

https://www.cfda.gov/?static=assistance&s=generalinfo&mode=list&tab=list&tabmode=list
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Testimony/Expanding-Federal-Food-Programs-Means-Tested-Aid-for-Families-with-Children
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Testimony/Expanding-Federal-Food-Programs-Means-Tested-Aid-for-Families-with-Children
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Lunch/default.htm
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5% Cut—In addition to the $50 million, 1% cut, a proposed $150 million in federal prison 
construction would be halted. This would affect prison construction from Virginia to 
California, and would prevent remodeling as well as several large-scale construction projects. 
The cut would also eliminate $50 million in salary and benefit expenses for prison staff and 
the policing agencies that run federal prisons. As many as 1,200 jobs are at risk. ($50 million + 
$200 million = $250 million total, 5% cut) 

Websites for Administration of Justice

•	 To see the Department of Justice budget, go to:  
http://www.justice.gov/about/bpp.htm

•	 For more information on the FBI, link to:  
http://www.fbi.gov

•	 To learn about the recent increase in prison spending, go to: http://www.justice.gov/
jmd/2011summary/html/fy11-bop-bud-summary.htm

•	 Recent articles on spending for prisons

-- http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/03/us/03prison.html 

-- http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/06/08/saving-money-by-slashing-prison-spending/

-- http://articles.cnn.com/2011-04-07/opinion/jealous.prison.reform_1_prison-populations-
prison-spending-offenders-from-state-prisons?_s=PM:OPINION

http://www.justice.gov/about/bpp.htm
http://www.fbi.gov
http://www.justice.gov/jmd/2011summary/html/fy11-bop-bud-summary.htm
http://www.justice.gov/jmd/2011summary/html/fy11-bop-bud-summary.htm
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/03/us/03prison.html
http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/06/08/saving-money-by-slashing-prison-spending/
http://articles.cnn.com/2011-04-07/opinion/jealous.prison.reform_1_prison-populations-prison-spending-offenders-from-state-prisons?_s=PM:OPINION
http://articles.cnn.com/2011-04-07/opinion/jealous.prison.reform_1_prison-populations-prison-spending-offenders-from-state-prisons?_s=PM:OPINION
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Fourth Memo From Congresswoman Wright

Honorable Nancy Wright

To:	 Constituent Focus Group
From:	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright
Regarding:	 Liberal and Conservative Constituents

I want you to know how much I appreciate your help in determining budget cuts for the 
coming year. Your suggestions have caused quite a stir in our district. My office has been 
inundated with e-mails, letters, and phone calls from constituents asking if I took into 
account your liberal or conservative “leanings.” 

I need to be able to answer my critics! And I need to make sure we have included liberals and 
conservatives in the constituent focus group. I would like you to review the information I 
am providing about liberals and conservatives. Please review the “Liberal and Conserva-
tive Information Sheet” and the “Definitions of Liberal and Conservative Groups.” Use 
these two documents to fill out the “Liberal and Conservative Points of View” chart. This 
will help you recognize the differences between liberal and conservative priorities. See if 
you can then determine whether you are more likely to support liberal or conservative 
funding cuts. 

We want copies of your “Liberal and Conservative Points of View” charts once all of you 
have completed them. We will be using the charts as part of a survey, which will tell us if 
we have included both liberals and conservatives in the constituent focus group. 

Attachments 
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Liberal and Conservative Information Sheet
How We Perceive Liberals and Conservatives 

Surveys show that Americans have both negative and positive views about liberals and conservatives.

In a recent survey, Americans gave these types of responses when asked about liberals:

Positive View of Liberals 

•	 Generous

•	 Open-minded

•	 Eager to help those who 
cannot help themselves

Negative View of Liberals 

•	 Free-spending, “bleeding hearts” 

•	 Pro-handouts 

•	 Ready to throw money at often ill-defined social problems 

•	 In favor of increasing taxes to the working and middle classes 

•	 Willing to accept a greater degree of government involvement

Americans have the following opinions about conservatives:

Positive View of Conservatives 

•	 Careful 

•	 Fiscally responsible 

•	 Desire a low degree of 
government involvement 

•	 Protect valued traditions 

Negative View of Conservatives 

•	 Tight-fisted with government money 

•	 Closed-minded or old-fashioned in their ideas about society 

•	 Against change 

•	 Not open to compromise 

Moderates 

Americans often find fault with both liberals and conservatives, which may account for why most 
people identify themselves as moderates—a middle-of-the-road conglomeration of liberal and 
conservative ideas that differ by region and often by individual. Some moderates are against 
government welfare but favor abortion rights; others favor welfare programs but oppose affirmative 
action. Some moderates lean toward the liberal side by wanting some government intervention 
in social and economic issues, but not to the extent supported by liberals. Other moderates lean 
toward the conservative side by favoring no government involvement in social and economic issues 
except for a few specific, often idiosyncratic, programs. Overall, moderates are not as idealistic as 
liberals and not as cautious as conservatives about the ability of government to solve social and 
economic problems. A major difference between moderates on the one hand, and liberals and 
conservatives on the other, is that “moderate” is not an ideology. Moderate is not based upon a 
belief about the purpose of human beings and, therefore, the function of government. Liberalism 
and conservatism are ideologies based upon a belief about the purpose of human beings and the 
function of government. 
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Radicals and Reactionaries 

Radical reformers are generally reacting against what they perceive to be the slow pace of change. 
Radicals advocate rapid transition as a way to achieve reform. As an example, the groups in Russia 
that advocate a rapid transition to capitalism are referred to as the radical reform bloc. They believe 
that the sooner Russia makes the transition, the sooner it will reap the benefits of rapid economic 
growth. Radicals can advocate many different end goals—socialism, communism, or capitalism and 
democracy—but their method of achieving these ends is to move fast. Currently, the radicals in 
Russia are in conflict with the moderates, who want to phase in reform over a number of years, and 
with the reactionaries, who want to return to a communist government. 

Reactionaries are those who respond against change. They generally want a return to what was—or 
what they perceive to be—the old and more favorable system, such as the Russians who want to 
return to communism. 

Like moderates, radicals and reactionaries change their opinions with the circumstances. They 
do not have ideologies based upon a belief about the purpose of human beings or the function 
of government. 

Basic Differences Between Liberals And Conservatives 

Americans tend to misunderstand the differences between liberals and conservatives. Most people 
assume that conservatives are laissez-faire (hands-off) about government involvement in the 
economy or the social welfare of the people. In theory, conservatives traditionally have seemed to 
favor a free market with no government regulation. In practice, this may not always be the case. 

Conservatives favor government intervention that supports or helps conservative voting blocs (e.g., 
farm subsidies, tariffs), and they oppose government intervention that hurts conservative voting 
blocs (e.g., minimum wage, stringent EPA regulations). Liberals, likewise, support government 
intervention that helps liberal voting blocs (e.g., affirmative action), and oppose government 
intervention that hurts liberal voting blocs (e.g., medical marijuana, abortion). 

Conservatives traditionally have appeared to support strong states’ rights over a strong central 
government. They will oppose using the presidency and Congress to override the will of the states 
when states support conservative causes (e.g., prayer in schools, anti-affirmative action). However, 
they support a strong central government and will use the presidency and Congress to override the 
will of the states when fighting for conservative causes (e.g., enforcement of drug policy, curbing 
civil rights for suspected terrorists). Liberals will respond in the same manner—supporting states’ 
rights over a strong central government in drug enforcement cases, and supporting a strong central 
government in cases of environmental regulation. 

In this regard, the basic difference between liberals and conservatives is that liberals are more likely 
to use federal powers to regulate the economy and control the states, while conservatives are more 
likely to use federal powers to regulate the social behavior of individuals and groups. 
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The important message here is that ideologies, because they are based upon a belief about the 
purpose of human beings, are fairly consistent. However, those who favor one ideology over 
the other are not always consistent. People who label themselves as liberal or conservative may 
differ in their beliefs by region of the country, local interests, economic class, religion, or national 
and international issues. But the ideologies of liberalism and conservatism are consistent. This is 
explained in the “Definitions of Liberal and Conservative Groups.” 

It is also important to keep in mind that liberal does not mean the same thing as Democratic, and 
conservative does not mean the same thing as Republican. Democrats and Republicans are political 
parties, and political parties are formal institutions trying to get their candidates elected to office. 
Their philosophies change regularly and are not based upon beliefs about the purpose of human 
beings. Democrats and Republicans have used the words liberal and conservative and, in attacking 
each other, have turned liberal and conservative into negative words. To get past thinking of liberal 
and conservative as pejorative terms, remember that these are ideologies based upon a belief about 
the purpose of human beings and the function of government. 
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Definitions of Liberal and Conservative Groups
There are some features of liberalism and conservatism that have remained the same since the 16th 
century. However, some aspects of liberalism and conservatism have changed over time. These 
changes are marked by the different names given to liberal and conservative groups. The following 
lists show the common features of all liberals and conservatives and the ways in which these groups 
have changed or expanded their beliefs. 

All Liberals 

•	 The purpose of human beings is to 
seek their individual destiny 

•	 People are essentially rational 

•	 People are capable of improvement 

•	 People can exercise 
individual freedom 

•	 People should be free to seek their 
own course 

•	 People make a contract 
with government 

•	 Government should serve the people

All Conservatives 

•	 People cannot survive as individuals and only cooperative 
groups can thrive 

•	 The purpose of human beings is to serve their group 
or community 

•	 People are flawed 

•	 Government is rooted in custom and tradition, and citizens 
should respect and trust tradition 

•	 People use government, education, family, and the 
church to conserve the customary way of life and resist 
drastic change 

•	 Institutions should restrain the passions of the people 

•	 Government should be made up of the natural elite, 
or those who rise above the masses through their 
financial success

Neoclassical Liberals 

•	 Government is a necessary evil and 
should be small 

•	 Government should only exist to 
protect against force and fraud 

•	 Nature intended to remove the weak 
(Social Darwinists) 

•	 Open competition unfettered by 
government regulation should 
exist in the marketplace (laissez-
faire economics)

Classical Conservatives 

•	 Government is good and is necessary to control people 

•	 Government keeps individual greed in check

•	 Freedom should be kept under control

•	 People should be free to pursue their goals only if they do 
not threaten the social order 

•	 Without restraint, people do things that threaten or 
endanger themselves and society 

•	 Wisdom gained through experience is preferable to using 
logic or reason 

•	 Distrust innovation and promote reform, not 
dramatic change 

•	 Defend traditional social hierarchy 

•	 Favor representative government but by the 
natural aristocracy 

•	 Are willing to share power as long as it is not inclusive or an 
open democracy that panders to the masses

•	 Favor landed elite rather than commercial elite, and feel 
capitalism is dehumanizing

•	 Support private property
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Social Welfare Liberals 

•	 Believe governments exist to provide 
services, regulate industry (and the 
economy in general), redistribute 
wealth, and support economic 
development 

•	 Think those not given privilege 
by birth should be given special 
assistance by government to “even 
the playing field” 

•	 Oppose government attempts 
to regulate personal behaviors 
and morals 

•	 Support gay rights legislation, rights 
to abortion, and fewer curbs on access 
to information including pornography 

•	 Find value in recognizing 
cultural differences 

•	 Want to preserve identity of 
different groups 

•	 Look to the future, believing progress 
will ensure a better life for all 

•	 Support a strong military and 
increased military spending 

•	 Are reluctant to accept war 
as a solution and tend to be 
less nationalistic

U.S. Conservatives, Free-Market Conservatives, Laissez-
Faire Conservatives 

•	 Champion commercialism and favor commercial elite rather 
than landed elite 

•	 Are laissez-faire businesspersons and industrialists 

•	 Are Social Darwinists who defend private property, 
competitive individualism, and economic progress 

•	 Believe there is too much government interference in the 
free market 

•	 Favor reducing social welfare and government spending 

•	 Are anti-government regulation of business and industry 

•	 Believe freedom essentially means the right to compete in a 
free market 

•	 Support a strong military and increased military spending 

•	 Fear communism, socialism, and fringe groups 

•	 Oppose abortion and gay rights legislation, and propose 
greater curbs on pornography 

•	 Minimize focus on cultural differences 

•	 Believe a dominant cultural tradition creates a 
stronger group 

•	 Look to the past for guidance in dealing with 
present problems
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Fifth Letter From Congresswoman Wright

Honorable Nancy Wright

To:	 Constituent Focus Group
From:	 Congresswoman Nancy Wright
Regarding:	 Compromise Budget Cuts

Thank you so much for your feedback regarding liberals and conservatives in our district. The 
results indicate that both groups are present. Therefore, they must be accounted for in my sug-
gested budget cuts. 

As you know, I made a commitment during my campaign that, if elected, I would represent all of 
the people of my district. As a result, I will not be able to propose budget cuts that exclusively favor 
one side or hurt one side. In addition, Congress is split, with strong representation from both liber-
als and conservatives. I must present a plan that has a chance of being accepted by both groups. 

I have asked my assistant to assemble your focus group into working groups with representatives 
from both the liberal and conservative sides. I will assume your working group represents our 
district as a whole, and I expect you to reach a consensus about funding cuts. 

I will be selecting the most reasonable compromise plan to present at a town hall meeting next 
week. To ensure that your recommendations are clearly understood, would you please include the 
following in your plan: 

1.	 A definition of the problem as your group sees it 
2.	 A review of each of the six budget categories and your suggested cuts to the programs in 

each category 
3.	 A pie chart showing your proposed budget, with the dollar amounts of your cuts for 

each program 
4.	 For the programs subject to cuts, include suggestions as to who might pick up those 

programs and enable them to continue (e.g., state government, local government, private 
industry, or even families or nonprofit agencies) 

5.	 If a program is to be cut, please indicate which of my constituents will be upset by the 
cuts and why, and who might support the cuts and why 

6.	 An explanation of what role compromise between liberal and conservative views played 
in achieving your budget 

Remember, we need to cut $1 billion, and these cuts must represent a compromise. With your help, 
I can bring to Congress—and the American people—a better budget. 
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Name: ___________________________________________________ 	 Date: __________________

Test for The Better Budget
Please circle the letter of your answer.

1.	 Seventeenth century political philosophers believed that government was an agreement 
among the people to protect their rights. This was known as ___________.

A	 a social contract
B	 the state of nature
C	 laissez-fair 
D	 the divine right of kings

2.	 Which political philosopher believed that people are inherently selfish and must give up all 
their rights to an authoritarian government in exchange for protection? 

A	 Thomas Hobbes
B	 John Locke
C	 Thomas Paine
D	 Adam Smith

3.	 What is the cornerstone of John Locke’s philosophy on the relationship between the people 
and government?

A	 people could give up all their rights in order to maintain control
B	 government is good and necessary to control the people
C	 government exists to serve the will of the people
D	 government exists to provide services to the less fortunate

4.	 Which of the following political groups is most likely to endorse government taking 
responsibility for helping the people?

A	 free-market conservatives
B	 social welfare liberals
C	 neoclassical liberals
D	 classical conservatives

5.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a positive view of liberals?

A	 Free-spending
B	 Against change
C	 Fiscally responsible
D	 Open-minded
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6.	 Which of the following political groups is likely to endorse individuals taking responsibility for 
their lives? 

A	 classical conservatives
B	 free-market conservatives
C	 neoclassical liberals
D	 social welfare liberals

7.	 Which of the following most closely defines the term discretionary expenditure?

A	 expenses for programs like Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid
B	 paying interest payments on the national debt
C	 spending that Congress has the power to cut 
D	 expenses the government is obligated to cover 

8.	 Which of the following most closely defines the term mandatory expenditure?

A	 expenses Congress has the option not to pay for
B	 paying for programs such as defense, education, and environmental protection
C	 expenses that stay the same year after year
D	 spending on programs Congress is obligated to pay for

9.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a positive view of conservatives?

A	 not open to compromise
B	 willing to accept a greater degree of government involvement
C	 fiscally responsible
D	 generous

10.	 Which of the following is the largest source of revenue in the federal budget?

A	 excise taxes
B	 customs duties
C	 corporate income taxes
D	 individual income taxes

11.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a negative view of liberals?

A	 eager to help those who can’t help themselves
B	 in favor of increasing taxes
C	 protect valued traditions
D	 tight-fisted with government money

12.	 Which of the following is the largest expenditure in the federal budget?

A	 defense
B	 Social Security
C	 interest in the debt
D	 Medicare and Medicaid
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13.	 According to public opinion surveys, which of the following is a negative view of conservatives?

A	 ready to throw money at often ill-defined social problems
B	 desire a low degree of government involvement
C	 generous
D	 closed-minded or old-fashioned in their ideas about society

14.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s district would most 
likely cut spending for education and social services?

A	 liberals
B	 free-market conservatives
C	 moderates
D	 neoclassical Liberals

15.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s district would most 
likely support spending on pollution controls?

A	 radicals
B	 classical conservatives
C	 social welfare liberals
D	 laissez-faire conservatives 

16.	 Which of the following constituent groups in Congresswoman Wright’s district would most 
likely accept a 1% over a 5% cut in spending for military equipment? 

A	 free-market conservatives 
B	 classical conservatives
C	 liberals
D	 social welfare liberals

17.	 Read the following quote, and then answer the question below:

The private sector can outperform the government in almost any activity. Individuals 
are primarily responsible for their own well-being, and government should not 
redistribute income or craft programs that will change the status of individuals.

Which one of the following political groups is most likely to believe in the statement above?

A	 social Welfare Liberals
B	 free-market Conservatives
C	 moderates
D	 neoclassical Liberals
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18.	 Which of the following programs would a free-market conservative most likely cut? 

A	 machinery, equipment, weapons, and armor
B	 Social Services
C	 federal prisons
D	 veteran training and rehabilitation 

19.	 Which of the following political philosophers believed that good government was based on 
order and long-standing institutions?

A	 Thomas Paine
B	 Edmund Burke
C	 John Jacques Rousseau
D	 John Locke

20.	Which of the following political philosophers believed government was evil, but a 
necessary evil?

A	 Thomas Hobbes
B	 John Locke
C	 Thomas Paine
D	 Edmund Burke

21.	 	 The basic difference between liberals and conservatives is that liberals are more likely to 
use federal powers to regulate the economy and control the states, while conservatives 
are more likely to use federal powers to regulate the social behavior of individuals 
and groups.

According to the excerpt above, the way liberals and conservatives differ is 

A	 in how they see the role of the federal government.
B	 liberals are more likely to be Republicans and conservatives are more likely to 

be Democrats.
C	 conservatives favor no government regulation and liberals favor regulation 

controlling government.
D	 liberals tend to favor states’ rights while conservatives tend to support more power for 

the federal government. 

22.	In both 2009 and 2010, the federal government spent more money than it took in. Which of 
the following actions would the federal government need to do to satisfy both liberals and 
conservatives and bring the budget into balance?

A	 cut Social Security spending
B	 cut taxes and raise spending
C	 raise taxes and cut spending
D	 cut defense spending
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Individualism
Social promiscuity

International threats
Internal threats to safety and order

Threats to laissez faire capitalism

Shared goals of order, stability, 
harmony, and continuity

Individual goal of
economic opportunity

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Interconnected 
individuals with

shared social goals,
but individual

economic goals 

23.	The chart above illustrates people’s hurdles according to U.S. conservatives. Review the 
answers below and determine the best answer to describe what U.S. conservatives want 
government to do to help achieve the goals on the right of the chart. 

A	 Cut social services that promote bad behavior, increase tax breaks and funding 
for defense.

B	 Increase funding for substance abuse and mental health and cut spending on 
federal prisons.

C	 Freeze nuclear weapons programs and increase funding for Department of Energy.
D	 Cut spending on foster care and adoption assistance and increase funding for 

family support.

Poverty
Discrimination and prejudice

Ignorance
Big corporations

Trusts and monopolies

Individual’s goals

The role of government is to
eliminate hurdles such as:

Individual with
self-de�ned goals 

24.	The chart above illustrates people’s hurdles according to social welfare liberals. Review the 
answers below and determine the best answer to describe what social welfare liberals want 
government to do to help achieve the goals on the right. 

A	 Privatize Social Security and enforce government regulations on polluters.
B	 Raise taxes on corporations and fund scholarships for disadvantaged youth.
C	 Eliminate affirmative action and increase government spending.
D	 Fund research for alternative fuels and support random drug testing in schools.
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Teacher Feedback Form

At Interact, we constantly strive to make our units the best they can be. We always appreciate  
feedback from you—our customer—to facilitate this process. With your input, we can continue to 
provide high-quality, interactive, and meaningful instructional materials to enhance your curriculum 
and engage your students. Please take a few moments to complete this feedback form and drop it in 
the mail. Address it to:

Interact  •  Attn: Editorial  
10200 Jefferson Blvd.  •  P.O. Box 802 

Culver City, CA 90232-0802

or fax it to us at (800) 944-5432

or e-mail it to us at access@teachinteract.com

We enjoy receiving photos or videos of our units in action! 
Please use the release form on the following page.

Your name: _________________________________________________________________________

Address: ___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

E-mail:_____________________________________________________________________________

Interact unit: ________________________________________________________________________

Comments: _________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________
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Release Form for Photographic Images

To Teachers:

To help illustrate to others the experiential activities involved and to promote the use of simulations, 
we like to get photographs and videos of classes participating in the simulation. Please send photos of 
students actively engaged so we can publish them in our promotional material. Be aware that we can 
only use images of students for whom a release form has been submitted.

To Parents:

I give permission for photographs or videos of my child to appear in catalogs of educational materials 
published by Interact.

Name of student: ______________________________________________ (print)

Age of student: _______________________________________________ (print)

Parent or guardian: _ ___________________________________________ (print)

Signature: ________________________________________ Date: _ __________________

Address:

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Phone: _ _____________________________________________________

Interact 
10200 Jefferson Blvd. 
Culver City, CA 90232-0802 
310-839-2436
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