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Learn About the United States: Quick Civics Lessons
Thank you for your interest in becoming a citizen of
the United States of America. Your decision to apply for
U.S. citizenship is a very meaningful demonstration of
your commitment to this country and we applaud your
efforts.
As you prepare for U.S. citizenship, Learn About the United
States: Quick Civics Lessons will help you study for the civics
and English portions of the naturalization interview.
There are 100 civics (history and government) questions
on the naturalization test. During your naturalization
interview, you will be asked up to 10 questions from
the list of 100 questions. You must answer correctly at
least six (6) of the 10 questions to pass the civics test.
Applicants who are age 65 or older and have been a
permanent resident for at least 20 years at the time of filing
the Application for Naturalization, Form N-400 are only required
to study 20 of the 100 civics test questions for the
naturalization test. These questions are flagged with an
asterisk (*) in this booklet.
Learn About the United States contains short lessons based
on each of the 100 civics (history and government)
questions. This additional information will help you
learn more about important concepts in American
history and government. During your naturalization
interview, you will not be tested on the additional
information in the short lessons.

There are three components to the English portion of
the test: speaking, reading, and writing. Your ability to
speak English is determined by the USCIS Officer based
on your answers to questions normally asked during
the eligibility interview on the Application for Naturalization,
Form N-400.
For the reading test, you must read one (1) out of three
(3) sentences correctly to demonstrate an ability to read
in English. There is a reading vocabulary list with all
the words found in the English reading portion of the
naturalization test included in the back of this booklet.
For the writing test, you must write one (1) out of
three (3) sentences correctly to demonstrate an ability
to write in English. There is a writing vocabulary list
with all the words found in the English writing portion
of the naturalization test included in the back of this
booklet.


IMPORTANT NOTE: On the naturalization test, some
answers may change because of elections or appointments.
As you study for the test, make sure that you know the
most current answers to these questions. Answer these
questions with the name of the official who is serving
at the time of your eligibility interview with USCIS. The
USCIS Officer will not accept an incorrect answer.


More Resources to Help You Study
Visit the USCIS Citizenship Resource Center at www.uscis.gov/citizenship for free citizenship preparation
materials. Be sure to look for these helpful study tools:
•

Civics Flash Cards for the Naturalization Test: These easy-to-use cards include each of the 100 civics
(history and government) questions and answers on the naturalization test. The Civics Flash Cards are
available in English and Spanish for free online at www.uscis.gov/citizenship. Hard copies are available
for purchase from the U.S. Government Bookstore by calling 1-866-512-1800 (toll free) or by visiting
http://bookstore.gpo.gov and searching for “Civics Flash Cards.”

•

Preparing for the Oath: U.S. History and Civics for Citizenship: This web resource provides videos and activities
on the 100 civics questions and answers and highlights museum objects from the Smithsonian
Institution. Preparing for the Oath is organized into themes related to U.S. history, government and civics,
with a short video and self-test on the content of each civics question. To begin using Preparing for the
Oath, visit http://americanhistory.si.edu/citizenship.
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AMERICAN GOVERNMENT
In the United States, the government gets its power to govern from the people. We have a government of the
people, by the people, and for the people. Citizens in the United States shape their government and its policies, so
they must learn about important public issues and get involved in their communities. Learning about American
government helps you understand your rights and responsibilities and allows you to fully participate in the
American political process. The Founders of this country decided that the United States should be a representative
democracy. They wanted a nation ruled by laws, not by men. In a representative democracy, the people choose
officials to make laws and represent their views and concerns in government. The following section will help
you understand the principles of American democracy, the U.S. system of government, and the important rights
and responsibilities of U.S. citizenship.


A: Principles of American Democracy
1.	What is the supreme law of the land?
++ the Constitution
The Founding Fathers of the United States wrote
the Constitution in 1787. The Constitution is the
“supreme law of the land.” The U.S. Constitution has
lasted longer than any other country’s constitution.
It establishes the basic principles of the United States
government. The Constitution establishes a system
of government called “representative democracy.”
In a representative democracy, citizens choose
representatives to make the laws. U.S. citizens also
choose a president to lead the executive branch of
government. The Constitution lists fundamental rights
for all citizens and other people living in the United
States. Laws made in the United States must follow the
Constitution.

and state governments. The name for this division
of power is “federalism.” Federalism is an important
idea in the Constitution. We call the Founding Fathers
who wrote the Constitution the “Framers” of the
Constitution. The Framers wanted to limit the powers
of the government, so they separated the powers into
three branches: executive, legislative, and judicial.
The Constitution explains the power of each branch.
The Constitution also includes changes and additions,
called “amendments.” The first 10 amendments
are called the “Bill of Rights.” The Bill of Rights
established the individual rights and liberties of all
Americans.
3.	The idea of self-government is in the first three
words of the Constitution. What are these
words?
++ We the People
The Constitution says:

2. What does the Constitution do?
++ sets up the government
++ defines the government
++ protects basic rights of Americans
The Constitution of the United States divides
government power between the national government

“We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect
Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for
the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the
Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and
establish this Constitution for the United States of America.”
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With the words “We the People,” the Constitution
states that the people set up the government. The
government works for the people and protects the
rights of people. In the United States, the power to
govern comes from the people, who are the highest
power. This is called “popular sovereignty.” The
people elect representatives to make laws.
4. What is an amendment?
++ a change (to the Constitution)
++ an addition (to the Constitution)
An amendment is a change or addition to the
Constitution. The Framers of the Constitution knew
that laws can change as a country grows. They did not
want to make it too easy to modify the Constitution,
the supreme law of the land. The Framers also did not
want the Constitution to lose its meaning. For this
reason, the Framers decided that Congress could pass
amendments in only two ways: by a two-thirds vote
in the U.S. Senate and the House of Representatives
or by a special convention. A special convention has
to be requested by two-thirds of the states. After an
amendment has passed in Congress or by a special
convention, the amendment must then be ratified
(accepted) by the legislatures of three-fourths of the
states. The amendment can also be ratified by a special
convention in three-fourths of the states. Not all
proposed amendments are ratified. Six times in U.S.
history amendments have passed in Congress but were
not approved by enough states to be ratified.
5.	What do we call the first ten amendments to the
Constitution?
++ the Bill of Rights
The Bill of Rights is the first 10 amendments to
the Constitution. When the Framers wrote the
Constitution, they did not focus on individual rights.
They focused on creating the system and structure
of government. Many Americans believed that the
Constitution should guarantee the rights of the
people, and they wanted a list of all the things a
government could not do. They were afraid that a
strong government would take away the rights people
won in the Revolutionary War. James Madison, one
of the Framers of the Constitution, wrote a list of

individual rights and limits on the government. These
rights appear in the first 10 amendments, called the
Bill of Rights. Some of these rights include freedom
of expression, the right to bear arms, freedom from
search without warrant, freedom not to be tried twice
for the same crime, the right to not testify against
yourself, the right to a trial by a jury of your peers, the
right to an attorney, and protection against excessive
fines and unusual punishments. The Bill of Rights was
ratified in 1791.
6.	What is one right or freedom from the First
Amendment?*
++ speech
++ religion
++ assembly
++ press
++ petition the government
The First Amendment of the Bill of Rights protects
a person’s right to freedom of expression. Freedom
of expression allows open discussion and debate
on public issues. Open discussion and debate are
important to democracy. The First Amendment also
protects freedom of religion and free speech. This
amendment says that Congress may not pass laws
that establish an official religion and may not limit
religious expression. Congress may not pass laws
that limit freedom of the press or the right of people
to meet peacefully. The First Amendment also gives
people the right to petition the government to change
laws or acts that are not fair. Congress may not
take away these rights. The First Amendment of the
Constitution guarantees and protects these rights.
7.	How many amendments does the Constitution
have?
++ twenty-seven (27)
The first 10 amendments to the Constitution are
called the Bill of Rights. They were added in 1791.
Since then, 17 more amendments have been added.
The Constitution currently has 27 amendments. The
27th Amendment was added in 1992. It explains how
senators and representatives are paid. Interestingly,
Congress first discussed this amendment back in 1789
as one of the original amendments considered for the
Bill of Rights.
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8. What did the Declaration of Independence do?
++ announced our independence (from Great Britain)
++ declared our independence (from Great Britain)
++ said that the United States is free (from Great Britain)
The Declaration of Independence contains important
ideas about the American system of government. The
Declaration of Independence states that all people are
created equal and have “certain unalienable rights.”
These are rights that no government can change or
take away. The author of the Declaration, Thomas
Jefferson, wrote that the American colonies should
be independent because Great Britain did not respect
the basic rights of people in the colonies. Jefferson
believed that a government exists only if the people
think it should. He believed in the idea that the
people create their own government and consent,
or agree, to follow laws their government makes.
This idea is called “consent of the governed.” If the
government creates laws that are fair and protect
people, then people will agree to follow those laws.
In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson wrote
a list of complaints the colonists had against the King
of England. Jefferson ended the Declaration with the
statement that the colonies are, and should be, free and
independent states. The Second Continental Congress
voted to accept the Declaration on July 4, 1776.
9.	What are two rights in the Declaration of
Independence?
++ life
++ liberty
++ pursuit of happiness
The Declaration of Independence lists three rights that
the Founding Fathers considered to be natural and
“unalienable.” They are the right to life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness. These ideas about freedom
and individual rights were the basis for declaring
America’s independence. Thomas Jefferson and the
other Founding Fathers believed that people are born
with natural rights that no government can take away.
Government exists to protect these rights. Because the
people voluntarily give up power to a government,
they can take that power back. The British government
was not protecting the rights of the colonists, so the
colonies took back their power and separated from
Great Britain.

Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson in
“Writing the Declaration of Independence, 1776,” by Jean Leon
Gerome Ferris.
Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-9904.

10. What is freedom of religion?
++ You can practice any religion, or not practice a
religion.
Colonists from Spain, France, Holland, England, and
other countries came to America for many different
reasons. One of the reasons was religious freedom. The
rulers of many of these countries told their citizens
that they must go to a certain church and worship in
a certain way. Some people had different religious
beliefs than their rulers and wanted to have their own
churches. In 1620, the Pilgrims were the first group
that came to America seeking religious freedom.
Religious freedom was also important to the Framers.
For this reason, freedom of religion was included in
the Constitution as part of the Bill of Rights. The First
Amendment to the Constitution guarantees freedom of
religion. The First Amendment states, “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” The First
Amendment also prohibits Congress from setting up
an official U.S. religion, and protects citizens’ rights to
hold any religious belief, or none at all.
11.	What is the economic system in the United
States?*
++ capitalist economy
++ market economy
The economic system of the United States is
capitalism. In the American economy, most businesses
are privately owned. Competition and profit motivate
businesses. Businesses and consumers interact in the
marketplace, where prices can be negotiated. This is
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called a “market economy.” In a market economy,
businesses decide what to produce, how much to
produce, and what to charge. Consumers decide what,
when, and where they will buy goods or services. In
a market economy, competition, supply, and demand
influence the decisions of businesses and consumers.
12. What is the “rule of law”?
++ Everyone must follow the law.
++ Leaders must obey the law.
++ Government must obey the law.
++ No one is above the law.
John Adams was one of the Founding Fathers and
the second president of the United States. He wrote
that our country is, “a government of laws, and not
of men.” No person or group is above the law. The
rule of law means that everyone (citizens and leaders)
must obey the laws. In the United States, the U.S.
Constitution is the foundation for the rule of law.
The United States is a “constitutional democracy”
(a democracy with a constitution). In constitutional
democracies, people are willing to obey the laws
because the laws are made by the people through
their elected representatives. If all people are governed
by the same laws, the individual rights and liberties
of each person are better protected. The rule of law
helps to make sure that government protects all people
equally and does not violate the rights of certain
people.
B: System of Government
13. Name one branch or part of the government.*
++ Congress
++ legislative
++ President
++ executive
++ the courts
++ judicial
The Constitution establishes three branches of
government: legislative, executive, and judicial. Article
I of the Constitution establishes the legislative branch.
Article I explains that Congress makes laws. Congress
(the Senate and the House of Representatives) is the
legislative branch of the U.S. government. Article II
of the Constitution establishes the executive branch.

The executive branch enforces the laws that Congress
passes. The executive branch makes sure all the people
follow the laws of the United States. The president is
the head of the executive branch. The vice president
and members of the president’s cabinet are also part
of the executive branch. Article III of the Constitution
establishes the judicial branch. The judicial branch
places the highest judicial power in the Supreme
Court. One responsibility of the judicial branch is
to decide if government laws and actions follow the
Constitution. This is a very important responsibility.
14.	What stops one branch of government from
becoming too powerful?
++ checks and balances
++ separation of powers
The Constitution separates the government’s power
into three branches to prevent one person or group
from having too much power. The separation of
government into three branches creates a system of
checks and balances. This means that each branch can
block, or threaten to block, the actions of the other
branches. Here are some examples: the Senate (part
of the legislative branch) can block a treaty signed by
the president (the executive branch). In this example,
the legislative branch is “checking” the executive. The
U.S. Supreme Court (the judicial branch) can reject
a law passed by Congress (the legislative branch).
In this example, the judicial branch is “checking”
the legislative branch. This separation of powers
limits the power of the government and prevents the
government from violating the rights of the people.
15. Who is in charge of the executive branch?
++ the President
The job of the executive branch is to carry out,
or execute, federal laws and enforce laws passed
by Congress. The head of the executive branch is
the president. The president is both the head of
state and the head of government. The president’s
powers include the ability to sign treaties with other
countries and to select ambassadors to represent the
United States around the world. The president also
sets national policies and proposes laws to Congress.
The president names the top leaders of the federal
departments. When there is a vacancy on the Supreme
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Court, the president names a new member. However,
the Senate has the power to reject the president’s
choices. This limit on the power of the president is an
example of checks and balances.
16. Who makes federal laws?
++ Congress
++ Senate and House (of Representatives)
++ (U.S. or national) legislature
Congress makes federal laws. A federal law usually
applies to all states and all people in the United States.
Either side of Congress—the Senate or the House of
Representatives—can propose a bill to address an issue.
When the Senate proposes a bill, it sends the bill to a
Senate committee. The Senate committee studies the
issue and the bill. When the House of Representatives
proposes a bill, it sends the bill to a House of
Representatives committee. The committee studies
the bill and sometimes makes changes to it. Then the
bill goes to the full House or Senate for consideration.
When each chamber passes its own version of the
bill, it often goes to a “conference committee.” The
conference committee has members from both the
House and the Senate. This committee discusses the
bill, tries to resolve the differences, and writes a report
with the final version of the bill. Then the committee
sends the final version of the bill back to both houses
for approval. If both houses approve the bill, it is
considered “enrolled.” An enrolled bill goes to the
president to be signed into law. If the president signs
the bill, it becomes a federal law.
17.	What are the two parts of the U.S. Congress?*
++ the Senate and House (of Representatives)
Congress is divided into two parts—the Senate
and the House of Representatives. Because it has
two “chambers,” the U.S. Congress is known as a
“bicameral” legislature. The system of checks and
balances works in Congress. Specific powers are
assigned to each of these chambers. For example,
only the Senate has the power to reject a treaty signed
by the president or a person the president chooses
to serve on the Supreme Court. Only the House of
Representatives has the power to introduce a bill that
requires Americans to pay taxes.

The Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol.
Courtesy of the Architect of the Capitol.

18. How many U.S. Senators are there?
++ one hundred (100)
There are 100 senators in Congress, two from each
state. All states have equal power in the Senate because
each state has the same number of senators. States
with a very small population have the same number
of senators as states with very large populations. The
Framers of the Constitution made sure that the Senate
would be small. This would keep it more orderly
than the larger House of Representatives. As James
Madison wrote in Federalist Paper #63, the Senate should
be a “temperate and respectable body of citizens” that
operates in a “cool and deliberate” way.
19. We elect a U.S. Senator for how many years?
++ six (6)
The Framers of the Constitution wanted senators to
be independent from public opinion. They thought
a fairly long, six-year term would give them this
protection. They also wanted longer Senate terms to
balance the shorter two-year terms of the members
of the House, who would more closely follow public
opinion. The Constitution puts no limit on the number
of terms a senator may serve. Elections for U.S.
senators take place on even-numbered years. Every two
years, one-third of the senators are up for election.
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20. Who is one of your state’s U.S. Senators now?*
++ Answers will vary. [District of Columbia residents and
residents of U.S. territories should answer that D.C.
(or the territory where the applicant lives) has no U.S.
Senators.]
For a complete list of U.S. senators and the states they
represent, go to www.senate.gov.
21.	The House of Representatives has how many
voting members?
++ four hundred thirty-five (435)
The House of Representatives is the larger chamber of
Congress. Since 1912, the House of Representatives
has had 435 voting members. However, the
distribution of members among the states has changed
over the years. Each state must have at least one
representative in the House. Beyond that, the number
of representatives from each state depends on the
population of the state. The Constitution says that the
government will conduct a census of the population
every 10 years to count the number of people in each
state. The results of the census are used to recalculate
the number of representatives each state should have.
For example, if one state gains many residents that
state could get one or more new representatives. If
another state loses residents, that state could lose
one or more. But the total number of voting U.S.
representatives does not change.
22.	We elect a U.S. Representative for how many
years?
++ two (2)
People who live in a representative’s district are called
“constituents.” Representatives tend to reflect the
views of their constituents. If representatives do not
do this, they may be voted out of office. The Framers
of the Constitution believed that short two-year terms
and frequent elections would keep representatives
close to their constituents, public opinion, and
more aware of local and community concerns. The
Constitution puts no limit on the number of terms a
representative may serve. All representatives are up for
election every two years.

23. Name your U.S. Representative.
++ Answers will vary. [Residents of territories with
nonvoting Delegates or Resident Commissioners may
provide the name of that Delegate or Commissioner.
Also acceptable is any statement that the territory has
no (voting) Representatives in Congress.]
For a complete list of U.S. representatives and the
districts they represent, go to www.house.gov.
24. Who does a U.S. Senator represent?
++ all people of the state
Senators are elected to serve the people of their state
for six years. Each of the two senators represents
the entire state. Before the 17th Amendment to the
Constitution was ratified in 1913, the state legislatures
elected the U.S. senators to represent their state. Now,
all the voters in a state elect their two U.S. senators
directly.
25.	Why do some states have more Representatives
than other states?
++ (because of) the state’s population
++ (because) they have more people
++ (because) some states have more people
The Founding Fathers wanted people in all states to
be represented fairly. In the House of Representatives,
a state’s population determines the number of
representatives it has. In this way, states with many
people have a stronger voice in the House. In the
Senate, every state has the same number of senators.
This means that states with few people still have a
strong voice in the national government.
26. We elect a President for how many years?
++ four (4)
Early American leaders thought that the head of the
British government, the king, had too much power.
Because of this, they limited the powers of the head
of the new U.S. government. They decided that the
people would elect the president every four years.
The president is the only official elected by the entire
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country through the Electoral College. The Electoral
College is a process that was designed by the writers
of the Constitution to select presidents. It came from
a compromise between the president being elected
directly by the people and the president being chosen
by Congress. Citizens vote for electors, who then
choose the president. Before 1951, there was no
limit on the number of terms a president could serve.
With the 22nd Amendment to the Constitution, the
president can only be elected to two terms (four years
each) for a total of eight years.
27. In what month do we vote for President?*
++ November
The Constitution did not set a national election day.
In the past, elections for federal office took place on
different days in different states. In 1845, Congress
passed legislation to designate a single day for all
Americans to vote. It made Election Day the Tuesday
after the first Monday in November. Congress chose
November because the United States was mostly rural.
By November, farmers had completed their harvests
and were available to vote. Another reason for this date
was the weather. People were able to travel because it
was not yet winter. They chose Tuesday for Election
Day so that voters had a full day after Sunday to travel
to the polls.
28.	What is the name of the President of the United
States now?*
++ Barack Obama
++ Obama
Barack Obama is the 44th president of the United
States. After winning the presidential election of 2008,
he became the first African American president of
the United States. He won a second term in 2012.
As president, he is the head of the executive branch.
As commander in chief, he is also in charge of the
military. Obama was born in Hawaii on August 4,
1961. He graduated from Columbia University in
New York. Obama also studied law and graduated
from Harvard University in Massachusetts. He served
as a U.S. senator for the state of Illinois before being
elected president. President Obama’s wife, called “the
First Lady,” is Michelle Obama.

The inauguration of President Theodore Roosevelt on March 4, 1905.
Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-231.

29.	What is the name of the Vice President of the
United States now?
++ Joseph R. Biden, Jr.
++ Joe Biden
++ Biden
Joseph (Joe) R. Biden, Jr. is the 47th vice president of
the United States. Biden was born November 20, 1942
in Pennsylvania. Later, his family moved to Delaware.
He graduated from the University of Delaware in
1965. In 1968, he graduated from law school at
Syracuse University in New York. From 1972-2009,
Biden served as a U.S. senator for the state of Delaware.
As vice president, Biden is president of the U.S. Senate
and a top advisor to the president. Vice President Biden
is married to Jill Biden.
30.	If the President can no longer serve, who
becomes President?
++ the Vice President
If the president dies, resigns, or cannot work while
still in office, the vice president becomes president.
For this reason, the qualifications for vice president
and president are the same. A vice president became
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president nine times in U.S. history when the
president died or left office. William Henry Harrison
died in office in 1841. Zachary Taylor died in office
in 1850. Abraham Lincoln was killed in office in
1865. James Garfield was killed in office in 1881.
William McKinley was killed in office in 1901. Warren
Harding died in office in 1923. Franklin Roosevelt
died in office in 1945. John F. Kennedy was killed in
office in 1963. Richard Nixon resigned from office in
1974. No one other than the vice president has ever
succeeded to the presidency.
31.	If both the President and the Vice President can
no longer serve, who becomes President?
++ the Speaker of the House
If both the president and vice president cannot serve,
the next person in line is the speaker of the House
of Representatives. This has not always been the
procedure. Soon after the country was founded, a
law was passed that made the Senate president pro
tempore the next in line after the president and vice
president. The president pro tempore presides over
the Senate when the vice president is not there. Later
in U.S. history, the secretary of state was third in line.
With the Presidential Succession Act of 1947, Congress
returned to the original idea of having a congressional
leader next in line. In 1967, the 25th Amendment was
ratified. It established procedures for presidential and
vice presidential succession.
32. Who is the Commander in Chief of the military?
++ the President
The Founding Fathers strongly believed in republican
ideals. A republic is a government where a country’s
political power comes from the citizens, not the rulers,
and is put into use by representatives elected by the
citizens. That is why they made the president the
commander in chief. They wanted a civilian selected
by the people. They did not want a professional
military leader. The president commands the armed
forces, but Congress has the power to pay for the
armed forces and declare war. In 1973, many
members of Congress believed that the president was
misusing or abusing his powers as commander in
chief. They thought that the president was ignoring
the legislative branch and not allowing the system of
checks and balances to work. In response, Congress
passed the War Powers Act. The War Powers Act

gave Congress a stronger voice in decisions about the
use of U.S. troops. President Richard Nixon vetoed
this bill, but Congress overrode his veto. Because we
have a system of checks and balances, one branch of
government is able to check the other branches.
33. Who signs bills to become laws?
++ the President
Every law begins as a proposal made by a member
of Congress, either a senator (member of the
Senate) or representative (member of the House of
Representatives). When the Senate or House begins to
debate the proposal, it is called a “bill.” After debate
in both houses of Congress, if a majority of both the
Senate and House vote to pass the bill, it goes to the
president. If the president wants the bill to become
law, he signs it. If the president does not want the
bill to become law, he vetoes it. The president cannot
introduce a bill. If he has an idea for a bill, he must ask
a member of Congress to introduce it.
34. Who vetoes bills?
++ the President
The president has veto power. This means that the
president can reject a bill passed by Congress. If the
president vetoes a bill, he prevents it from becoming a
law. The president can send the bill back to Congress
unsigned. Often he will list reasons why he rejects
it. The president has 10 days to evaluate the bill. If
the president does not sign the bill after 10 days and
Congress is in session, the bill automatically becomes
a law. If the president does nothing with the bill and
Congress adjourns within the 10-day period, the bill
does not become law—this is called a “pocket veto.” If
two-thirds of the House and two-thirds of the Senate
vote to pass the bill again, the bill becomes a law, even
though the president did not sign it. This process is
called “overriding the president’s veto.” It is not easy
to do.
35. What does the President’s Cabinet do?
++ advises the President
The Constitution says that the leaders of the executive
departments should advise the president. These
department leaders, most of them called “secretaries,”
make up the cabinet. The president nominates the



8

*If you are 65 or older and have been a permanent resident of the United States for 20 or more years,
you may study just the questions marked with an asterisk.

Civics Test

cabinet members to be his advisors. For a nominee to
be confirmed, a majority of the Senate must approve
the nominee. Throughout history, presidents have
been able to change who makes up the cabinet or
add departments to the cabinet. For example, when
the Department of Homeland Security was created,
President George W. Bush added the leader of this
department to his cabinet.
36. What are two Cabinet-level positions?
++ Secretary of Agriculture
++ Secretary of Commerce
++ Secretary of Defense
++ Secretary of Education
++ Secretary of Energy
++ Secretary of Health and Human Services
++ Secretary of Homeland Security
++ Secretary of Housing and Urban Development
++ Secretary of the Interior
++ Secretary of Labor
++ Secretary of State
++ Secretary of Transportation
++ Secretary of the Treasury
++ Secretary of Veterans Affairs
++ Attorney General
++ Vice President
The people on the president’s cabinet are the
vice president and the heads of the 15 executive
departments. The president may appoint other
government officials to the cabinet. When George
Washington was president, there were only four
cabinet members: the secretary of state, secretary of
the treasury, secretary of war, and attorney general.
The government established the other executive
departments later.
37. What does the judicial branch do?
++ reviews laws
++ explains laws
++ resolves disputes (disagreements)
++ decides if a law goes against the Constitution
The judicial branch is one of the three branches of
government. The Constitution established the judicial

The Contemplation of Justice statue outside the U.S. Supreme Court
building in Washington, D.C.
Courtesy of the Collection of the Supreme Court of the United States.

branch of government with the creation of the
Supreme Court. Congress created the other federal
courts. All these courts together make up the judicial
branch. The courts review and explain the laws, and
they resolve disagreements about the meaning of the
law. The U.S. Supreme Court makes sure that laws
are consistent with the Constitution. If a law is not
consistent with the Constitution, the Court can declare
it unconstitutional. In this case, the Court rejects the
law. The Supreme Court makes the final decision about
all cases that have to do with federal laws and treaties.
It also rules on other cases, such as disagreements
between states.
38. What is the highest court in the United States?
++ the Supreme Court
The U.S. Supreme Court has complete authority over
all federal courts. Its rulings have a significant effect.
A Supreme Court ruling can affect the outcome of
many cases in the lower courts. The Supreme Court’s
interpretations of federal laws and of the Constitution
are final. The Supreme Court is limited in its power
over the states. It cannot make decisions about state
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law or state constitutions. The Court can decide that
a state law or action conflicts with federal law or
with the U.S. Constitution. If this happens, the state
law becomes invalid. The Supreme Court case ruling
Marbury v. Madison established this power, known as
“judicial review.” The Supreme Court also rules on
cases about significant social and public policy issues
that affect all Americans. The Supreme Court ruled
on the court case Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka,
which ended racial segregation in schools.
39. How many justices are on the Supreme Court?
++ nine (9)
The Constitution does not establish the number of
justices on the Supreme Court. In the past, there
have been as many as 10 and as few as six justices.
Now, there are nine justices on the Supreme Court:
eight associate justices and one chief justice. The
Constitution gives the president the power to
nominate justices to the Supreme Court. The nominee
must then be confirmed by the Senate. Justices serve
on the court for life or until they retire. For more
information on the Supreme Court, go to
www.supremecourt.gov.
40.	Who is the Chief Justice of the United States
now?
++ John Roberts (John G. Roberts, Jr.)
John G. Roberts, Jr. is the 17th chief justice of the
United States. After the death of former chief justice
William Rehnquist in September 2005, President
George W. Bush nominated Roberts for this position.
Judge Roberts became chief justice when he was 50.
He is the youngest chief justice since 1801, when John
Marshall became chief justice at the age of 45. Before
he became chief justice, Judge Roberts served on the
U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia
Circuit. Although the chief justice of the United States
is the highest official in the judicial branch, his vote
on the Supreme Court carries the same weight as the
other justices.

41.	Under our Constitution, some powers belong to
the federal government. What is one power of
the federal government?
++ to print money
++ to declare war
++ to create an army
++ to make treaties
The powers of government are divided between the
federal government and the state governments. The
federal government is known as a limited government.
Its powers are restricted to those described in the
U.S. Constitution. The Constitution gives the federal
government the power to print money, declare war,
create an army, and make treaties with other nations.
Most other powers that are not given to the federal
government in the Constitution belong to the states.
42.	Under our Constitution, some powers belong to
the states. What is one power of the states?
++ provide schooling and education
++ provide protection (police)
++ provide safety (fire departments)
++ give a driver’s license
++ approve zoning and land use
In the United States, the federal and state governments
both hold power. Before the Constitution, the 13
colonies governed themselves individually much
like state governments. It was not until the Articles
of Confederation and then the Constitution that a
national or federal government was established.
Today, although each state has its own constitution,
these state constitutions cannot conflict with the U.S.
Constitution. The U.S. Constitution is the supreme
law of the land. The state governments hold powers
not given to the federal government in the U.S.
Constitution. Some powers of the state government are
the power to create traffic regulations and marriage
requirements, and to issue driver’s licenses. The
Constitution also provides a list of powers that the
states do not have. For example, states cannot coin
(create) money. The state and federal governments
also share some powers, such as the ability to tax
people.
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To learn the capital of your state or territory, go to
http://bensguide.gpo.gov/3-5/state/index.html. Each
state or territory has its own capital. The state capital
is where the state government conducts its business.
It is similar to the nation’s capital, Washington, D.C.,
where the federal government conducts its business.
Some state capitals have moved from one city to
another over the years, but the state capitals have not
changed since 1910. Usually, the governor lives in the
state’s capital city.
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44. What is the capital of your state?*
++ Answers will vary. [District of Columbia residents
should answer that D.C. is not a state and does not
have a capital. Residents of U.S. territories should
name the capital of the territory.]
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To learn the name of the governor of your state or
territory, go to www.nga.org/governors. Similar
to the federal government, most states have three
branches of government. The branches are executive,
legislative, and judicial. The governor is the chief
executive of the state. The governor’s job in a state
government is similar to the president’s job in the
federal government. However, the state laws that a
governor carries out are different from the federal
laws that the president carries out. The Constitution
says that certain issues are covered by federal, not
state, laws. All other issues are covered by state laws.
The governor’s duties and powers vary from state to
state. The number of years that a governor is elected to
serve—called a “term”—is four years. The exceptions
are New Hampshire and Vermont, where governors
serve for two years.
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43. Who is the Governor of your state now?
++ Answers will vary. [District of Columbia residents
should answer that D.C. does not have a Governor.]
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groups developed. They were the DemocraticRepublicans and the Federalists. Today, the two
major political parties are the Democratic Party and
the Republican Party. President Andrew Jackson
created the Democratic Party from the DemocraticRepublicans. The Republican Party took over from
the Whigs as a major party in the 1860s. The
first Republican president was Abraham Lincoln.
Throughout U.S. history, there have been other
parties. These parties have included the Know-Nothing
(also called American Party), Bull-Moose (also called
Progressive), Reform, and Green parties. They have
played various roles in American politics. Political
party membership in the United States is voluntary.
Parties are made up of people who organize to
promote their candidates for election and to promote
their views about public policies.
46. What is the political party of the President now?
++ Democratic (Party)
The two major political parties in the United States
today are the Democratic and Republican parties.
The current president, Barack Obama, is a member
of the Democratic Party. Other notable Democratic
presidents include Woodrow Wilson, Franklin D.
Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon
B. Johnson, Jimmy Carter, and William “Bill” Clinton.
Notable Republican presidents include Abraham
Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Warren Harding,
Herbert Hoover, Dwight Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan,
and George H. W. Bush. Since the middle of the 19th
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century, the symbol of the Republican Party has been
the elephant. The Republican Party is also known as
the “Grand Old Party” or the “GOP.” The symbol of
the Democratic Party is the donkey.
47.	What is the name of the Speaker of the House of
Representatives now?
++ (John) Boehner
The current speaker of the House of Representatives
is John Boehner. He has represented Ohio’s Eighth
District in the House of Representatives since 1991. As
speaker, he presides over the House of Representatives
and leads the majority political party in the House, the
Republican Party. The speaker is second in line to the
succession of the presidency after the vice president.
C: Rights and Responsibilities
48.	There are four amendments to the Constitution
about who can vote. Describe one of them.
++ Citizens eighteen (18) and older (can vote).
++ You don’t have to pay (a poll tax) to vote.
++ Any citizen can vote. (Women and men can vote.)
++ A male citizen of any race (can vote).
Voting is one of the most important civic
responsibilities of citizens in the United States. In a
democratic society, the people choose the leaders who
will represent them. There are four amendments to
the Constitution about voting. The 15th Amendment
permits American men of all races to vote. It was
written after the Civil War and the end of slavery.
The 19th Amendment gave women the right to vote.
It resulted from the women’s suffrage movement
(the women’s rights movement). After the 15th
Amendment was passed, some leaders of the southern
states were upset that African Americans could vote.
These leaders designed fees called poll taxes to stop
them from voting. The 24th Amendment made these
poll taxes illegal. The 26th Amendment lowered the
voting age from 21 to 18.

49.	What is one responsibility that is only for United
States citizens?*
++ serve on a jury
++ vote in a federal election
Two responsibilities of U.S. citizens are to serve on
a jury and vote in federal elections. The Constitution
gives citizens the right to a trial by a jury. The jury
is made up of U.S. citizens. Participation of citizens
on a jury helps ensure a fair trial. Another important
responsibility of citizens is voting. The law does not
require citizens to vote, but voting is a very important
part of any democracy. By voting, citizens are
participating in the democratic process. Citizens vote
for leaders to represent them and their ideas, and the
leaders support the citizens’ interests.
50. Name one right only for United States citizens.
++ vote in a federal election
++ run for federal office
U.S. citizens have the right to vote in federal elections.
Permanent residents can vote in local or state elections
that do not require voters to be U.S. citizens. Only U.S.
citizens can vote in federal elections. U.S. citizens can
also run for federal office. Qualifications to run for
the Senate or House of Representatives include being a
U.S. citizen for a certain number of years. A candidate
for Senate must be a U.S. citizen for at least 9 years. A
candidate for the House must be a U.S. citizen for at
least 7 years. To run for president of the United States,
a candidate must be a native-born (not naturalized)
citizen. In addition to the benefits of citizenship,
U.S. citizens have certain responsibilities—to respect
the law, stay informed on issues, participate in the
democratic process, and pay their taxes.
51.	What are two rights of everyone living in the
United States?
++ freedom of expression
++ freedom of speech
++ freedom of assembly
++ freedom to petition the government
++ freedom of worship
++ the right to bear arms
Thomas Jefferson said, “[The] best principles [of our
republic] secure to all its citizens a perfect equality of
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rights.” Millions of immigrants have come to America
to have these rights. The Constitution and the Bill of
Rights give many of these rights to all people living in
the United States. These rights include the freedom of
expression, of religion, of speech, and the right to bear
arms. All people living in the United States also have
many of the same duties as citizens, such as paying
taxes and obeying the laws.
52.	What do we show loyalty to when we say the
Pledge of Allegiance?
++ the United States
++ the flag
The flag is an important symbol of the United States.
The Pledge of Allegiance to the flag states, “I pledge
allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America
and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation,
under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for
all.” When we say the Pledge of Allegiance, we usually
stand facing the flag with the right hand over the
heart. Francis Bellamy wrote the pledge. It was first
published in The Youth’s Companion magazine in 1892
for children to say on the anniversary of Columbus’s
discovery of America. Congress officially recognized
the pledge on June 22, 1942. Two changes have been
made since it was written in 1892. “I pledge allegiance
to my flag” was changed to “I pledge allegiance to the
Flag of the United States of America.” Congress added
the phrase “under God” on June 14, 1954.
53.	What is one promise you make when you
become a United States citizen?
++ give up loyalty to other countries
++ defend the Constitution and laws of the United States
++ obey the laws of the United States
++ serve in the U.S. military (if needed)
++ serve (do important work for) the nation (if needed)
++ be loyal to the United States
When the United States became an independent
country, the Constitution gave Congress the power to
establish a uniform rule of naturalization. Congress
made rules about how immigrants could become
citizens. Many of these requirements are still valid
today, such as the requirements to live in the United
States for a specific period of time, to be of good

The American flag is an important symbol of the United States.

moral character, and to understand and support the
principles of the Constitution. After an immigrant
fulfills all of the requirements to become a U.S.
citizen, the final step is to take an Oath of Allegiance
at a naturalization ceremony. The Oath of Allegiance
states, “I hereby declare, on oath, that I absolutely and
entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity
to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty
of whom or which I have heretofore been a subject or
citizen; that I will support and defend the Constitution
and laws of the United States of America against all
enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true
faith and allegiance to the same; that I will bear arms
on behalf of the United States when required by the
law; that I will perform noncombatant service in the
Armed Forces of the United States when required
by the law; that I will perform work of national
importance under civilian direction when required by
the law; and that I take this obligation freely without
any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; so help
me God.”
54.	How old do citizens have to be to vote for
President?*
++ eighteen (18) and older
For most of U.S. history, Americans had to be at least
21 years old to vote. At the time of the Vietnam War,
during the 1960s and 1970s, many people thought
that people who were old enough to fight in a war
should also be old enough to vote. In 1971, the 26th
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Amendment changed the minimum voting age from
21 to 18 for all federal, state, and local elections. The
National Voter Registration Act of 1993 made it easier
for people to register to vote. Now they can register to
vote by mail, at public assistance offices, or when they
apply for or renew their driver’s license.
55.	What are two ways that Americans can
participate in their democracy?
++ vote
++ join a political party
++ help with a campaign
++ join a civic group
++ join a community group
++ give an elected official your opinion on an issue
++ call Senators and Representatives
++ publicly support or oppose an issue or policy
++ run for office
++ write to a newspaper
Citizens play an active part in their communities.
When Americans engage in the political process,
democracy stays alive and strong. There are many
ways for people to be involved. They can volunteer
to help new immigrants learn English and civics, join
the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) of their child’s
school, run for a position on the local school board,
or volunteer to help at a polling station. People can
also vote, help with a political campaign, join a civic
or community organization, or call their senator or
representative about an issue that is important to them.
56.	When is the last day you can send in federal
income tax forms?*
++ April 15
The last day to send in your federal income tax to the
Internal Revenue Service is April 15 of each year. The
Constitution gave the federal government the power
to collect taxes. The federal government needs money
to pay the nation’s debts and to defend and provide
for the needs of the country. When the country was
young, it was difficult to raise money from the 13

original states. The government began collecting
income tax for the first time through the Revenue
Act of 1861. This was only temporary. In 1894,
a flat-rate federal income tax was enacted, but the
Supreme Court said this was unconstitutional. Finally,
in 1913, the 16th Amendment was ratified. It gave
Congress the power to collect income taxes. Today,
“taxable income” is money that is earned from wages,
self-employment, tips, and the sale of property. The
government uses these taxes to keep our country safe
and secure. It also tries to cure and prevent diseases
through research. In addition, the government uses
these taxes to educate children and adults, and build
and repair our roads and highways. Taxes are used to
do these things and many more.
57.	When must all men register for the Selective
Service?
++ at age eighteen (18)
++ between eighteen (18) and twenty-six (26)
President Lincoln tried to draft men to fight during
the Civil War, but many people became angry and
rioted. In 1917, Congress passed the Selective Service
Act. This act gave President Woodrow Wilson the
power to temporarily increase the U.S. military during
World War I. In 1940, President Franklin Roosevelt
signed the Selective Training and Service Act, which
created the first draft during peacetime. This was
the beginning of the Selective Service System in the
United States today. The draft was needed again for
the Korean and Vietnam Wars. Today, there is no
draft, but all men between 18 and 26 years old must
register with the Selective Service System. When a man
registers, he tells the government that he is available
to serve in the U.S. Armed Forces. He can register at a
United States post office or on the Internet. To register
for Selective Service on the Internet, visit the Selective
Service website at www.sss.gov.
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AMERICAN HISTORY
For more than 200 years, the United States has strived to become a “more perfect union.” Its history has
been one of expansive citizenship for all Americans. By learning about our shared history, you will be able to
understand our nation’s traditions, milestones, and common civic values. Our country is independent because of
the strength, unity, and determination of our forefathers. It is important for future Americans to know this story.
We are people working toward great ideals and principles guided by equality and fairness. This is important
to keep our country free. As Americans, we have been committed to each other and our country throughout
our history. The following section will help you understand American history from the colonial period and
independence to the Civil War and other important events during the 1800s, 1900s, and today.


A: Colonial Period and Independence
58. What is one reason colonists came to America?
++ freedom
++ political liberty
++ religious freedom
++ economic opportunity
++ practice their religion
++ escape persecution
In the 1600s and 1700s, colonists from England and
other European countries sailed across the Atlantic
Ocean to the American colonies. Some left Europe
to escape religious restrictions or persecution, to
practice their religion freely. Many came for political
freedom, and some came for economic opportunity.
These freedoms and opportunities often did not exist
in the colonists’ home countries. For these settlers,
the American colonies were a chance for freedom and
a new life. Today, many people come to the United
States for these same reasons.
59.	Who lived in America before the Europeans
arrived?
++ American Indians
++ Native Americans
Great American Indian tribes such as the Navajo,
Sioux, Cherokee, and Iroquois lived in America at the
time the Pilgrims arrived. The Pilgrims settled in an
area where a tribe called the Wampanoag lived. The
Wampanoag taught the Pilgrims important skills, such
as how to farm with different methods and how to
grow crops such as corn, beans, and squash. Relations

with some American Indian tribes became tense and
confrontational as more Europeans moved to America
and migrated west. Eventually, after much violence,
the settlers defeated those American Indian tribes and
took much of their land.
60.	What group of people was taken to America and
sold as slaves?
++ Africans
++ people from Africa
Slavery existed in many countries long before America
was founded. By 1700, many Africans were being
brought to the American colonies as slaves. Men,
women, and children were brought against their
will. They were often separated from their families
when they were sold as slaves. Slaves worked without
payment and without basic rights. Most worked
in agriculture, but slaves did many other kinds of
work in the colonies, too. Slavery created a challenge
for a nation founded on individual freedoms and
democratic beliefs. It was one of the major causes of
the American Civil War.
61. Why did the colonists fight the British?
++ because of high taxes (taxation without representation)
++ because the British army stayed in their houses
(boarding, quartering)
++ because they didn’t have self-government
The American colonists’ anger had been growing for
years before the Revolutionary War began in 1775.
The decision to separate from the British was not
an easy choice for many colonists. However, Great
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