Unit 9: Texas Government - Levels / Branches of Government
TEKS Objectives:

SS.7.15A Describe the structure and functions of government at municipal, county, and state levels. 

SS.7.15B Identify major sources of revenue for state and local governments such as property tax, sales tax, and fees. 

SS.7.15C Describe the structure, funding, and governance of Texas public education, including local property taxes, bond issues, and state and federal funding Supported by state and federal taxpayers. 
Key Concepts:

· federalism
· power
Key Skills:

· identifying similarities and differences

· classifying/categorizing 
Academic Vocabulary:
· legislative
· executive
· judicial
· separation of powers
· checks and balances

Key Questions about Texas and U.S. Government 

1. Which of the principles of government affect individual citizens the most? [Individual rights, popular sovereignty, and limited government are the best examples.] 

2. Which of the principles of government affect the way government works? [Checks and balances, separation of powers, federalism, and republicanism are the best examples.] 

3. What is the purpose of a constitution? [Constitutions provide written plans for organizing groups or governments] 

4. How are the U.S. and Texas Constitutions similar? [Both documents have a similar structure: preamble, articles, amendments; and both contain some of the same ideas – statements of individual rights, limits on the powers of government, similar separation of powers in the government, and provisions for voting.] 

5. How are the U.S. and Texas Constitutions different? [The Texas Constitution is very specific and goes to great lengths to limit the power of elected officials. The U.S. Constitution is more general and allows for greater interpretation. It also gives more power to elected officials and includes provisions for more appointed officials. The Texas Constitution has been amended hundreds of times in just over 130 years.] 

6. What are the various levels of government in the United States? [Federal, State, County, City, Special District] 
7. What is the function of the Legislative Branch of Government? [to make laws] 

8. What is the function of the Executive Branch of Government? [to enforce laws] 

9. What is the function of the Judicial Branch of Government? [to interpret laws] 

10. What law-making body represents the legislative branch at each level of government? [Federal – Congress; State – Legislature; County – Commissioners Court; City – City Council] 

11. What are important executive positions at each level of government? [Federal – President, Vice-President and Cabinet; State – Governor, Lieutenant Governor; County – County Judge; City – Mayor] 

12. What are the Courts at various levels of Federal, State, and Local governments? [Federal – U.S. Supreme Court {Justices} and Federal Courts {Judges}; State – Texas Supreme Court, Court of Criminal Appeals, and State District Courts; County – County Court; Justice of the Peace Courts; City –Municipal Courts.] 

13. What are some examples of individual rights and the responsibilities that accompany those rights? [answers will vary] 

14. What is the difference between civil and criminal law? [Civil law is when individuals or companies sue one another for damages. The judgments (settlements) are sometimes financial or provide for restitution in some way. Criminal law is when someone is accused of breaking a federal, state, or local law and is taken to court by the government. Judgments are guilty or not guilty. If found guilty, the person can be sentenced for punishment which may be a fine, jail time, or both.] 
15. What is the difference (in criminal law) between a felony and a misdemeanor? [A felony is a major crime and a misdemeanor is a minor crime. There are degrees of seriousness within each of these categories.] 

Levels /Branches of Government 

The functions of government [making, enforcing, and interpreting laws] have a direct impact on citizens. 

This lesson specifically addresses the principles of federalism, separation of powers, and checks and balances. In this lesson, emphasize the power and authority of the levels of government [federal, state, local] relative to each other. 

Levels of Government [Federalism] 
♦ Federal – United States 

♦ State- Texas 

♦ Local – County – Harris 

♦ Local – City – Houston 

♦ Special District – Independent School Districts [i.e.] 

Branches of Government [Separation of Powers] 
• The legislative branch makes laws. 

• The executive branch enforces laws. 

• The judicial branch interprets laws. 
Separation of powers, checks and balances and federalism help ensure a balance of power. 

Each branch of government has checks and balances on the other two branches. 

An important consideration from this objective is that government at all levels is dependent on the people it serves for money to operate [provide services]. This income comes in the form of taxes, fees, licenses, and fines. 

****As an extension of this activity you may want to ask students to find the names of key positions and officials on the Levels and Branches of Government Chart. These might include the following: 

· Federal: President, Vice-President, two Cabinet officials; Two Texas Senators; the Representative from their district; one Supreme Court Justice 

· State: Governor, Lt. Governor, the State Senator from their district; their State Representative 

· Local [City, County, Special District]: County Judge, Mayor, one City Councilperson; one County Commissioner; HISD Superintendent; the school board member that represents their district.
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LEVELS AND BRANCHES OF GOVERNMENT
	Branches of Government

	 Legislative            Executive             Judicial

	Functions →→→
	Makes Laws
	Enforces Laws
	Interprets Laws

	FEDERAL LEVEL 
United States 
	CONGRESS 
House of Representatives 

(435 members) 

Senate 

(100 members) 

	PRESIDENT VICE-PRESIDENT 
Cabinet officials appointed by President and approved by Senate 
	SUPREME COURT 
Nine Justices appointed for life by President and approved by Senate 

	STATE LEVEL 
Texas 
	LEGISLATURE
State House of Representatives
(150 members)

State Senate
(31 members)

	GOVERNOR 
LT. GOVERNOR 
Many elected and appointed state government officials 
	TEXAS SUPREME COURTS STATE DISTRICT COURTS 

	CITY LEVEL 

	CITY COUNCIL
	MAYOR
	MUNICIPAL COURT 

	COUNTY LEVEL 
	COUNTY COMMISSIONER COURT 
	COUNTY JUDGE 
SHERIFF 
	COUNTY COURT 
JUSTICE OF THE PEACE COURTS 


	SPECIAL DISTRICT 
Houston ISD 

	SCHOOL BOARD 
	SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS 
	SCHOOL BOARD 


Function of the three branches 

· Legislative – makes laws 

· Executive – enforces laws 

· Judicial – interprets laws 

Levels of government: 

Federal (national) Level – this level is the most powerful and makes, enforces, and interprets laws for the whole country. No state or local government can make or enforce laws that are against Federal laws. The seat of government for the Federal level is the national capital in Washington, DC. The Federal government has certain delegated powers that are exclusive to the Federal government such as coining money, making treaties, declaring war, maintaining a postal system, determining standard weights and measures, and federal taxation. 
State Level (Texas) – this level is more powerful than the local levels of government and has certain reserved powers given by the United States Constitution to each state. States control public education, police and fire protection, parks, state taxation, the creation of city and county governments, and state highways. The State government is centered in Austin, the capital of Texas. 
Local Level – City, County 

The State government creates cities and counties. These local political units function under the jurisdiction of the state. Local governments have powers to do things such as pass local laws, maintain public transportation (Metro), provide fire and police protection, pass local taxes, and create and maintain local parks. In Texas there are 254 counties and numerous cities of varying sizes. 

Special Districts – these are jurisdictional units that often span existing local political boundaries and are created for a special purpose such as education or flood control. In Texas there are over 1,054 special districts that provide education. Most of these are called *** Independent School District. In the Houston area there are 34 Independent School Districts. Houston ISD is the largest with 210,000 students. These special districts can tax and pass items that govern their districts. 

Method of choosing officials: 

· Legislative Branch (at all levels) is made up of groups of people elected by registered voters for specific terms. 

· Executive Branch (at all levels) is made up of elected and appointed officials that function as individuals to enforce laws enacted by the Legislative Branch. 

· Judicial Branch (at all levels) is made up of Justices and Judges that are both appointed and (in Texas) elected to interpret the laws through the court system. 
**The chief source of revenue ($$$) for the government at all levels is taxes. Other sources of revenue include fees and fines, use and sale of public lands, investment income, and bonds. 
Review Activity (GOVERNMENT MATCH-UP Game)
	CONGRESS 
	House of Representatives with 435 members 
	Senate with 100 Senators 

	LEGISLATURE 
	House of Representatives with 150 members 
	Senate with 31 Senators 

	President 
	Vice-President 
	Appointed Cabinet Secretaries (officials) 

	Governor 
	Lieutenant (Lt.) Governor 
	Elected and appointed key government officials 

	U. S. Supreme Court with 9 Justices (judges) 
	Texas Supreme Courts 
	Federal District trial Courts 

	State District Trial Courts 
	County Commissioners Court 
	County Judge 

	County Sheriff 
	County Courts and Justice of the Peace Courts 
	City Council 

	Mayor 
	Appointed city officials like the Chief of Police and the Fire Chief 
	Municipal Courts and Judges 

	Elected School Board 
	Superintendent of Schools 
	School Board sitting as a court to hear grievances or issues 


To function, government needs money and that comes from citizens in the form of taxes. Ask students to brainstorm a list of taxes they/their family pays. 
