Making a Representative Government Work for You

Class Length: 1-2 Class Meetings

Objectives:

Students will be able to:

1. Learn the concept of representative government as it is manifested in local governmental organizations.

2. Evaluate how well the federal government is serving the purposes for which it was created.

3. Identify benefits and challenges of a diverse America.

4. Critically evaluate citizenship, political climate, and government practices.

Materials:

· Copies of excerpt from Vermont State Constitution (cited reference #4)\

Procedures:

When the students come to class, the teacher will introduce new rules to the students—these rules will be inherently unfair in nature and support mainly the needs of the teacher:

· All students will begin with a failing grade and will keep this failing grade until the teacher believes the student deserves a passing grade.

· Students will not have work returned to them, just receive a number/letter grade

· Teacher is only available to help students on an individual basis on Thursdays from 3-4pm,

· Teacher will not give students study guides or hold class review sessions before major exams.

Students will write a letter of complaint regarding the new class rules, incorporating at least three core democratic values in their composition.

Students will react negatively to these new rules and a debate will ensue.  The teacher start a discussion about some ways the students could effectively change these rules:

· Talk with the teacher

· See the principal 

· Parental involvement

· What sort of attitude should students have?

· Are they impulsive or have they constructed a calm, well-organized argument? 

Teacher will draw parallels to the classroom scenario and government decision-making process, using government textbooks and website www.oycf.org in review of English philosopher and mathematician John Stuart Mill’s ideas of representative government:

· Pros/Cons of having one person vs. group decision making process

· Definition of representative government

· Purpose of government

· Common good

· Popular sovereignty.

Teacher will discuss with the class the terms common good and popular sovereignty, first in a class-wide brainstorm, and then in lecture format. Teacher can use the following information and sources as references:

· Laws are made to protect individual rights and the common good.

· Bill of Rights offers protection of individual rights and how rights are limited for the benefit of the common good. 

· Teach can share this reference with the class: Article 9 of the Constitution of the State of Vermont: 

· Citizens' rights and duties in the state; bearing arms; taxation.  That every member of society hath a right to be protected in the enjoyment of life, liberty, and property, and therefore is bound to contribute the member's proportion towards the expense of that protection, and yield personal service, when necessary, or an equivalent thereto, but no part of any person's property can be justly taken, or applied to public uses, without the person's own consent, or that of the Representative Body, nor can any person who is conscientiously scrupulous of bearing arms, be justly compelled thereto, if such person will pay such equivalent; nor are the people bound by any law but such as they have in like manner assented to, for their common good: and previous to any law being made to raise a tax, the purpose for which it is to be raised ought to appear evident to the Legislature to be of more service to community than the money would be if not collected (retrieved from http://www.usconstitution.net).

· Popular Sovereignty means “People are the rulers,” a term coined during the Enlightenment period (retrieved from http://www.ohiohistorycentral.org).

· Popular Sovereignty - This principle states that the source of governmental power lies with the people. This belief stems from the idea that government should be for the benefit of its citizens. If the government is not protecting the people, it should be dissolved (retrieved from http://www.americanhistory.about.com).

Questions to consider you might ask and discuss or have the students write about:

1. Why is it important to have representative government?

2. Define the common good, as it relates to government systems.

3. What are citizens’ responsibilities at the local governmental level?  What results in inactive citizenship?

4. Imagine you are a famous painter during the Enlightenment, and were observing the moment in which the phrase popular sovereignty was first uttered. Capture the scene in which those great thinkers came to coin the phrase scene in an illustration or a collage.  Be critical of:

a. What were these people doing at the time? 

b. What other new ideas and/or innovative concepts may have been conjured up around this moment? 

c. How does popular sovereignty relate to a representative government?  

It is important for students to know that local government is intended to be representative, in the form of:

· Voting

· Open-to-public meetings

· Volunteerism 

· Committees positions

· Easy access to officials

· Running for office

Students will research the major local issues, via local newspapers, news broadcasts, and surveying public opinion, and prepare questions and comments for local representatives. 
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