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U.S. Civics – Three Branches of Government 

ELC-5040 

 

 

Common Core State Standards (ELA) 

 

The Three Branches of Government curriculum is designed to meet key national educational 

standards in English Language Arts, Social Studies, and cross-disciplinary areas. Below is a 

comprehensive list of standards from the Common Core (ELA), C3 Framework (Social Studies), 

and NGSS (Science) that the curriculum satisfies, along with how the curriculum’s content and 

activities (definitions, vocabulary, case-based research questions, and cross-disciplinary design) 

align with each standard. Both student learning objectives and teacher instructional goals are 

addressed in each alignment explanation. 

Common Core State Standards – English Language Arts (Reading, Writing, Speaking & 

Listening) 

Reading – Informational Text (History/Social Studies focus) 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.1 / RI.5.1 / RI.6.1 – Use details and examples from a text to 

explain what it says explicitly and to support inferences drawn from the text. Alignment: 

Students closely read informational texts about U.S. government (e.g. an overview of the 

Constitution or case studies of laws) and are guided to cite evidence in their responses. 

The curriculum provides defined vocabulary and text-dependent questions so that 

students refer to specific terms and facts when explaining concepts like how a bill 

becomes a law. Teachers facilitate this by prompting learners to find supporting details in 

the text, thus ensuring that explanations and inferences are grounded in evidence as 

required by the standard. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.2 / RI.5.2 / RI.6.2 – Determine the main idea of a text and 

explain how it is supported by key details; summarize the text. Alignment: Each lesson 

includes key takeaways for readings on government structure (e.g. the roles of each 

branch). Students practice identifying the main idea (such as “Each branch has distinct 

powers”) and summarizing sections of text using supporting details (like specific powers 

of Congress or the President). Teachers are instructed to emphasize summary skills – for 

example, by having students list key details about each branch – to ensure learners can 

distill complex information about government into clear, concise summaries, fulfilling 

this reading comprehension objective. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.3 / RI.5.3 / RI.6.3 – Explain events, procedures, ideas, or 

concepts in a historical or civic text, including what happened and why, based on specific 

information in the text. Alignment: The curriculum covers processes such as how laws 

are made, how the courts operate, and historical examples of checks and balances. 

Students might read a case-based scenario (e.g. how a law moved through the legislative 
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process) and then explain the sequence and reasons (proposal, committee review, vote, 

etc.) using details from the text. Teachers guide discussions on cause-and-effect (e.g. 

“Why did the Supreme Court intervene in this case?”), helping students articulate the 

procedural steps and underlying principles (like separation of powers) as described in 

the materials. This meets the standard by requiring students to use specific textual 

information to explain civic procedures and events. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.4 / RI.5.4 / RI.6.4 – Determine the meaning of general 

academic and domain-specific words or phrases in a text relevant to a grade-level topic. 

Alignment: The curriculum explicitly teaches civics vocabulary – terms like legislative, 

veto, judicial review, amendment, etc. Each lesson begins with definitions of key terms, 

and students use context clues and glossary entries to understand these domain-specific 

words. For example, in reading a passage on the Constitution, students might encounter 

“checks and balances” and, using the provided definition and context, discern its 

meaning. Teachers have an instructional goal to reinforce this vocabulary (through 

flashcards or definition matching), ensuring students can accurately use and explain these 

terms. Mastering this vocabulary allows students to comprehend the texts and 

discussions, aligning with the standard’s focus on academic language. 

Writing 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.1 / W.5.1 / W.6.1 – Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 

supporting a point of view with reasons and information (in later grades, “write 

arguments to support claims with clear reasons and evidence”). Alignment: The 

curriculum includes activities where students form and express opinions on civic 

questions – for example, “Should our school have a student council with powers similar 

to the three branches?” Students are tasked to write a short opinion essay or 

argumentative paragraph, stating their claim and backing it with reasons (drawn from 

what they learned about government). The course design, with its case-based questions 

(e.g. debating a digital privacy law), provides opportunities for evidence-based 

arguments. Teachers guide students in structuring these arguments (opinion -> reasons -

> supporting facts), mirroring the persuasive writing process. This aligns with the 

standard by having students practice writing clear opinions/arguments on civics topics 

with supporting information. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.2 / W.5.2 / W.6.2 – Write informative/explanatory texts to 

examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly. Alignment: Students also 

produce informative writing – for instance, an explanatory report on the three branches 

of government or a summary of a Supreme Court case studied in class. The curriculum’s 

structure (definitions, key ideas, and research prompts) supports students in gathering 

facts and organizing them into clear explanations. A typical assignment might be: 

“Explain the role of the Executive Branch in enforcing laws,” where students must 

convey their understanding with clarity and factual support (e.g. citing the President’s 

responsibilities). Teachers have the goal of helping students use the provided civic 

vocabulary and facts in their writing, ensuring the explanations are accurate and well-

organized. By doing so, the standard’s requirement for clear and informative writing on a 

topic is met. 



ETC Montessori 

 3 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.7 / W.5.7 / W.6.7 – Conduct short research projects that 

build knowledge through investigation of different aspects of a topic. Alignment: The 

case-based research questions in the curriculum engage students in mini research 

projects. For example, a module might ask students to investigate “How do local 

governments mirror the three branches?” or to explore a cross-disciplinary issue like 

climate policy (connecting science and civics). Students gather information from texts, 

provided resources, or simple online/library research (as directed by the teacher) to 

answer these questions. This investigative process is scaffolded with guiding questions 

and checklists (a teacher instructional goal is to mentor students in research steps). By 

investigating and compiling information on these civics-related topics, students fulfill 

the research project standard. They learn to narrow a question, seek relevant information 

(e.g. find an example of a city law addressing an environmental issue), and present their 

findings, thereby building subject-matter knowledge through inquiry. 

(Additionally, students practice W.4.8/W.5.8 skills by gathering information from sources and 

W.4.9/W.5.9 by using evidence from texts in their writing. Teachers emphasize proper citation of 

sources when students incorporate facts from readings, aligning with these standards and 

fostering good research habits.) 

Speaking & Listening 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.4.1 / SL.5.1 / SL.6.1 – Engage effectively in a range of 

collaborative discussions with diverse partners on grade-level topics and texts, building 

on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly. Alignment: The curriculum is rich in 

discussion activities – for example, small-group debates on sample scenarios (like a 

mock bill) or whole-class discussions about what powers each branch should have. 

Students are expected to actively participate, listen to peers, and contribute ideas. The 

teacher’s instructional goal is to facilitate these discussions by setting norms (taking 

turns, respecting different viewpoints) and providing question prompts (e.g. “Do you 

agree with the argument that this law might violate privacy? Why or why not?”). 

Through these structured dialogues, students practice collaborative discussion skills: they 

use civics vocabulary in conversation, respond to classmates’ points (building on or 

politely challenging them), and clarify their own opinions. This directly meets the 

standard as students learn and demonstrate effective speaking and listening behaviors in a 

group setting. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.6.3 / SL.7.3 / SL.8.3 – Delineate a speaker’s argument and 

specific claims, distinguishing claims supported by reasons and evidence from those that 

are not. Alignment: As an extension for middle school alignment, the curriculum 

introduces critical listening and argument evaluation. For instance, during a class 

debate on a civic issue (such as digital privacy rights), students in grades 6–8 are guided 

to identify each speaker’s claims and evaluate whether they are backed by evidence or 

just opinion. The teacher’s role is to model this skill (e.g. listing an argument from a 

discussion and analyzing it with the class) and to ask students questions like “What 

reason did Emma give for her position? Is it supported by facts or just personal belief?”. 

By engaging in these evaluative discussions, students practice listening analytically and 

learn to separate fact-based arguments from unsupported assertions, satisfying this 
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speaking/listening standard. This not only meets the student objective of critical 

evaluation but also serves the teacher’s goal of fostering higher-order thinking and 

respectful debate. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.5.4 / SL.6.4 – Report on a topic or text or present an opinion, 

sequencing ideas logically and using appropriate facts and relevant details to support 

main ideas. Alignment: The curriculum culminates many lessons with student 

presentations – for example, a short presentation explaining one branch of government 

or presenting the findings of a research question (like how a new technology might be 

regulated by government). Students learn to organize their content (introduction of the 

topic, key points, conclusion) and to incorporate facts and vocabulary learned (such as 

including relevant details: “The Judicial Branch, for example, can declare laws 

unconstitutional, as in the case study we read”). Teachers aim to build students’ public 

speaking skills by providing graphic organizers for planning presentations and rubrics 

that emphasize logical sequence and use of evidence. By delivering organized 

presentations with appropriate facts, students demonstrate mastery of this standard. The 

act of presenting civics content clearly and confidently also reinforces their 

understanding and communication skills, fulfilling both student learning and teacher 

instructional objectives. 

C3 Framework for Social Studies (College, Career, and Civic Life – Civics Alignment) 

Civic and Political Institutions: 

• D2.Civ.4.3-5 – Explain how groups of people make rules to create responsibilities and 

protect freedoms. Alignment: At the upper-elementary level, this curriculum draws 

parallels between classroom governance and public governance. Students might engage 

in an activity to create a class constitution or rules, learning how rules establish 

responsibilities (jobs or roles) and protect freedoms (rights) for everyone. By defining 

terms like “responsibility” and “freedom” and discussing real examples (e.g. rules 

against bullying create a responsibility to be kind and freedom to feel safe), students see 

the purpose behind rulemaking. This directly addresses the standard by having students 

articulate why rules exist and how they are formed by groups. The teacher’s goal here is 

to connect this to the broader idea of democratic rule-making – for instance, linking class 

rules to how citizens and legislators create laws – thereby reinforcing the concept that 

people cooperatively create rules to balance duties and rights. 

• D2.Civ.4.6-8 – Explain the powers and limits of the three branches of government, public 

officials, and bureaucracies at different levels in the United States. Alignment: This 

standard is at the core of the curriculum. Students learn in detail about the Legislative, 

Executive, and Judicial branches – including their powers (like Congress makes laws, 

the President enforces laws, the Supreme Court interprets laws) and the limits/checks on 

those powers (e.g. veto power, judicial review, term limits). The curriculum uses Three 

Branches of Government cards and charts to visually sort powers and responsibilities 

by branch. For example, students may sort cards stating actions (“can declare war”, 

“can veto bills”, “serves for life”) under the correct branch heading, which concretely 

demonstrates each branch’s role. Through these activities, guided by teacher-led 

discussions, students come to explain not only what each branch can do, but also what 

they cannot do alone (limits). This meets the standard by ensuring students can articulate 



ETC Montessori 

 5 

the structure of power in U.S. government and recognize that each branch (and public 

officials within them) has defined authority and limitations. The teacher’s instructional 

goal of drawing connections to different levels (local, state, national) is also met – for 

instance, comparing a city council, a state governor, and the U.S. President as executive 

figures with different scopes of power, thus broadening understanding to all government 

levels. 

• D2.Civ.5.3-5 – Explain the origins, functions, and structure of different systems of 

government, including those created by the U.S. and state constitutions. Alignment: In 

upper-elementary grades, students explore how the U.S. government was founded and 

structured by the Constitution (with its three-branch system) and compare basic features 

to other government systems or their own state’s government. The curriculum provides 

historical context (the origins: e.g. the Constitutional Convention) and simple 

comparisons (for example, students might learn that some countries have parliaments or 

that tribal governments have their own councils). By including definitions of constitution 

and government system, and perhaps a simplified timeline of early U.S. government 

formation, the course helps students explain how the U.S. Constitution set up our federal 

system and how state constitutions mirror that structure at the state level. Teachers might 

use a diagram showing federal vs. state government structures to visualize this. As a 

result, students meet this standard by describing not only how our government functions 

and is organized but also recognizing that this structure had an origin (the founding 

documents) and that other systems exist (laying groundwork for civic comparison). This 

ties directly into student objectives of understanding government structure and teacher 

goals of broadening perspective beyond the federal government alone. 

• D2.Civ.5.6-8 – Explain the origins, functions, and structure of government with reference 

to the U.S. Constitution, state constitutions, and other systems. Alignment: For middle 

school extension, the curriculum delves deeper into how the U.S. Constitution 

established our government and how it has influenced other governments. Students 

examine the Articles and Amendments of the U.S. Constitution to see the blueprint of 

government (three branches, federalism, etc.), often through case studies or document 

analysis. They also look at their own state constitution to identify similarities (e.g. a 

preamble, a bill of rights, three branches at the state level) and discuss differences. 

Additionally, the curriculum’s inquiry-based approach might prompt students to research 

another country’s government structure as a comparison. Through these activities, 

students explain that our government’s structure was designed (originating in 

foundational documents) for certain functions (like protecting rights, providing services) 

and see that structure in action today. Teachers emphasize cause-and-effect (how 

founding documents led to current structures) and require students to reference 

constitutional principles in their explanations. Meeting this standard, students can 

articulate how our government came to be structured as it is, and how constitutions 

(national or state) serve as the basis for government organization and function. 

Participation and Deliberation: 

• D2.Civ.9.3-5 – Use deliberative processes when making decisions or reaching judgments 

as a group. Alignment: The curriculum frequently involves group decision-making 

exercises that mirror democratic processes. For example, students may work in 
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committees to draft a mock law (deciding on rules for a imaginary school policy) or solve 

a community problem presented in a case study (like allocating a budget for a class 

project, reflecting government budgeting). In doing so, they must discuss options, debate 

respectfully, and come to a decision by consensus or vote. The teacher’s role is to 

instruct students in basic deliberative procedures – setting an agenda, hearing all 

opinions, voting or compromising – much like a student council or town hall scenario. By 

participating in these structured group judgments, students practice civic virtues like 

listening to others, articulating their viewpoint, and negotiating, exactly as this standard 

envisions. This aligns with student objectives of learning how decisions can be made 

democratically. Teachers achieve their instructional goal of modeling democratic 

decision processes in the classroom, reinforcing how collaborative deliberation works in 

civic life (e.g. the give-and-take in a legislative committee). 

• D2.Civ.10.6-8 – Explain the relevance of personal interests and perspectives, civic 

virtues, and democratic principles when people address issues and problems in 

government and civil society. Alignment: The curriculum’s cross-disciplinary case 

studies (such as climate change policy, digital privacy rights, or economic decisions by 

government) require students to consider multiple perspectives and principles. For 

instance, in a module on digital privacy, students discuss the balance between personal 

interests (privacy of citizens, security needs of society) and democratic principles (like 

individual rights vs. common good). They learn civic virtues such as respect and equity 

by examining whose interests are at stake (e.g. citizens, companies, government 

agencies) and how core principles (liberty, security, justice) guide solutions. The teacher 

facilitates by posing questions like, “What principles should guide lawmakers when they 

create internet privacy laws? How do personal perspectives (a teen’s vs. a law 

enforcement officer’s) on this issue differ?”. Through such analysis, students explain why 

different stakeholders have different views and how democratic ideals can help mediate 

those differences. This meets the standard by having students explicitly connect personal 

perspectives and civic values to real public issues. In practice, it means students 

recognize, for example, that a civic problem like climate policy involves scientific facts, 

economic interests, ethical values, and democratic debate – and they can explain the role 

of each. This not only satisfies a student learning objective (understanding the interplay 

of values and interests in civic decisions) but also aligns with the teacher’s goal to build 

empathetic and principle-based reasoning in addressing societal problems. 

Civic Ideals and Practices: 

• D2.Civ.8.3-5 – Identify core civic virtues and democratic principles that guide 

government, society, and communities. Alignment: In the elementary portion of the 

curriculum, students learn about fundamental democratic ideals – such as justice, 

equality, liberty, and civic virtues like honesty, responsibility, respect. These concepts 

are woven into the content: for example, when studying why laws exist, the curriculum 

highlights principles (like fairness or freedom) behind those laws. Students might be 

asked to identify virtues/principles in scenarios (e.g. “Which democratic principle is 

reflected when Congress listens to many viewpoints?” – answer: perhaps liberty or 

popular sovereignty). Teachers use stories of American symbols or figures to illustrate 

virtues (like George Washington and honesty, or communities cooperating which shows 
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unity). By naming and discussing these guiding ideals, students meet this standard’s 

requirement to recognize the abstract values that underlie our government and society. 

The course’s design intentionally ties vocabulary and definitions to these principles (for 

instance, defining “consent of the governed” when discussing why we have elections). 

As a result, children can identify and give examples of how principles like equality or 

respect for authority appear in their own community and in the national government’s 

operations. 

• D2.Civ.8.6-8 – Analyze ideas and principles contained in the founding documents of the 

United States, and explain how they influence the social and political system. Alignment: 

The curriculum extends to a deeper analysis of the Declaration of Independence, U.S. 

Constitution, and Bill of Rights for middle school alignment. Students examine excerpts 

from these founding documents (for example, the Preamble of the Constitution or the 

First Amendment) to identify key ideas such as popular sovereignty, rule of law, 

separation of powers, individual rights. Through guided questions, they analyze what 

these principles mean and trace their impact on our government structure and daily life. 

For instance, a lesson may have students connect the phrase “We the People” to the 

principle of self-governance or link the idea of “freedom of speech” to how citizens 

debate issues today. The teacher’s instructional goal is to make these historical ideals 

tangible – perhaps by linking a founding principle to a current event (e.g. how checks and 

balances affected a recent law or court decision). The curriculum’s cross-disciplinary 

approach might even involve a brief ethics or philosophy discussion on these ideals. By 

the end, students can explain that because the Constitution mandates separation of 

powers, we have three branches today, or that because the Bill of Rights promises 

freedom of press, citizens can openly criticize the government. This alignment is 

evidenced in the curriculum’s interactive elements, such as card-sorting and case studies: 

students use the Three Branches cards not only to learn powers but also to reinforce the 

concept of checks and balances, a constitutional principle. The material explicitly notes it 

teaches “the basic principles of American democracy (separation of powers, checks and 

balances in simplified form) and the rights enshrined in founding documents”. Thus, the 

course satisfies this C3 standard by linking the founding documents’ content to the 

functioning of our social-political system, fulfilling both the student objective of 

understanding foundational ideas and the teacher’s goal of illustrating their lasting 

influence. 

(The curriculum also implicitly supports other C3 competencies, such as D2.Civ.2 and D2.Civ.3 

about the origins and authority of governments and laws, through its emphasis on constitutional 

foundations and historical context. Additionally, by encouraging students to consider taking 

action on issues and by engaging them in debates, it aligns with Dimension 4 (Communicating 

Conclusions & Taking Informed Action), as students are prompted to present their ideas and 

consider civic action in age-appropriate ways.) 

Next Generation Science Standards – Cross-Disciplinary Connections 

While primarily a civics curriculum, Three Branches of Government includes interdisciplinary 

case studies that connect civics with science, technology, and economics. This design reinforces 
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several NGSS themes and standards, particularly where scientific issues require civic 

understanding and action: 

• NGSS 5-ESS3-1 (Earth and Human Activity, Grade 5) – Obtain and combine 

information about ways individual communities use science ideas to protect the Earth’s 

resources and environment. Alignment: One case study has students explore how 

government addresses environmental challenges (e.g. a lesson on climate change policy 

or local environmental regulations). Students gather information on how a community (or 

government agency) applies scientific ideas – like recycling programs (science of 

ecosystems) or pollution limits (earth science) – to protect natural resources. They learn 

how the legislative branch passes environmental laws, the executive branch (agencies 

like the EPA) uses scientific data to enforce regulations, and the judicial branch might 

rule on environmental disputes. In doing so, students meet this standard by obtaining 

scientific and civic information and seeing how it is combined in real-world community 

action. The teacher’s role is to guide research (perhaps providing articles or data on a 

local environmental issue) and then help students connect that information to civic action 

(laws or community initiatives). This not only builds science literacy (understanding 

environmental protection methods) but also highlights the civic responsibility and 

governance that accompany scientific solutions, embodying the cross-disciplinary nature 

of the curriculum. 

• NGSS MS-ESS3-3 (Earth and Human Activity, Middle School) – Apply scientific 

principles to design a method for monitoring and minimizing a human impact on the 

environment. Alignment: Extending to middle school, the curriculum frames certain 

civic issues as design problems that require both scientific understanding and policy 

solutions. For example, students might be tasked with proposing how their city could 

reduce carbon emissions. They must consider scientific principles (like data on pollution 

or climate science) and then design a civic approach – such as a law encouraging electric 

vehicles or a community tree-planting program. This mirrors the NGSS performance 

expectation: students treat a societal problem (human environmental impact) as 

something to be solved with a method or policy, informed by science. In class, they might 

draft a brief plan (monitored by a “commission” of students) to reduce waste at school, 

applying science (recycling facts) and civics (creating a rule or campaign). Teachers 

encourage students to evaluate feasibility and impacts, much like an engineer or 

policymaker would. By constructing and presenting these solutions, students practice 

systems thinking and argumentation from evidence, satisfying MS-ESS3-3. It shows 

them that government policies can be viewed as designed solutions to human-impact 

problems, tightly interweaving scientific reasoning with civics. 

• NGSS MS-ETS1-1 (Engineering Design, Middle School) – Define the criteria and 

constraints of a design problem with sufficient precision to ensure a successful solution, 

taking into account relevant scientific principles and potential impacts on people and the 

natural environment. Alignment: The curriculum’s exploration of topics like digital 

privacy or public health essentially treats these as engineering or design challenges in 

society. For instance, students examining digital privacy might define the “problem” – 

how to protect personal data online – and identify criteria/constraints for solutions 

(criteria: preserve individual privacy and security; constraints: technological capabilities, 

legal framework, societal values like freedom of information). They consider 
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scientific/technical principles (how data is collected, encryption, etc.) and impacts on 

people (privacy rights) and environment (less relevant for privacy, but analogous in other 

cases like designing eco-friendly policies). In doing so, they emulate the process outlined 

in MS-ETS1-1: clearly framing a societal problem with constraints (e.g. a law must 

respect the Constitution, must be enforceable with technology, must consider economic 

cost). Teachers support this by guiding students to list requirements for a good solution 

(for privacy, maybe “must protect user data, must allow law enforcement some access, 

etc.”) and constraints (cost, technology limits, differing public opinions). This approach 

fulfills the standard by getting students to think like engineers/policy-makers who define 

problems precisely. It underscores that good civic solutions require understanding both 

science/tech and social needs – an important instructional goal of the cross-disciplinary 

design. 

• NGSS Crosscutting Concept: Influence of Science, Engineering, and Technology on 

Society and the Natural World – Technological and scientific developments are closely 

tied to societal needs, values, and decisions. Alignment: Throughout the curriculum, 

teachers emphasize discussions about how science and technology intersect with civic 

life. For example, in learning about digital privacy, students consider how new 

technologies (like social media or surveillance tools) create needs for new laws and how 

societal values (privacy, security) drive the use or limitation of technology. Similarly, 

economic concepts like resource scarcity or technological innovation in energy are 

related to government policy choices (illustrating how science/tech and economics 

influence policy). This reflects the NGSS crosscutting principle that the use of 

technology is shaped by societal needs, values, climate, and economic conditions. By 

examining cases (such as debates on renewable energy policy, which involve climate 

science and economics), students see first-hand that science and engineering solutions 

have social consequences and are guided by social priorities. This big-picture 

understanding is a key teacher goal: to help students realize that being scientifically 

literate citizens is part of civic life. As a result, students are better prepared to engage in 

informed civic discussions about topics like climate change or cybersecurity, meeting the 

spirit of NGSS’s interdisciplinary vision. 

• Integration of Science Practices (Analyzing & Arguing from Evidence): The 

curriculum’s case-based questions often require students to analyze data or evidence 

(for example, interpreting a simple graph of CO₂ levels in a climate lesson) and then 

make an argument or recommendation (a science practice and a civic skill). This aligns 

with NGSS science and engineering practices such as Engaging in Argument from 

Evidence and Obtaining, Evaluating, and Communicating Information. For instance, 

when discussing an economic issue like a city budget (math/econ data) or reviewing 

statistics on a public health policy, students must interpret the information and argue for a 

course of civic action. Teachers encourage citing numerical data or scientific facts in 

these arguments, reinforcing rigorous thinking. By blending these practices into civics 

content, the curriculum ensures that students meet relevant NGSS practice standards and 

appreciate the role of evidence in decision-making, a crucial objective for both scientific 

and civic education. 
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