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“The U.S. Constitution was born, in part, from frustration with a national government that had 
too little power. Yet the question of how much the Federal government should do has continued 

to be a matter of debate.” 

Course Details 

This course is part of the PBS TeacherLine suite of self-paced courses. 
 

Course 
Description 

“Big Government”—some U.S. citizens would greet that phrase with 
jeers, while others would defend “big government” as a necessary 
feature of modern democracy. Debates about the proper size of 
government are hardly new; the framers of the Constitution argued 
about the proper role of the Federal government, and American history 
has seen continuing evolution of the government and its relationship to 
the people. In this course, you will use multimedia resources from 
Annenberg Learner to examine how Americans have struck a balance 
between limiting government and serving society’s changing needs over 
the course of the nation’s 230+ years. 
 

Course 
Goals 

This course will help you understand how and why the role of the U.S. 
government has evolved throughout American history and enable you 
to enhance your coverage of this process in your history classroom.  
During this course, you will build your understanding of the following 
concepts: 

• The arguments of the Federalists and Anti-Federalists regarding the 
Constitution 

• The Progressive movement and the changes in government that 
resulted 

• The New Deal and its lasting effects on the role and size of American 
government 

• Ronald Reagan’s New Federalism and its vision of the role of the 
national government 

 
Course 
Design 

This 3 hour professional learning opportunity is a self-paced 
experience. Learners can explore the course content, watch videos, 
and take self-assessments at their own pace.  

 

Target 
Audience 

This course is intended for pre-service and in-service teachers of 
grades 6-12 and American history/social studies coaches and 
specialists.  

 
Standards This course addresses the following standards: 

National Standards for U.S. History (UCLA) 
Era 3: Revolution and the New Nation (1754-1820s) 
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Standard 3: The institutions and practices of government created during 
the revolution and how they were revised between 1787 and 1815 to 
create the foundation of the American political system.  

• Standard 3B: Students should be able to demonstrate 
understanding of the issues involved in the creation and 
ratification of the United States Constitution and the new 
government it established. 
 

Era 7: The Emergence of Modern America (1890-1930) 

Standard 1: How Progressives and others addressed problems of 
industrial capitalism, urbanization, and political corruption.  

• Standard 1B: Students should be able to demonstrate 
understanding of Progressivism at the national level. 

Era 8: The Great Depression and World War II (1929-1945) 

Standard 2: How the New Deal addressed the Great Depression, 
transformed American federalism, and initiated the welfare state.  

• Standard 2A: Demonstrate understanding of the presidency of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal.  

• Standard 2C: Students should be able to demonstrate 
understanding of opposition to the New Deal, the alternative 
programs of its detractors, and the legacy of the “Roosevelt 
Revolution.” 

Era 10: Contemporary United States (1968 to the present) 

Standard 1: Recent developments in foreign and domestic policy.  

• Standard 1B: Students should be able to demonstrate 
understanding of domestic policy issues in contemporary 
American society by … examining the impact of the “Reagan 
Revolution” on federalism and public perception of the role of 
government. 

National Standards for Civics and Government (Center for Civic 
Education) 
Standard III: How Does the Government Established by the Constitution 
Embody the Purposes, Values, and Principles of American Democracy? 

• B. How is the national government organized and what does it 
do?  

Schedule This course is estimated to take approximately 3 hours to complete. 
However, it is a self-paced experience and learners may work at their 
own pace and according to their individual schedules. Learners will 
have access to the course for 1 year after the purchase date. 

 



SOST1035: Defining the Role of the U.S. Government 
Course Syllabus 

 

	  

 

	  
©	  PBS.	  All	  rights	  reserved.	  

 
PBS TeacherLine reserves the right to change, update, or modify this syllabus as needed.	  

Certificate  Learners will receive a printable certificate upon completion of all coursework, 
activities, and “Check for Understanding” multiple-choice quizzes, which will be 
tracked and graded by our automated system. All learners must score 100% on 
quizzes (with multiple attempts permitted) in order to receive the completion 
certificate. 

 

Course Content and Assignments 

During this self-paced course, learners explore how questions surrounding the strength of the 
federal government have echoed through four periods of intense national debate about the role 
of government: the struggle for ratification of the Constitution drafted at the Philadelphia 
convention in 1787, the Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the Reagan presidency. Learners 
begin by analyzing the arguments of the Federalists and Anti-Federalists and examining the 
geography of ratification. They then turn to the Progressive Era, examining the consequences of 
industrialization, urbanization, and immigration and considering the varied approaches to 
reform. They then identify how the Great Depression and New Deal altered the relationship 
between Americans and their government. The last case study deals with the “Reagan 
Revolution,” which represented a rejection certain aspects of a strong Federal government. 
Finally, learners consider how to enhance their teaching about the evolving role of government. 
In order to receive a course certificate, learners must complete all course activities, with scores 
of 100% on multiple-choice quizzes (multiple attempts permitted).  
 

Topic Learning Objective Coursework/Activities 

Federalists and Anti-
Federalists 

 

• Compare the arguments 
of the Federalists and 
Anti-Federalists 

• Make connections 
between the Anti-
Federalists and 
arguments made today 
about big government 

 

• Consider whether a new constitution 
could gain approval of the American 
public today 

• Based on secondary sources, identify the 
fundamental differences between the 
arguments of Federalists and Anti-
Federalists 

• Use a map to identify geographic patterns 
of support for ratification of the 
Constitution 

• Answer Check for Understanding quiz 

 

The 
Progressive Era 

 

• Identify challenges facing 
U.S. society in the 
Progressive Era (c. 1890-
1920) 

• Understand issues 
surrounding child labor  

• Explain the arguments of 
groups opposing and 
supporting federal 

• Use historical photographs to identify 
problems at the turn of the 20th century 

• Analyze a video profile of the life and 
work of Jane Addams 

• Listen to an interview with a historian on 
child labor and answer questions about it 

• Consider the use of photographs for 
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regulation of child labor 

 

understanding how Progressive reformers 
built support for their positions 

• Answer Check for Understanding quiz 

 

The New Deal 
 

• Describe problems faced 
by Americans in the 
Great Depression 

• List New Deal programs 
and the problems they 
were intended to address 

• Explain how the New 
Deal changed the 
relationship of the 
American people and the 
federal government 

 

• Using a video profile, recognize problems 
of rural America during the Great 
Depression 

• Use the online text chapter “By the 
People, for the People” to complete a 
data retrieval chart on New Deal 
programs  

• Read oral history interviews to deepen 
understanding of the evolving role of the 
federal government 

• Answer Check for Understanding quiz 

 

Ronald Reagan’s New 
Federalism 

 

• Explain reasons why 
people were frustrated 
with government in the 
1970s 

• Describe Ronald 
Reagan’s goals for 
reducing the federal 
government’s role in the 
lives of Americans 

• Assess the success of 
the “Reagan Revolution” 
in achieving its goals  

 

• Read a secondary source and identify the 
goals of Ronald Reagan’s administration 

• Listen to an audio interview to gather 
information to assess the success of the 
“Reagan Revolution”  

• Answer Check for Understanding quiz 

 

Teaching about 
the Evolving 
Role of 
Government 

 

• Describe strategies for 
teaching about the 
evolving role of 
government in U.S. 
history courses 

 

• Read tips for enhancing instruction about 
the evolution of the role of the U.S. 
government 

• Reflect on strategies for teaching about 
the evolution of the role of the U.S. 
government in U.S. history courses 

  
 
 
 


