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Federalism: Who Actually Runs
What?

Bloom's Level: Understand

Standard:

NCSS.C3.6.9-12 — Civic Ideals and ti
NCSS.C3.9-12.4 — Civic Particigati
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Federalism divides power across three levels of
responsibiliig
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT? ARTICLE

Runs What?

Federalism: Who Actuac;\’p

Why Does It Matter Who's in
Charge?

Imagine you're frustrated that your school

doesn't offer enough electives, or that th

minimum wage at your part-time j
: £ isth divides power across three levels of
low. You want to do somethi @ riftment — federal, state, and local — each with

own responsibilities that affect your daily life.

N\

issu i nd federalism: a system that divides gove E ‘

: ?5@59

council? T on which level of government controls tha

t deral) government and smaller state and 1

go standing federalism isn't just a civics exercise — it's

men
map@

at Is Federalism?

ou exactly where power lives and how to use your voice effgcti

C

Federalism is the constitutional framework that splits authority between the federal
government in Washington, D.C., and the fifty individual state governments. The U.S.

Constitution establishes this division, granting certain powers exclusively to the

rnment, reserving others for the states, and sharing some between Béth

ﬁse (Article VI of the Constitution) establi ed o¢
\ " me law of the land," meaning that when federal t confliat,
ral®aw wins. However, this does not mean the iy n 5
@‘ery’ching. The Tenth Amendment specific s all granted to
& the federal government to the states or to t 1 was intentional —
the Founders wanted to prevent any 61‘1 ﬁming too powerful.
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It's also worth noting that federalism

3 in tlme Throughout

ral and state governments has
ew Deal era of the 1930s, and the Civil
ed federal authority in significant ways,

American history, the balance of power
shifted. Major events like the C1v11
Rights Movement of the 1960s all e

reshaping how responsibilities are divided across levels of government.

Three Levels, Three Roles

To understand federalism clearly, it helps to classify the three levels of government

and describe what each one typically co

The Federal Government 9&
\ tha

The federal government he entire nation. Its

ation and naturalization

&

eral currency and taxation

For example, Congress sets the federal minimum wage — currently $7.25 per hour —
as a national baseline. No state can legally pay workers less than this amount.

State rnments
hority over issues within their own borders. Sta
cally include: 0“
icy and curriculum standards C
A
rlver s licensing and vehicle registration é

c\""
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mlmum wage laws (which can exceed t

State criminal law and prisons

k

- Public health regulations




Nl
?g:he country. California's
a

n the federal floor because

This is why minimum wage varies so tic
minimum wage, for instance, is significamtlyghi

6‘;
0s

Cities, counties, and school districts operate at the most immediate level of daily life.

California's state legislature chose t er. Neither decision is "wrong" —

they reflect different state prioritie ts of living.

Local Governments

Local governments control:

- Public schools (curriculum decisions, hours, extracurricular programs)

- Local police departments

- Zoning laws (what can be hu re ou orhood)
- Public parks and libr C
- Local taxes a

When yo d yO

® \
Xers certain classes or follows a particular
aces back to your local school board — ‘
hin guidelines set by your state. i 6(

s

SC

lo y

Shage wers: Where It Gets Interesting
@ gowers are concurrent, meaning both federal and state govemt& share

them. Taxation is a classic example — you pay both federal income tax and, in most
states, a state income tax. Building and maintaining roads is another shared

responsibility, with the federal government funding major interstate highways while

o

states and localities manage smaller roads.

can sometimes create confusion or conflict. When a state la

w, courts must step in to interpret which au

é iation between levels of government is act &

ot a flaw — it keeps power distributed and gncolita

lutions to public problems. ?‘\
P
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Real-World Connections: Fed

A %\v
s g?lggife

Federalism shapes your life in ways you'hi mediately recognize:

* Your school curriculum: Your @Mepartment of education sets learning
standards, but your local school district decides many day-to-day details.

* Your paycheck: Federal law sets the minimum wage floor; your state may set it

higher.

* Speed limits: The federal government once set a national speed limit, but today

t roads

states control their own speed limits ;
* Voting rules: While federal la ng g , states largely control how
elections are run — inclugdi tra s and polling hours.
Understanding this ﬂ‘:“s me g powerful: if you want to change \
d trols it. Want better school programs?
@.ﬁ)ntmt your state representative. Want a hi‘
g 6?‘

islature may be the right audience.
"ded

ional

something, y
Attend

mi

Su er Is Shared, Not Stacked

describes a system where governmental authority is delibe
g federal, state, and local levels. The federal government managet
concerns; states govern within their borders; and local governments handle the most
immediate community issues. Some powers are shared, and courts help resolve
conflicts when levels overlap. And as American history shows, the exact balance of

that power; continues to evolve over time.

ortanfgtakeaway is this: knowing who controls what transf
r into an informed, effective citizen. When y, d
er, you know exactly where to direct yoq wc

A
C 2
Sos®
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LESSON OBJECTIVE

Ol

FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

| Lesson Objective C\’p

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to explain how
governmental power is divided among federal, state, and
local levels under the U.S. system of federalism. You will
ilities of

t Understanding which level of

: government controls issues like
minimum wage or school

curriculum helps citizens know

exactly who to contact when they
Bloom's Leyel: sta want change.

also be able to describe the roles and respo
each level of government and identify w el

controls specific issues that affec

Standard: NCSS.C3.6.9-1
TEKS §113.44(d)(8

t 8§ Wi onstrate understanding of
ow power is distributed across federal, state, an

na he 'understand' level of Bloom's Taxonomy asks students to e %es
in&ation by explaining ideas in their own words and connecting con ;‘ﬁem-
world examples. In this lesson, students move beyond simply recalling facts about
federalism to genuinely grasping why the division of power matters and how it shapes

their ability to participate as citizens.

A
Q-
"

3
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

| Application Questions C\,F

Read each question carefully and use what you have learned about federalism to

explain your thinking in your own words.

1. Your state's minimum wage is $10 per rbut the federal minimum wage is $7.25
per hour. A local business owner ar tat: o right to set a wage higher
than the federal government's h mfederalism, explain whether
the state is acting within i &‘ wc
Think about: Congi w %\/‘d for states under the Tenth Amendment and
how state minﬁe&é@he federal minimum wage floor described in the article.

2. A student wants to change the elective courses offered at her school. She writes a
letter to the President of the United States asking him to require all schools to offer

N\

more elective options. Based on your understanding of federalism, explain why this
approach may not be the most effective and identify which level of government she
ct instead.
ut which level of government — federal, state, or loc y ¢
ol curriculum and daily decisions, and why directin‘i n E@
\‘ \C
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o% po*
%hﬁf government stepped in to

3. During the Civil Rights Movement 9 t
override certain state laws that denied citizens.e ts. How does this historical

example help explain the role of thewause in the federal system, and what
of

does it suggest about how the balan er between federal and state governments
can change over time?
Think about: Recall what the Supremacy Clause says about conflicts between federal and state

law, and consider how major historical events have shifted the balance of power described in the
article.

®

3\
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

‘ $\v
? a ? RIMARY SOURCE ANALYSIS (DBQ)
| Primary Source Analysic“k

Read the primary source excerpt below carefully. Then answer the four analysis
questions that follow. Use evidence from the source and your knowledge of
federalism to support your responses.

James Madison, Federalist N $
The powers delegated by t ' the federal government are
few and defined. Those Whi ' State governments are numerous

and indefinite. cis@d principally on external objects, as war,

peace, negoti i% erce; with which last the power of taxation
' ted. The powers reserved to the several State
ch, in the ordinary course of affairs, concer ?
%5
tate. The operations of the federal government will be mi 6
d important in times of war and danger; those of the State »P

efnments, in times of peace and security.
— James Madison, Federalist No. 45, published in the New York Packet, January 2b, 1788

N\
i

ies of the people, and the internal order, improveme

1. Who wrote this document, and what was his purpose in writing it? How might his
role as a Founder and supporter of the Constitution influence the argument he makes

about the !’vision of power between federal and state governments? [Sourcing] !
\ \‘ ) ¢ \ \‘ ) L

3
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0 fo ﬁ] itution was ratified. What
concerns did many Americans have at thati strong central government, and

2. This essay was written in 1788, sh

how does Madison's argument in this “ pt to address those concerns?
[Context] é

&e federal government, and

3. According to Madison, wh P
what types belong to the s ifi
support your anSWé. oS8l Re ‘ ®

W

~®NMladison argues that state powers are "numerous and indefinite" whilegeral

powers are "few and defined." How does this claim connect to the Tenth Amendment
and the concept of reserved powers described in the lesson? Do you think Madison's
description still accurately reflects how federalism works in America today? Explain.

[Corroboration] !

\ O
g
<

3
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

pou.

CIVIC ACTION SCENARIO

<

| Civic Action Scenario O,‘

Read the civic scenario below carefully. Identify the stakeholders involved and
answer all three questions using what you have learned about federalism and civic
participation. Write in complete sentences and support your answers with
reasoning.

Scenario: The students

os&ustrated because their

ig
school does not off ur

nd many feel the existing
tﬁeir community. A group of students \

giR@le
th
are unsure whether to contact the Presiden
slature, or their local school board. Meanwhile, t
mw education funding law that limits how muc ?‘
to 66

curriculum d

decides

n non-core courses, making it harder for the school

t
icts
elwaven if it wants to. Some parents believe the federal governm

w tep in and require schools nationwide to offer a broader range
69 students must figure out which level of government actually contrrc

curriculum decisions and how to most effectively make their voices heard.

: ¢
T
ool

Stakeholders: Students at Jefferson High School who want more elective course options |
Local sc 1 board members responsible for curriculum and budget decisions | State
ho passed the education funding law limiting district spending | Parents
inte tion is needed to improve school programs

\& o™

\C°
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1. Based on what you know about fed ’ ﬁﬁf government — federal,
0

state, or local — has the most direct aut \%
why that level of government holds tlﬁ
ent should require all

é‘j s;& g
Us 0 tanding of the Tenth

xpléin er this would be an appropriate

Amendment and the divisi 0
use of federal authE h \< *

<
S

& you were one of the students in this scenario, what specific civic acti could you

‘6?,\"

1 curriculum decisions? Explain

2. The parents in this scenario beli

schools to offer more elective co

take to address the lack of electives at your school? Identify at least two actions and
explain which level of government each action targets.

\ §é°‘“
W

S

o)
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\

who shouli she contact to make her voice heard most effectively?
\ Settos

- -
\ R\
FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT? ? : HYPOTHETICALS
| Hypotheticals (}\,‘

Read each scenario carefully, then answer both questions using what you have
learned about federalism and the division of power between federal, state, and local

governments.
@ school recently cut the
h& wants to fight to get these

programs restored. 1ls o write a letter to the President, but
her civics tea

Scenario 1: Marisol is a 9th
art and music programs

ﬁroach. Marisol is not sure who actually

ut her school's programs.

s
has the e ke 81
%&Ew about federalism, which level of government e ?‘

a
contials ecg out public school programs like art and music? Explain 1 6

Cv Cv

b) What specific civic action could Marisol take to try to restore these programs, and

gnario 2: Darius works a part-time job at a lo

6% state minimum wage, which is higher than ' imﬁn »His

coworker argues that the state has
the federal government already set

noi ' w wage because
rigs, i e 0 is correct.

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 13



Ol Xl

an own minimum wage? Use

(,\3*

a) Is Darius's coworker correct that st
your understanding of federalism to exp

b) If Darius wanted to advocate for an even higher minimum wage in his state, which

level of government should he focus on, and wht civic actions could he take to make an
impact? E
d\ \C‘

\ ®
g
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

. ?,\"'
>

| Short Answer C\,

SHORT ANSWER

Answer each question in 1-2 complete sentences using what you learned from the
lesson.

1. What is federalism, and why did the Fo create this system instead of giving all
power to one central government? E $
d\ \‘ ’O

2. lain rﬁ%nmimum wage is an example of how federal and state g

share or ower under federalism.

C

3 t wantad to change the elective courses offered at their scho el
e ey most likely need to contact, and why? 0&
\ \C  J d\ \C‘
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

<

| Reflection Questions C’\,i

Answer each question in your own words, using what you learned from the article
to support your thinking.

1. In your own words, explain why the Unidied States uses a federal system that divides
power between national, state, and entg,i ad of giving all power to one
central government.
Think about: Think about t S w@o ied about and what the Tenth
Amendment w{ 0. \‘ N ®

2."Explain why the minimum wage can be different from state to state, evelt though

there is a federal minimum wage. What does this tell you about how federalism works in
practice?

Think about: Consider the roles of both the federal government and state governments when it

omes tletting wages, and what the federal minimum wage actually represents. !

\%e C \%e .
O

X

3
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3. If you wanted to push for more elec ass chool, which level of

government would you most likely need ; why? How does understanding
federalism help you take effective civiaioﬁ

Think about: Think about which level o
school decisions, and why knowing that matters for civic participation.

rnment controls public schools and day-to-day

\ ®
g
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

Sl

MULTIPLE CHOICE

65(’
| Multiple Choice C\'F

Choose the best answer for each question based on your understanding of
federalism and the division of governmental power in the United States.

1. What is the main purpose of federalis th8 United States?

ment decisions

A. To give the President comp 0 1
e c onal government and state

\ .
C. To ensur C e$\gre more power than state governments
D. T Co %

e all state and local laws at any time $
2. Glch co#ngl provision establishes that federal law is the suprem&idaw of tgg i
land? > P
GM& First Amendment ‘ »'

B. The Tenth Amendment

o)
€

B. To divide governme

governments

N\
|

C. The Supremacy Clause in Article VI

D. The Commerce Clause in Article I

3. Ac to the Tenth Amendment, powers not granted to the federal gov
or ? “
roant and the Cabinet ( 0
‘ 6’[@9 upreme Court q ®

QP""?‘\C

C. The states or the people
D. The Senate and the House of Repr

3
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4. Which of the following is an examp po tg) ongs primarily to the federal
government? p
A. Setting school curriculum stan@
. Issuing driver's licenses

B
C. Managing foreign policy and treaties
D

. Establishing zoning laws for neighborhoods

5. A student notices that the minimum w alifornia is higher than the federal

minimum wage. What does this best il ut fed@galism?
A. California is breaking fegle i idher wage

B. States can set

i a long as it meets or exceeds the federal \

ir gn
minimum \
L Th agov m$$ authority over wage laws
C P esponsible for setting all wage standards ?‘

6. w& government would a student most likely contact if they wanted
e

lective courses offered at their public school? C

. The President of the United States
B. A U.S. Senator
C. The local school board

D. The U.S. Department of Defense

: d d in the article as a concurrent power. What dw “
5% 2 O

Qg e federal government has the authority to coldect \ Q’C
: sh hﬂ collect

‘ %\ oth the federal government and state gove
9 taxes
» e taxes

C. Local governments are the only 1

D. Tax laws must be approved by all ing effect

b0k

c\""
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8. Which historical event is mentione a xample of how the balance

of power between federal and state gove ﬁ ifted over time?

A. The American Revolution

B. The signing of the Declaration &dependence
C. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s

D. The founding of the United Nations

9. When a state law conflicts with a federghlawiwhat typically happens according to the

principles of federalism? @
@ states have more local
‘. A k23

A. The state law automatigall
knowledge
B. Both law ai act \
; tod te@ h authority applies, and federal law general%
e 'egcides which law should be enforced on a case-by-cas S E 6E ‘
QE understanding federalism described in the article as importarw:
ipation?

s choose which one to follow

A. It helps citizens memorize the names of all elected officials in the country

B. It allows citizens to identify which level of government controls an issue so they
can direct their efforts effectively

es that the federal government is always the most important level
wst government decisions are made without a fr 0&
q ’

v»‘a’?‘\c
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TRUE / FALSE
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

65(’
| True / False C\'p

Read each statement carefully. Write T if the statement is true or F if the statement
is false.

1. Federalism is a system that divides gowv; tal power between a national

xﬂ@eﬁeral government has complete control over

States.

government and state and local gov

2. The Suprem la an
all areas o olicy

] e P
3. £ %ment reserves powers not granted to the federal governmen

e
o o\

e (O False

O True ¢ False

N\

4. State governments are prohibited from setting a minimum wage higher than the
federal minimum wage.

O Truea O False

4 m@such as school boards, have authority over day-
\ 7
ruc®® O False
\>* \
9“. Taxation is an example of a concurrent po caiSe hoth
~ i

governments can collect taxes.

O True © False
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7. The balance of power between fede

Xl

ts has remained
unchanged since the Constitution was fi

O True QO False C

8. Immigration and naturalization are responsibilities of the federal government, not
individual state governments.

O True O False

9. When a state law conflicts with a feder he statg law takes priority under the
Supremacy Clause. &

O True O False \
(O, \
& ent controls a particular issue helps citizens

Nl ?;9"‘
o

<
e o>

@

ol

C
o™
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FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT?

Sl

VOCABULARY

65(’
| Vocabulary C\'p

Review the following key terms from the lesson on federalism. Read each definition
carefully and be prepared to use these terms when discussing how governmental
power is divided in the United States.

Federalism

A system of government that div W tw@ ational (federal) government

and smaller state and loc

Explain in your ow: S \< Py
p E se

Su u
m ticle VI of the U.S. Constitution that establishes federal law
e

law of the land, meaning federal law wins when it conflicts with

dme
e ittt dment that reserves all powers not granted t el
\ [9) rnn@ e states or to the people. ( 0
*

‘9 \ e ?,\‘9,?50
N 6?95

S
ol
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Explain in your own words:




Federal Government

h \
9?~
e

The national level of government, based ., that handles issues

affecting the entire country such as naEt@%se, foreign policy, and immigration.

Explain in your own words:

Interstate Commerce

Trade and economic activity that cros
states or regulating national co 10
government.

Explain in your own words lc
|\ ‘ C:
%vg,?‘\

O

VRS N
Powers e shared by both the federal and state governments, such as the ab
ﬁ&sor build and maintain roads. C}x

in in your own words:

s, suadhas shipping goods between
d by the federal

a

vel of government, including cities, counties, a h S “
iflgs like public schools, local police, and zoning law 0
n words: c

e \C *

Q
9‘3"}6
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X

h %\"
\
Local School Board ?>

An elected local body that makes decisiofi$*alyiat iic schools in a community, such as

curriculum details, school hours, and I“ lar programs.
Explain in your own words: é

Zoning Laws
Local government rules that determin
in specific areas of a community.

h owngs or activities are allowed

Explain in your own words: \
\‘ \\

which a person who was not born a U.S. citizen become
led by the federal government.

your own words: ‘ »

N\

o
B
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| Exit Ticket C\,

FEDERALISM: WHO ACTUALLY RUNS WHAT? EXIT TICKET

Answer both questions in 1-2 sentences each. Use what you learned from today's
lesson to support your answers.

1. Explain why a state like California can

higher minimum wage than the federal
minimum wage. What does this tell

p E
\ \‘ ; L
25 $ Iﬁ%&lecti‘ve courses offered at your school, whi
g en é‘g st likely need to contact, and why?

divided under federalism?

ol

C
o™
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Federalism divides power across three levels of government — federal, state, and local — each with
its own responsibilities that affect your daily life.

A
Q-
"

3
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Understanding which level of government controls issues like minimum wage or school curriculum
helps citizens know exactly who to contact when they want change.

C

AR
&o

3
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Federalism:
CROS

ACROSS

4.

10.

A

at?

OWN

G

The legal process by which a person who was not born a
U.S. citizen becomes one, which is controlled by the federal
government.

1.

A system of government that divides power between a
national (federal) government and smaller state and local
governments.

An elected local body that makes decisions about public
schools in a community, such as curriculum details, school
hours, and extracurricular programs.

The constitutional amendment that reserves ers no 3
granted to the federal government to the 8

people.

Powers that are shared by bat ed@ral anl t L P
governments, such as 1ty taxe

and maintain roads. «\

??‘c,('v&

PO

Trade and economic activity that crosses state lines, such as
shipping goods between states or regulating national
corporations, which is regulated by the federal government.

The part of Article VI of the U.S. Constitution that establishes
federal law as the supreme law of the land, meaning federal
law wins when it conflicts with state law.

Local government rules that determine what types of
buildings or activities are allowed in specific areas of a

Che 11ével of government, based in Washington, D.C.,
@ andles issues affecting the entire country such as
afional defense, foreign policy, and immigration.

The most immediate level of government, including cities,
counties, and school districts, which controls things like
public schools, local police, and zoning laws.

N\
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FIND THESE WORDS

Local School Board

cvscurrent Powers

Federal Government

Interstate Commerce

Tenth Amendment

Naturalization

Supremacy Clause

Local Government

Zoning Laws

Federalism



