
Knowledge is power.

Expand your Civic Literacy and share this Individual Learning Module with 
family and friends to expand their Civic Literacy, too!

ü Our Democracy runs on the Active and Informed Participation of its 
Citizens. 

Be a Democracy Defender!
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What is this Democracy all about?

This module will help you answer that question.  Just click on the links in this 
Notes section to view the graphics on each slide.
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FOUNDING PRINCIPLES
When you build a house, you start with a “foundation”– the rock-solid base 
that you build on.  245 years ago, our democracy began with a set of ideas
some have called “Founding Principles”. 

When you read the words written in the Declaration of Independence, the
US Constitution*, and the Bill of Rights, you may hear the echo of these ideas. 

The Founding Principles we will present were some of the basic ideas the 
founders believed in and lived by--and these ideas and others have come to 
define what a representative democracy like ours looks like. 

We will also present why we believe the active participation of informed 
citizens is the cement that holds this house together.

*Learn more about the US Constitution from the Annenberg Classroom: 
https://www.annenbergclassroom.org/constitution
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https://www.annenbergclassroom.org/constitution


Really BIG ideas, right?  Our Democracy has always been guided by the exceptional ideas 
presented in the founding documents. As the late Congresswomen from Texas, Barbara Jordan 
said, “What the people want is very simple– they want an America as good at its promise.”

And this system has continued today--when we vote, we elect officials who we hope will 
represent us and move our interests forward, WITHIN the framework of our American democracy.

Thought Experiment:
Pick one of these principles and think about how you see it in practice. Ask yourself one of these 
questions and think of a concrete example. 
ü Are citizens around you Actively Participating in our democracy?
ü Do you see the Rule of Law being applied equally to all citizens? 
ü Can you find an example when your Human Rights were protected?
ü How do you know if an election is Free and Fair?

Real World Examples: 
Active Participation: Citizens who vote, lobby, contact elected officials, advocate for their issues,, 
run for office.
Rule of Law: When you get behind the wheel of a car and obey the “rules of the road” for your own 
and others’ safety.
Human Rights: Child labor is a thing of the past; young people cannot be forced to work, but 16-
year-olds may work within the lawful guidelines. The right to a K-12 education.
Free and Fair Elections: You are or can remember running for Student Government or to be a 
captain of a high school team; how would you know if the election was Free and Fair?  In the old 
times, out West, in order to vote for sheriff, you had to stand behind the person you were voting for. 
Now we have a secret ballot. Who counts the votes fairly? Would a teacher help? How are the 
ballots kept secure?       
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POWER, POWER, Who's Got the Power? 
Our Founding Fathers were so worried about the abuse of power and so 
worried about any one person or group having too much control, that they 
divided power between Federal and State Governments and then separated
government functions and powers into THREE BRANCHES. 

The Bottom Line: Government power is divided and separated among elected 
and appointed officials and designed with CHECKS and BALANCES among the 
Three Branches (See PART 2).
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=730730


CHECKS and BALANCES in the US Government, refers to the separation of 
powers mandated by the US Constitution that results from divided branches 
of power. The US Constitution divides power among three branches of 
government-- Executive, Legislative and Judicial--to prevent any one from 
having too much power. 

Each branch is said to have the power to CHECK the power of the others, in 
order to maintain a BALANCE in the government.
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=730731


10 Amendments to the US Constitution– the Bill of Rights.

ü FEDERALISTS thought that individual rights were already in the US Constitution; e.g., 
"no title of nobility", the need for a court order in order to detain an individual, no 
double jeopardy (prohibits anyone from being prosecuted twice for the same crime). 

ü ANTI-FEDERALISTS thought that the Constitution gave the new American government 
too much power and didn't specifically list citizens' individual rights. 

• So, they COMPROMISED!

The 229th Birthday of the Bill of Rights was celebrated on 12.15.20! 
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=725747


Here is an event that takes place every four years, that upholds the Founding Principles and 
sustains our Democracy. See this list of recent Presidential transfers of power from one party’s 
administration to another– Republicans to Democrats and Democrats to Republicans.  

The Peaceful Transfer of Power has been a DEFINING feature of American Democracy for
almost 250 years!  

ü From the iCivics graphic: “The Constitution calls for Federal elections that allow for a 
peaceful transfer of power.  Following a “Free and Fair Election”, this involves handing over 
positions, power, and responsibility from one leader to the next– when political parties 
differ, and when they do not.”

And in this time of questioning, even the Peaceful Transfer of Power has been met with 
challenges. The good news is that the guardrails of our democracy, including the Rule of Law,
held firm.  
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=713871


What do Labels really mean?

Are you wondering about the "labels" you may see on social media and hear 
from others? "LABELS" can reduce complex ideas to sound bites that are 
MISLEADING. 

Do some research to understand:

Political Systems:
Set the process for making government decisions (laws) for domestic and 
foreign policies that protect citizens and benefit the nation.

VS

Economic Systems:
What are a country's resources? How should goods/services be produced from 
those resources? How should goods and services be shared with citizens?
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=725758


Finding Common Ground:
No system is perfect, but the foundation of our Democracy has proven strong enough to 
withstand many challenges. We look to the next generation to stay engaged and to 
continue to work to solve the nation’s problems, while protecting the Founding Principles 
and the promise of our democratic way of life.

Thought Experiment:
If you were an elected official, what would be the first problem you would you take on? 
What would your solution involve?

For more, see our Civic Education Websites: a comprehensive list of reliable civic 
education websites. 

For much more, see The League of Women Voters of Greater Pittsburgh website at 
www.lwvpgh.org and the Voters Resource Library.

For Candidate information, see Vote411.org (http://www.vote411.org).

Democracy is NOT a spectator sport!
Your VOTE is your VOICE
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http://www.lwvpgh.org/docs.ashx?id=844326
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