Declaration of Independence Assignment
Instructions:
In this assignment you are required to read and interpret the major points of the Declaration of
Independence.

The Declaration of Independence is a document that we refer to often in a discussion of
American Politics or in looking at the role of the founders. However, despite our reverence for
this document, we don't seem to have a detailed knowledge of its actual text and what that text
means.
This assignment is designed to remedy this as well as investigate several arguments
surrounding the nature of the founding and the role of the document in our society.
The reading for this assignment comes in three parts. All PDFs can be found at the end of these
instructions.
1. The Declaration of Independence itself. The full text can be found at the beginning of the
PDF titled "Our Declaration, Part 1."
2. The commentary by Dr. Danielle Allen, a professor of Political Science at Harvard in her
book Our Declaration. This can be found in the remainder of the PDF titled "Our
Declaration, Part 1" and the PDF titled "Our Declaration, Part 2". I highly recommend this
book if you are interested in the Declaration of Independence and its relation to our
society.
3. The commentary provided by the 1619 Project. The 1619 Project describes itself in the
following way:
"The 1619 Project is a major initiative from The New York Times observing the 400th
anniversary of the beginning of American slavery. It aims to reframe the country’s history,
understanding 1619 as our true founding, and placing the consequences of slavery and the
contributions of black Americans at the very center of the story we tell ourselves about who we
are."

This can be found in the PDF titled "The 1619 Project, Edited." This is an excerpt from the larger
project. We will revisit this project later in the class, when we discuss Civil Rights. If you are
interested, the entire project can be found at this link: The 1619 Project

Please read the PDFs and answer the questions in the form of a Blog Entry of at least 400
words below.
Read through the Declaration of Independence carefully. This document was written in
intentionally ornate language, language that today seems antiquated. It may take several tries to
fully understand this document. If you don't know a word, look it up. If you are having trouble
deciphering a concept feel free to ask me.

●
●
●
●
●
●

What is the Declaration of Independence actually DOING?
What is its purpose?
How should we read the Declaration of Independence? Is it an optimistic call for equality,
or a document steeped in the prejudices and evils of its time? Can it be both? Neither?
What impact does reading the Declaration of Independence have on our time? On our
lives?
What was your reaction to reading both the Declaration of Independence and the
commentaries?
Is there anything else you would like to add?

Remember to comment on two of your classmate's submissions as well.
1619 Project Edited
Our Declaration 1
Our Declaration Part 2-1.pdf

Bill Tracker Assignment
Background
In this assignment we are going to be looking at the practical application of some of the things
that we have been discussing, specifically how a bill becomes a law.
To do this, we are going to be looking at the GovTrack.us website. This is an incredibly useful
website that allows you to track the action of specific bills. To complete this assignment you will
need to follow the instructions that allow you to explore the passage of a particular bill.
Following this assignment, submit the answers to the questions below in a blog post of at least
400 words.

A note on accessibility: If you are unable to access this website because you use a
screen-reader or other device, please contact me. I will work with you to provide you with an
accessible copy of a bill of your choice, so that you can complete the assignment.

Instructions:
Step 1: Go to www.govtrack.us
A Tip: The US Congress passes a lot of bills and resolutions that are administrative in nature,
and do not go through the entire process. If you find a bill that seems like it skipped steps, or
was simply voted on unanimously the same day it was proposed, it is probably a simple
administrative bill. Try again, and find a bill that went through the whole process!

Step 2: Click on the "Congress" drop down menu, then on "Bills and Resolutions"

[IN THE ORIGINAL ASSIGNMENT THERE ARE GUIDING SCREENSHOTS HERE]

Step 3: Click on the "Find a Bill" link at the top of the page

Step 4: On the Subject Areas which is located on the right of the page and select the area that
interests you! For the purposes of these instructions, I picked "Agriculture and Food."

Step 5: Check to see if you can filter by "Enacted" so that you get a view of the whole process.
In this case, no bills have been enacted. This is to be expected, we are early in the
congressional session, so not many bills have been passed into law.
In this case, we now need to look for historical bills. Click on the dropdown menu under
"Congress" on the right side of the page.

Step 6: Choose the 116th Congress: 2017-2019 or 117th Congress: 2019-2021. This will give
you historical bills that have been enacted.

Success!
Step 7: Now, sort by "Enacted" using the check box in menu under "Search" on the right side of
the page.

Step 7: Now pick a bill! Click on the main title of a bill in the center list to go to the bill's summary
page.

This will bring you to the main page of the bill
.
Step 8: Explore this main page, look at the bill summary and explain your bill and answer the
following questions regarding your bill in a blog post of at least 400 words. Be sure to use your
own words. Do not simply copy and paste from the website.

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

What is the title of your bill?
Who is the Sponsor?
What is your bill about?
When was your bill introduced? When was it signed?
What committee was your bill referred to?
Was it referred to a Sub-Committee? What one was that?
Scroll down to details and click on a committee.
What committee did you click on?
What does that committee do?
Who is the Chairman of the Committee?
What is the partisan breakdown of the committee? (How many Republicans and
Democrats?)

Submit your results.
Remember to comment on two of your classmate's submissions as well.

Interest Group Assignment: Learn about a specific
Interest Group.

In this assignment we will be getting some hands on experience with a specific interest group,
using the Open Secrets website. This will allow us to fully understand the scope and influence of
interest groups that we discussed in Lesson 2. Following this assignment, you will be required to
create a blog post of at least 400 words.
Remember to also comment on two other submissions.
A note on accessibility: If you are unable to access this website because you use a
screen-reader or other device, please contact me. I will work with you to provide you with an
accessible copy of an interest group of your choice, so that you can complete the assignment.

Instructions:
Go to the OpenSecrets website from this link: www.OpenSecrets.org

Under the “Influence and Lobbying” tab click on Interest Groups

Then, On the left-hand menu, scroll down to see the Categories of Interest Groups.
Select a Category. The website call this “Jump To an Interest Group”

Review the Summary Page of the Interest Group Category.
●
●
●
●

How much does your interest group category spend?
Who is providing the money for the category?
What Party do they spend on?
What is the overall trend in money spent? Is it Increasing or Decreasing?

Then click on the Lobbying tab.
From here you should be able to look at each individual interest group under that specific
category.
●

Who is spending money on politics? How are they spending it?

Choose one. Click on it to go to the specific interest group’s summary page.

Look for the same things as in the overall category page.

If you scroll all the way down you can see the interest groups specific “revolving door” rating.
You should also be able to click on a link and see exactly who is working for the interest group
and their previous employment status.

Now go to the Lobbying Tab.
This allows you to look at each specific bill that your interest group is lobbying for.

Click on one.
●

What is your interest group doing with that specific bill?

Answer the previous questions, as well as those following in a Blog Post of at least 400 words:
●
●
●
●
●
●

What was your interest group?
What Category were they in?
How much money does your interest group spend?
What do they spend this money on?
Does your interest group employ any “Revolving Door” lobbyists? Who are they and who
did they work for before your interest group?
What kind of laws does your interest group lobby for?

Ballot Exploration Assignment
Background:
One of the most visible forms of democratic participation is voting. However, as we have seen,
many people choose not to vote. One reason for this may be confusion around who is up for
election and what elections mean.

This assignment is designed to bring together a number of elements that we have talked about
in previous lectures by analyzing a historical ballot. In doing this we can see how the various
elements of Congressional Representation, political parties, interest groups, and the specific
aspects of Californian direct democracy, all come together on election day.

I have also provided the CA Voter Guide, which every CA citizen gets in the mail prior to a
statewide election. this provides a good source of information for the individual elections and the
propositions.
CA Voter Guide
California also provides a number of accessible versions of this information on their website.
Audio-Accessible Voter Guide

Instructions:
Your assignment is to choose 4 races from the 2018 election, one national, one statewide, one
local, and one proposition and write a blog post of at least 400 words explaining each race, the
candidates or propositions, and who won. Remember to also comment on 2 other posts.
You should cover:
●
●

●

A brief description of each office
Who is running and a quick description of who they are and what their positions are
○ If there are a large number of people running for office, you do not need to
investigate everyone. Just describe a few of them.
Who won, and by how much

For the propositions:
●
●

What your proposition is
What it is about

●
●

Some of the arguments for and against
Which side won, and by how much

Please feel free to pick an obscure race! You don't need to look at just the Governor. The
California Supreme Court elections can be just as interesting and have a major impact on
state politics! Choose something that interests you!
In order to get some information about the outcome of the races, you might also check
ballotpedia, a wiki-type resource for all things elections. You might have to select a city or
county from this website in order to see the local elections. I have provided a link below:
Ballotpedia Website
This is not the only resource! In addition to the Voter Guide and Ballotpedia, many newspapers
also provided information about the election. Here are a few links to explore:

[THIS LINK WAS PROVIDED TO MY BY MY LOCAL NPR STATION, I AGREED NOT TO
SHARE IT PUBLICLY]
Note: The KPCC Voter Guide is an archived version of a website that was provided to me
directly by the KPCC public radio station. Not all of the links work, so if you find a link that is
broken, don't worry, just use your browser's "back" button to return to an earlier page.
OC Register Election Coverage and Results
A note on accessibility: If you are unable to access any of these websites because you use a
screen-reader or other device, please contact me. I will work with you to provide you with an
accessible copy of the propositions and races of your choice, so that you can complete the
assignment.

Some additional information/Guidance:

National Races - This includes the race for Senate or any race for the House of
Representatives. You should feel free to look up your representative on either ballotpedia or the
KPCC website.

Statewide Races - This is any race where the election is for an official who will go to state
government. This includes the race for Governor, a number of members of the state executive
branch, state legislators and even state judges.

Local Races - This includes mayors, members of the city council, or other local officials.

Propositions- As we discussed in our California lecture, citizens in the state of California get to
vote on amendments to the California Constitution, and some state laws. These are presented
to voters as "propositions." Choose any of the 12 propositions that were on the ballot.

