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Lesson Title: The Active Citizen: Rights,
Responsibilities, and Engagement in American
Democracy (2-Day Module)

Materials Needed

Digital access (for research, viewing Constitutional text, current events)

Printouts or digital copies of the 14th Amendment and selected Bill of Rights amendments
Whiteboard, large paper, or digital document for collaboration

"Scenario Cards" (Printable or digital list of hypothetical civic conflicts)

Timeline template (digital or physical)

Access to local government websites (city council, school board)

Learning Objectives (Students Will Be Able To - SWBAT)

By the end of this two-day module, the learner will be able to:

1. Analyze the legal foundations of US citizenship, distinguishing between birthright and
naturalization processes (14th Amendment).

2. Differentiate between the constitutional rights afforded to citizens versus the practical
responsibilities required for maintaining a democratic society.

3. Evaluate the spectrum of civic engagement, assessing effective methods for influencing public
policy (voting, advocacy, organizing).

4. Create a personalized "Citizen Action Plan" that identifies a local issue and proposes a structured
strategy for civic involvement.

Success Criteria

The learner will know they are successful when:

e They can accurately define and provide examples of *Jus Soli* and *Jus Sanguinis*.

¢ They correctly assign at least 8 out of 10 hypothetical civic actions as a "Right" or a
"Responsibility."

¢ Their final Citizen Action Plan includes a clearly defined goal, identifiable stakeholders, and at
least three unique, practical steps for civic engagement.

Day 1: Foundations and the Citizen's Contract

Introduction (15 Minutes)
Hook & Discussion: Birthright vs. Choice

Educator Talking Points: "Imagine a scenario: Two students are born on the same day in the U.S. One
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has parents who are citizens; the other has parents who are undocumented immigrants. Are both legally
citizens? How does the 14th Amendment define this? Is citizenship something you earn, or is it simply a
legal status? Let's explore the origins of this contract.”

Review Objectives

We are focusing today on the legal definition of citizenship and the core rights and responsibilities that
form the ‘Citizen’s Contract.’

Body: Content and Practice
I DO: Defining the Legal Framework (20 Minutes)

Content Delivery: Define citizenship legally. Focus on the 14th Amendment, Section 1 ("All persons
born or naturalized in the United States... are citizens..."). Introduce and explain the difference between
*Jus Soli* (Law of the Soil) and *Jus Sanguinis* (Law of the Blood). Discuss how citizenship status
impacts fundamental rights (e.g., voting, holding federal office, protection abroad).

Modeling: Review the Bill of Rights. Model how to link a foundational right (e.g., 1st Amendment
freedom of assembly) to a contemporary issue (e.g., student protests).

WE DO: Rights vs. Responsibilities Simulation (30 Minutes)
Activity: Citizen's Conflict Cards

Provide the learner with 10 pre-written scenario cards (e.g., "Serving on a jury," "Criticizing the
government on social media," "Paying local property taxes," "Running for public office," "Defending the
country").

1. The learner reads each card.

2. The learner classifies the action as a Constitutional Right (C-R), a Legal Responsibility (L-R), or an
Ethical/Civic Responsibility (E-R).

3. Discussion: Review the classifications. Focus the discussion on the nuance. (Example: Is voting a
C-R or an E-R? Why is it crucial to democracy even if not legally mandated?)

Success Check: Ensure the learner understands that while many rights are guaranteed, the success of
the system relies on the voluntary fulfillment of responsibilities.

YOU DO: Citizen Profile Project (40 Minutes - Can be completed as homework)

Assignment: The learner selects two historical or contemporary American figures (one famous, one
local or less known). For each figure, they must:

1. Determine how they obtained citizenship (birthright, naturalization, etc.).

2. ldentify three specific actions they took that demonstrated either a constitutional right or a civic
responsibility.

3. Analyze the impact of those actions on American society.

Differentiation: For extension, the learner must research a landmark Supreme Court case related to
the citizenship status of their chosen figure (e.g., Wong Kim Ark v. United States). For scaffolding,
provide a list of pre-approved figures and resources.
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Conclusion (15 Minutes)
Closure & Formative Assessment: 3-2-1 Exit Ticket

¢ 3 key differences between a right and a responsibility.
e 2 ways a person can obtain U.S. citizenship.
¢ 1 question they still have about the citizen’s contract.

Transition to Day 2: "Tomorrow, we move from the theory of citizenship to the action. We will study
the process of becoming a citizen and map out how you can exert influence in your own community."

Day 2: Naturalization and Civic Action

Introduction (15 Minutes)
Hook & Discussion: The Citizenship Test

Educator Talking Points: "Before we dive into civic action, let's look at what the government expects
people to know when they choose to become a citizen. Let's take a sample of the actual U.S. Citizenship
Test questions. Why do you think knowing who wrote the Declaration of Independence is mandatory for
citizenship? What does this test tell us about the values America expects its citizens to hold?" (Quickly
administer 5 sample questions).

Review Objectives

Today we will analyze the process of naturalization and focus heavily on Objective 3 and 4: evaluating
different modes of civic participation and developing a personal action plan.

Body: Content and Practice
I DO: The Path to Naturalization (20 Minutes)

Content Delivery: Present the five core requirements for naturalization (residency, moral character,
English proficiency, knowledge of history/government, oath). Review the Oath of Allegiance and discuss
its weight. Contrast the rights of naturalized citizens with birthright citizens (specifically, eligibility for
the presidency).

Real-World Relevance: Briefly discuss current debates around immigration reform and how changes
to naturalization laws could impact millions.

WE DO: Mapping Civic Engagement (30 Minutes)
Activity: The Engagement Spectrum

Create a spectrum on the board/document ranging from "Low Effort/Low Impact" to "High Effort/High
Impact.”

The learner places different civic actions onto the spectrum and justifies their placement:

¢ Voting in the presidential election
¢ Signing an online petition
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Volunteering weekly at a homeless shelter
Running for school board

Writing a letter to a Senator

¢ Organizing a local neighborhood clean-up

Guided Discussion: "If everyone only participates in 'Low Effort' activities, what happens to our
democracy? Why is sustained engagement crucial at the local level?"

YOU DO: Citizen Action Plan (60 Minutes - Capstone Project)

Assignment: The learner selects a local policy issue or community problem (e.g., improving public
transportation, changing school district policy, local environmental protection).

The learner develops a formal Citizen Action Plan (CAP) addressing the following components:

1. Issue Identification: Define the local problem and why it matters to the community.

2. Stakeholder Analysis: Identify who has the power to fix this issue (e.g., City Council, Mayor,
School Board, specific agencies).

3. Engagement Strategy (The Plan): Propose three specific, realistic actions (drawn from the
Engagement Spectrum) they could take to advocate for change. (Must include at least one action
requiring direct interaction with a government body.)

4. Predicted Obstacles: Identify two challenges to their plan and propose solutions.

Success Criteria Check: Ensure the plan is detailed and practical, not just theoretical.

Differentiation: For extension, the learner must research and cite the specific local ordinances or
regulations related to their chosen issue. For scaffolding, provide three pre-selected local issues with
pre-identified key stakeholders.

Conclusion (15 Minutes)
Closure & Summative Assessment

Presentation/Peer Review: The learner presents their Citizen Action Plan (CAP). The educator
provides specific, immediate feedback on the practicality and creativity of the proposed engagement
strategy.

Final Reflection

Question for Thought: "After examining the history, rights, responsibilities, and challenges of
citizenship, what does being an American citizen mean to you personally now, compared to two days
ago? How will this lesson change how you interact with your community once you turn 18 and have full
voting rights?"

Final Takeaway: Citizenship is not a passive identity; it is an active verb. The health of the democracy
depends entirely on the willingness of its citizens to participate.
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