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UNDERSTANDING STATE
GOVERNMENT WITH ICIVICS THE
GREAT STATE

Understanding  how  government
functions is  a cornerstone of  being an
informed  and  active  citizen.  Yet,  for
many  students  and  even  adults,  the
intricate workings of  state government
remain  a  mystery.  This  is  where
innovative educational  tools  step in  to
bridge  the  gap.  Among  the  most

effective  and  engaging  resources
available  today is  the iCivics  platform,
and  within  it,  the  compelling  lesson
module  known  as  iCivics  The  Great
State.  This  interactive  experience  is
designed  to  demystify  the  structure,
powers,  and  responsibilities  of  state
governments,  making  civics  education
both accessible and memorable. In this
comprehensive  guide,  we  will  explore
what makes this  resource so valuable,
how it teaches the foundations of state
authority, and why understanding state
government is essential for every citizen.
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iCivics  itself  was  founded  by  former
Supreme  Court  Justice  Sandra  Day
O'Connor  with  a  clear  mission:  to
transform  how  civics  is  taught  in
American  classrooms.  The  platform
provides  a  wealth  of  free,  nonpartisan
resources,  including  games,  lesson
plans, and interactive modules. iCivics
The  Great  State  stands  out  as  a
particularly  detailed  exploration  of  the
state level  of  governance, a level  that
often  has  the  most  direct  impact  on
people's daily lives, from education and
transportation  to  law enforcement  and
public health.

WHAT IS ICIVICS THE GREAT
STATE?

At its core, iCivics The Great State is a
lesson  plan  and  interactive  activity

designed  to  teach  middle  and  high
school students about the structure and
function of state governments. It moves
beyond  simple  definitions  to  provide  a
comparative analysis, showing how state
governments  mirror  the  federal
government  while  maintaining  unique
powers and responsibilities. The module
typically  covers  the  three  branches  of
state government: the executive branch
led  by  the  governor,  the  legislative
branch consisting of the state assembly
or  general  assembly,  and  the  judicial
branch,  which includes the state court
system.
What  sets  this  resource  apart  is  its
interactive  nature.  Students  are  not
passive  recipients  of  information.
Instead, they engage with the material
through  activities  that  require  critical
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th inking,  problem-solv ing,  and
application of concepts. They might be
asked  to  identify  the  powers  of  the
governor, analyze the process of a bill
becoming a state law, or compare the
state  const i tut ion  with  the  U.S.
Constitution.  This  hands-on  approach
ensures  that  the  knowledge  sticks,
making  iCivics  The  Great  State  a
powerful tool for long-term learning.

The Core
Learning
Objectives
The  primary  goals  of  the  iCivics  The
Great State  module are multifaceted.

First, it aims to help students distinguish
between  the  powers  of  the  federal
government and those reserved for the
states,  a  concept  rooted  in  the  Tenth
Amendment. Second, it provides a clear
picture of  the separation of  powers at
the  state  level,  explaining  how  the
governor, the state legislature, and the
state  courts  interact  and  check  one
another. Third, the module emphasizes
the  importance  of  state  constitutions,
which serve as the supreme law of each
state,  often  detai l ing  r ights  and
protections that go beyond those in the
U.S. Constitution. Finally, it  encourages
students  to  see  themselves  as  active
participants  in  their  state's  political
process,  highlighting  avenues  for  civic
engagement such as voting, contacting
representatives, and staying informed on
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state issues.

EXPLORING THE STRUCTURE OF
STATE GOVERNMENT

One  of  the  most  valuable  aspects  of
iCivics The Great State is its clear and
systematic  breakdown  of  the  three
branches  of  state  government.  By
drawing parallels to the federal model,
the  module  makes  complex  concepts
more approachable.

The Executive
Branch: The

Office of the
Governor
Just as the President leads the federal
executive branch,  the Governor  serves
as  the  chief  executive  of  the  state.
iCivics The Great State  explores the
extensive powers and responsibilities of
this  office.  Students  learn  that  the
governor  is  responsible  for  enforcing
state  laws,  proposing  a  state  budget,
and  commanding  the  state's  National
Guard  (unless  called  into  federal
service). The module often highlights the
governor's role in the legislative process,
including the power to sign bills into law
or  issue  vetoes.  This  section  of  the
lesson typically  covers  the qualifications
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needed to become governor, the term of
office,  and  the  line  of  succession.  By
understanding  the  governor's  role,
students  gain  a  clearer  picture  of
executive leadership at a level closer to
home than the presidency.

The Legislative
Branch: The
State Assembly
or General

Assembly
The  leg is lat ive  branch  of  s tate
government  is  the  lawmaking  body.
Depending  on  the  state,  this  body  is
called the State Legislature, the General
Assembly,  or  the Legislative Assembly.
iCivics  The  Great  State  guides
students through the bicameral structure
common to nearly all states, consisting
o f  a  S e n a t e  a n d  a  H o u s e  o f
Representatives  (or  Assembly).  The
module explains how a bill  becomes a
law at  the  state  level,  a  process  that
involves  committee  hearings,  debates,
and votes in both chambers before being
sent  to  the  governor.  This  section
demystifies  the  legislative  process,
showing students  how their  own state
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representatives  and  senators  play  a
direct  role  in  creating  the  laws  that
govern schools, roads, and public safety.
The  interactive  elements  often  require
students  to  simulate  this  process,
making the learning experience dynamic
and memorable.

The Judicial
Branch: The
State Court
System
The third branch covered in iCivics The
Great State is the judicial branch. State
courts handle the vast majority of legal

cases  in  the  United  States,  including
those  involving  family  law,  contract
disputes,  criminal  cases,  and  traffic
violations.  The  module  explains  the
tiered structure of state courts, from trial
courts  where  cases  are  first  heard,  to
appellate  courts,  and  ultimately  the
state  supreme  court.  Students  learn
about the judges in these courts,  how
they are selected (whether by election or
appointment) ,  and  their  ro le  in
interpreting  state  law  and  the  state
constitution.  This  section of  the lesson
helps  students  understand  how  the
judicial branch provides a check on the
legislative and executive branches at the
state  level,  ensuring  that  laws  are
applied  fairly  and  constitutionally.
Understanding this framework is a key
takeaway  from  iCivics  The  Great
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State.

STATE CONSTITUTIONS AND
FEDERALISM

A  significant  portion  of  the  iCivics  The
Great State module is dedicated to the
concept  of  federalism and  the  role  of
state constitutions. The U.S. Constitution
establishes  the  framework  for  the
federal  government  and  delineates
certain powers to the states. However,
each state also has its own constitution,
which serves as the supreme law within
that  state,  provided  it  does  not  conflict
with  the  U.S.  Constitution.  State
constitutions are often longer and more
detailed  than  the  federal  constitution,
addressing  specific  issues  relevant  to
that state's history, culture, and needs.
The  lesson  encourages  students  to

compare  and  contrast  their  state
constitution  with  the  U.S.  Constitution.
This comparative analysis deepens their
understanding  of  federalism  and  the
balance  of  power.  For  example,  many
state  constitutions  include  explicit
provisions  for  education,  publ ic
transportation,  and  environmental
protection,  areas  only  indirectly
addressed  at  the  federal  level.  By
studying  these  documents  through
iCivics  The  Great  State,  students
appreciate that state government is not
simply a smaller version of the federal
government  but  has  a  distinct  and
powerful role in the American system.

WHY LEARNING ABOUT STATE
GOVERNMENT MATTERS

The  relevance  of  iCivics  The  Great
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State  ex tends  fa r  beyond  the
classroom.  State  government  decisions
directly  affect  nearly  every  aspect  of
daily  life.  From  the  quality  of  public
schools and the conditions of  roads to
the  regulation  of  healthcare  and  the
administration  of  elections,  state
governments  hold  significant  authority.
Understanding  how  these  institutions
work  empowers  citizens  to  engage
effectively  with  their  representatives,
advocate for change, and make informed
choices at the ballot box.
Moreover,  the  module  is  designed  to
build  a  sense  of  civic  identity.  When
students  understand  how  their  state
government  operates,  they  are  more
likely to see themselves as stakeholders
in their community. They recognize that
their voice matters, whether it is through

writing  a  letter  to  a  state  senator,
attending a town hall meeting, or voting
for a local proposition. The iCivics The
Great  State  lesson  fosters  this
connection by making state government
tangible  and  relatable.  It  replaces
abstract  concepts  with  concrete
examples  of  how  laws  are  made  and
services are provided at the state level.

Bridging the Gap
Between Theory
and Practice
One of the challenges of civics education
is making it  feel relevant. iCivics The
Great  State  succeeds  by  using  real-
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world scenarios and interactive problem-
solving. For instance, students might be
presented with a hypothetical  situation
where a new law is needed to address a
transportation  issue.  They  are  then
guided through the process of drafting a
bill, navigating it through the legislature,
and  understanding  the  governor's
options. This experiential learning helps
bridge  the  gap  between  theoretical
knowledge and practical  application.  It
shows students that civics is not a dry
list  of  facts  but  a  dynamic  process  of
collaboration,  debate,  and  decision-
making.  The  module  also  encourages
students  to  research  their  own state's
specific  government  structure,  including
the  names  of  their  governor,  state
senators,  and  assembly  members,
making the lesson immediately relevant

to their own lives.

HOW ICIVICS THE GREAT STATE
SUPPORTS TEACHERS AND
EDUCATORS

For teachers, iCivics The Great State
is more than just a lesson plan; it is a
complete  teaching  toolkit.  The  iCivics
platform  provides  detailed  teacher
guides,  answer  keys,  extension
activities,  and  assessment  tools.  This
support allows educators to implement
the  module  with  confidence,  regardless
of  their  own  background  in  political
science. The materials are aligned with
educational standards, making it easy to
integrate  into  existing  curriculum  for
civics,  government,  history,  and  social
studies classes.
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The nonpartisan nature of iCivics is also
a  significant  advantage.  The  material  is
designed to inform, not to advocate for
any  particular  political  position.  This
allows teachers to use the resource in
diverse  classrooms  without  concern
about bias. The focus is squarely on how
government works, not on how it should
work  from  any  specific  ideological
viewpoint. This commitment to neutrality
is a hallmark of iCivics and a key reason
why iCivics The Great State is trusted
by educators  nationwide.  The platform
allows teachers to customize the lesson,
selecting  activities  that  best  fit  their
students' needs and the time available in
their schedule.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE

GREAT STATE MODULE

After completing the iCivics The Great
State  module, students typically come
away  with  a  solid  understanding  of
several key concepts:

The Three Branches at the
State Level: A clear
understanding of the executive
(governor), legislative (state
assembly/general assembly), and
judicial (state courts) branches
and their distinct roles.
The Principle of Federalism: An
appreciation for how power is
divided between the national
government and the state
governments, including the
concept of reserved powers.
The State Constitution:



Icivics The Great State 11

11

Recognition that each state has its
own constitution that serves as the
supreme law within that state,
often with unique provisions and
protections.
The Lawmaking Process: A
working knowledge of how a bill
becomes a law at the state level,
including the roles of committees,
chambers, and the governor.
Civic Engagement: A heightened
awareness of how citizens can
participate in state government,
from voting and contacting
representatives to serving on
boards and commissions.
Comparative Skills: The ability
to compare and contrast state and
federal government structures,
identifying similarities and

significant differences.

These  takeaways  are  not  just  for
students.  Anyone  looking  to  better
understand  the  American  system  of
governance  can  benefit  from  engaging
with  the  concepts  presented  in  this
module.  The  knowledge  gained  is
empowering,  providing  a  clearer  lens
through which  to  view current  events,
policy  debates,  and  the  everyday
operations  of  the  state.

USING ICIVICS THE GREAT STATE
FOR SELF-STUDY AND LIFELONG
LEARNING

While  iCivics  The  Great  State  is
designed primarily for classroom use, it
is also an excellent resource for adults
seeking to refresh their understanding of
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civics.  The  iCivics  website  is  freely
accessible  to  the  public,  and  the
interactive games and lesson materials
can  be  explored  by  anyone  with  an
internet  connection.  For  l ifelong
learners, this module offers a structured
and engaging way to revisit fundamental
concepts of state government. It can be
particularly  useful  for  new  citizens
preparing for naturalization, community

activists looking to better navigate the
political  landscape,  or  simply  anyone
who  wants  to  be  a  more  informed
participant in democracy.
The  interactive  nature  of  the  content
makes  self-study  both  effective  and
enjoyable.  Instead  of  reading  a  dry
textbook,  learners  can  engage  with
simulations  that  test  their  knowledge
and decision-making skills. This


