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The U.S. Government

Knowing Others

Topics to explore:

 U.S. presidents

 democracy

 voters’ responsibilities

 branches of U.S. government
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❖ Key Words

seceded

elected

independence

constitution

government

political

negotiations

slavery

party

preserves

economic

unemployed

nuclear

desegregation

ideals

foreign

Predicting

A  Answer the questions in complete sentences.

1. What does the title tell you about the reading?

2. What clues do the pictures give you about whom the 

reading might be about?

3. What clues do the key words give you about the reading?

U8 Track 3
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More than forty presidents have led 

the United States since 1789, when the 

fi rst president was sworn in after the 

United States seceded from Great Britain. 

Since then, every American president 

has made important contributions to 

the country. Out of this group of leaders, 

some have won a special place in history.

Most of the country’s famous 

presidents have earned their fame by 

leading the country through major 

crises and wars. A few, such as George 

Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, stand as legends 

in American history because of their 

important roles in changing the course 

of history and putting the country on the 

path to success.

AmericanAmericanAmerican
PresidentsPresidentsPresidents
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George Washington

George Washington was the fi rst person given the title of President of the United States of 

America. He was unanimously elected president in early 1789 and again in 1792, and he 

is still the only president who has ever received one hundred percent of the electoral votes. 

Long before becoming president, Washington had gained the trust and admiration of many 

Americans. He had led the army of the American colonies in their war against the British for 

independence. Then, he had presided over the creation of the Constitution of the United States. 

The Constitution established the U.S. government and is still the basis upon which the country 

is governed.

As the fi rst president, Washington believed that he was responsible for setting a good 

example for future presidents. His governing style was dignifi ed but modest. He was a good 

administrator and an excellent leader. During Washington’s presidency, the Bill of Rights, the 

name given to the fi rst ten amendments to the Constitution, was adopted to guarantee the 

rights of American citizens.

General George Washington resigning his commission from the army 

before beginning his term as president, as painted by John Trumbull.
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Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Jefferson was the third president of the 

United States. He presided over the country from 

1801 to 1809. He is known for being the main 

writer of the Declaration of Independence, which 

announced the United States as a country.

Jefferson’s most famous act as president was 

signing the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. This 

transaction added more than 800,000 square 

miles of land to the United States. Jefferson had no 

constitutional authority to buy the territory from 

France, but he thought that having more land and 

farms was very important to the country’s future. 

Jefferson’s vision of a larger, richer country—and his 

political common sense—defined his governing style. 

The bold decision to purchase Louisiana showed 

that presidential power went beyond the words of 

the Constitution and that the authority of the office 

depends in part on the person in power.

James K. Polk

James K. Polk was the eleventh president of the 

United States, serving from 1845 to 1849. He 

expanded the borders of the United States by 

adding three states to the Union: Oregon, New 

Mexico, and California. Oregon was bought 

from Canada after tough negotiations and the 

signing of the Oregon Treaty. New Mexico and 

California were acquired from Mexico after 

many battles in the Mexican War. These efforts 

resulted in the greatest accomplishment of 

Polk’s presidency: the expansion of the United 

States to the Pacific Ocean. 
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Abraham Lincoln

Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth president of the United States. He served from 1861 to 1865, 

and he successfully led the country through the worst experience in its history, the American 

Civil War. The Civil War was a confl ict between the northern and southern states. The northern 

states, and Lincoln, were against slavery. The southern states were in favor of slavery. They 

argued that they needed slaves to work on their farms and that they would rather separate from 

the United States than give up slavery. Lincoln believed that these states did not have the right 

to separate from the United States. After four long and bloody years, the northern Union Army 

defeated the southern Confederate Army. On January 1, 1863, Lincoln issued the Emancipation 

Proclamation, declaring the slaves to be free. 

Lincoln was reelected in 1864, just as the Union was about to end the war. In 1865, at the 

end of the Civil War, slavery was permanently outlawed in the Thirteenth Amendment to the 

U.S. Constitution. On April 14, 1865, Lincoln was assassinated. A man named John Wilkes 

Booth, who wanted to help the southern states keep their slaves, shot him at Ford’s Theater in 

Washington, D.C. This tragic event turned Lincoln into a legend. Lincoln is considered by many 

historians to have been the greatest American president.

The fi rst reading of the Emancipation Proclamation before the president's cabinet.
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Theodore Roosevelt

Theodore Roosevelt, also known as T. R. or Teddy, was the twenty-sixth president of the United 

States. In 1901, President William McKinley was assassinated. As McKinley’s vice president, 

Teddy Roosevelt then became president and served until 1909. He was a leader of the 

Republican Party and of the Progressive Movement. As a Progressive, he worked to increase the 

rights of the American workers and to give more protection to people in general. He also fought 

for health care for all Americans and safer foods and medicines.

Teddy Roosevelt was a historian, a naturalist, an explorer, and a hunter. His love for the 

outdoors motivated him to work hard to conserve and protect the country’s natural resources. 

He was the first U.S. president to set aside land for national parks and nature preserves. Teddy 

bears are named in his honor.

He also negotiated for the U.S. to take control of the Panama Canal. When the canal 

was completed, it allowed ships to get from the east to the west coast of the United States 

in considerably less time. Teddy Roosevelt considered this his most important international 

achievement. His efforts and participation in the signing of many peace treaties won him the 

Nobel Peace Prize in 1906. Among his other achievements, he was the first American to be 

awarded a Nobel Prize.

President Theodore Roosevelt

Yellowstone National Park, 

America's first national park

The building of the Panama Canal
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Franklin D. Roosevelt

Franklin D. Roosevelt, also known as FDR, was the thirty-second president of the United States. 

He was elected president four times and is the only president in history to have served more 

than two terms, from 1933 to 1945. He entered politics to follow in the footsteps of his fi fth 

cousin, President Teddy Roosevelt, whom he greatly admired.

FDR became a very important leader during a time of economic crisis and World War II. 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s, the worst economic crisis in recent history, he created 

new programs to protect the people and help the economy recover. These programs were 

known as the New Deal. The New Deal created jobs for the unemployed and changed economic 

practices, including the way banks did business. Some of the programs that FDR started, such as 

the Social Security system to support retired workers, are still used today.

FDR’s programs created new taxes that affected all income groups. After some resistance, 

however, he and his wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, were able to bring people and hopes together. 

Eventually, people in America found more jobs, and businesses grew. New opportunities also 

began to open up for African Americans and women. As World War II was ending, FDR played an 

important role in promoting peace among the countries and helping to create the United Nations.

President Franklin Roosevelt is seated between Winston Churchill, the Prime 

Minister of Britain, and Joseph Stalin, the Premier of the Soviet Union. 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower

Dwight D. Eisenhower, often referred to as Ike, was the thirty-fourth president of the United States. 

He was an outstanding soldier who served as head of the Allied forces in Europe during World War 

II. Eisenhower’s success in helping win the war made him very popular. A few years later, he won 

the presidency of the United States. He served two terms, from 1953 to 1961.

As president, Eisenhower helped end the Korean War. During the Cold War, however, he kept 

pressure on the Soviet Union. The Cold War was a time of tension between many nations of 

the world, primarily the United States and the Soviet Union. During the Cold War, however, no 

real fighting ever occurred. Instead, countries kept competing and threatening each other. This 

competition between nations prompted Eisenhower to make the development of nuclear weapons 

a high priority for the government. He implemented the Interstate Highway System to give 

people routes to escape if there was a nuclear attack in their city. He also established the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) to compete in the Space Race with the Soviet Union.

Eisenhower is credited with enlarging the Social Security program and supporting the 

desegregation of schools—which allowed African American students to attend the same schools as 

other American students.
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Ronald Reagan

Ronald Reagan was the fortieth president of the United States. He served from 1981 to 1989, and 

today he is considered one of America’s most legendary presidents. Before becoming president, 

Reagan was the governor of California; before that, he was a popular television and movie 

actor. President Reagan put into practice bold new political and economic programs. These 

initiatives reduced the government’s 

power over the economy and the market. 

During his second term, Reagan was also 

involved in a series of international issues 

that impacted the world. One such issue 

was the decrease in the number of U.S. 

and Soviet nuclear weapons. His greatest 

international achievement was his role in 

ending the Cold War, which resulted in the 

eventual dissolution of the Soviet Union 

and the fall of the Berlin Wall.

John F. Kennedy

John F. Kennedy was the thirty-fifth president of the 

United States. He served from 1961 to 1963. Kennedy, also 

referred to as JFK, was one of the most popular presidents 

in U.S. history. He was the youngest man ever elected 

president and the youngest to die in office. In his speech 

upon entering office, he said, “Ask not what your country 

can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.” He 

is still remembered today for that famous statement.

President Kennedy created programs that helped the 

economy of the nation grow steadily. An active member 

of the civil rights movement, he fought hard for equal 

rights in America, calling for new rules to protect the rights of every person, regardless of his 

or her race, religion, or economic status. He also tried to foster peace among the nations of the 

world by getting Americans involved in organizations such as the Peace Corps, which brought 

American ideals and aid to developing nations. He is perhaps best known for his efforts in 

motivating the government to send a man to the moon and for his prevention of nuclear war 

with the Soviet Union when they attempted to position nuclear weapons in Cuba.

President John Kennedy shakes hands with 

Father Richard J. Casey after attending 

mass prior to his inauguration.

President and Mrs. Reagan address the crowd 

at the Inaugural Ball at the Kennedy Center. 

(President George Bush stands behind him.) 
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William J. Clinton

William J. Clinton, known as Bill, served as the forty-

second president of the United States from 1993 to 

2001. Clinton’s claim to fame is that he presided 

over the longest period of economic growth during 

peacetime. Clinton left office with the highest end-of-

office approval rating of any president since World 

War II. Since then, Clinton has been involved in public 

speaking and humanitarian work. He was one of 

only two presidents ever to be impeached, but he was 

allowed to complete his term of office.

George W. Bush

George W. Bush served as the forty-third president of 

the United States from 2001 to January 2009. Bush’s 

time in office largely focused on foreign policy and 

the economy. He was in office when terrorists attacked 

the United States on September 11, 2001. As a result 

of these attacks, Bush announced a global war on 

terrorism, deploying the military overseas for the first 

major war since the Persian Gulf War of 1990, during 

his father George H. W. Bush’s term as president.

Barack Obama

Barack Obama was elected the forty-fourth 

president of the United States in 2008. He is the 

first African American to be elected as a U.S. 

president.

Throughout the years, many U.S. presidents 

have served the country. Regardless of their party 

affiliations and governing styles, all of them have 

made significant contributions to the nation.
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Checking

A  Choose the correct answer. Video

1. What is the Constitution of the United States?

a. It is a political party.

b. It is the document that established the U.S. government.

c. It is a government program for the economy.

d. It is the document that demanded independence from Great Britain.

2. What was one of Abraham Lincoln’s greatest accomplishments?

a. He created the New Deal.

b. He built the Panama Canal.

c. He ended slavery in the United States.

d. He was the first president of the United States.

3. Who was the first president to set aside land for nature preserves?

a. George Washington

b. Thomas Jefferson

c. Theodore Roosevelt

d. Dwight D. Eisenhower

4. The president who ended the Cold War was…

a. the thirtieth president.

b. the twenty-fourth president.

c. the fortieth president.

d. the forty-fourth president.

5. Which president was known for helping establish the United Nations?

a. Thomas Jefferson

b. Franklin D. Roosevelt

c. Dwight D. Eisenhower

d. Ronald Reagan

App for Facebook
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B  Answer the Critical Thinking questions in complete sentences.

1. Which president do you like the most? Why?

 

 

 

 

 

2. Which president do you think made the greatest contribution to American history? Why?

 

 

 

 

 

3. Which other American presidents have you heard of? What do you know about them?
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Summarizing

President

George Washington
He was the fi rst president of the United States.

He signed the Bill of Rights.

A  Use a two-column chart to list the contributions made by each of the presidents mentioned 

in the reading.
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Applying

A  Use the information in your two-column chart to write a summary of the reading. Be sure to include 

details from the reading.
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Main Idea and Details

A  Complete each main idea from the passage by giving details. 

George 

Washington was 

the first President 

of the United 

States of

America.

Thomas Jefferson 

showed that 

presidential 

power went 

beyond the 

words of the 

Constitution.

Many historians 

consider Lincoln 

as the greatest 

American 

president.

Theodore 

Roosevelt was 

the first American 

to be awarded a 

Nobel Prize.

John F. Kennedy 

was one of the 

most popular 

presidents in  

U.S. history.
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Drawing Conclusions

A  Answer the following questions.

1. What conclusions can you draw about the duties of a president?

 

 

 

2. Do you think being a president is an easy job? Why?

 

 

 

3. What helped you imagine the presidents physically?

 

 

 

4. What is the purpose of reading a biography? 

 

 

 

5. Do you think it is important to mention that Barack Obama is the first African American 

president of the United States of America? Why or why not?

 

 

 

B  Write a short paragraph about the president you believe served the country best. Give your reasons.
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Reflecting

A  Choose one U.S. president you would like to interview. Write at least ten questions that you would 

like to ask him. Be sure to include questions about foreign affairs, the economy, and his personal 

accomplishments. Then, try to answer each question the way you think a president would respond.
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B  Write at least two paragraphs as if you were the president of the United States today. What do you 

know about the economy? What do you know about relations between the United States and other 

countries? What would be your greatest contribution to the nation?
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Practicing

A  Match each defi nition in the left column to the correct vocabulary word in the right column. 

Then, write the corresponding letter in the space provided.

 1.  without a job

 2.  bondage, servitude

 3.  separated or withdrew

 4.  a document stating the fundamental laws 

  and principles of the U.S. government

 5.  chosen through the voting process

 6.  morals, convictions

 7.  an established system of ruling a nation or state

 8.  freedom from the control of others

 9.  located or coming from outside one’s own country

 10.  integration

 11.  relating to the profession of governing

 12.  sanctuaries

 13.  operated by the use of atomic energy

 14.  discussions or bargaining to reach an agreement

 15.  fi nancial, monetary

 16.  an established political group

a. foreign

b. seceded

c. economic

d. desegregation

e. independence

f. political

g. slavery

h. elected

i. ideals

j. party

k. Constitution

l. negotiations

m. nuclear

n. government

o. preserves

p. unemployed

solidaritysolidaritysolidarity

What does solidarity mean to you? 
Discuss it with your classmates.
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