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How Government Works: A look at state and
local governments

The California State Capitol building is where the state legislature meets. Every U.S. state government has a governor, a legislature and
courts. Photo from: Wikimedia Commons.

The Founding Fathers of the United States were concerned that a big national government could take away
people's freedoms. So, when they set up the U.S. government, they created a separation of power. They
divided power between three branches of government. These are the executive, judicial and legislative
branches.

Their efforts went beyond the national government, too. The Founding Fathers also made sure that power
was shared with states and communities. These smaller governments were given many duties. They were
allowed to decide how they would govern their people. 

State and local governments across the U.S. are not all organized in the same way. Yet most have some
important things in common. These governments often affect people's lives more than the federal
government. They give out marriage, birth and death certificates. State and local governments also decide
on the driving age and who can get a drivers license. They oversee schools and are responsible for
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protecting citizens from crime. These important duties and others are not managed by government officials
in Washington, D.C. Instead, they are handled by state and local officials.

State Constitutions

The states had constitutions years before the U.S.
Constitution was even written. Since the Declaration of
Independence in 1776, states have written about 150
constitutions. Several states frequently even change or
write new ones. State constitutions tend to be quite a bit
longer than the U.S. Constitution — an average of four
times as long! These documents determine the structure of
state and local governments and say what each part does
and how it will be paid for. 

State
Officials

Each of
the 50
states has
its own
public
officials.
No two
states are
exactly
alike, but
all of them
have a
governor,
legislature
and courts.

In every state, the governor is chosen by vote, and most serve four-year terms. More than half of states limit
the number of times a person may be elected governor. These restrictions are called term limits. In general,
governors run the state and prepare its budget. In some states, governors have more power. In other states,
power is spread among many elected officials.

In most states, several other top officials are elected, such as the lieutenant governor, secretary of state and
attorney general. A lieutenant governor is the vice governor. The secretary of state is in charge of elections
and keeping the state's records. The attorney general is the top lawyer for the state.

Every state has a state legislature, which makes its laws. Legislatures have between 20 to 400 lawmakers,
and most meet every year. All states set a minimum age for a lawmaker and how long he or she must live in
the state in order to serve. States also decide how much lawmakers get paid. Many state legislators serve for
several terms.
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Each state also has its own court system. Most have a state Supreme Court, which is the highest court.
Judges oversee courts. They decide whether a person, group or organization has broken the law. State judges
make the final decisions in most cases in the U.S. since more cases are decided by state laws than federal
laws. Most states have two types of courts. A trial court handles cases from traffic fines to major crimes. An
appeals court hears cases appealed from trial courts. Cases are appealed when someone thinks the trial court
made a mistake in its ruling.

Local Organization Of Government

Local governments are generally organized into four types: counties, townships, special districts and
municipalities.

States are divided into counties. County governments make sure state laws are followed within their
borders. They keep the peace, manage jails, collect taxes and build and repair roads and bridges. They also
keep track of marriages and deaths. Elected officials usually lead counties. These officials are called
supervisors or commissioners.

Only about half of the states have townships. In states that
do have them, the responsibilities of townships can vary
widely. Sometimes "township" is simply another name for
a town or city. Or, it may be a smaller part of a county.

A special district is a unit of government that has a special
purpose. The best known example is a local school district.

Municipalities are cities, towns or boroughs that have
permission to govern themselves. Today, about 8 out 10
Americans live in municipalities. Some municipalities have
mayors who are elected. Others are run by city managers
who are hired.
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Quiz

1 Select the sentence from the introduction [paragraphs 1-3] that suggests that local governments play an important role.

(A) The Founding Fathers of the United States were concerned that a big national government could take
away people's freedoms.

(B) The Founding Fathers also made sure that power was shared with states and communities.

(C) State and local governments across the United States are not all organized in the same way.

(D) These governments often affect people's lives more than the federal government.

2 Which sentence from the article BEST supports the idea that local governments are different from national governments?

(A) These are the executive, judicial and legislative branches.

(B) State constitutions tend to be quite a bit longer than the U.S. Constitution — an average of four times as
long!

(C) No two states are exactly alike, but all of them have a governor, legislature and courts.

(D) Local governments are generally organized into four types: counties, townships, special districts and
municipalities.

3 Which of the following BEST describes the structure of the article?

(A) problem and solution

(B) cause and effect

(C) compare and contrast

(D) chronological order

4 Which information MOST contributes to the organization of the section "Local Organization of Government"?

(A) the comparison of local government to national government

(B) the explanation of the four types of local government

(C) the description of the courts of special districts

(D) the mention of the reason for different types of government


