
People and Society 

 

THE UNITED STATES 

OF AMERICA 

 

 



2 
 

 



3 
 

UNIT: THE USA 

 

 

At the end of this unit you will be able to: 

 

• compare and contrast two world ideologies to express an informed view on 

how ideology affects the lives of people. (SOC 4-17c) 

• use your knowledge of current social, political or economic issues to 

interpret evidence and present an informed view. (SOC3-15a) 

• understand the arrangements for political decision making at different 

levels and the factors which shape these arrangements. (SOC3-18a) 

• explain why a group you have identified might experience inequality and 

suggest ways in which this inequality might be addressed. (SOC3-16a) 

  

During this unit we will cover a wide range of topics. The assessment for this 

unit is for you to carry out an independent research activity on a current issue 

in the USA. 

 

The first part of the unit we will learn about the investigation issues as 

follows: 

• The American Dream/Reality 

• Gun Control in the USA 

• The Immigration Debate 

• The Death Penalty 

 

Following this, you will begin your research activity at home, and during class 

we will learn: 

• How to describe the people of the USA 

• What is meant by the term stereotype and how these affect American 

citizens 

• What kind of government the USA has and how it is run 

• How to explain the many inequalities that are faced by many American 

citizens 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE USA 

 

The USA is roughly the fourth largest country in the world after Russia, China 

and Canada. It has an area of 9,857,000 square kilometres. It is roughly two 

and a half times the size of the European Union. The entire UK would fit into 

the state of Texas alone.  

 

If you were to travel from New York on the east coast to San Francisco on the 

west coast you would pass through four different time zones. Each time you 

passed through a time zone you would have to set your watch back one hour.  

 
There are 50 states which make up the USA. Each state is very different in 

terms of size, population, history and climate. For example, the Northern 

States of Minnesota and Wisconsin have a colder climate in comparison to the 

southern states of New Mexico, Texas and Florida. 

 

The USA is also one of the most populated countries in the world with a 

population of just over 319 million (in 2015). As a result, there are great 

variations in how people live, their wealth and overall quality of life. New York is 

the most populous city in the USA with a population of over 8.4 million (in 2015). 
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The flag of the USA is called the Stars and Stripes. It has 50 stars and 

thirteen stripes. Each star represents one of the fifty states and each of the 

stripes represents one of the original thirteen colonies.  

 

 
 

The capital city of the USA is Washington D.C. This is where the main 

government buildings are located, such as the White House (where the 

President lives) and the Capitol Building (where laws are made). 

 

 
 

The current President of the United States is Donald Trump, who is also a 

member of the Republican Party. The other main political party in the USA is 

the Democrats Party. 

 

Throughout this Unit you will learn about many issues that are different to 

those faced in the UK. For example: 

• The American dream 

• Gun control 

• The death penalty 

• Immigration 
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TASKS 

1. Copy and complete the table below in your jotters: 

Area:                                                                                                             

 

Population:                                                                                                     

 

Largest city:                                                                                                  

 

Number of time zones:                                                                                  

 

2. Explain why the American Flag has 50 stars and 13 stripes on it. 

 

3. Which two states are separated from the rest of the USA? 

 

4. When it is 2 o’clock in Las Vegas, what is the time in: 

a) Chicago   b) Miami 

 

5. What is the capital city of the USA and is it on the east or west coast of 

the country? 
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THE PEOPLE OF THE USA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The People of the USA today 

 

The population of the USA is made up of many different ethnic groups and 

cultures.  English is the main language, but many people have a different 

language as their first language.   

 

An ethnic group is a term to define a group of people who share a common and 

distinctive racial, national, religious, linguistic or cultural heritage. An ethnic 

minority group is an ethnic group who are not the largest, most dominant group 

of the population. 

 

The main ethnic groups in the USA include: 

• Native American and Alaskan Natives 

• White Americans (majority ethnic group) 

• African Americans 

• Hispanic Americans 

• Asian Americans (Asian and Pacific Islanders APIs) 

 

These are broad sweeping terms used to describe various groups of people with 

different cultures. There are important differences within each ethnic group. 

 

Population prediction 

 

Minorities make up one third of the US population. Minorities are expected to 

become the majority by 2042. By 2050 the minority population is projected to 

be 235 million out of a total population of 440 million. Hispanics will make up 

30% of the US population by 2050 followed by blacks at 15% and APIs at 9.2%. 

 

Settlement patterns 

 

There are approximately just over 200 million Americans who are White. The 

majority of Whites in the US originate from Europe. At 65% of the nation’s 

What you will learn: 

• What is meant by the terms: 

o Ethnic group 

o Minority ethnic group 

• How diverse the USA is 

• From where the different ethnic groups originated 
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population, Whites are more evenly distributed across the four regions and less 

concentrated in large metropolitan areas. Those with the highest proportions 

are located largely in the Northeast and the Midwest, regions that have not 

received as many immigrant minorities over the past several decades as the 

West and South.  

 

White or Caucasian Americans  

 

White Americans are the majority ethnic group.  They are estimated to be the 

slowest-growing group. White Americans mostly see themselves as Americans 

rather than as part of the country their ancestors came from.  Up to 1860, 

most migrants to the US were from northern Europe 

 

Native American and Alaskan Natives 

 

The Native Americans (sometimes incorrectly called Red Indians) were the first 

settlers on the land which is now the USA.  They have been in the USA for over 

twenty-thousand years. These people would identify with their individual tribe 

such as Cherokee, Navajo and Apache. 

 

The Native American group is the smallest ethnic group in the US population. 

The largest tribe, the Navajo, lives in Arizona, New Mexico and Utah.   

 

African Americans 

 

About 13% of the American people are African American. Most are the 

descendants of Black slaves, who were brought by force to work on the cotton 

and tobacco plantations of the South. As such, many African Americans continue 

to live in the ‘Old South’ although many have also moved to the industrial cities 

of the northeast.   

 

Hispanic Americans 

 

This is the term given to people living in the USA who come from the Spanish 

speaking countries in Central and South America.  It is made up of Mexican 

Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans and other Central and South American 

nationalities.  In 2002, 13.3% of the US population was Hispanic but by the end 

of 2012 it was 16.7%. They are the fastest-growing minority group in the USA, 

firstly because Hispanics tend to have large families, so there is a high birth 

rate; and secondly due to continued immigration, particularly from Mexico. 
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Asians and Pacific islanders 

 

Asians 

There are many different groups of Asian Americans, including people originally 

from China, the Philippines, India, Pakistan, Japan, Korea and Vietnam.   

 

Asian Americans make up 5% of the US population.  They mostly live on the 

West Coast. They are also a fast growing group. By 2050 it is estimated that 

they will make up about 9% of the population.   

 

Pacific Islanders 

Pacific islanders have origins in Hawaii, Guam, Samoa and other Pacific islands.  

This group is made up of people from a variety of cultures and languages. 
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TASKS 

 

Complete the following questions in your jotter 

 

1. What is: 

a. An ethnic group 

b. An ethnic minority group 

 

2. Write out the sentences below, matching the “heads” with the “tails”. 

 

Heads Tails 

 

The largest single group in the USA 

 

 

Native Americans 

 

 

Many African Americans 

 

Mexican Americans are part of the 

Hispanic ethnic group because  

 

Asian Americans 

 

 

make up around 5% of the US 

population. 

 

were originally brought as slaves from 

Africa 

 

is the White American ethnic group 

 

are the original inhabitants of the 

USA 

 

they originate from Spanish-speaking 

countries 
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AMERICAN STEREOTYPES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stereotypes 

 

A stereotype is a fixed image of how we view people and groups in society. 

Sometimes stereotypes can be quite funny. However, they can be very hurtful 

and dangerous. 

 

American Stereotypes 

 

There are many fixed images of people and life in the USA. They have a 

powerful effect on how we view US society.  

 

In Hollywood productions in the past, such as ‘Western’ films,  White cowboys 

were shown to be the heroes and the Native American Indians or ‘Red Indians’ 

as the villains. In reality, the Native Americans were persecuted and pushed off 

their land by European settlers. They have suffered greatly due to the way they 

were treated and hurtful stereotypes that developed. As a result, many people 

had a very negative fixed image of this group of people. 

 

We accept that White people in the USA are usually wealthy and have a high 

standard of living. To an extent, this is true. Until Barack Obama became 

President, all Presidents had been White. However, there are also many poor 

White US citizens living in run-down areas. 

 

Perhaps the most well-known and damaging of modern stereotypes is of the 

African American. Films, TV dramas and documentaries often reflect this group 

in a negative way. They show scenes with African Americans in violent areas, 

living lives of drugs and crime. 

 

Stereotypes can lead to prejudice. Prejudice is when a judgement is made about 

an individual or a group of people from preconceived ideas. That is ideas that 

have been shaped by stereotypes. Prejudice can lead to discrimination. African 

Americans have been discriminated against in US society in the job market and 

in education. Many employers have had a prejudiced attitude to African 

Americans which has prevented them from getting work.  

What you will learn: 

• The definition of ‘stereotype’ 

• Examples of common stereotypes of people in the USA 

• Why stereotyping can have a negative impact 
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TASKS 

 

1. Write out the definition of ‘stereotype’. 

 

2. Below are a number of statements about the people in the USA. Two of 

these statements are stereotypes about different groups of American 

people.  

 

a) Copy out the two statements that are the most accurate 

 

• Most Presidents of the USA have been White 

• All African Americans are in gangs 

• There are many poor White Americans as well as poor African 

Americans 

• All Native Americans are criminals 

 

 

3. Copy and complete the following sentences: 

 

To be prejudiced is to                                                              people 

before you know them. 

 

Discrimination is any kind of                                            treatment. 

 

4. Write down as many types of discrimination as you can. 
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CONSTITUTION AND GOVERNMENT OF THE USA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1783, the thirteen independent colonies gained independence from Britain. 

They decided to create one government in order to prevent themselves from 

going to war with each other over the ownership of the territories to the west, 

each having to fund an army and a navy and each having ambassadors in foreign 

countries. Each state would be able to keep the right to make laws for itself on 

internal matters, but a Federal government would be set up to deal with foreign 

affairs and matters which concerned more than one state or the country as a 

whole.  

 

It was agreed that a set of rules would be needed to say what type of 

government they would have and what the government could do. The rules for 

the government of the United States of America were set out in a written 

document called the Constitution.  

 

 
 

The Constitution can be changed and adapted to take into account changes that 

take place in US society. Changes are called amendments. The first ten 

amendments to the Constitution are called the Bill of Rights. 

 

  

What you will learn: 

• What type of government the USA has 

• That the USA has a written constitution and what it contains 

• There are two layers of government in the USA 

• Who can become President of the USA 

• The powers and responsibilities of the President 
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The US Federal Government 

 

The Constitution outlines the system of government in the USA. There are 

three branches of government: the legislative, the executive and the judicial.  

• The legislative branch is known as Congress. Congress is made up of the 

House of Representatives and the Senate.  

• The President and his office exercise the executive function.  

• The judicial function of the US government is carried out by the Supreme 

Court.  

 

 
 

Chief Justice of the United States   

   John G. Roberts         
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The Legislative branch 

 

These are the people who make 

the laws. This is done by the 

Senate and the House of 

Representatives – collectively 

known as Congress.  

 

 

 

The Executive Branch 

 

This consists of the people who carry out the laws 

which are made. The President and his staff are 

empowered to carry out the laws which are made by 

Congress. 

 

 

 

The Judicial Branch 

 

The judges in the Supreme Court 

determine whether a law passed is 

allowed by the Constitution (i.e. that 

it is constitutional). 

 

 

The Separation of Powers 

 

In the US Constitution each branch of government was kept separate. This was 

to prevent any one branch from having too much power. There are also many 

checks and balances to ensure this. Each branch of government can act as a 

check on the other.  
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Levels of Government 

 

Federal 

The Federal Government looks after the interests of all US citizens. It has 

authority over: 

• The armed forces 

• The post office 

• The currency of the USA 

• Disputes between states 

• Foreign relations including declaring war and the negotiation of peace 

 

State 

Each of the 50 states has its own government. The person who is elected to run 

the state is called the Governor. All states have a three branch system of 

government. In all states, except Nebraska, the Congress has two chambers. 

State Governments have control over: 

• Local laws e.g. age of compulsory education, age of marriage etc. 

• Punishments e.g. capital punishment, and the form of capital punishment 

• Provision of local services e.g. roads, schools 

• Local taxes 
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TASKS 

 

1. What is the US Constitution? 

 

2. Study the Bill of Rights on page 14: 

 

a. Which two rights do you think are the most important? Explain 

your reasons. 

b. Which two rights do you think are the least important? Explain 

your reasons. 

 

3. Draw a diagram showing the three branches of government. 

 

4. What type of government does the USA have? 

 

5. Over what matters does the Federal government have control? 

 

6. Over what matters do the State governments have control? 
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THE PRESIDENT OF THE USA 

 

The United States is a democratic country because the citizens have a right to 

choose their leaders. The most important leader is the President who is the 

head of the Executive Branch.  

 

Article 2 of the Constitution describes: 

 

• Powers of the president 

• Who can become President 

• How long the President can hold office 

 

 
 

 

  Article 2 
 

The President must: 

• Be a natural born citizen of the USA 

• Be at least 35 years old 

• Have lived in the USA for the past fourteen years 

 

The President: 

• Is the Head of the Armed Forces (Commander in Chief) 

• Makes treaties with other countries 

• Is elected for a four year term 

• Cannot be elected more than twice 
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TASKS 

 

1. Stick a copy of the seal of the President in your jotter and create a mind 

map around it regarding what Article Two states about the President. 

 

2. Study the tables below: 

 

Table 1 

US Presidents by 

gender 

Male 44 

Female 0 

 

Table 2 

US Presidents by ethnic group 

White 43 

African American 1 

Hispanic 0 

Native American 0 

Asian 0 

 

“All American citizens have an equal chance of becoming President.” 

Using only the information from the tables above, give two reasons to 

oppose this statement. 
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INEQUALITY IN THE USA 

 

 

The American Dream 

All citizens are equal. Anyone can be successful and wealthy if they work hard.  

 

Inequalities 

 

Economic Inequalities 

The USA is the wealthiest nation in the world with an estimated Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) in 2015 of $16.8 trillion. The GDP of the UK is $2.9 trillion. The 

USA GDP accounts for just under a quarter of world GDP making it perhaps the 

most powerful and influential country in the world. Despite its wealth, the 

United States remains one of the world’s most unequal societies.  

 

Poverty 

 

This table shows poverty levels in the USA by Ethnic group. 

 

Ethnic Group 2000 2007 2015 

White 7.4% 8.2% 10% 

African American 22.5% 24.5% 27% 

Hispanic 21.4% 21.5% 24% 

Other 9.9% 10.2% 14% 

 

Many people from minority groups are stuck in the ‘Vicious Circle of Poverty’ 

from which they cannot break free. Being born poor generally leads to poor 

education, a low paid job or unemployment, reliance on welfare, lone parent 

families and poverty, which in turn leads to their children being poor. This 

repeats itself down the generations. 

 

 

 

What you will learn: 

• What is meant by the American Dream 

• The economic and social inequalities in US society 

• The actions being taken to address these inequalities 
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Many African American families suffer from low incomes due to unemployment 

and having to depend on welfare benefits.  They face higher unemployment 

caused by lower educational attainment and discrimination in employment. 

Hispanics suffer from poverty as a result of immigration. The majority of 

immigrants coming to the USA are Hispanic. They tend to be found in the lowest 

paid jobs because they are willing to accept low pay and lack of qualifications to 

do professional jobs. However, over time their children become fully integrated 

into society and may either get a good job or decide to open up their own 

business with their relatives.  

 

Unemployment 

 

The table below shows unemployment in the USA by ethnic group. 

 

Ethnic group 2008 2010 2015 

White 6.1% 8.7% 4.4% 

African American 11.2% 16% 9.2% 

Hispanic 8.6% 12.5% 6.7% 

Other 4.8% 7.5% 4.5% 

 

Between 2008 and 2010, the rate of unemployment increased for all ethnic 

groups as a result of the recession. Economic recession hits minorities harder 

than Whites because they tend to be in lower skilled jobs which tend to be 

 

Vicious Circle of 

Poverty 

Lack of money 

Poor education 

Few qualifications 

Low paid jobs 

High unemployment 
Poor housing 

Family problems 

High Crime Rate 

Drug problems 
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made redundant first. There has been a decline in the number of people 

unemployed in the USA since 2010, however, the percentage of African 

Americans and Hispanics without jobs is still higher than the figure for Whites. 

 

Education is one of the most important factors in determining employment. 

Those who do well at school are more likely to get better paid jobs and are less 

likely to be unemployed. Employers and businesses are going to hire well 

educated individuals over those who have ‘dropped out’ of school early or left 

with few qualifications. In addition, many newly arrived Hispanics might not 

speak fluent English and therefore may find it difficult to fill out application 

forms and perform well during interviews. 

 

Discrimination also continues to exist because even African Americans and 

Hispanics with similar qualifications to Whites face higher rates of 

unemployment. Many minorities face racial prejudice by employers.  

 

However, progress is being made. Many people from ethnic minority groups are 

in middle class jobs. They live in nice residential suburbs, are in well paid jobs, 

with their children attending good magnet schools. The reforms to education 

made by the Obama administration have also improved the educational and 

economic status of minorities. 

 

Income 

 

The average income for Whites is higher than for African American and 

Hispanics because these minorities tend to be found in low paid work. The 

highest earners are those who have graduated from university and hold degrees. 

The table below shows the industries that male minorities work in. 

 

Occupation White African 

American 

Hispanic Other 

Management/ Finance 17.4% 9.7% 7.7% 16.9% 

Professional 17.6% 13.8% 7.9% 32.3% 

Service 13.8% 22.3% 21.9% 14.2% 

Sales/Office 16.6% 18.0% 14.6% 17.1% 

Manual 17.9% 11.6% 26.1% 6.5% 

Transportation 16.8% 24.6% 21.8% 13.0% 
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The types of occupation minorities work in account for the differences in 

income between ethnic groups. The table below shows the average income of 

Americans split up by ethnicity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Inequalities 

 

Housing 

 

African Americans are more likely than Whites to live in poorer housing. While 

some African Americans and Hispanics have moved into better quality housing, 

many urban African Americans and Hispanics remain trapped in inner city 

ghettos. A ghetto is a poverty stricken and deprived urban area. They have 

social problems like violence, poverty and derelict housing. The term ‘barrios’ is 

used as a Latino equivalent of a ghetto. The difference being that barrios are 

neighbourhoods with largely Spanish speaking residents. 
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White Americans are also more likely to own their own homes than African 

Americans and Hispanics. This is a result of having better paid jobs.  

 

The table below shows the percentage of homeowners in the USA broken down 

by ethnic group. 

 

Ethnic Group 2000 2010 

White 73.8% 74.4% 

African Americans 47.2% 45.4% 

Hispanics 45.5% 47.5% 

 

Education 

 

White Americans usually live in areas with good schools, with some being able to 

afford private education and many going on to higher education.  

 

Academic success is not highly valued in ghetto schools, particularly for African 

American boys. Instead, being good at sports, especially American football or 

basketball is valued more highly. While not all minority students in inner city 

ghetto schools lack the drive to succeed or do well, it is more often the case 

that their determination to succeed is inhibited by it not being seen as ‘cool’ to 

succeed. As a result, many minorities end up dropping out of school in the hope 

of helping out their family financially by getting a job, albeit poorly paid. 

 

Inner city schools are also likely to be in a state of disrepair. Problems with the 

roof, heating, equipment and resources are all part of inner city schools. This 

has a negative impact on the learning environment.  

 

The table below shows the educational attainment of Americans by ethnic group 

in 2013. 

 

Ethnic Group School Graduates Some College College Graduate + 

White 89.4% 58.8% 30.5% 

African American 80.1% 45.8% 17.3% 

Hispanic 60.6% 32.4% 12.5% 

Asian 85.8% 68.0% 49.5% 
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The reason for the widening achievement gap between African American and 

White students is likely related to differences in teacher quality and 

educational spending. According to the National Urban League’s report ‘The 

State of Black America 2008’, 21% of teachers in majority black districts had 

less than three years’ experience, compared to 10% in majority white districts. 

On top of that, dollars spent per black student was only 82% of what was spent 

per white student. 

 

Those minorities that do succeed, despite these obstacles, face financial 

constraints when want to extend their education to college and university. In 

the United States, students have to pay for further education. It can cost 

hundreds of thousands of dollars to attend a prestigious university undertaking 

a highly regarded course such as law and medicine. Therefore, minorities 

(particularly African Americans and Hispanics) remain under represented in 

these types of subjects and courses. 

 

The vast majority of Hispanic public school students (84%) were born in the US. 

Therefore many Hispanics speak English well. However, in those states with high 

Hispanic settlement patterns, many choose to speak Spanish with their friends 

and are often less likely to integrate with other ethnic groups. Indeed, 70% of 

Hispanic students speak a language other than English at home. It is important 

to bear in mind that speaking English fluently at home varies according to how 

long Hispanics have been in America for. Recently arrived immigrants are less 

likely to speak fluent English than those who were born in the country. This may 

have an impact on their qualifications. 

 

APIs do particularly well in education. This is because they are pushed harder 

by their parents to do well at school and to attend university. Parents value 

education highly and see it as a means of achieving success for their children. In 

their minds, having a good degree and a strong work ethic helps them to 

overcome discrimination. 

 

Health 

 

There is no National Health Service (NHS) in the USA as we have in Britain. 

The health care costs of most Americans are met by private health insurance 

which they pay for or their employer provides in employer sponsored insurance. 

Nearly a third of Americans have no health insurance cover at all. 

 

Minorities are less likely to have health insurance than Whites because they 

cannot afford it and they work in jobs where insurance is not provided.  
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The below table shows the percentage of uninsured Americans by ethnic group. 

 

Ethnic group 2007 2015 

White 9.1% 12% 

African American 18.3% 17% 

Hispanic 32.6% 26% 

Other 17.5% 15% 

 

 

The below table shows the life expectancy of Americans by ethnic group in 

2015. 

 

Ethnic group Life expectancy 

White 78.9 years 

African American 74.6 years 

Hispanic 82.8 years 

Asian American 86.5 years 

 

 

Crime and Law 

 

African American and Hispanic crime statistics are likely to be worse than 

White crime statistics because crime is concentrated in inner city areas. 

Economic segregation breeds resentment and young African Americans can grow 

up ‘street-wise’ and are drawn to the destructive gang culture of crime, drugs 

and ‘territorial’ battles against other neighbourhoods.  
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African Americans feel that they face discrimination and prejudice from the 

police and courts – despite making up only 12% of the population, nearly 40% of 

prison inmates are black.  

 

The table below show the percentage of prison inmates by ethnic group. 

 

Ethnic group 2004 2008 2015 

White 34.3% 34% 58.9% 

African American 40.7% 38% 37.7% 

Hispanic 19% 20% - 

 

Over the past few years there has been an increase in reported police brutality 

towards African Americans. This may be caused by police officers being 

prejudiced towards African American men, and automatically taking a more 

aggressive approach towards detaining them.  
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ADDRESSING INEQUALITIES 

Affirmative Action 

Affirmative action programmes first appeared in the 1960s. Affirmative action 

is when governments take steps to promote equality to redress the injustices of 

the past. Affirmative action programmes might attempt to ensure equal 

opportunities for ethnic minorities to gain access to educational institutions and 

well paid employment, as well as promoting opportunities for progression within 

a workplace into management positions.  

How successful have affirmative action policies been? 

Affirmative action has helped overturn centuries of discrimination against 

ethnic minorities and has helped to create a large African American and 

Hispanic middle class. 

However, many people in American feel that it has not actually been a good 

thing. Many White Americans feel resentful that they may have been passed 

over for jobs or university places, when they may have been the better 

candidate. Many members of ethnic minorities also feel that it has failed to end 

discrimination and only served to make race relations worse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Affirmative Action Debate 

• Affirmative action leads to reverse discrimination 

• Affirmative action lowers standards and benefits no one 

• If people start at a disadvantage they need assistance. 

Minority students are usually disadvantaged.  

• Minorities usually come from lower income families and 

have less opportunity to go to private schools as White 

students. 

• Affirmative action leads to resentment. 

• Affirmative action is needed to compensate minorities for 

centuries of slavery or oppression. 


