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Teacher Resource 
Mini-Lesson 
 

What Is A Policy? 
Adapted from: Center for Education in Law and Democracy. “We the People…The Citizen and the Constitution.” 

http://www.lawanddemocracy.orgwtpnew.htm. Permission Pending. 
 
Explain to students that in this lesson, they will learn about the public policy making process and 
its various stakeholders. 

 
What is a public policy?  

• Teacher should explain that in the United States a public policy is an agreed upon way that 
our federal, state, or local government and civic organizations fulfill their responsibilities. 
Policies establish parameters, rules or guidelines for governments, organizations, businesses 
and citizens with which to work and live. Some examples include The Clean Air Act, The 
Toxic Substances Control Act, No Child Left Behind, The Fair Packaging and Labeling Act, 
The Uniform Commercial Code, the North American Free Trade Agreement and the Clean 
Water Act.  

 
• Students should understand that public policies are written into laws by legislatures, or are 

found in rules and regulations created by executive branches of local and national 
government institutions and agencies. They also include international policies and treaties 
such as the International Trade in Endangered Species Treaty and the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, etc. Then give the following examples of public policies and the 
governmental agencies responsible for carrying them out:  

 
• School districts are responsible for making policies regarding student behavior and 

discipline. Teachers and school administrators enforce these policies. 
• State legislatures are responsible for making laws that place speed limits on drivers. 

Police officers enforce these laws. 
• City governments often adopt policies that prohibit people from operating liquor stores 

near public schools. City inspectors and zoning departments enforce these policies. 
 
• Teacher should then explain the public policy making process. It should be illustrated that the 

process of policy making is dynamic and not static - that it is an ongoing, perpetual 
discussion, debate and revision of policies. 

• Students should understand that the government’s role in policy making is only one part of 
the process. It should be illustrated that all citizens in a community can participate in the 
policy making process. 

• Explain to students that one step in the policy making process is when 

• people in a community perceive that something needs to change in order to ensure the 
community’s quality of life; 
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• the media, politicians, non-governmental organizations, citizen groups, or 
government institutions and policy makers identify issues that they feel need to be 
addressed; and  

• government policymakers, citizens, social or civic organizations, etc., identify 
existing policies (or lack of) that they feel need to be rewritten or upheld. 

 
• Teacher should then explain that an additional step in the policy making process includes 

when people formulate ideas on how to implement policies. This includes people with ideas 
who try to persuade government to adopt their ideas and put their solutions into practice. It 
should be illustrated that in this process, there are likely to be differences of opinion over 
what should be done about a particular problem and who should do it. 

• It should be explained that the entire policy making process includes collecting and analyzing 
data, assessing consequences of alternative actions and gathering support for one proposal or 
another. Once people agree on an appropriate course of action, they must persuade the 
appropriate government or governmental agency to adopt a particular policy by making it a 
formal, written law, regulation, statute, etc. 

• Once a formal policy is adopted by a government institution, the policy needs to be upheld 
by citizens, government institutions and various administrative agencies at the local and 
national level. 

• Teacher should demonstrate that even once a policy is written or adopted by a government of 
civic institutions, it is constantly in the process of being rewritten, debated, discussed and 
revised with further actions taken by government institutions, civic organizations, citizens, 
etc.  

 




