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The U.S. President 101 
 
The President of the United States is the head of state and head of government of the United 
States. The president leads the executive branch of the federal government and is the 
commander-in-chief of the United States Armed Forces. 
 
Ok people this is a mouth full but it all applies and I’m sure that you all get it.  Let’s look at the 
‘executive branch’ before moving forward.   

The executive branch of the United States government consists of the president, the vice 
president and 15 Cabinet-level executive departments.  

The president is elected every four years, and chooses his vice president as a running mate. The 
president is the commander-in-chief of the U.S. Armed Forces and is essentially the leader of 
the country. As such, he must deliver a State of the Union address to Congress once each year; 
may recommend legislation to Congress; may convene Congress; has the power to appoint 
ambassadors to other nations; can appoint Supreme Court justices and other federal judges; 
and is expected, with his Cabinet and its agencies, to carry out and enforce the laws of the 
United States.  

The vice president, who also is a member of the Cabinet, serves as president in the event that 
the president is unable to do so for any reason or if the president steps down. The vice 
president also presides over the Senate and can cast a deciding vote in the event of a tie.  

Fifteen cabinet members are appointed by the president after he is elected to run the 
government's executive departments; the Senate must approve all appointments. The Cabinet 
includes:  

 The Department of Agriculture, among other functions, ensures that the food 
Americans consume is safe and regulates the nation's vast farming infrastructure.  

 The Department of Commerce helps regulate trade, banking and the economy; among 
its agencies are the Census Bureau and the Patent and Trademark Office.  

 The Department of Defense, which includes the U.S. Armed Forces, protects the 
nation's security and is headquartered at the Pentagon.  

 The Department of Education is responsible for ensuring equal access to a quality 
education for all.  

 The Department of Energy keeps the U.S. plugged in, regulating utilities, ensuring the 
security of power supplies and promoting new technology to conserve energy resources.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Head_of_government
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Executive_(government)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_government_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commander-in-chief#United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Armed_Forces
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 Health and Human Services helps keep Americans healthy; its agencies include the Food 
and Drug Administration, the Centers for Disease Control, National Institutes of Health and 
the Administration on Aging.  

 The Department of Homeland Security, established in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, is 
charged with preventing terrorist attacks in the U.S. and helping to fight the war on terror 
and includes the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  

 Housing and Urban Development promotes affordable home-ownership and ensures 
that no one is discriminated against in the pursuit of that goal.  

 Interior is dedicated to protecting and nurturing natural resources, national parks and 
wildlife. Among its agencies are the Fish and Wildlife Service and the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs.  

 Justice, led by the Attorney General, enforces the nation's laws and includes, among 
other agencies, the Federal Bureau of Prisons, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and 
the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA).  

 The Department of Labor enforces labor laws and keeps workers' safety and rights 
protected.  

 State is charged with diplomacy; its representatives reflect the United States as part of 
the world community.  

 The Department of Transportation established the Interstate Highway System and 
keeps the U.S. transportation infrastructure safe and functioning.  

 Treasury ensures the country's financial and economic stability, manages federal 
finances and collects taxes.  

 Veterans Affairs provides medical care for wounded or ill veterans and administers 
veterans' benefits. 

SIDEBAR PEOPLE: In recent news, there has nation’s Debt Ceiling has been on 
the forefront.  The debt ceiling is a statutory limit on the amount of U.S federal 
debt held by the public and the government's own accounts. The debt ceiling 
became law with the Second Liberty Bond Act of 1917, which helped finance 
the United States' entry into World War I.   

Only Congress has the ability to raise the debt ceiling, and it has done so 
numerous times through the years. In fact, the nation's debt ceiling more than 
doubled from 2000 through 2010 under each modern presidential 
administration. 

The debt ceiling as of November 2010 was $14.294 trillion. 

Simply put, Congress must increase the debt ceiling because the federal 
government's level of spending continues to grow or it risks defaulting on its 
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obligations. According to the federal Bureau of the Public Debt, "Whereas 
Congress once approved legislation for every debt issuance, the growth of 
government fiscal operations in the 20th century made this impractical." 

Question: What happens if the total national debt grows to the size of the debt 
ceiling and Congress doesn't increase the limit? 

Answer: This happened in 1995 and 1996, in what is now known as the original 
"debt ceiling crisis." The refusal to increase the debt ceiling then, led by 
conservatives in Congress, hurt the financial markets and forced two 
government shutdowns. 

The Center for American Progress warns of more significant consequences 
should the nation be plunged into a similar showdown amid two wars and a 
weak economy. 

"The budgetary consequences of this conservative pledge would be catastrophic 
and far-reaching, forcing the immediate cessation of more than 40 percent of all 
federal government activities (excluding only interest payments on the national 
debt), including Social Security, military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
homeland security, Medicare, and unemployment insurance," the Center for 
American Progress warned in October 2010. 

"This would not only threaten the safety and economic security of all Americans, 
but also have dire impacts for the economy and job growth," it continued. "In 
short, the economic consequences of such a large and precipitous drop in 
spending would be crushing, and almost certainly result in a severe drop in 
economic growth and employment at a time when we can least afford it." 

So, the Republican majority congress would rather see all of this happen instead 
of raising the ceiling that a REPUBLICAN administration caused by deregulating 
our banking system! Ok I had a moment and this is an entire other lesson.  Now 
back to the president… 

All of this power is given to the president because of Article II of the U.S. Constitution.  The 
president is further empowered to grant federal pardons and reprieves, and to convene and 
adjourn either or both houses of Congress under extraordinary circumstances. Since the 
founding of the United States, the power of the president and the federal government have 
grown substantially and each modern president, despite possessing no formal legislative powers 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Article_Two_of_the_United_States_Constitution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pardon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Congress
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperial_Presidency
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperial_Presidency
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperial_Presidency
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beyond signing or vetoing congressionally passed bills, is largely responsible for dictating the 
legislative agenda of his party and the foreign and domestic policy of the United States. The 
president is frequently described as the most powerful person in the world.  

 
The president is indirectly elected by the people through the Electoral College to a four-year 
term, and is one of only two nationally elected federal officers, the other being the Vice 
President of the United States. The Twenty-second Amendment, adopted in 1951, prohibits 
anyone from ever being elected to the presidency for a third full term. It also prohibits a person 
from being elected to the presidency more than once if that person previously had served as 
President, or Acting President, for more than two years of another person's term as President. In 
all, 43 individuals have served 55 four-year terms. On January 20, 2009, Barack Obama became 
the forty-fourth and current president. 

I am sure that most of you is asking: “What in the world is an Electoral College”?  Or you may be 
thinking:  “If the Electoral Colleges determine whose president, then do I need to vote?” The 
answer is YES YES YES! 

Every fourth November, after almost two years of campaign hype and money, over 90 million 
Americans vote for the presidential candidates. Then, in the middle of December, the president 
and vice president of the United States are really elected by the votes of only 538 citizens -- the 
"electors" of the Electoral College.  

How the Electoral College Elects the President 

When you vote for a presidential candidate you are really voting to instruct the electors from 
your state to cast their votes for the same candidate. For example, if you vote for the 
Republican candidate, you are really voting for an elector who will be "pledged" to vote for the 
Republican candidate. The candidate who wins the popular vote in a state wins all the pledged 
votes of the state's electors. 

The Electoral College system was established in Article II of the Constitution and amended by 
the 12th Amendment in 1804. 

Each state gets a number of electors equal to its number of members in the U.S. House of 
Representatives plus one for each of its two U.S. Senators. The District of Columbia gets three 
electors. While state laws determine how electors are chosen, they are generally selected by 
the political party committees within the states. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Veto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indirect_election
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electoral_College_(United_States)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vice_President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vice_President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vice_President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twenty-second_Amendment_to_the_United_States_Constitution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acting_President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Presidents_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barack_Obama
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inauguration_of_Barack_Obama
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Each elector gets one vote. Thus, a state with eight electors would cast eight votes. There are 
currently 538 electors and the votes of a majority of them -- 270 votes -- are required to be 
elected. Since Electoral College representation is based on congressional representation, states 
with larger populations get more Electoral College votes. See: Electoral Votes From Each State 

Should none of the candidates win 270 electoral votes, the 12th Amendment kicks in and the 
election is decided by the House of Representatives. The combined representatives of each 
state get one vote and a simple majority of states is required to win. This has only happened 
twice. Presidents Thomas Jefferson in 1801 and John Quincy Adams in 1825 were elected by 
the House of Representatives. 

While the state electors are "pledged" to vote for the candidate of the party that chose them, 
nothing in the Constitution requires them to do so. In rare instances, an elector will defect and 
not vote for his or her party's candidate. Such "faithless" votes rarely change the outcome of 
the election and laws of some states prohibit electors from casting them. 

So we will all go vote on Tuesday, and before the sun sets in California at least one of the TV 
networks will have declared a winner. By midnight, one of the candidates will have probably 
claimed victory and some will have conceded defeat. But not until the first Monday after the 
second Wednesday in December, when the electors of the Electoral College meet in their state 
capitals and cast their votes will we really have a new president and vice president elect. 

Why the delay between the general election and the Electoral College meetings? Back in the 
1800s, it simply took that long to count the popular votes and for all the electors to travel to 
the state capitals. Today, the time is more likely to be used for settling any protests due to 
election code violations and for vote recounts. 

Ok SEQCYD members, we will continue more on the President of the United States at our next 
session! 

 


