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NORTHERN STATE UNIVERSITY 
 

 PRAXIS REVIEW SHEET 
Government/Civics/Political Science 

 
POLS 100: American Government, POLS 250: World Politics, POLS 335: American 

National Processes, POLS 430: Constitutional Law 
 
 
Praxis concepts addressed in these courses: Basic political concepts and political 
theory, such as the need for government and liberal\conservative orientation; 
Constitutional foundation and political system of the United States; other forms of 
government, such as parliamentary systems; and international politics  
 
 Any preparation for this test should start with a review of your American 
Government materials, such as your textbook and notes.  There are also the “quickstudy” 
guides to various political science sub-fields and they can be purchased for a relatively 
low price at www.barcharts.com.  An annotated version of the key portions of the 
Declaration and Constitution written by Professor Blanchard and me can be found at 
http://etech.northern.edu/epublius/.  The concepts indicated above are extraordinarily 
vague, so it is best to master the basics and the key terms.   
 
Government/Civics/Political Science Concept I:  
 

Basic political concepts and political theory, such as the need for government 
and liberal\conservative orientation: 

 
Major themes (key terms are in bold): There is a distinction between the ancient (Greek 
and Roman) view of government and the modern view of government.   
 
Ancient assumptions about the nature and purpose of government: 

• Man is by nature a political animal.  This means he is the kind of animal who 
lives in a polis (city, i.e. some kind of political organization).   

• The purpose of the polis is to promote some concept of virtue.   
• Those who are the best (whatever “best” means) should rule.  This is aristocracy 

(literally “rule of the best”).  Natural inequalities translate into unequal claims to 
rule.  

• The Romans believed the republic, which they defined as a mixture of rule of a 
monarch, the wealthy few and the many poor.   

 
Modern assumptions about the nature and purpose government:  
Many of these assumptions are defended in our Declaration of Independence. Students 
should familiarize themselves with the first two paragraphs of the Declaration.  

• Man is by nature an individual.  Governments are the result of a social contract.   
• The purpose of government is to promote safety and acquisition (i.e., I want to get 

stuff, and the government should punish those who want to take my stuff).  
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• Men are by nature endowed with inalienable natural rights.   
• There is a natural equality.  First, we are equal in possession of natural rights. 

Second, whatever natural inequalities we have they do not translate into natural 
right of one to rule over another.  

• Thus, government must operate by consent of the governed. This is democracy 
(literally, “rule of the masses”).   

• Students should have some basic familiarity with the ideas of Machiavelli and 
John Locke as they pertain to these topics. 

 
In the United States, liberal and conservative political ideologies tend to agree on the 
principles of modern political thought, but differ in how they interpret the language of 
modernity and which parts to emphasize.   
 
Key Terms: Ancient political thought, virtue, Aristotle, polis, aristocracy, republic, 
democracy, Modern political thought, Declaration of Independence, social contract, 
inalienable natural rights, equality, consent, democracy, Machiavelli, John Locke, 
Thomas Jefferson.   
 
Government/Civics/Political Science Concept II: Constitutional foundation and 
political system of the United States: 
 

Constitutional foundation: 
 
Major Themes: The failure of the Articles of Confederation; the make up of the 
Constitutional Conventions; major arguments at the Convention over representation and 
the powers of the new government; the arguments for and against the Constitution; the 
basic organization of the Constitution; important Amendments to the Constitution, 
especially the Bill of Rights. 
 
Key Terms: The Articles of Confederation, Annapolis Convention, Shay’s Rebellion, 
Virginia Plan, New Jersey Plan, Connecticut Compromise (a.k.a., the Great 
Compromise), Separation of Powers, checks and balances, Federalists, Anti-Federalists, 
Bill of Rights.   
 

Political system of the United States: 
 
Major Themes: The powers of the presidency, the Congress, and the federal courts;  
how these powers have fluctuated over time; different theories of representation; the role 
of congressional committees; the role of the president’s cabinet; the role of political 
parties in our political system; the role of interest groups in our political system; major 
Supreme Court decisions that have altered the balance of power in our system or 
recognized major new rights; kinds of elections; things that effect how people vote.  
 
Key Terms: Representation, veto, Judicial Review, voter turnout, 14th Amendment, 
incumbency, primary election, general election, trustee, delegate, Electoral College, 



Development of this review sheet was made possible by funding from the US Department of 
Education through South Dakota’s EveryTeacher Teacher Quality Enhancement grant. 

 

Marbury v. Madison, McCulloch v. Maryland, Dred Scott v. Sanford, Plessy v. Ferguson, 
Brown v. Board of Education 
 
Government/Civics/Political Science Concept III:  
 

Other forms of government, such as parliamentary systems: 
 
Major Themes: Governments can be classified in many ways.  Here are a couple kinds of 
classification.  ---We can classify based on who rules.  While we modern Americans tend 
to see only rule by the many (democracy) as legitimate, Aristotle categorized in this 
manner: 
 
Number of rulers  Good Rule   Bad Rule
One    Monarchy  Tyranny 
Few    Aristocracy  Oligarchy 
Many    “Polity”  Democracy  
 
“Polity” was simply a generic term for political organization.  Today we might call good 
rule of the many democracy and bad rule by the many “mob rule.”   
 
The Romans believed in republican form of government, which was defined as a 
mixture of the monarchical, aristocratic and democratic elements.   
 
The Middle Ages were often characterized by theocracy, which is rule of a church or a 
priestly class.   
 
There are many other ways of classifying governments based on whether they have a 
written constitution, what kind of an executive they have, the powers of the executive 
versus the legislature (assuming there is a legislature), whether there is a judiciary 
independent of political influence.   
 
Key terms: Constitutional monarchy, democracy, tyranny, authoritarianism, autocracy, 
aristocracy, oligarchy, theocracy, parliamentary government, republican government.  
 
 
Government/Civics/Political Science Concept IV:  
 

International politics: 
 
Major themes: Major theories of international relations; theories and institutions of 
international political economy; the structure and role of the United Nations; the major 
events of the modern world (e.g., the World Wars, the Cold War) and how they caused 
changes to the world scene; sources of international law; the role of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs); the causes of war; world environmental and health concerns.  
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Key Terms: Realism, liberal internationalism, unipolarity, bipolarity, multipolarity, 
capitalism, mercantilism, globalization, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), World Trade Organization (WTO), 
United Nations (UN), UN General Assembly, UN Security Council, North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), imperialism, hegemony, state sovereignty, fascism, 
communism, détente, nationalism, balance of power, European Union, decolonization, 
deterrence, genocide.   
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