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UNDERSTANDING THE U.S.
EXECUTIVE BRANCH THROUGH
ICIVICS: A VERY BIG BRANCH

When  students  first  encounter  the
s t ruc ture  o f  the  Un i ted  S ta tes
government,  the Executive Branch can
seem deceptively simple. The President
is the head of state, the Vice President is
the  second-in-command,  and  the
Cabinet  provides  advice.  However,  as
the  educational  game iCivics  A  Very
Big  Branch  brilliantly  illustrates,  the
real i ty  is  far  more  complex  and
fascinating. Created by the late Supreme
Court  Justice  Sandra  Day  O'Connor,
iCivics has transformed civics education
by  turning  abstract  government
concepts  into  interactive,  memorable
experiences.  Among  its  most  popular
offerings,  A  Very  Big  Branch  stands  out
as an essential tool for helping learners
understand  the  sprawling  bureaucracy
that  makes  the  federal  government
function  every  single  day.

WHAT IS ICIVICS A VERY BIG
BRANCH?

A  Very  Big  Branch  is  an  interactive
lesson and game on the iCivics platform
designed  to  teach  students  about  the
scope, structure, and responsibilities of
the  Executive  Branch  of  the  United
States  government.  The  title  cleverly
hints at the central theme: the Executive
Branch is not just the President and a
few  advisors,  but  a  vast  network  of

departments,  agencies,  and  offices  that
employ millions of people. The resource
is targeted primarily at middle and high
school students but is equally valuable
for any adult seeking a refresher on how
the federal bureaucracy operates.
The  activity  typically  begins  with  a
reading or presentation that outlines the
constitutional  foundations  of  the
Executive Branch, including Article II of
the  Constitution.  From there,  students
explore  the  three  main  areas  of  the
branch:  the  Executive  Office  of  the
President, the Cabinet departments, and
the  independent  agencies.  Through
interactive exercises and scenario-based
challenges,  learners  must  match
respons ib i l i t ies  to  the  cor rect
department,  identify  the  hierarchy  of
power,  and  understand  how  the
President implements and enforces laws
passed by Congress.

Why the
Executive Branch
Is Called a "Very
Big Branch"
The  U.S.  Executive  Branch  employs
approximately 4 million people, including
active-duty military personnel. This is far
larger  than  the  Legislative  Branch
(Congress  and  its  supporting  staff)  and
the  Judicial  Branch  (the  federal  courts
and the Supreme Court). The sheer scale
is  difficult  to  grasp  without  interactive
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learning, which is exactly why iCivics A
Very Big Branch  was developed. The
game  helps  students  visualize  this
massive  organization  by  breaking  it
down  into  manageable  components,
each with a distinct role in serving the
American people.
The Executive Branch is responsible for
implementing  and  enforcing  the  laws
written  by  Congress.  This  includes
everything from delivering mail through
the  United  States  Postal  Service  to
protecting national security through the
Department of Defense. The branch also
manages  foreign  policy  through  the
State  Department,  oversees  economic
regulation  through  the  Treasury
Department,  and  administers  social
programs  through  Health  and  Human
Services. Without the Executive Branch,
laws would  simply  be words  on paper
with no mechanism for action.

KEY COMPONENTS OF A VERY
BIG BRANCH

The  iCivics  lesson  focuses  on  several
core  components  that  together  define
the  Executive  Branch's  structure.
Understanding these elements is critical
for  c iv ic  l i teracy  and  in formed
citizenship.

The President
and the
Executive Office
At the very top of the Executive Branch
sits the President of the United States,
who serves as both head of state and
head  of  government.  The  President  is
supported by the Executive Office of the
President  (EOP),  which  includes  the

White  House  Office,  the  National
Security  Council,  the  Office  of
Management and Budget, and other key
advisory  bodies.  The  EOP  helps  the
President  make  informed  decisions,
coordinate  policy  across  departments,
and communicate with Congress and the
public.  In  the  iCivics  A  Very  Big
Branch simulation, students often扮演 the
role  of  a  presidential  advisor,  learning
firsthand  how  difficult  it  is  to  manage
competing  priorit ies  and  l imited
resources.

The Cabinet
Departments
The  Cabinet  consists  of  the  Vice
President  and  the  heads  of  the  15
execut ive  departments .  These
secretaries (or the Attorney General for
the Department of Justice) are appointed
by  the  President  and  confirmed  by  the
Senate.  Each  department  oversees  a
specific area of federal responsibility:

Department of State handles
foreign affairs and diplomacy.
Department of the Treasury
manages the economy and
financial systems.
Department of Defense ensures
national security and military
readiness.
Department of Justice enforces
federal laws and represents the
government in legal matters.
Department of the Interior
manages public lands and natural
resources.
Department of Agriculture
supports farming, food safety, and
rural development.
Department of Commerce
promotes economic growth and
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technological innovation.
Department of Labor protects
workers' rights and workplace
safety.
Department of Health and
Human Services oversees public
health and social services.
Department of Housing and
Urban Development addresses
housing needs and community
development.
Department of Transportation
ensures safe and efficient
transportation systems.
Department of Energy manages
national energy policy and nuclear
security.
Department of Education
establishes federal education
policy and funding.
Department of Veterans Affairs
provides services to military
veterans.
Department of Homeland
Security protects against
terrorism and responds to natural
disasters.

In  the  iCivics  game,  students  must
match various government functions to
the correct department, reinforcing their
understanding  of  each  department's
unique  mission.  This  exercise  is
particularly  effective  because  it  moves
beyond  rote  memorization  and  into
applied  knowledge.

Independent
Agencies and
Commissions
Beyond the 15 Cabinet departments, the
Executive  Branch  contains  dozens  of

independent agencies and commissions.
These organizations operate outside the
Cabinet  structure  and  often  have
specialized  missions.  Examples  include
the  Environmental  Protection  Agency
(EPA),  the  National  Aeronautics  and
Space  Administration  (NASA),  the
Central  Intelligence  Agency  (CIA),  and
t h e  F e d e r a l  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s
Commission  (FCC).  Some  independent
agencies  are  regulatory  bodies  that
create  and  enforce  rules  for  specific
industries,  while  others  provide  direct
services to citizens. The iCivics A Very
Big Branch curriculum emphasizes that
these agencies are not optional additions
to  the  government  but  essential
components  that  handle  tasks  too
specialized for the broader departments.

HOW ICIVICS A VERY BIG BRANCH
ENHANCES CIVIC LEARNING

The value of  this  educational  resource
extends  far  beyond  memoriz ing
department names. The lesson promotes
deepe r  unde r s tand ing  o f  how
government  actually  works,  why
bureaucracy  exists,  and  what  citizens
can  expec t  f r om  the i r  f ede ra l
government. Students who complete the
lesson  typically  emerge  with  a  more
realistic  and  nuanced  view  of  the
Executive Branch than they would from
a textbook alone.

Interactive
Engagement
Improves
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Retention
Research  in  educational  psychology
consistently shows that  active learning
significantly  outperforms  passive
learning  when  it  comes  to  long-term
retention. iCivics A Very Big Branch
leverages  this  principle  by  requiring
students  to  make  decisions,  solve
problems, and apply their knowledge in
realistic  scenarios.  Instead  of  simply
reading  about  the  Department  of
Transportation, students might need to
decide which agency should oversee a
new  highway  project  or  respond  to  a
national  transportation  crisis.  This
hands-on approach makes the material
stick.

Real-World
Relevance and
Application
One of the most powerful aspects of the
iCivics lesson is its connection to real-
world events. When students hear news
about the President signing an executive
order,  a  Cabinet  secretary  testifying
before  Congress,  or  a  federal  agency
issuing new regulations, they can draw
upon their knowledge from the game to
understand the context. This relevance
makes civics  education feel  immediate
and important rather than abstract and
distant. The iCivics A Very Big Branch
curriculum  frequently  updates  its
scenarios  to  reflect  current  issues,
ensuring that students can connect their
learning to the world around them.

Building Critical
Thinking Skills
The  Executive  Branch  is  not  a  simple
hierarchy where orders flow neatly  from
top to  bottom.  In  reality,  departments
and  agencies  often  have  overlapping
responsibilities, competing priorities, and
complex relationships with Congress and
the  courts.  The  iCivics  simulation
challenges  students  to  navigate  these
complexities,  making  choices  that
involve  trade-offs  and  consequences.
This builds critical thinking and decision-
making  skills  that  are  valuable  far
beyond civics class. Students learn that
government  is  not  a  machine  but  a
dynamic  system  requiring  constant
negotiation  and  adaptation.

TEACHING TIPS FOR EDUCATORS
USING A VERY BIG BRANCH

Educators  who  incorporate  iCivics  A
Very Big Branch into their curriculum
can maximize its impact by following a
few best practices. First, it is important
to  establish  foundational  knowledge
before  launching  the  interactive
components. A brief overview of Article II
of  the  Constitution,  the  separation  of
powers,  and  the  concept  of  federal
bureaucracy provides necessary context.
Second,  teachers  should  encourage
discussion  during  and after  the  game,
asking  students  to  reflect  on  what
surprised them, what was confusing, and
how  the  Executive  Branch  affects  their
daily  lives.
Third, extending the lesson beyond the
digital  activity  can  deepen  learning.
Students  might  research  a  specific
Cabinet department in detail, interview a
local federal employee, or write a letter



Icivics A Very Big Branch 5

5

to  a  department  about  an  issue  they
care about. These extensions transform
the  game  from  a  stand-alone  activity
into  a  springboard  for  deeper  civic
engagement.  Finally,  educators  should
emphasize  that  understanding  the
Executive  Branch  is  not  just  about
passing  a  test  but  about  being  an
informed  and  active  participant  in
democracy.

Common
Misconceptions
Addressed by the
Lesson
The  iCivics  A  Very  Big  Branch
resource  directly  confronts  several
common  misconceptions  about  the
Executive  Branch.  Many  students  (and
adults)  believe  that  the  President
personally controls every action of  the
federal  government.  In  reality,  the
President sets broad policy direction, but
the  vast  major i ty  of  day-to-day
operations  are  handled  by  career  civil
s e r v a n t s  w h o  w o r k  a c r o s s
administrations.  Another  misconception
is  that  all  federal  employees  work  in
Washington,  D.C.  In  fact,  the  vast
majority  of  federal  employees  work
outside  the  capital,  in  regional  offices,
field  stations,  laboratories,  and  military
bases across the country and around the
world.
The  lesson  also  clarifies  the  distinction
between  executive  orders,  which  are
directives  from  the  President  that
manage  operations  of  the  federal
government,  and  legislation,  which
r e q u i r e s  a c t i o n  b y  C o n g r e s s .

Understanding  this  distinction  is
essential  for  interpreting political  news
and  evaluating  presidential  power.  By
a d d r e s s i n g  t h e s e  a n d  o t h e r
misconceptions  directly,  the  iCivics
lesson  builds  a  more  accurate  mental
model  of  how  government  actually
functions.

WHY CIVIC EDUCATION MATTERS
NOW MORE THAN EVER

In an era of polarized politics, declining
trust in institutions, and complex global
challenges,  civic  education  has  never
been  more  important.  Resources  like
iCivics A Very Big Branch  provide a
nonpartisan,  fact-based  foundation  for
understanding  government.  They
empower  c i t izens  to  ask  better
questions, evaluate political claims more
cr it ical ly,  and  part ic ipate  more
effectively  in  democratic  processes.
Justice  O'Connor  founded  iCivics
precisely  because  she  recognized  that
an informed citizenry is essential for the
health  of  the  republic.  The  game's
enduring popularity among teachers and
students  testifies  to  its  effectiveness  in
achieving  that  mission.
Moreover,  understanding the Executive
Branch  has  practical  implications  for
everyday  life.  When  citizens  need  a
passport,  want  to  apply  for  a  small
business  loan,  are  concerned  about
environmental  regulations,  or  need
assistance  with  veterans'  benefits,  they
are interacting with various parts of the
Executive  Branch.  Knowing  which
department  or  agency  handles  which
service saves time, reduces frustration,
and  leads  to  better  outcomes.  In  this
sense, iCivics A Very Big Branch is not
just an academic exercise but a practical
guide to navigating the modern state.
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CONCLUSION

The  Executive  Branch  of  the  United
States government is indeed a very big
branch, and understanding its structure
and  functions  is  essential  for  every
citizen.  iCivics  A  Very  Big  Branch
transforms this potentially overwhelming
topic into an engaging, accessible, and
memorable  learning  experience.  By
combining  interactive  gameplay  with
solid  constitutional  foundations,  the
resource helps students grasp not only

what the Executive Branch does but why
it  matters.  Whether you are a teacher
looking for a dynamic classroom activity,
a  student  seeking  to  understand  your
government,  or  an  adult  wanting  to
refresh your civic knowledge, exploring A
Very  B ig  Branch  on  iC iv ics  i s  a
worthwhi le  investment  in  your
understanding of  American democracy.
After all, an informed citizen is the most
important  check  and  balance  in  any
system of government.


