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UNDERSTANDING
PRESIDENTIAL
POWERS THROUGH
GUIDED READING
ACTIVITY 9 1

The Constitution of the
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
establishes a system of
government  built  on
separation  of  powers,
with  the  executive
b r a n c h  h o l d i n g  a
un ique  and  o f ten
misunderstood  set  of
a u t h o r i t i e s .  F o r
students  tack l ing
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1

Presidential  Powers,
the  goal  is  to  move
b e y o n d  r o t e
memorizat ion  and
develop  a  practical
g r a s p  o f  h o w  t h e
president can act—and
what  l im i ts  those
actions.  This  article
provides  a  thorough
exploration  of  these
powers,  offering
context,  analysis,  and
connections  to  both
historical  precedent
a n d  m o d e r n
governance.
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Guided
Reading
Activity 9
1
Presidenti
al

Powers?
Before  diving  into  the
constitutional details, it
is  helpful  to  clarify
what  this  specific
guided reading activity
entails. Typically found
in  civics  or  American
government  curricula,
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
is  a  structured  lesson
that  walks  students
through Article II of the
Const i tut ion .  The

activity  asks  learners
to identify,  categorize,
and  eva lua te  the
formal  and  informal
powers  held  by  the
president of the United
States.  By  us ing  a
g u i d e d  f o r m a t ,
students are prompted
to think critically about
h o w  e a c h  p o w e r
operates  in  practice,
rather  than  simply
listing  them.
T h i s  a p p r o a c h  i s
va luab le  because
presidential  authority
is not static. It evolves
w i t h  e a c h
administration,  shaped
by  Supreme  Court
rulings,  congressional
legislation,  and  public
e x p e c t a t i o n .
Understanding  the
baseline  framework
outlined in Article II  is
essential  for  anyone
w h o  w a n t s  t o
c o m p r e h e n d
contemporary  political
d e b a t e s  a b o u t
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execut ive  orders ,
foreign  policy,  and
national  emergencies.

The
Constituti
onal
Foundatio
n of
Presidenti
al Power
Article  II  of  the  U.S.
C o n s t i t u t i o n  i s
deliberately  concise.
Unlike  the  detailed
e n u m e r a t i o n  o f
congressional  powers
found in  Article  I,  the
descr ipt ion  of  the
execut ive  branch
leaves significant room
for  interpretation.  The
very  first  sentence  of

Article  II  vests  "the
executive power"  in  a
single  president.  This
phrase  has  been  the
subject  of  intense
debate  for  over  two
centur ies.  Does  i t
mean  the  president
merely carries out laws
passed by Congress, or
d o e s  i t  i m p l y  a
broader,  inherent
authority  to  manage
the  affairs  of  the
nation?
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
t y p i c a l l y  d r a w s
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s
ambiguity.  Students
are  asked  to  consider
how a single sentence
can  justify  actions  as
var ied  as  sending
t roops  ove rseas ,
issuing  pardons,  and
negotiating  treaties.
The  Constitution  does
list specific powers, but
the language is  broad
enough  to  allow  for
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expansion during times
of  crisis  or  national
need.

Categoriz
ing
Presidenti
al
Powers:
Formal
and
Informal
To  make  the  material
access ib l e ,  mos t
g u i d e d  r e a d i n g
a c t i v i t i e s  d i v i d e
presidential  powers
i n t o  t w o  m a i n
categories: formal and
i n f o r m a l .
Understanding  this
distinction is central to

mastering  Guided
Reading Activity 9 1
Presidential Powers.

FORMAL POWERS
EXPLICITLY
GRANTED BY THE
CONSTITUTION

Formal  powers,  also
called  enumerated
powers,  are  those
explicitly  written  into
the Constitution. These
include:

Commander in
Chief: The
president leads
the armed
forces. This
power allows for
rapid military
response but is
checked by
Congress's
authority to
declare war.
Treaty
Negotiation:
The president
can negotiate
treaties with



Guided Reading Activity 9 1 Presidential
Powers 5

5

foreign nations,
but ratification
requires a two-
thirds vote in the
Senate.
Appointment
Authority: The
president
appoints federal
judges,
ambassadors,
and cabinet
members,
subject to Senate
confirmation.
Pardon Power:
The president
can grant
reprieves and
pardons for
federal offenses,
a power that is
nearly absolute
and not subject
to congressional
override.
Veto Power:
The president
can reject
legislation
passed by
Congress.

Congress may
override a veto
with a two-thirds
majority in both
chambers.
State of the
Union Address:
The president is
required to
periodically
inform Congress
about the state
of the nation and
recommend
legislation.

These  formal  powers
form the  backbone  of
the  executive  branch.
When working through
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers,
s t u d e n t s  a r e
encouraged  to  match
each  power  to  i t s
constitutional  source
and consider historical
examples where these
powers were used.
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INFORMAL POWERS
DEVELOPED
THROUGH PRACTICE

AND PRECEDENT

Informal  powers  are
not  wr i t ten  in  the
Constitution  but  have
emerged  over  time
t h r o u g h  c u s t o m ,
n e c e s s i t y ,  a n d
interpretation.  These
are  equally  important
for  understanding  the
modern presidency:

Executive
Orders:
Directives issued
by the president
that have the
force of law,
used to manage
federal
operations
without new
legislation.
Executive
Agreements:
International
agreements
made by the

president without
Senate
ratification, often
used for routine
diplomatic
matters.
Signing
Statements:
Written
comments issued
by the president
when signing a
bill into law,
sometimes
indicating how
the
administration
intends to
interpret or
enforce it.
Executive
Privilege: The
right of the
president to
withhold
information from
Congress or the
courts to protect
confidentiality.
Bully Pulpit:
The president's
ability to shape
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public opinion
and influence
legislation
through direct
communication
with the
American people.

Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
often asks students to
determine  whether  a
particular  action  falls
u n d e r  f o r m a l  o r
informal authority. This
exercise  sharpens
analytical  skills  and
reveals  how  much  of
presidential  power  is
bui lt  on  precedent
r a t h e r  t h a n
constitutional  text.

Checks
and

Balances:
Limits on
Presidenti
al
Authority
N o  d i s c u s s i o n  o f
presidential  powers  is
complete  wi thout
examining  the  checks
t h a t  k e e p  t h e
executive branch from
becoming too powerful.
The  framers  of  the
Const i tut ion  were
deeply  concerned
about the potential for
tyranny,  which is  why
they  built  multiple
safeguards  into  the
system.

CONGRESSIONAL
OVERSIGHT

Congress  holds  the
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power  of  the  purse,
meaning  no  executive
action  can  proceed
w i t h o u t  f u n d i n g
appropriated  by  law.
Additionally,  Congress
c a n  c o n d u c t
investigations,  hold
h e a r i n g s ,  a n d
subpoena  documents
to  oversee  executive
branch activities. If the
president  commits
serious  misconduct,
t h e  H o u s e  o f
Representatives  can
impeach ,  and  the
Senate can remove the
president from office.

JUDICIAL REVIEW

The Supreme Court has
the authority to declare
presidential  actions
u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .
Landmark  cases  such
as Youngstown Sheet &
Tube  Co.  v.  Sawyer
(1952) established that
the  president  cannot
seize  private  property
without  congressional

authorization,  even
during  wartime.  This
case is frequently cited
in  Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
as a critical example of
judicial  restraint  on
executive  overreach.

PUBLIC OPINION
AND MEDIA

The president serves at
the  pleasure  of  the
electorate,  at  least
i n d i r e c t l y .  W i t h
elections  every  four
years,  public  approval
rat ings  serve  as  a
powerful  check  on
presidential  behavior.
Media  scrutiny  also
p l a y s  a  r o l e ,  a s
journalists  investigate
a n d  r e p o r t  o n
executive  actions,
informing  the  public
and  shaping  political
discourse.
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Historical
Evolution
of
Presidenti

al Power
Presidential power has
expanded  significantly
since  the  founding  of
the  republic.  Early
presidents,  such  as
George  Washington
and  Thomas  Jefferson,
were careful to respect
the boundaries of their
office.  However,  strong
leaders  like  Andrew
Jackson  and  Abraham
Lincoln stretched those
boundaries  during
times of crisis. Lincoln
famously  suspended
habeas  corpus  during
the Civil War, an action
n o t  e x p l i c i t l y
author ized  by  the

Constitution.
The  twentieth  century
saw an acceleration of
execut ive  power .
Franklin D. Roosevelt's
New  Deal  programs
expanded  the  federal
government's  role  in
the  economy,  and  his
leadership  dur ing
Wor ld  War  I I  set  a
precedent  for  strong
executive action during
emergencies. The Cold
W a r  f u r t h e r
e m p o w e r e d  t h e
presidency,  as  the
need for swift decision-
making  in  nuclear
d ip lomacy  p laced
e n o r m o u s
responsibility  in  the
hands  of  one  person.
Modern  presidents
continue  to  push  the
b o u n d a r i e s  o f
executive  authority.
The  use  of  executive
orders  has  become
increasingly  common,
with  presidents  from
both  parties  issuing
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directives  on  issues
r a n g i n g  f r o m
i m m i g r a t i o n  t o
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
regulation.  Guided
Reading Activity 9 1
Presidential  Powers
o f t e n  i n c l u d e s  a
discussion  of  whether
this  trend  undermines
the  separat ion  o f
powers  or  is  simply  a
natural adaptation to a
complex world.

Practical
Applicatio
ns for
Students
For  students  studying
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers,
the ultimate goal is to
apply  this  knowledge
to real-world scenarios.
Consider  the  following

exercises  that  often
accompany this lesson:

Analyze a recent
executive order
and identify its
constitutional
basis.
Debate whether
the president
should have the
power to commit
troops to combat
without
congressional
approval.
Examine a
historical crisis
and evaluate
how the
president used
formal and
informal powers
to respond.
Compare the
powers of the
U.S. president
with those of
leaders in other
democratic
systems.

These  activities  move
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beyond  memorization
and encourage  critical
thinking.  They  also
prepare students to be
informed  citizens  who
c a n  e v a l u a t e  t h e
actions of their leaders
w i t h  n u a n c e  a n d
understanding.

Common
Misconce
ptions
About
Presidenti
al Powers
Several  myths  about
presidential  authority
persist,  and  Guided
Reading Activity 9 1
Presidential  Powers
helps  dispel  them:
Misconception  1:
The  president  can

declare  war.
I n  r e a l i t y ,  o n l y
Congress  has  the
constitutional authority
t o  d e c l a r e  w a r .
However,  presidents
have often sent troops
into combat without a
formal  declaration,
cit ing  their  role  as
commander in chief.
Misconception  2:
Executive orders are
the same as laws.
Executive  orders  have
the  force  of  law  for
federal  agencies,  but
they can be overturned
by  Congress  through
legislation  or  by  the
courts  if  they  exceed
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
authority.
Misconception  3:
T h e  p r e s i d e n t
c o n t r o l s  t h e
economy.
While  the  president
proposes  budgets  and
influences  economic
p o l i c y  t h r o u g h
appointments  and
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executive  actions,  the
Federal  Reserve  and
C o n g r e s s  h o l d
significant independent
economic powers.
Misconception  4:
The  president  can
appoint  anyone  to
any  position.
M a n y  h i g h - l e v e l
appointments  require
Senate  confirmation,
which provides a check
o n  p r e s i d e n t i a l
patronage.

Why
Guided
Reading
Activity 9
1 Matters
Beyond

the
Classroo
m
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
presidential  powers  is
n o t  m e r e l y  a n
academic exercise. The
decisions made by the
executive branch affect
e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f
American  life,  from
national  security  to
healthcare  policy  to
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
regu la t ion .  When
citizens understand the
scope  and  l imits  of
presidential  authority,
t h e y  a r e  b e t t e r
equipped to hold their
leaders accountable.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
framework provided by
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
offers  a  lens  through
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w h i c h  t o  a n a l y z e
c u r r e n t  e v e n t s .
Whether  the  news
involves a controversial
executive  order,  a
foreign policy crisis, or
a n  i m p e a c h m e n t
p r o c e e d i n g ,  t h e
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
principles  covered  in
this  activity  remain
directly  relevant.
The  guided  reading
format  itself  is  worth
app rec i a t i ng .  By
structuring the learning
experience  around
questions and analysis,
it  encourages  active
engagement  rather
than  passive  reading.
Students who complete
this  activity  emerge
w i t h  a  d e e p e r
understanding  of  how
the  American  system
o f  gove rnment  i s
d e s i g n e d  t o
function—and  how  it
somet imes  bends
under  pressure.

Conclusio
n
Guided  Reading
A c t i v i t y  9  1
Presidential  Powers
serves as a gateway to
understanding  one  of
the  most  important
and debated aspects of
American  government.
F r o m  t h e  f o r m a l
powers listed in Article
I I  t o  the  i n fo rma l
authorities  developed
through  centuries  of
p r a c t i c e ,  t h e
presidency  is  an  office
of  immense  influence
constra ined  by  an
intricate  system  of
checks  and  balances.
B y  s t u d y i n g  t h i s
material  carefully,
students gain not only
k n o w l e d g e  o f
constitutional  text  but
also the analytical tools
needed  to  evaluate
executive action in the
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real  world.  Whether
you  are  a  s tudent
c o m p l e t i n g  a n
assignment or a citizen
seek ing  to  bet te r
u n d e r s t a n d  y o u r

g o v e r n m e n t ,  t h e
lessons  embedded  in
this  guided  reading
ac t i v i t y  a re  bo th
timeless and essential.


