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The Role of the Citizen
Citizens of the United States enjoy many basic rights and freedoms. Freedom 
of speech and religion are examples. These rights are guaranteed by the
Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and other amendments to the Constitution.
Along with these rights, however, come responsibilities. Obeying rules and
laws, voting, and serving on juries are some examples.

Active citizenship is not limited to adults. Younger citizens can help their
communities become better places. The following pages will help you to learn
about your rights and responsibilities. Knowing them will help you to become
an active and involved citizen of your community, state, and nation.

In this book you will find examples of active citizenship by young people 
like yourself. Look for the Citizenship Today features.

Citizenship HANDBOOK

“Ask not what your country can do for 

you—ask what you can do for your country!”
—JOHN F. KENNEDY

The weather was sunny but cold on January 20, 1961—the day that John
F. Kennedy became the 35th president of the United States. In his first
speech as president, he urged all Americans to serve their country. Since
then, Kennedy’s words have inspired millions of Americans to become
more active citizens.

What Is a Citizen?
A citizen is a legal member of a nation and pledges loyalty to that 
nation. A citizen has certain guaranteed rights, protections, and responsi-
bilities. A citizen is a member of a community and wants to make it a
good place to live.

Today in the United States there are a number of ways to become a 
citizen. The most familiar are citizenship by birth and citizenship by 
naturalization. All citizens have the right to equal protection under 
the law.

President John F. Kennedy 
urged all Americans to become
active citizens and work to 
improve their communities.
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CITIZENSHIP BY BIRTH A child born in the United States is a citizen
by birth. Children born to U.S. citizens traveling or living outside the
country, such as military personnel, are citizens. Even children born in the
United States to parents who are not citizens of the United States are
considered U.S. citizens. These children have dual citizenship. This
means they are citizens of two countries—both the United States and the
country of their parents’ citizenship. At the age of 18, the child may
choose one of the countries for permanent citizenship.

CITIZENSHIP BY NATURALIZATION A person who is not a citizen of
the United States may become one through a process called naturaliza-
tion. The steps in this process are shown below. To become a naturalized
citizen, a person must meet certain requirements.

• Be at least 18 years old. Children under the age of 18 automatically
become naturalized citizens when their parents do.

• Enter the United States legally.
• Live in the United States for at least five years immediately prior to

application.
• Read, write, and speak English.
• Show knowledge of American history and government.

See Citizenship Today: Becoming a Citizen, p. 411
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Hundreds of people
become new citizens 
at a single ceremony 
in San Antonio, Texas.

1. File an application.

2. Take an examination.

3. File a legal petition 
for naturalization.

4. Appear at a court 
hearing.

5. Take an oath of 
allegiance.

Steps in the Naturalization Process
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What Are Your Rights?
Citizens of the United States are guaranteed rights by the U.S.
Constitution, state constitutions, and state and federal laws. All citizens
have three kinds of rights: basic freedoms, protection from unfair 
government actions, and equal treatment under the law.

Citizens’ basic rights and freedoms are sometimes called civil rights. Some
of these rights are personal, and others are political.

The second category of rights is intended to protect citizens from unfair
government actions.

The third category is the right to equal treatment under the law. The gov-
ernment cannot treat one individual or group differently from another.

LIMITS TO RIGHTS The rights guaranteed to citizens have sensible
limits. For example, the right to free speech does not allow a person to
falsely shout, “Fire!” at a crowded concert. The government may place
limits on certain rights to protect national security or to provide equal
opportunities for all citizens. And rights come with responsibilities.
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• Freedom of religion
• Freedom of speech
• Freedom of the press

• Freedom of peaceful assembly
• Freedom to petition the

government for change

BASIC FREEDOMS

The U.S. Constitution
grants these five basic
freedoms.

• The right to bear arms
• Freedom from being forced

to house soldiers 
• Protection from unreasonable

search and seizure

• The right to a speedy public 
trial by an impartial jury

• No excessive bail or fines
• Protection from cruel and

unusual punishment 

PERSONAL PROTECTIONS

Other parts of the
Bill of Rights grant
these rights.

• No slavery
• The right to vote to all male citizens

over 21 years old
• The right to vote to women
• The right to vote to 18 year olds

• The Civil Rights Acts of 1964 
protects voting rights and prevents
discrimination.

• The Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990 protects the rights of disabled
citizens.

EQUAL PROTECTION UNDER THE LAW

RIghts of citizenship
have expanded
over the years.
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What Are Your Responsibilities?
For American democracy to work, citizens must carry out important
responsibilities. There are two kinds of responsibilities—personal and
civic. Personal responsibilities include taking care of yourself, helping
your family, knowing right from wrong, and behaving in a respectful way.

Civic responsibilities are those that involve your government and
community. They include obeying rules and laws, serving on juries, pay-
ing taxes, and defending your country when called upon. One of the
most important responsibilities is voting. When you turn 18, you will
have that right.

As a young person, you can be a good citizen in a number of ways. You
might work with other people in your community to make it a fair and
just place to live. Working for a political party or writing to your elected
officials about issues that concern you are some other examples.

The chart below shows how responsibilities change with a citizen’s 
age. Notice that all citizens share the responsibility to obey the laws of
their communities.
See Citizenship Today: Obeying Rules and Laws, p. 284
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1. Interview a recently naturalized citizen. Ask about
the test he or she took to become a U.S. citizen.
Write a report of your findings.

2. Using newspapers or magazines, find examples of 
citizens using their unalienable rights or practicing
responsible citizenship. Cut out five articles to illus-
trate the points. Mount them and write a one-sen-
tence explanation of each article.

CITIZENSHIP ACTIVITIES

UNDER 18
• Attend and do 

well in school.
• Take responsibility

for one’s behavior.
• Help one’s family.

ALL AGES
• Obey rules and laws.
• Be tolerant of others.
• Pay taxes.
• Volunteer for a cause.
• Stay informed 

about issues.

OVER 18
• Vote.
• Serve on a jury.
• Serve in the military

to defend country.

Responsibilities of a Citizen
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Currently both men and
women can serve in the
military. Only men must
register for the draft.
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Building Citizenship Skills
Good citizenship skills include staying informed, solving problems or
making decisions, and taking action. Every citizen can find ways to build
citizenship skills. By showing respect for the law and for the rights of 
others in your daily life, you promote democracy. You can also work to
change conditions in your community to make sure all citizens experience
freedom and justice. 

How Do You Stay Informed?
Americans can sometimes feel that they have access to too much informa-
tion. It may seem overwhelming. Even so, you should stay informed on
issues that affect your life. Staying informed gives you the information you
need to make wise decisions and helps you find ways to solve problems.

Watch, Listen, and Read
The first step in practicing good citizenship is 
to know how to find information that you need.

Sources of information include broadcast and print
media and the Internet. Public officials and civic
organizations are also good sources for additional
information. Remember as you are reading to evaluate
your sources.

See Citizenship Today: 
Debating Points of View, p. 456

Evaluate
As you become informed, you will need to make
judgments about the accuracy of your news sources.
You must also be aware of those sources’ points of
view and biases. (A bias is a judgment formed without
knowing all of the facts.)

You should determine if you need more information.
If you do, then decide where to find it. After gathering
information, you may be ready to form an opinion or a
plan of action to solve a problem. 

See Citizenship Today:
Detecting Bias in the Media, p. 557

Communicate
To bring about change in their communities, active
citizens may need to contact public officials. In today’s
world, making contact is easy.

You can reach most public officials by telephone,
voice mail, fax, or letter. Many public officials also
have Internet pages or e-mail that encourages input
from the public. 

These Texas middle school students are
staying informed by talking to their 
Texas state representative. Many public
officials enjoy having students visit 
and ask them questions about their 
jobs, and about issues students think 
are important.
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IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM
Decide what the main issues
are and what your goal is.

GATHER INFORMATION
Get to know the basics of the
problem. Find out as much as

possible about the issues.

ANALYZE THE INFORMATION
Look at the information and

determine what it reveals about
solving the problem.

CONSIDER OPTIONS
Think of as many ways as possible 

to solve the problem. Don’t be 
afraid to include ideas that others

might think are unacceptable.

CHOOSE A SOLUTION
Choose the solution you believe
will best solve the problem and

help you reach your goal.

EVALUATE THE SOLUTION
Review the results of putting your

solution into action. Did the
solution work? Do you need to

adjust the solution in some way?

IMPLEMENT THE SOLUTION
Take action or plan to take 
action on a chosen solution.

Problem-solving and decision-making
involves many steps. This diagram shows
you how to take those steps. Notice that
you may have to repeat some steps
depending on the information you gather.

Students working on
an environmental
project are gathering
and analyzing
information to help
them make decisions.

Problem-Solving and Decision-Making Process
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How Do You Make Wise Decisions?
Civic life involves making important decisions. As a voter, whom should
you vote for? As a juror, should you find the defendant guilty or not
guilty? As an informed citizen, should you support or oppose a proposed
government action? Unlike decisions about which video to rent, civic
decisions cannot be made by a process as easy as tossing a coin. Instead,
you should use a problem-solving approach like the one shown in the
chart below. Decision making won’t always proceed directly from step to
step. Sometimes it’s necessary to backtrack a little. For example, you may
get to the “Analyze the Information” step and realize that you don’t have
enough information to analyze. Then you can go back a step and gather
more information.
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How Do You Participate in Your Community?
Across the country many young people have come up with ways to make
their communities better places to live. Thirteen-year-old Aubyn
Burnside of Hickory, North Carolina, is just one example. Aubyn felt
sorry for foster children she saw moving their belongings in plastic trash
bags. She founded Suitcases for Kids. This program provides used 
luggage for foster children who are moving from one home to another.
Her program has been adopted by other young people in several states.
Below are some ways in which you can participate in your community.
See Citizenship Today: Community Service, p. 542
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Students participate in a 
rally to promote safety in 
their school.

1. Use the telephone directory to make a list of names,
addresses, and phone numbers of public officials or
organizations that could provide information about
solving problems in your community. 

2. Copy the steps in the problem-solving and decision-
making diagram and show how you followed them to
solve a problem or make a decision. Be sure to clearly
state the problem and the final decision.

CITIZENSHIP ACTIVITIES

Find a Cause
How can you become involved in your community?
First, select a community problem or issue that
interests you. Some ideas from other young 
people include starting a support group for
children with cancer, publishing a neighborhood
newspaper with children’s stories and art, and
putting on performances to entertain people 
in shelters and hospitals.

Develop Solutions
Once you have found a cause on which you want
to work, develop a plan for solving the problem.
Use the decision-making or problem-solving skills
you have learned to find ways to approach the
problem. You may want to involve other people 
in your activities.

Follow Through
Solving problems takes time. You’ll need to 
be patient in developing a plan. You can show
leadership in working with your group by
following through on meetings you set up 
and plans you make. When you finally solve 
the problem, you will feel proud of 
your accomplishments.
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Practicing Citizenship Skills
You have learned that good citizenship involves three skills: staying
informed, solving problems, and taking action. Below are some activi-
ties to help you improve your citizenship skills. By practicing these skills
you can work to make a difference in your own life and in the lives of
those in your community. 

Model
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Stay Informed
CREATE A PAMPHLET OR
RECRUITING COMMERCIAL

Ask your school counselors or
write to your state department
of education to get information
on state-run colleges, universities,
or technical schools. Use this
information to create a brochure
or recruiting commercial
showing these schools and the
different programs and degrees
they offer.

KEEP IN MIND
What’s there for me? It may
help you think about what areas
students are interested in and
may want to pursue in later life.

Where is it? You may want to
have a map showing where the
schools are located in your state.

How can I afford it? Students
might want to know if financial
aid is available to attend the
schools you have featured.

Make Wise Decisions
CREATE A GAME 
BOARD OR SKIT

Study the decision-making
diagram on page 285. With a
small group, develop a skit that
explains the steps in problem
solving. Present your skit to
younger students in your school.
As an alternative, create a game
board that would help younger
students understand the steps in
making a decision.

KEEP IN MIND
What do children this age
understand? Be sure to create a
skit or game at an age-appropri-
ate level.

What kinds of decisions do
younger students make?
Think about the kinds of 
decisions that the viewers of 
your skit or players of the game
might make.

How can I make it interesting?
Use visual aids to help students
understand the steps in decision
making.

Take Action
CREATE A BULLETIN 
BOARD FOR YOUR CLASS

Do some research on the
Internet or consult the yellow
pages under “Social Services” to
find the names of organizations
that have volunteer opportuni-
ties for young people. Call or
write for more information.
Then create a bulletin board for
your class showing groups that
would like volunteer help.

KEEP IN MIND
What kinds of jobs are they?
You may want to list the types of
skills or jobs volunteer groups are
looking for.

How old do I have to be?
Some groups may be looking for
younger volunteers; others may
need older persons.

How do I get there? How easy
is it to get to the volunteer
group’s location? 

CITIZENSHIP ACTIVITIES
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