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4.4	 GERMANY’S FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

How does the German federal government  
compare with my country’s government?

C3 Framework Indicator D2.Civ.1.9-12. Distinguish the powers and responsibilities of local, state, tribal, national, 
and international civic and political institutions. 

D2.Civ.8.9-12. Evaluate social and political systems in different contexts, times, and 
places, that promote civic virtues and enact democratic principles. 

Staging the Compelling Question This inquiry is designed to help students understand the structure of the government of 
the Federal Republic of Germany and its multiparty system.

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

What is the structure of the German 
government?

What is the process to pass legislation in 
Germany?

What are the differences between the 
roles of the German Chancellor and the 
German President?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

Students will become experts of specific 
German political institutions by reading 
the provided articles. 

Each group should research the formation 
of legislation using the websites provided 
and complete the handout. 

Students will enter specific duties for the 
German Chancellor and German President 
on the provided handout. 

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: Government Structure in 
Germany (Handout 4.4.1) 

Source A: Passage of Legislation 
Worksheet (Handout 4.4.2)

Source B: Deutscher Bundestag

Source C: United States House of 
Representatives

Source D: Queens University Library

Source A: Comparison: Roles of the 
German Chancellor and the German 
President (Handout 4.4.3)

Source B: Official website of Der 
Bundespräsident

Source C: Official website of the Federal 
Chancellery

Source D: Official website of the White 
House

Source E: Our Commons Official website of 
House of Commons Canada

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension: During the Weimar Republic the German President held more power than 
today. What were the consequences of this and what changes were instituted to this role 
when a new government was formed after World War II?

Taking Informed Action Understand: Laws exist at the local, state, and national level to protect our general 
safety, and ensure our rights as citizens against abuses by other people, by organizations, 
and by the government itself.

Assess: What is the process for the introduction of a law and its passage at the local or 
state level in your community?

Act: Meet with your local or state representative to learn more about how laws are 
created. 
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COMPELLING QUESTION

•	 How does the German federal government compare with my country’s government?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW

This inquiry is designed to help students understand the structure of the government of the Federal Republic of Germany and 
its multiparty system. Students will learn about the three government branches (judicial, executive, and legislative) and the 
functions of each. 

TEACHER BACKGROUND

The Federal Republic of Germany is a democratic, federal, and 
constitutional country composed of 16 Bundesländer (federal 
states). It has a bicameral legislature composed of the Bundes-
rat and the Bundestag. The Bundesrat, the legislative body that 
represents all 16 states at the federal level, is comprised of 69 
members who are not elected directly but are delegates of 
their respective state governments1. The Bundestag is elected 
every four years. Effective with the 2017 elections, there are 
709 members of the Bundestag. The Bundestag has three main 
responsibilities: legislation, election of the federal chancellor, 
and control of the government. It is important for students to 
understand that the chancellor is a member of the Bundestag 
and not elected by the general public (as is the case with the 
U.S. President, via the Electoral College). The Chancellor is the nation‘s leading political figure and de facto chief executive. 
Therefore, the executive and legislative branches of the German system are not as fully separated as they are in the United 
States. The German President is elected by committee and represents Germany on the national and international level. The 
President signs bills into law and officially appoints the chancellor, but otherwise is separate from politics and the day-to-day 
running of the government.2

Germany has a multiparty system with, currently, six major political parties represented in the federal government. See Inquiry 
4.2 for information on Germany’s multiparty system (“The More the Merrier”), and Inquiry 4.3 (“The German Electoral System”) 
for information on the electoral system in Germany. 

	➤ Further background information

•	 “How the German Government Works.” YouTube, uploaded by Bertelsmann Foundation, 16 October 2016, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=LqVqzE1utKw/. 

1	 The Bundesrat. “Organization.” The Bundesrat, 2019, https://www.bundesrat.de/EN/organisation-en/organisation-en-node.html.
2	 Deutscher Bundestag. “Wahl des Bundeskanzlers/der Bundeskanzerlin.” Deutscher Bundestag, 2019, https://www.bundestag.de/parlament/aufgaben/

kanzlerwahl.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LqVqzE1utKw/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LqVqzE1utKw/
https://www.bundesrat.de/EN/organisation-en/organisation-en-node.html
https://www.bundestag.de/parlament/aufgaben/kanzlerwahl
https://www.bundestag.de/parlament/aufgaben/kanzlerwahl
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TIME: 3–4 45 minute periods

CONCEPTS LIST

•	 Federal Republic of Germany

•	 Parliament

•	 Bundestag

•	 Bundesland / Bundesländer
•	 Bundesrat
•	 Bundeskanzler*in

•	 Bundespräsident
•	 Bundesregierung
•	 Bicameral

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 Government Structure in Germany (Handout 4.4.1)

•	 Passage of Legislation Worksheet (Handout 4.4.2)

•	 Comparison: Roles of the German Chancellor and the German President (Handout 4.4.3)

•	 “Branches of the US Government.” Official website of the United States Government, last 
updated 9 November 2018, https://www.usa.gov/branches-of-government. 

•	 “Executive Branch in Canada.” Our Commons Official website of House of 
Commons Canada, https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/
ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm . 

•	 “How a government bill becomes law—Canada.” Official website of Queens University Library, last updated 21 February 2019, 
https://guides.library.queensu.ca/gov/canada/federal/how-a-bill-becomes-a-law. 

•	 “Jigsaw instructions.” The Teacher Toolkit, last updated January 2018, http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/
jigsaw. 

•	 “Legislative Process.” Official website of the United States House of Representatives, 2019, https://www.house.gov/
the-house-explained/the-legislative-process. 

•	 “Passage of Legislation.” Official website of Deutscher Bundestag, last updated January 2019, https://www.bundestag.de/en/
parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704. 

•	 “Role and Functions of Federal President.” Official website of Der Bundespräsident, 2019, http://www.bundespraesident.de/
EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html. 

•	 “Structure of Government.” Official website of the Government of Canada, last updated 1 February 2018, https://www.canada.
ca/en/government/system/structure.html. 

•	 “Tasks of the Federal Chancellor.” Official website of the Federal Chancellery, 2019, https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/
chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor. 

•	 “United States Executive Branch.” Official website of the White House, 2019, https://www.whitehouse.gov/
about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/. 

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

Discuss the structure of the United States or Canadian government and the functions of each branch of government. 

Access the websites below for information on the United States or Canadian government.

	➤ Resources

•	 “Branches of the US Government.” Official website of the United States Government, last updated 9 November 
2018, https://www.usa.gov/branches-of-government.  

•	 “Structure of Government.” Official website of the Government of Canada, last updated 1 February 2018, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/structure.html. 

All handouts 
can be found at 
www.goethe.de/
germanyinfocus

https://www.usa.gov/branches-of-government
https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm
https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm
https://guides.library.queensu.ca/gov/canada/federal/how-a-bill-becomes-a-law
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
https://www.house.gov/the-house-explained/the-legislative-process
https://www.house.gov/the-house-explained/the-legislative-process
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704
http://www.bundespraesident.de/EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html
http://www.bundespraesident.de/EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/structure.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/structure.html
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/
https://www.usa.gov/branches-of-government
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/system/structure.html
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
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SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

What is the structure of the German government?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

For this jigsaw activity, divide the class into ‘home groups’ of 4 students each. Assign each person in the group a German politi-
cal institution as listed on Handout 4.4.1 “Government Structure in Germany”. If you like, cut the handout into 4 sections—one 
section for each institution. They will return to this group after they have become an ‘expert’ on the assigned reading. 

Have students form a new ‘expert group’ with the others who were assigned that same article/institution. After reading the 
assigned selection either individually or as a group, answer the following questions:

•	 What is the institution’s job or function?

•	 How are members selected (i.e. elections)?

•	 What is the length of an individual’s term? 

Students return to their home groups. Each student presents the information they learned in their ‘expert’ group to their home 
group. All students take notes on the material and ask follow-up questions. 

	➤ Resources

•	 Government Structure in Germany (Handout 4.4.1) 

•	 “Jigsaw instructions.” The Teacher Toolkit, last updated January 2018, http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.
php/tool/jigsaw. 

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

What is the process to pass legislation in Germany?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Return the class into their ‘home groups’ of 4. Each group should research the formation of legislation using the provided web-
sites and complete the Handout 4.4.2 “Passage of Legislation Worksheet”.

As a class, review the process for legislation in either the United States or Canada using the appropriate website listed in re-
sources. Compare with the process for the formation of legislation in Germany. How are they the same? How are they different?

	➤ Resources

•	 Passage of Legislation Worksheet (Handout 4.4.2)

•	 “How a government bill becomes law—Canada.” Official website of Queens University Library, last updated 21 
February 2019, https://guides.library.queensu.ca/gov/canada/federal/how-a-bill-becomes-a-law.  

•	 “Legislative Process.” Official website of the United States House of Representatives, 2019, https://www.house.gov/
the-house-explained/the-legislative-process.  

•	 “Passage of Legislation.” Official website of Deutscher Bundestag, last updated January 2019, https://www.
bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704. 

http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
https://guides.library.queensu.ca/gov/canada/federal/how-a-bill-becomes-a-law
https://www.house.gov/the-house-explained/the-legislative-process
https://www.house.gov/the-house-explained/the-legislative-process
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704
https://www.bundestag.de/en/parliament/function/legislation/passage-245704
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SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

What are the differences between the roles of the German Chancellor and the German President?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Have students research the roles of the German Chancellor and the German President with a partner using the links found in 
resources. Students will then enter specific duties for each on Handout 4.4.3. Using the link for their own country’s executive 
branch, student pairs should indicate which roles listed for the Chancellor and President are the responsibility of their own 
country’s chief executive officer.

	➤ Resources

•	 Comparison: Roles of the German Chancellor and the German President (Handout 4.4.3)

•	 “Executive Branch in Canada.” Our Commons Official website of House of Commons Canada, https://www.
ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.
htm. 

•	 “Role and Functions of Federal President.” Official website of Der Bundespräsident, 2019, http://www.
bundespraesident.de/EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html. 

•	 “Tasks of the Federal Chancellor.” Official website of the Federal Chancellery, 2019, https://www.bundeskanzlerin.
de/bkin-en/chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor.  

•	 “United States Executive Branch.” Official website of the White House, 2019, https://www.whitehouse.gov/
about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/.  

SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

How does the German federal government compare with my country’s government?

Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and 
relevant evidence from contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK

During the Weimar Republic the German President held more power than today. What were the consequences of this and what 
changes were instituted to this role when a new government was formed after World War II? Why did Germans believe these 
were important measures to take?

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND Laws exist at the local, state, and national level to protect our general safety, and ensure our rights as 
citizens against abuses by other people, by organizations, and by the government itself. 

ASSESS What is the process for the introduction of a law and its passage at the local or state level in your community?

ACT Meet with your local or state representative to learn more about how laws are created. If possible, visit your local 
or state government to observe the process. 

This inquiry was written by 2008 TOP Fellow Jacqueline Littlefield. 

https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm
https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm
https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/Compendium/ParliamentaryFramework/c_d_executivebranchgovernmentcanada-e.htm
http://www.bundespraesident.de/EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html
http://www.bundespraesident.de/EN/Role-and-Functions/ConstitutionalBasis/ConstitutionalBasis-node.html
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-en/chancellery/tasks-of-the-chancellor
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/the-executive-branch/

