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FOUNDATIONS IN LAW
UNIT 2: THE LEGAL SYSTEM IN ACTION

Activity 1A: What Leads to a Law or Policy?     

Students read and discuss several federal and state school-related laws and 

policies, and discuss the context for the creation of these laws. Students identify 

the different interests represented in the school safety laws and policies, and 

discuss the unit overview.

Sequence

Materials Needed
•	 Handout 1: Analyzing Laws and Policies

•	 Handout 2: Unit 2 Overview

•	 Optional: Did You Know?  (see Media Resources)

1A.1 Students read and respond to a series of school-related laws 

and policies.

1A.2 Students discuss each law or policy and identify whose 

interests are represented, what values each law reflects, whose 

rights are being protected, and the possible context for the 

law or policy’s creation. 

1A.3 Students discuss the unit overview and the unit focus on legal 

efforts to address school safety.



14

© Education Development Center, Inc. 2011

FOUNDATIONS IN LAW
UNIT 2: THE LEGAL SYSTEM IN ACTION

Activity 1A: What Leads to a Law or Policy? 
1. Introduce school-related laws and policies. 

Ask students to think about what they learned in Unit 1: Human Nature, Rules, 

and Power.

•	 Why do we have laws? What are some of the different purposes that 

laws can serve?

Possible answers:

•	 Identify and punish behavior forbidden by the group (for example, 

laws prohibiting murder, rape, and theft).

•	 Protect individuals and groups from harm (e.g., laws requiring safe 

conditions in the workplace, laws requiring equal access for the 

disabled).

•	 Create agreed-upon rules, such as traffic laws, to help people work 

and live together.

Ask students to think about the rule they wrote about in the last unit: 

•	 Why was the rule you researched in Unit 1 created in the first place? 

Explain that in this unit, they will build on the knowledge they gained from Unit 

1 to explore how and why new laws emerge in our society. They will look more 

closely at school-related laws, how they may stem from the interests or needs of 

different people, and what types of consequences laws have. 

Divide the class into groups of two or three and give each student Handout 

1: Analyzing Laws and Policies. Assign each group one law or policy. Ask 

students to individually read their assigned law. Have each group respond to the 

questions in Part 2 of the handout, and assign a recorder to write the group’s 

responses.  

Note: Links to more detailed descriptions of these laws and policies are 

in Media Resources.

2. Have students discuss laws and policies. 

Ask each group to describe its assigned law or policy to the class.

Use the following questions to guide discussion:

•	 What are the similarities and differences among these laws and policies?

Possible answers:

Similarities: All are related to schools; some provide rights to certain 

groups; a few are related to school safety. 

Differences: They focus on different aspects of school—safety, academics, 

equity; they were created at different times.
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Elicit definitions of law and policy and the differences between them. 

Possible answers: Laws are written by legislators; they prohibit or 

require specific actions. Policies are not created by the legislative 

branch. A policy is an action or approach taken by the executive branch 

of government or by other organizations. Policies are often written in 

response to, and as a result of, laws. 

•	 What are some of the purposes of these laws and policies? 

•	 What values or norms do you think are represented in these laws or 

policies? Explain.

•	 In what ways, if any, does this law affect your daily life in schools?

•	 What social problems or issues do these laws or policies address?

Point out that creating a law is just one way to address an issue. Encourage 

students to consider other solutions. Ask the following:

•	 Do you think that creating new laws is the best way to solve problems or 

issues, such as unhealthy school food or school violence?

Ideas for Involvement with Professionals

Invite a local or state legislator or other elected official to discuss the 

factors in a community that led to a bill’s introduction in the state 

legislature or city council, using specific cases from your local area. 

3. Present an overview of the unit. 

Ask students to identify which of the laws or policies they explored were related 

to school safety. Ask the group who was assigned to the Gun-Free Schools Act to 

read aloud the description of this law. 

Tell students that during this unit they will focus on a specific law promoting 

school safety—the federal Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994. Students will explore 

the reasons it was written and the wide variety of viewpoints on how the law 

has affected youth and communities. They will learn how advocacy (acting on 

behalf of a cause to achieve a specific goal) can shape laws and policies to make 

them more just.

Distribute Handout 2: Unit 2 Overview. Respond to any questions students have 

about the unit.
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Optional: Assign Did You Know? 

Teacher’s Note: Introducing the Unit

Spend ample time reviewing the unit overview. This will help you set 

clear expectations and establish a common understanding of the goals 

and purpose of the unit. Make it clear to students how their work will 

be assessed in this unit. 



17

© Education Development Center, Inc. 2011

FOUNDATIONS IN LAW
UNIT 2: THE LEGAL SYSTEM IN ACTION

HANDOUTS 1A & 1B
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HANDOUT 2


