
 

 

UNIT 1: Intelligence and Counterterrorism  

LESSON 4: The Role of the President and the Executive Branch in National Security 

Lesson Topics 

• Powers 

• Presidential Directives 

• Homeland Security Strategy  

Learning Objective:  

The student will: 

• Chart the changes in the president’s exercise of power in matters 
related to U.S. national security since the time of our founding 
fathers.  

Engage  

Access prior knowledge 

• What do you know? How did you learn it? 

Pique their interest  

• What do you see, think, wonder when you see this image, watch 
this video, or hear this story? 

  

Exploration 

• Examine how Congress and the courts support the president in 
areas concerning defense, foreign policy, and national security.  

• Describe the powers of the president and the executive branch in 
national security.  

• Discuss the separation of powers in government created by our 
founding fathers and how the separation of powers creates a 
checks and balance system concerning national security. 

Powers 

1. National Security Council (NSC): the NSC is the president’s primary 
forum regarding national security and foreign policy. Consists of senior 
advisors and cabinet officials.  

2. President is the executive branch of government (separation of 
powers). The U.S. president creates foreign policies and implements 
these policies through treaties.  

3. President appoints ambassadors. 

4. President is the commander in chief of the United States military.  

5. President has the power to create Presidential Directives. 

6. Congress and Senate support the president. 

- Congress can impose taxes that are used to fund the military and 
federal agencies. 

- Senate ratifies any treaties or ambassador appointments made by 
the president.  

- Congress declares war. 

7. The courts ensure that each branch is exercising its power correctly 
and within the law.  

8. The courts protect civil liberties.  

Teacher Resources: 

Websites: 

National Security Council 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/ 

 

Bartholomees, J. (2006). U.S. Army 
War College Guide to National 
Security Policy and Strategy, 2nd 
edition 

https://www.comw.org/qdr/fulltext
/0606bartholomees.pdf 

 

Mayer, K. (2001). With the Stroke of 
a Pen: Executive Orders and 
Presidential Power Review by: 
Granato, J. (2001). Political Science 
Quarterly, 116(4), 646-648 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/79823
0?seq=1 

 

O’Hanlon, M. (2010). Defense 
Budgets and American Power. 
Brookings Institution, No 24 
http://www.brookings.edu/research
/papers/2010/12/defense-budget-
ohanlon  

PBS Newshour. (2010). U.S. 
Intelligence Oversight: Is Congress 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/
https://www.comw.org/qdr/fulltext/0606bartholomees.pdf
https://www.comw.org/qdr/fulltext/0606bartholomees.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/798230?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/798230?seq=1
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2010/12/defense-budget-ohanlon
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2010/12/defense-budget-ohanlon
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2010/12/defense-budget-ohanlon


 

 

Presidential Directives  

        Definition: a form of executive order issued by the president that  

                            establishes an action or change in the structure or function of  

                            the government. 

1. President Bush issued several “Presidential Directives” following the 
September 11 terror attacks.  

2. Homeland Security Presidential Directive-1: organization and 
operations of the Homeland Security Council.  

3. Prior to President Bush: under President Clinton, Presidential 
Directives were known as Presidential Review Directives.  

Homeland Security Strategy  

1. Department of Homeland Security: federal agency whose primary 
mission is to prevent, protect against, and respond to acts of 
Terrorism on U.S. soil (p.42). 

2. U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal 
2020-2024 missions: 

- Counter terrorism and homeland security threats 

- Secure U.S. borders and approaches 

- Secure cyberspace and critical infrastructure  

- Preserve and uphold the Nation’s prosperity and economic 
security  

- Strengthen preparedness and resilience 

- Champion the DHS workforce and strengthen the department 

the Problem? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=vTAMEcgUHBg 

 

The Federalist Society. (2011). 
Resolved: That the President’s War 
Powers Are (Nearly) Absolute 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=KShSYin3UBc  

 

Homeland Security Strategic 
Planning 

https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-
planning 

 

Presidential Homeland Security 
Directives  

https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-
directives 

 

Texts:  

Bullock et al. Homeland Security, 
The Essentials. Ch 1, pp. 1-17; Ch 2, 
pp. 19-43 

 

Student Resources: 

Websites: 

National Security Council 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/ 

 

Homeland Security Strategic 
Planning 

https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-
planning 

 

Presidential Homeland Security 
Directives  

https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-
directives 

 

Explanation 

The student needs to create a complete list of modern presidential powers and 
then identify when those powers were historically given to the president. 
Chart the changes in the president’s exercise of power in matters related to 
U.S. national security since the time of our founding fathers.  

Elaboration 

Discuss with students their perceptions of what powers the president should 
have in regard to national security concerns. 

What powers does the president have? 

Are they enough? 

What powers should the president have? 

What powers should the president not have? 

Formative Assessment:  

The elaboration activities 

Summative Assessment: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vTAMEcgUHBg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vTAMEcgUHBg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KShSYin3UBc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KShSYin3UBc
https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-planning
https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-planning
https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-directives
https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-directives
https://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/
https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-planning
https://www.dhs.gov/strategic-planning
https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-directives
https://www.dhs.gov/presidential-directives


 

 

As required by the curriculum and school system Texts:  

Bullock et al. Homeland Security, 
The Essentials. Ch 1, pp. 1-17; Ch 2, 
pp. 19-43 

 

 


