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Ides of March

Roman Influences on the U.S. Government

Lesson Overview

For the Ides of March, have your class explore the 
Roman Republic. In this lesson, students compare and 
contrast the political system in Ancient Rome and the 
modern-day United States. 

Procedures

1. Examine a statue of George Washington. Project 
this image and discuss it as a class. 
• What do you notice about this image?
• Who does this statue represent?
• What do you notice about the props in the 

image? (Point out the Roman column, draped 
cloth, and staff.)

 
Tell students: This statue in the Virginia State 
Capitol shows George Washington as an American 
“Cincinnatus.” The name comes from a legendary 
citizen-soldier in ancient Rome named Cincinnatus. 
Like Washington, Cincinnatus led an army to 
victory in a time of crisis, then retired to his farm 
after the war ended rather than trying to seize 
power. In honor of this display of civic virtue, officers 
in the Continental Army formed the Society of the Cincinnati, with 
Washington as its first president. The society’s motto is, “He gave up 
everything to serve the republic.” 

2. Get into pairs. Divide students into pairs. Discuss:
• Think of these words: Citizenship, Constitution, Republic, and Senate. Where else have you heard 

these words? (These are all ideas in the U.S. political system.)
• What do you think each of these words means in the United States?
• Keep these words in mind as we learn more about Ancient Rome.  
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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Ancient World. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, 
is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Florida Civics Benchmarks:
• SS.6.CG.1.2 Analyze the influence of ancient Rome on the United States’ constitutional republic.

3. Compare and contrast political systems. Provide each pair Handouts and a Graphic Organizer.  
 
For each text in the handout:
• Have students read the text and work together to complete a row in their organizer.
• Ask students which idea (Citizenship, Constitution, Republic, Senate) Romans and Americans share 

in this text. Provide evidence. 

4. Debrief the activity.  
• How are the political systems in Ancient Rome and the United States similar?
• How are they different?
• Which Roman idea (Citizenship, Constitution, Republic, and Senate) do you think most influenced 

the United States? Why? 

5. Complete the assessment. Have students show what they know by responding to the prompts in the 
assessment.



Text 1
The Romans developed a form of government known as a republic—a form of government in which 
elected officials govern the state and are responsible to the voters who elect them. Romans established a 
republic in 509 B.C.E. after revolting against a tyrannical king. Many colonists also admired the Roman 
idea of civic virtue, which they understood to mean a willingness to serve one’s country.

Text 2
Until 450 B.C.E., the Roman Republic had no written constitution. Instead, it had a complex set of 
unwritten laws and traditions that defined the political structure. In 450 B.C.E., Romans created their first 
legal code by formally writing down some of their laws. These laws collectively became known as the Law 
of the Twelve Tables. Having a written legal code was a victory for the plebeians, the ordinary citizens of 
Rome. The wealthiest Romans, known as patricians, had long kept Roman law secret from the plebeians, 
who had often been punished severely for laws they had not even known about. Having the law written 
down protected the rights of all citizens.

Text 3
The major political bodies in the Roman Republic included the office of Consul, the Senate, and the 
assemblies. 
• Consuls The highest-ranking officials in the Roman Republic were the two consuls. They set taxes, 

initiated legislation, and commanded the army. The power of the consuls was limited in two ways, 
however. Each consul had the power to veto the other’s actions—an early example of checks and 
balances. Secondly, consuls were elected annually by the Assembly, so if they wanted to maintain 
power, they had to seek reelection each year.

• Senate The Senate was the most significant governing and advisory council of the Roman government. 
During most of the republic, it consisted of roughly 300 influential men who controlled financial 
and foreign policy. The Senate could not formally make laws. Instead, it issued decrees, which were 
then voted on by the Assembly. However, the Senate’s influence was so strong that the assembly often 
routinely approved decrees issued by the Senate. Roman senators usually held their positions for life.

• Assemblies There were a number of assemblies that performed many different roles in the Roman 
Republic. Two of the most significant assemblies included the Centuriate Assembly and the Tribal 
Assembly.
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H A N D O U T

Four Texts About the Roman Political System



Text 4
Cincinnatus was a renowned general who retired to a small farm just outside of Rome. In 458 B.C.E., the 
warlike Aequian nation was threatening the ancient city. Representatives from Rome were dispatched to 
ask Cincinnatus for help. The story goes that he left his plow in the field, said goodbye to his wife, and 
accepted the role of dictator.
Cincinnatus quickly led the Romans into victory against the Aequians. Sixteen days later, he resigned his 
position as dictator, giving up all his power, and returned home to his farm.
The account was written by Roman historian Titus Livius, or Livy, and modern day historians believe he 
may have embellished parts of the story. However, the concepts of Roman duty to the state, like citizenship 
and fighting when needed, remain present making Cincinnatus a legend.
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H A N D O U T



Text Which idea does this 
text best represent? 
Circle one.

What is similar to the 
U.S. political system? 
Use evidence from the 
text.

What is different from 
the U.S. political sys-
tem? Use evidence 
from the text.

Text 1 Citizenship

Constitution

Republic

Senate

Text 2 Citizenship

Constitution

Republic

Senate

Text 3 Citizenship

Constitution

Republic

Senate

Text 4 Citizenship

Constitution

Republic

Senate

R E A D I N G  N O T E S
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1. Describe how each idea influenced the United States.

Idea How it influenced the United States

Citizenship

Constitution

Republic

Senate

2. List two similarities and two differences between the political systems in Ancient Rome and the 
United States.

Similarities Differences

A S S E S S M E N T
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