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Of The People: Community Government 
OBJECTIVES: 
• To develop awareness of the different levels, 

structures, and functions of local government. 
• To increase knowledge of the rules, rights, and 

responsibilities of citizenship. 
• To encourage involvement in the governmental 

process. 

RELEVANT CONCEPTS AND THEMES: 
• Civics, Citizenship, and Government: political 

systems, government, decision-making 
• Geography: places and regions, human systems 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 
Government makes laws. It also meets people�s needs for 
protection, public health, education, transportation, and 
other services necessary for a safer and better life. 

Many local governments, operating within the framework 
of the New York State government and constitution, 
manage county, town, city, village, school and special 
district affairs. Although local authorities must act in ways 
that do not violate the rights of people and must follow 
procedures outlined in the state constitution, �home rule� 
gives communities the right to govern themselves on local 
issues without state interference. 

The state�s 62 counties (except the five, known as 
boroughs, within New York City) are divided into cities 
and towns. Several incorporated villages may lie within a 
town, and a village�s boundaries may extend into more 
than one town or more than one county. Within counties 
and towns, there may also be special improvement 
districts. Every person living in New York State is a 
resident of a county, a city or town, and a school district. 
Those who live in a village are also town and county 
residents. Therefore, each is affected by various 
governments. 

Since people drive on city streets or town highways, look 
to fire or police departments for protection, use public 
recreational facilities, enjoy street lights, and the like, their 
closest contact is with local government. Of all 

governments, it is the most accessible, visible, and 
responsible to local needs and provides many 
opportunities for involvement. 

Money to pay for governmental services and the people 
who do the work is raised by taxes (real property, sales, as 
well as license fees, fines, and use taxes). Money is also 
received as grants from state and federal governments, 
which maintain a measure of control over local officials 
by specifying how some services must be provided and 
operated. 

Responsible citizens should be familiar with the structure 
and function of their village, town, city, and county 
governments. They should read and listen to news about 
what their governments are doing, discuss problems and 
issues, participate in meetings and hearings, vote in 
elections, and pay taxes. 

The following are brief outlines of local governmental 
structures and services. Use the resources of your 
libraries; contact local officials, League of Women Voters, 
newspapers, as well as your local historian and historical 
society for more information. Also ask appropriate 
governmental offices for copies of village, city, town, and 
county maps. Using these will help reinforce map skills as 
well as a way of visualizing local governmental districts, 
e.g. townships. 

VILLAGE GOVERNMENT 
• Elected by village voters: Mayor and Board of 

Trustees (2 members). Some have managers. 
• Other appointed or elected officials may include: 

attorney, assessor, clerk, police chief, street 
commissioner, treasurer/tax collector, village justice. 

• Services: may provide garbage/refuse disposal; water/
sewers/sewage disposal; health services not offered by 
the county; police/fire protection; street repair/street 
lighting; licensing of trades/occupations; planning/
zoning. 

TOWN GOVERNMENT 
Structure and services vary, depending on whether it is a 
first or second class town, as well as on local laws. With a 
few exceptions, towns with a population of more than 
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5,000 are first class towns and usually have more power  
and more elected officials than second class towns. 
• Elected to Town Board: Town Supervisor, 24 Council 

persons, 2 Justices. Other appointed or elected 
officials may include: assessor(s), health officer, 
highway superintendent, historian, police, tax 
collector, town attorney, town clerk, etc. 

• Services: administers justice/law enforcement; 
controls streams/waterways; constructs/maintains 
highways/bridges; establishes building/zoning codes, 
planning, and other boards; licenses trades/
occupations; registers vital statistics; may provide 
park/community center/playground facilities, water/
sewer/drainage improvements, waste collection/
disposal, and the like. 

COUNTY GOVERNMENT 
Structure varies widely. 
• Elected by county voters: Members of Board of 

Supervisors/County Legislatures, or County 
Executive. Other appointed or elected officials may 
include: commissioner of public welfare, 
comptroller, coroner, county clerk, county judges, 
district attorney, election commissioner, highway 
superintendent, purchasing agent, sheriff, treasurer, 
etc. 

• Services: cares for county buildings; administers state 
social services program, is part of the state�s court 
system, and is responsible for checking weights and 
measures; constructs/maintains county highways; 
keeps records, provides for public safety, prosecutes 
those accused of crimes, and maintains prisons; may 
provide public health programs, offices for the aging, 
and consumer protection; may operate community 
colleges, libraries, airports, recreational facilities, 
refuse disposals, and bus systems. 

CITY GOVERNMENT 
Although most cities have one of the following forms of 
government, they differ in how they operate. 
• Mayor-Council: City voters elect a Mayor and 

Council, or aldermen. The Council makes the laws; 
the Mayor sees that various departments run the city. 

• Commission: Voters elect 5-7 Commissioners who 
form a council which makes the laws and carries 
them out. Commissioners also serve as heads of 
departments. 

• Council-Manager: Elected Council Members make 
the laws and hire a Manager. The City Manager tries 
to run the city like a business, selects people to head 
city departments, prepares budgets, and enforces the 
laws. 

• Services: constructs and maintains bridges/tunnels/
streets; water supply/sewage/drainage systems; 
public buildings/hospitals/clinics; parks/playgrounds; 
museums/libraries; provides police/fire protection; 

enacts zoning regulations; has wide franchising/
licensing powers; regulates and/or runs transportation 
systems. 

NEW YORK CITY GOVERNMENT 
Counties of Bronx, Kings, New York, Queens, and 
Richmond�known as boroughs�make up New York 
City. 
• Elected to Mayor-Council form: Mayor, Comptroller, 

and Council President. The City Council is made up of 
45 members who adopt local laws. 

• The Board of Estimates: Functions as a Board of 
Directors and has fiscal responsibilities. Composed of 
8 city officials (Mayor, Comptroller, City Council 
President, and presidents of each of the 5 boroughs), 
the Board acts on the City�s expenses and capital 
budgets; controls zoning/planning, contracts/
franchises, use/disposal of city property, water/
wharfage rates, and City employee retirement system. 

• Community Boards: City is divided into 59 districts, 
each with its own board of up to 50 members. Boards 
hold public hearings and make recommendations on 
district land use and budget priorities. 

• Services: similar to those provided by other cities, 
including educational (public schools/libraries/ 

• museums/gardens/zoos); health (city hospitals/clinics); 
housing; transportation (bus/sub way); and fire/police 
protection. 

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 
An Introduction to Local Government in New York State. 

New York State Department of State: Albany, 1985. 
Biemer, Linda.  New York: Our Communities. Peregrine 

Books: Salt Lake City, 1983. 
Larkin, F. Daniel, John T. Cunningham and Bruce W. 

Dearstyne. New York Yesterday and Today. Silver 
Burdett Co.: Morristown (NJ), 1985. 

Neville, Emily C., and Marianna Pluchino Stout. A Look 
at Our Town, Village, City, County Government. New 
York State Education Department: Albany, 1983. 

Richman, Jeanne, ed. New York State: A Citizen�s 
Handbook. League of Women Voters of New York 
State: 1979. 

Schwartz, Jeanne Meador. New York State in Story. Frank 
E. Richards: Phoenix (NY), 1961. 

 



 

Page 3 

C
O

U
N

TY
 B

O
U

N
D

A
R

IE
S 

O
F 

 
N

E
W

 Y
O

R
K 

ST
AT

E
 

M
or

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
on

 N
ew

 Y
or

k 
St

at
e 

m
ap

s m
ay

 b
e 

ob
ta

in
ed

 fr
om

: 
N

ew
 Y

or
k 

St
at

e 
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t o
f T

ra
ns

po
rt

at
io

n 
St

at
e 

C
am

pu
s �

 B
ui

ld
in

g 
4 

� 
R

oo
m

 1
05

 
A

lb
an

y,
 N

Y
 1

22
32

 

MAP ACTIVITY 
Help your students to identify the county in which they live. What is the 
county seat, and where is it located? Who are the elected county officials? 
Depending upon the nature of your community (i.e., village, town, or city), 
help your students to examine its government and discover its structure and 
elected officials. 

Don�t forget neighboring communities� identifying their government�s 
structure and how it is similar and different may be a useful contrast. 
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EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
• TOWNSHIP TEAMS: Divide your class into small 

working groups. Assign each group a township in your 
county. The �Township Team� must outline the 
boundaries of their township on the county map, 
including the location of all cities in the township. 
Have them indicate the location of the county seat, the 
school districts in the county, and the local 
government officials. Each township can be a different 
color so it makes clear how many different townships 
a county is made up of in your area. 

• GOVERNMENT SERVICES ARE PEOPLE TOO!: 
Have the students, either together or in small groups, 
Make a list of government-provided services which 
benefit people in your community, but could not be 
paid for by individual families (such as school buses, 
paved streets, street lights, snowplowing, water and 
sewage systems, etc.). For each service listed, find out 
the person in charge of the service. Record this 
information in a classroom display, perhaps as a giant 
phone book, �The Yellow Pages of Your Community 
Government.� 

• I HEART MY COMMUNITY: Each student creates a 
drawing or poster that tells what the local village, 
town, city and/or county community offers to its 
residents (i.e., libraries, museums, programs, etc.) and 
explains why it is a good place in which to live. 

• EVERY VOTE COUNTS: Invite a local 
representative from the League of Women Voters to 
your classroom to talk about your local government. 
Find out more about your local elections, when they 
take place; who are the candidates for what offices; 
what are the issues in your community. Have students 
work together or in small groups to create a class 
poster project that encourages citizens to vote in every 
election. 

• GOVERNMENT FAIR: Divide your class into Task 
Force Teams. Each Task Force Team will be 
responsible for a report and display on a different part 
of the community�s government. Some suggested 
topics are: 
• Organization of various local governments�titles 

and names of important officials, terms of office, 

what they do; departments, function, and 
employees. 

• Local public health, educational, and recreational 
facilities. 

• Services provided by various levels of local 
government. 

• Community problems and what local officials are 
doing (or could do) to solve them. Perhaps there 
are waste-disposal, parking, traffic, housing, or 
crime problems. Political parties, political 
banners, buttons, literature; local candidates and 
election campaigns; voting rights and citizenship 
responsibilities. 

• Taxes (real property, sales, license fees, etc.)�
kinds of taxes, amounts collected and how spent. 
What kinds of properties are taxed? What 
properties are not taxed and why? 

• Public buildings and facilities�written and/or 
pictorial studies of the architecture, history, and 
use of the public buildings and facilities in your 
community. 

Have the students assemble their displays in your 
school gymnasium and organize a Local Government 
Fair, inviting parents, community members, and local 
government officials to the school to see the displays 
and hear student reports. 

RELATED YOUNG YORKER LEAFLETS 
• Every Vote Counts 
• Town Meetings Teach the Bill of Rights 
• Unlocking the Mysteries of the Past: Using Maps to 

Learn about a Community�s History 

RELATED YORKERS CURRICULUM: 
• Maps: Understanding Our Place in the World 
• Community Decision  Making: Deciding the Future of 

Two Historic Buildings 
 
Visit www.nysha.com/nysha/for_teachers to 
download Young Yorkers Leaflets and purchase 
Yorkers Curriculum sets. 


