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Economics 
Unit 7 – Government Role in the Economy 

Taxes, Spending, Deficits, & the National Debt 
 
Assignment: Research & analyze the taxes, spending, deficits, and national debt of the US government. This 
assignment is worth 100 points and will count as a Work grade. Round all calculations to the nearest tenth of a 
percent. 
 
Click on the U.S Debt Clock link on teachers’ website. Record the current estimated US National Debt and the time 
you recorded it. Round to the nearest 10,000s (since the numbers are changing so rapidly). 

 
Time US National Debt 

 
$__ __, __ __ __ , __ __ __ , __ __ 0 , 0 0 0 

 
Leave the debt clock running on a separate browser tab (do not close the browser tab or browser 

window). 
 
Click on the CBO Historical Budget Data link. A Microsoft Excel workbook will open, with separate tabs (along the 
bottom) labeled Table 1 to Table 5. You will access data on these various tables in order to complete the following: 
 
Part 1: Income vs. Spending (8 points each) 
 
1. Click on Table 1 “Deficits, Surpluses, & Debt”. Record the data concerning federal revenues (income), outlays 

(spending), and on-budget (surpluses shown as positive numbers, deficits shown as negative numbers) for the 
past 5 years. 

 
Amounts in 

Billions 
5 Years Ago 4 Years Ago 3 Years Ago 2 Years Ago Most Recent Year 

Revenues 
(income) 

     

Outlays 
(spending) 

     

On-Budget 
(Surplus or 
Deficit) 

     

 
2. Calculate: for each year, calculate the percentage of spending that is deficit spending (borrowed). Use the 

following formula: 
 

% of spending that is borrowed = 
Amount of Deficit 

X 100 
Outlays 

 
5 Years Ago 4 Years Ago 3 Years Ago 2 Years Ago Most Recent Year 

     

 
3. Analysis: what trend do you see in deficit spending as it relates to what percentage of government spending is 

with borrowed money? Is a larger or smaller percentage of government spending with borrowed money? 
 
 

http://www.usdebtclock.org/
http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/45249-2015-01-HistoricalBudgetData2.xlsx


Part 2: Revenue Sources (8 points each) 
 
4. Click on Table 2 “Revenues, by Major Source”. Using the data from the most recent year, record the amount of 

each source of revenue for the federal government and calculate what percent of the overall total revenue 
comes from each source. 

 

 
Individual 

Income Taxes 
Payroll 
 Taxes 

Corporate 
Income Taxes Excise Taxes 

Estate & Gift 
Taxes Customs Duties 

Miscellaneous 
Receipts Total 

Amount 
(billions) 

        

Percent (%)         
 
5. Analysis: from which source does the federal government get its largest percent of its revenues? 
 
 
6. Why do you think the federal government gets so much of its revenue from individual income taxes & social 

insurance taxes and not corporate income taxes? 
 
 
Part 3: Discretionary vs. Mandatory (Non-Discretionary) Spending (8 points each) 
 
7. Click on Table 3 “Outlays, by Major Category”. Using the data from the past 5 years, record the amounts spent 

each year on discretionary & mandatory spending. 
 
Amounts in Billions 5 Years Ago 4 Years Ago 3 Years Ago 2 Years Ago Most Recent Year 

Discretionary 
     

Mandatory 
(Programmatic) 

     

 
8. Analysis: in which major category is spending increasing at a more rapid rate: discretionary (defense, roads, 

etc.) or mandatory (transfer payments, interest on debt, etc.)? 
 
 
Part 4: Mandatory Spending Compared to Revenues (8 points each) 
 
9. You will use Table 5 “Mandatory Outlays” and Table 1 “Deficits, Surpluses, & Debt” (or copy the revenue data 

from Question #1) to find the data requested.  Using the data for the past 5 years, record the total mandatory 
outlays and total revenues, then calculate what percent of revenues was used up for mandatory spending. 

 
Amounts in Billions 5 Years Ago 4 Years Ago 3 Years Ago 2 Years Ago Most Recent Year 

Mandatory 
Spending 
(from Table 5) 

     

Revenues 
(from Table 1) 

     

Mandatory 
Spending as % 
of Revenues 

     

 
10. Analysis: what is the trend in mandatory spending as it relates to the percent of government revenues each 

year? Is mandatory spending increasing as a percent of revenues? Is the rate of change year-to-year getting 
more rapid or less rapid? 

 
 
 



Part 5: Evaluation (20 points) 
 
11. Make  one recommendation on how the US government can get its finances back in order as it relates to each 

of the following areas: 
 

 Revenues 
 
 

 Expenses 
 
 

 Discretionary Spending 
 
 

 Mandatory Spending 
 
 
 
Bonus (10 points extra credit) 
 
Go back to the US Debt Clock and record the current estimated US National Debt and the time you recorded it. 
Round to the nearest 10,000s (since the numbers are changing so rapidly). 
 

Time US National Debt 

 
$__ __, __ __ __ , __ __ __ , __ __ 0 , 0 0 0 

 
Calculate the number of minutes it took you to finish this assignment, the estimated increase in the national debt, 
and the amount of increase per minute. 
 

Number of Minutes Estimated Increase in National Debt Increase in National Debt Per Minute 

   

 
Comment: what is your reaction to how quickly the national debt is growing? 


