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Unit 9: 1980-Present
Unit 9 covers 1980 to the present, from Reagan and conservatism through the Cold War's end,
the digital economy, new immigration, and the challenges of the 21st century (CED Topics 9.2-
9.6).

AP U.S. History 1980-Present 4-6% of the exam About 21 minutes to read

How to use this guide
Read this guide straight through the first time and follow how the topics connect. The conservative
movement that organized in the final topic of Unit 8 wins power in 1980, helps bring the Cold War to an
end, and then governs a country being changed by digital technology and new immigration. In the 21st
century, older arguments about security and liberty and about prosperity and inequality continue in
new forms. This unit is short, so pay attention to the structure as you read. Each topic marks a major
change. The election of 1980 changes the political order, the end of the Cold War changes the world
order, the digital economy changes work, immigration changes the population, and the September 11
attacks change the start of the new century.

On the second pass, pay close attention to the terms the framework does not use. This unit can be
difficult if you bring in outside labels that the framework avoids. Start with the trap boxes and the
Where Students Lose Points table. Use the framework's own terms, such as tax cuts and deregulation,
and do not substitute labels such as Reaganomics or Sun Belt. When the guide adds dates and details
from the examples pages, keep those details in their proper place and focus on the required patterns.
Then do the practice questions and read every explanation. After that, answer the six self-check
questions out loud with the guide closed. Finish with the 20-minute plan to move the material into your
Rycal decks and Brain Dump.

What this unit is worth. Unit 9 carries 4-6% of the exam, which is the smallest band alongside Units 1
and 2. The exam also uses this unit for continuity questions that span the whole course, and many of its
debates are still part of current public life.

9.2 Reagan and Conservatism
The framework treats the presidential election of 1980 as a milestone, and Ronald Reagan's victory as
the moment conservatives could finally enact their agenda. The 1970s had weakened confidence in the
liberal order through stagflation, Watergate, and the hostage crisis, which are the closing developments
of Unit 8. The 1980 election turned that loss of confidence into policy. In the framework's account, the
milestone rests on two achievements. Conservatives enacted significant tax cuts and continued the
deregulation of industries, with natural gas deregulation given as an example. This followed the
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conservative movement's core aim from Unit 8, which was to shrink the federal government's role in the
economy, and Reagan's election gave conservatives the presidency to pursue that aim.

The victory grew out of organization built over the previous two decades. Unit 8's final topic describes
how the National Review, the American Conservative Union, the Heritage Foundation, and the New
Christian Right turned conservative sentiment into institutions, donors, and voters. In 1980 that
organization helped conservatives win governing power. The framework calls the election a milestone
rather than just a win because it marks the movement's move from opposition into the presidency.

Winning the election did not end the argument about government. The argument continued in new
debates. The framework lists debates over free-trade agreements, the social safety net, and financial-
system reform. On the safety net, where the framework's examples name Medicaid and Medicare,
conservatives argued that the programs were counterproductive in fighting poverty, while defenders
fought to preserve them. Conservatives in power still had to argue about what government should do,
so the exam can test those continuing debates as well as the 1980 victory.

CONSERVATIVE AIM AFTER
1980 THE FRAMEWORK'S VERSION

Cut taxes Significant tax cuts as the milestone's central achievement

Shrink regulation Continued deregulation of industries, such as natural gas

Question the safety net Arguments that programs like Medicaid and Medicare were counterproductive
against poverty

Open markets Free-trade agreements as ongoing policy debate

The Contract with America, the Republican platform Newt Gingrich introduced before the 1994
midterm election, belongs to a later phase when conservatism was organizing for the post-Cold War era.
It appears only on the framework's examples page, which the CED says is not required content. Know it
as an illustration of conservatism's continued platform building rather than as a required term.

Trap: reaching for the label Reaganomics. The word never appears in the course framework. The
framework uses plainer terms such as tax cuts and deregulation, and exam questions will use those
words. Describe the policies instead of naming them with a term the framework does not use.

9.3 The End of the Cold War
The end of the Cold War was the collapse of the decades-long confrontation between the United States
and the Soviet Union, and the framework gives it three causes, not one. Reagan's opposition to
communism, increased U.S. military spending, and political and economic problems inside the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe together brought the confrontation down. Students who credit only Reagan
or only Soviet weakness are leaving out causes that the framework includes, so answers should keep all
three causes together.

Reagan expressed his opposition to communism in several ways. The framework points to speeches,
diplomatic efforts, limited military interventions, and a buildup of nuclear and conventional weapons.
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The Reagan military buildup, which increased spending on nuclear and conventional forces, is one
named element of that approach. The framework's examples include the Strategic Defense Initiative,
nicknamed Star Wars, which funded research into missile defense; the Geneva Summit of November
1985, Reagan's first meeting with Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev, where the two sides agreed to
keep talking; and Operation Urgent Fury, the 1983 intervention in Grenada that Reagan defended in
his October 27, 1983 address to the nation. Each example shows part of that opposition in practice.

The end of the Cold War did not end American intervention abroad, but it changed the reasons given for
intervention. The framework describes new post-Cold War interventions alongside new diplomatic
relationships. Its examples include the U.S. invasion of Panama in December 1989, which President
George H. W. Bush defended in a national address; the Oslo Accords, the 1993 Israeli-Palestinian
agreements signed on September 13; and APEC, the economic cooperation forum founded in 1989 that
became part of Clinton's push for global market expansion. The United States continued to act abroad,
but without the Soviet adversary each action needed a new justification. The exam can test that shift
away from anti-communism toward the different justifications used in the 1990s.

CAUSE OF THE COLD WAR'S END WHAT IT LOOKED LIKE

Reagan's opposition to communism Speeches, diplomacy, limited interventions, and the weapons buildup

Increased U.S. military spending The Reagan buildup, including missile-defense research

Soviet and Eastern European internal
problems

Political and economic troubles that made the confrontation
unsustainable from the other side

The third cause has its own story worth knowing, because it is the one students picture least clearly. The
Soviet economy had stagnated under the weight of military spending and a rigid command system, and
Mikhail Gorbachev, who took power in 1985, tried to fix it with glasnost (openness) and perestroika
(restructuring). The reforms loosened Moscow's grip instead of saving the system. In 1989 communist
governments fell across Eastern Europe, the Berlin Wall came down that November, and in December
1991 the Soviet Union itself dissolved. Those events show what the framework means by political and
economic problems inside the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The framework also keeps Reagan's
opposition and American military spending among the causes, so the exam can ask about both the
internal problems and the external pressure.

Trap: single-cause explanations. The framework gives three causes, and a question about why the Cold
War ended can focus on any one of them or on the combination. An answer that credits only American
pressure or only Soviet decay is incomplete by the framework's account.

Note. In October 1983 the United States invaded the Caribbean island of Grenada in Operation Urgent
Fury, days after a hardline faction overthrew and executed the island's leader Maurice Bishop.
Washington cited the safety of American medical students on the island and a new airstrip being built
with Cuban help, and Reagan framed the operation as blocking a Soviet and Cuban foothold in the
Americas. The framework calls the intervention mid-1980s, so use that framing on the exam rather than
the year. Use this story as context and use the CED's phrasing when you answer.
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9.4 A Changing Economy
Digital technology and the internet are the framework's central point about the post-1980 economy,
and the framework presents the change first in terms of daily life. Computing, digital mobile technology,
and the internet transformed how Americans lived. Access to information increased enormously, and
new social behaviors and networks developed around the technology. The framework presents this as a
change in daily life that also had economic consequences, and exam questions can focus on either side.

The economic consequences also changed work. Improvements in digital communications raised
productivity by letting Americans participate more fully in worldwide economic opportunities, which is
the framework's way of describing globalization. Employment shifted from manufacturing to service-
sector jobs, and union membership declined as the industrial base that had supported it shrank. The
economy became more connected and more productive while union organization declined.

The framework pairs the transformation with its costs. Real wages stalled for the working and middle
class even as the economy grew, and inequality widened. The framework treats wage stagnation and
growing inequality as central features of this period. In your answers, keep the gains from digital
technology and the stagnation for many workers together because the framework presents them
together.

The examples help explain the period. The dot-com bubble, the late-1990s boom and bust in tech
valuations centered on the Bay Area, showed how quickly the new economy could rise and fall. The
digital divide, the gap in access to the new technology, was serious enough for Clinton to address it in
his January 2000 State of the Union. Silicon Valley, the Northern California tech center, reflected the
rising cultural and economic influence of the American West. Outsourcing, moving jobs and production
abroad, became a continuing 21st-century argument about what the connected economy cost American
workers. These are examples-page illustrations, and the required knowledge is the broader pattern they
illustrate.

THE CHANGE THE CONSEQUENCE

Digital technology and the internet Daily life transformed; new social behaviors and networks

Digital communications Higher productivity; deeper participation in the global economy

Manufacturing to services Union membership declines as the industrial base shrinks

Growth plus technology Wage stagnation for workers and the middle class; widening inequality

Trap: telling the digital story as pure prosperity. The framework presents transformation and
connection alongside stagnation and inequality. A question about the post-1980 economy can focus on
the costs as well as on the innovations, and students who remember only the growth may miss it.

9.5 Migration and Immigration in the 1990s and 2000s
After 1980, Americans moved in large numbers, and that movement changed the distribution of political
power. The framework describes a population shift to the South and West, which increased those
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regions' political, economic, and cultural influence. The framework never uses the shorthand Sun Belt
for this shift, even though Unit 8 used that term for the postwar migration. This guide follows the
framework's vocabulary and refers to the South and the West.

Population determines representation, so as Americans moved south and west, congressional seats,
electoral votes, and federal attention moved with them. The growth of the Sun Belt in Unit 8 was an
earlier version of this change. By the 1990s and 2000s, the South and West had become central to the
country's population and politics, and presidential campaigns had to appeal to voters in those regions.

At the same time, international migration changed the makeup of the American population.
Immigration from Latin America and Asia increased dramatically after 1980. The framework names
two effects together when it says the new immigrants affected American culture in many ways and
supplied the economy with an important labor force. The 1965 immigration rewrite from Unit 8 provides
the background, and by the 1990s and 2000s the results were visible in workplaces, schools, and
neighborhoods.

The migration had causes that the framework implies but does not spell out. The 1965 law opened legal
immigration, and its family-reunification rules then increased the flow because each new citizen could
sponsor relatives. Refugees from Vietnam and Central America added to the movement. The South and
West also drew people with defense-industry jobs, cheaper land, air conditioning that made hot climates
livable year-round, and an economy reorganizing around services and technology. The end of the old
quotas and the growth of the South and West worked in the same direction, so the country's population
center continued to shift.

The cultural effects also produced public arguments. Univision, the Spanish-language television
network, showed immigrants' cultural influence reaching the mainstream media market. Bilingual
education, teaching students in two languages, became a subject of debate in the 1980s and is one of
the framework's examples of immigration-era cultural argument. The model minority stereotype, the
generalization of Asian Americans as academic high achievers reinforced by a 1987 magazine cover
story, reduced a diverse community to a single generalization. The framework presents it as a
stereotype, and your answer should treat it that way.

The framework also notes intense political and cultural debates over immigration policy, diversity,
gender roles, and family structures, but it does not provide specific terms for those debates. The actual
debates included the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, which paired a path to legal status
for millions of undocumented immigrants with penalties for employers who hired them. They also
included continuing arguments after the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment and the family-values
politics that the New Christian Right carried into the 1980s. The framework tests the broader pattern of
a diversifying country debating those changes rather than the statute numbers. Know that the
arguments happened and what they were about, and use the examples to remember the pattern.

Trap: treating the model minority idea as a compliment that the framework endorses. The framework
presents it as a stereotype and as a generalization that ignored the community's diversity. A question
about it asks whether you recognize the generalization as a problem.
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9.6 Challenges of the 21st Century
The September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon are the turning point for
the century in the framework's account. The framework focuses on the attacks, their targets, and what
followed. The war on terrorism, launched after September 11, sought to improve security within the
United States, but it also raised questions about the protection of civil liberties and human rights. Keep
both parts of that account in mind because the framework presents the response as an effort to
improve security that also raised questions about liberties.

The military response was long and controversial. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, launched in 2001
and 2003 after the attacks, lasted for years and divided the country. Afghanistan became the longest
war in American history, and both wars kept arguments about security and liberty going long after the
initial invasions ended. President George W. Bush explained the attacks and the planned response in
his September 20, 2001 address to the nation. At home, the Patriot Act, the post-September 11 anti-
terrorism bill, drew opposition as a sweeping expansion of police power, and Senator Russ Feingold was
the only senator to vote against it. The framework includes that dissent as part of the story, so the
debate itself is testable material.

The century's challenges widened beyond terrorism. Civil liberties debates continued as a
consequence of the war on terrorism. Climate change and fossil-fuel debates grew out of Middle East
conflicts and environmental concern, producing arguments over American dependence on fossil fuels
and the impact of economic consumption on the environment. Islamophobia, anti-Muslim prejudice
after September 11, also increased during this period, and the framework's examples include an Afghan
American woman's memoir of living through it. These debates about security, energy, and prejudice all
grew out of the country's response to the attacks and to its changing place in the world.

The framework closes the course by saying that despite economic and foreign-policy challenges, the
United States continued as the world's leading superpower in the 21st century. Compare that
statement with Topic 7.14, where America emerged from World War II as the most powerful nation on
Earth. The United States kept that position through the end of the Cold War, the digital changes of the
1990s, and the shocks of the 21st century. The position remained, while debates over security and
liberty and over prosperity and inequality continued, and the exam can ask about those debates.

Trap: remembering the September 11 response as only military. The framework stresses that the war
on terrorism sought security and raised civil-liberties questions at the same time. The debates over the
Patriot Act and over liberties and human rights are as testable as the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and
students who remember only the military response will miss part of the topic.

Trap: reading the superpower claim as the end of the story. The framework says the United States
continued as the world's leading superpower despite its challenges, so the challenges and debates are
an important part of what can be tested. A question about this topic is more likely to focus on debates
over terrorism and liberties or over energy and climate than on American dominance by itself.
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Your 20-minute plan for this unit
Minutes 0-5. Run the Unit 9 flashcards on Rycal in Learn mode. There are only 41 cards, so do all of
them, Core first. You are checking whether you can use the framework's exact vocabulary for the
1980 election as a milestone, the three causes of the Cold War's end, digital technology's effects, and
the war on terrorism's two-sided framing. Star every miss, especially any card where you supplied a
name the framework does not use.
Minutes 5-12. Open Brain Dump and write for seven minutes about how the conservative victory of
1980 shaped both the end of the Cold War and inequality in the digital economy. Do not look at the
guide while you write. Then compare your writing with sections 9.2, 9.3, and 9.4 and note which
causal links you left out.
Minutes 12-18. Do a set of AP-style questions for Unit 9 on Rycal. For each miss, write one sentence
naming the trap from the Where Students Lose Points table. Use that sentence as your study note if
you wrote Reaganomics, answered in terms the framework does not use, or credited only one cause
for the end of the Cold War.

Minutes 18-20. Open an FRQ drill on Rycal and outline a short-answer response that identifies one
continuity and one change in debates over the federal government's role between 1980 and the
present. Take two minutes to plan the outline and then stop.

Where students lose points
Unit 9 is the shortest unit, and students often fill the gaps with outside knowledge. Answers that add
terms or explanations the framework does not use can miss what the question is asking.



8Rycal · rycal.web.app · AP U.S. History Unit 9

THE MIX-UP THE FIX

Answering Reaganomics The term never appears in the framework. Say tax cuts and deregulation,
in the framework's own words.

Explaining the Cold War's end with
one cause

The framework gives three: Reagan's opposition, U.S. military spending,
and Soviet/Eastern European internal problems.

Answering Grenada with a year the
framework never gives

The guide's narrative uses October 1983 for context. The framework calls
the intervention mid-1980s, so exam answers should use the framework's
framing.

Calling the post-1980 migration the
Sun Belt shift

The framework says the South and West and never uses the Sun Belt label
for this topic.

The digital economy as pure
prosperity

The framework pairs transformation with wage stagnation and growing
inequality.

The 9/11 response as only military The framework stresses that the war on terrorism sought security and
raised questions about civil liberties and human rights.

Treating examples-page items as
required terms

The Contract with America, Star Wars, the Geneva Summit, and the dot-
com bubble are illustrations, while the patterns they illustrate are
required.

Repeating the model minority idea
as fact

The framework presents it as a stereotype that ignored Asian American
diversity, so identify the generalization as a stereotype rather than
repeating it as fact.

Naming the fall of the Berlin Wall as
the framework's cause of the Cold
War's end

The 1989 revolutions illustrate the third cause, which is Soviet and Eastern
European internal problems. The framework still lists three causes, and
the fall of the Wall is only part of the third cause.

Explaining post-1989 interventions
as anti-communism

The end of the Cold War changed the rationale for intervention. The
framework describes the 1990s interventions with new justifications, and
anti-communism by itself does not explain them.

Assuming the conservative victory
ended the argument about
government's role

The framework lists debates that continued over free-trade agreements,
the social safety net, and financial-system reform, so those debates
continued after the 1980 victory.

Practice Questions
Original questions written for this guide in the style of the AP exam. Answers and explanations follow.

1. Which best reflects the course framework's account of why the Cold War ended?
A. Reagan's opposition to communism, increased U.S. military spending, and political and economic

problems in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
B. Reagan's anti-communist speeches by themselves
C. The 1985 Geneva Summit by itself
D. Economic problems inside the United States
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2. The framework pairs the rise of digital technology and the internet with which economic
consequence?
A. Wage stagnation for the working and middle class amid growing inequality
B. A return to manufacturing employment
C. The end of American participation in the global economy
D. Declining economic productivity

Answer Key
1. A. A is correct because the framework gives three causes together, which are Reagan's opposition to
communism, increased U.S. military spending, and political and economic problems in the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe. B is the trap because Reagan's stance is one of the three causes rather than the
whole explanation. C is the trap because the Geneva Summit is an examples-page illustration of
diplomacy and a single meeting rather than a cause of the Cold War's end. D is the trap because it
reverses the framework's account, which credits Soviet and Eastern European internal problems rather
than American ones.

2. A. A is correct because the framework pairs the digital transformation with real wage stagnation for
the working and middle class amid growing economic inequality. The same discussion that describes
the technology also names its costs. B is the trap because employment shifted from manufacturing to
services, which is the opposite direction. C is the trap because digital communications increased
American participation in worldwide economic opportunities and globalization increased. D is the trap
because the framework says digital communications raised economic productivity rather than lowered
it.

If you missed a question here, turn the missed idea into a flashcard on Rycal and drill it spaced over the
next few days instead of only rereading the explanation.

Six questions to answer without looking
Say each answer out loud or write it down. Peeking first turns this into rereading, and rereading builds
recognition of the page instead of recall of the ideas.

1. What three causes does the framework give for the end of the Cold War, and why is any single-cause
answer incomplete?

2. What did conservatives enact after the 1980 election, and what debates about government's role
continued afterward?

3. How does the framework describe digital technology's effect on daily life, and what economic costs
does it pair with that transformation?

4. What two effects did post-1980 immigration from Latin America and Asia have, according to the
framework?

5. What two-sided tension does the framework identify in the war on terrorism?

6. Why should your answers use the framework's own terms (tax cuts, the South and West, mid-1980s
Grenada) instead of Reaganomics, Sun Belt, or 1983?
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Anything you could not say out loud belongs in your Rycal deck. Add it as a card and let the spaced
schedule bring it back.

Key terms for this unit
Presidential election of 1980, Ronald Reagan, Reagan-era tax cuts, Deregulation of industries, Free-trade agreements,
Social safety net, Contract with America, End of the Cold War, Reagan's opposition to communism, Reagan military
buildup, Geneva Summit (1985), Mikhail Gorbachev, Strategic Defense Initiative ("Star Wars"), Operation Urgent Fury, U.S.
invasion of Panama (1989), George H. W. Bush, Oslo Accords, APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation), Post-Cold War
interventions, Digital technology and the internet, Digital communications and globalization, Shift from manufacturing to
service-sector employment, Wage stagnation and growing inequality, Dot-com bubble, The digital divide, Silicon Valley,
Outsourcing, Population shift to the South and West, Immigration from Latin America and Asia, Univision (Spanish-
language television), Bilingual education, "Model minority" stereotype, September 11, 2001 attacks, War on terrorism,
Conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, George W. Bush, Patriot Act, Civil liberties debates, Climate change and fossil-fuel
debates, Islamophobia, U.S. as the world's leading superpower

Questions students ask about Unit 9
How is the APUSH exam structured?
Section I: 55 multiple-choice questions in 55 minutes (40% of the score), then 3 short-answer questions
in 40 minutes (20%). Starting with the May 2027 exam, all 3 short-answer questions are required, no
choosing, and each includes a specified kind of source. Section II: one document-based question with 7
documents in 60 minutes, including a 15-minute reading period (25%); the 2027 DBQ draws evidence
from a wider stretch of the course. Then one long essay in 40 minutes (15%), a single required prompt
instead of a choice of three. Total exam time is 3 hours 15 minutes.

How much of the exam is Unit 9?
Unit 9 is worth 4-6% of the exam, which is the smallest band alongside Units 1 and 2. It covers 1980 to
the present, including the conservative turn, the end of the Cold War, the digital economy, new
immigration, and the challenges of the 21st century. Although the percentage is small, the exam uses
Unit 9 for continuity questions that stretch across the whole course, so it should not be skipped.

Why does Unit 9 feel thinner on names and events than earlier units?
The framework's key-concept text for this unit is brief. It names the larger structures, such as the 1980
election, the end of the Cold War, digital technology, and September 11, but leaves most specifics to the
examples pages, which the CED says are not required content. This guide tells the fuller stories behind
those structures, including Grenada in 1983, glasnost and the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the actual
immigration debates, because those stories can make the patterns easier to remember. The required
knowledge is still the patterns, and answers should use the framework's terms. Study what changed and
why in the framework's words and use the stories to help you remember.

Can I just say Reaganomics on the exam?
No. The term never appears in the course framework. The framework uses plainer terms, including
significant tax cuts and continued deregulation of industries. Use those words because a label the exam
does not use can lead you away from the language of the question.
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What year was the U.S. intervention in Grenada?
October 1983, in Operation Urgent Fury, days after a hardline faction overthrew and executed Grenada's
leader Maurice Bishop. Washington cited the safety of American medical students and a Cuban-assisted
airstrip under construction, and Reagan framed it as blocking a Soviet foothold. On the exam, use the
framework's framing, which calls the intervention mid-1980s. The year will help you understand the
event, and mid-1980s is the wording the framework supports.

How does Unit 9 connect back to Unit 7?
Topic 7.14 describes America emerging from World War II as the most powerful nation on Earth, and
Topic 9.6 closes the course by saying the United States continued as the world's leading superpower
despite economic and foreign-policy challenges. Between those points, the course traces how the
United States contained communism, built an affluent society, faced exclusions within that society, and
argued about the role of government. Unit 9 brings those same questions into the present.

What was actually happening inside the Soviet Union when the Cold War ended?
The Soviet economy had stagnated, and Mikhail Gorbachev, who took power in 1985, tried to revive it
with glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring). The reforms loosened the system instead of
saving it. Communist regimes fell across Eastern Europe in 1989, the Berlin Wall came down that
November, and the Soviet Union dissolved in December 1991. That collapse is what the framework
describes as political and economic problems inside the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The exam still
expects all three causes together, including Reagan's opposition and American military spending
alongside the internal problems.

How did the conservative movement of Unit 8 become the victory of 1980?
It happened through the institutions described in Unit 8. The National Review gave conservatism its
arguments, the American Conservative Union and the Heritage Foundation gave it organization and
policy, and the New Christian Right gave it voters motivated by moral and cultural issues. When
stagflation, Watergate, and the hostage crisis weakened confidence in the liberal order during the
1970s, that organization was ready to turn discontent into a campaign. Reagan's 1980 win brought that
movement into governing power, which is why the framework calls the election a milestone rather than
just a victory.

Where to go next
Turn every missed item above into a flashcard and drill the cards spaced out over several days rather
than in one sitting. In Rycal, use the Unit 9 flashcards under AP U.S. History. The deck covers the terms
from this guide, and the Unit 9 practice questions in Rycal target the same traps named in the Where
Students Lose Points table. If a test date is coming up, put the date in the Test Planner and let the plan
spread the reviews out for you.


