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INTRODUCTION: UNCOVERING GOVERNMENT
THROUGH PLAY

If you have ever tried to find a specific regulation, locate a public
record,  or  simply  understand  which  department  handles
environmental permits, you know that the vast landscape of the
United States federal government can feel like a labyrinth. With
dozens of cabinet-level departments, hundreds of agencies, and
thousands of sub-offices, navigating this system is a challenge for
citizens, students, and even seasoned professionals. Enter the
Federal Agencies Scavenger Hunt—an innovative, hands-on
learning activity that transforms bureaucratic complexity into an
engaging puzzle. More than just a game, this scavenger hunt is a
powerful tool for civic education, team building, and demystifying
how the government actually works. Whether you are a teacher
looking to spark student interest in civics, a federal employee
seeking  a  creative  onboarding  exercise,  or  a  curious  citizen
wanting  to  sharpen  your  research  skills,  designing  and
participating in a hunt centered around federal agencies can be
both enlightening and fun. This article will  guide you through
everything  you  need  to  know about  creating,  executing,  and
benefiting  from  a  Federal  Agencies  Scavenger  Hunt,  ensuring
that your participants leave with a deeper understanding of the
machinery that runs the nation.

WHAT IS A FEDERAL AGENCIES SCAVENGER HUNT?

A Federal Agencies Scavenger Hunt is a structured activity where
participants solve clues, answer questions, or complete tasks that
require  them  to  locate  information  about  specific  U.S.
government agencies. Instead of searching for physical objects,
participants search for digital facts, historical documents, official
websites, or even contact details of agencies. The hunt can be
conducted online, in a library, or on foot in Washington, D.C., or
other  cities  with  federal  buildings.  The  primary  goal  is  to
encourage  participants  to  explore  real  government
resources—such as usa.gov, agency websites, and the Federal
Register—while learning about the roles, histories, and services
of various agencies.
For example,  a clue might ask:  “Which agency maintains the
official  time  for  the  United  States?”  The  answer  leads  to  the
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) within the
Department of Commerce. Another clue might require finding the
year the Environmental Protection Agency was established and
the  name  of  its  first  administrator.  By  the  end  of  the  hunt,
participants have visited multiple agency websites, read about
their  missions,  and  understood  how  they  fit  into  the  larger
executive branch structure. This experiential learning is far more
effective  than  reading  a  textbook  chapter  about  the  federal
bureaucracy.

WHY ORGANIZE A FEDERAL AGENCIES SCAVENGER
HUNT?

The benefits of this activity extend across education, professional
development,  and  public  engagement.  Below  are  several
compelling  reasons  to  plan  your  own  hunt.

Enhancing Civic Literacy
Many  Americans  have  only  a  vague  understanding  of  what
federal agencies do. A scavenger hunt forces participants to dig
into  the  specifics.  They  learn,  for  instance,  that  the  Food  and
Drug Administration regulates not just food and drugs but also
cosmetics, medical devices, and tobacco. They discover that the
Federal  Communications  Commission  oversees  internet
neutrality, and that the Bureau of Land Management manages
vast tracts of public land. This knowledge empowers citizens to
better  interact  with  government  services,  file  complaints,  apply
for grants, or advocate for policy changes.

Building Research and
Digital Literacy Skills
In  an  age  of  misinformation,  the  ability  to  navigate  official
government websites is a critical skill. Participants in a Federal
Agencies  Scavenger  Hunt  must  evaluate  sources,  distinguish
between .gov,  .edu,  and .com domains,  and extract  accurate
data.  They learn to use search filters,  read PDF documents,  and
locate press releases. These skills are transferable to academic
research,  professional  investigations,  and  everyday  fact-
checking.

Promoting Teamwork and
Collaboration
When conducted in groups, the hunt encourages communication
and division of labor. Team members must decide who searches
which website, how to interpret clues, and how to verify answers.
This collaborative dynamic mirrors real-world problem-solving in
government  and  private  sector  workplaces.  It  also  builds
camaraderie and breaks down silos among colleagues who might
not normally interact.

Making Bureaucracy
Approachable
Government can seem intimidating or impersonal. A scavenger
hunt  humanizes  agencies  by  revealing  the  people  behind
them—directors,  spokespersons,  historians.  Participants  might
find  the  biography  of  the  current  Secretary  of  Transportation  or
read a blog post from a park ranger at the National Park Service.
These  human  elements  make  the  government  feel  more
accessible  and  relatable.

HOW TO PLAN A SUCCESSFUL FEDERAL AGENCIES
SCAVENGER HUNT

Designing a  high-quality  hunt  requires  thoughtful  preparation.
Follow  these  steps  to  ensure  a  smooth  and  educational
experience.
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Step 1: Define Your
Audience and Objectives
Are  you  targeting  middle  school  students,  college  interns,  or
professional researchers? The difficulty and scope of clues should
match their prior knowledge. For beginners, focus on well-known
agencies  like  the  FBI,  NASA,  or  the  IRS.  For  advanced
participants,  include  obscure  bodies  like  the  Chemical  Safety
Board  or  the  Federal  Maritime  Commission.  Also  set  clear
learning  objectives:  Do  you  want  participants  to  understand
agency  acronyms?  Memorize  the  cabinet  departments?  Learn
how to file a FOIA request? Your objectives will shape every clue.

Step 2: Select Agencies and
Topics
Make a list of 15–20 agencies that represent a mix of large and
small, well-known and niche. Include independent agencies (e.g.,
CIA,  EPA),  executive  departments  (e.g.,  State,  Defense),  and
regulatory  commissions  (e.g.,  SEC,  FTC).  For  each  agency,
identify  one or  two interesting  facts,  historical  milestones,  or
current  programs that  can be turned into clues.  Avoid overly
obscure information that cannot be easily found with a simple
search.

Step 3: Write Clues That
Encourage Discovery
Clues should be clear but not trivial. Instead of “Which agency
regulates aviation?” (answer: FAA), try: “This agency’s website
features a ‘Pilot Records Database.’ What year was it founded,
and what was its original name?” This requires participants to
click through the site and read history pages. For variety, include:

Fill-in-the-blank questions: “The ______ Commission was
created by the Securities Exchange Act of 1934.”
True/false statements: “True or false: The Government
Accountability Office (GAO) is part of the judicial branch.”
(False — it’s legislative).
Scavenger-style tasks: “Find the phone number of the
National Hurricane Center’s public affairs office.”
Image or screenshot requests: “Take a screenshot of
the seal of the Department of Veterans Affairs.”

Ensure all answers are verifiable from official .gov sources. Avoid
questions that rely on Wikipedia alone.

Step 4: Determine the
Format and Logistics
Decide whether  the hunt  will  be in-person (walking around a
federal building complex or museum) or virtual (using a website,
Google  Forms,  or  a  dedicated  app).  In-person  hunts  require
permissions if entering federal buildings; virtual hunts are easier
to scale. Set a time limit—typically 60 to 90 minutes. Prepare a
scoring  system:  points  for  correct  answers,  bonus  points  for
completing challenges quickly or creatively. Provide a printed or
digital answer sheet.

Step 5: Test the Hunt
Before launching, run a pilot with a small group to identify broken
links, ambiguous wording, or dead ends. Check that all agency
websites are accessible and that the clues lead to the intended
information. Adjust difficulty based on feedback. Also ensure the
hunt is inclusive—participants with disabilities should be able to
navigate  websites  using  screen  readers  or  other  assistive
technology.

SAMPLE CLUES FOR YOUR FEDERAL AGENCIES
SCAVENGER HUNT

To spark your creativity, here are ten sample clues that could
appear in a typical hunt. These range from easy to moderate
difficulty.

Easy: “What three letters stand for the agency that runs1.
the U.S. Postal Service?” Answer: USPS
Medium: “According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis,2.
what was the approximate U.S. GDP in the fourth quarter of
2023?” Answer: $27.6 trillion (exact number may vary, but
a close figure is acceptable)
Hard: “Navigate to the website of the National Archives.3.
Find the page about the Federalist Papers. How many
essays were written by Alexander Hamilton?” Answer: 51
Creative: “The Occupational Safety and Health4.
Administration (OSHA) has a poster that must be displayed
in workplaces. Find the PDF of the ‘It’s the Law’ poster and
list the year it was last revised.” Answer: Check poster date
(e.g., 2022)
Trivia: “Which federal agency’s headquarters is located at5.
100 Bureau Drive in Gaithersburg, Maryland?” Answer:
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)
Historical: “The Food and Drug Administration was6.
created by the Pure Food and Drug Act of what year?”
Answer: 1906
Logical: “If you wanted to apply for a patent, which agency7.
would you visit online?” Answer: U.S. Patent and Trademark
Office (USPTO)
Fact-check: “True or false: The Federal Emergency8.
Management Agency (FEMA) is part of the Department of
Homeland Security.” Answer: True
Visual: “Find the official logo of the National Oceanic and9.
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and describe its main
color.” Answer: Blue and white
Current events: “What is the name of the current10.
Secretary of Health and Human Services as of today?”
Answer: (Will depend on date; participants must check the
official website)

These examples demonstrate the range of knowledge and skills
the hunt can reinforce. Tailor them to your audience’s interests
and the time available.

TIPS FOR MAXIMIZING ENGAGEMENT AND LEARNING

Running a great scavenger hunt is about more than good clues.
Keep these best practices in mind.

Incorporate gamification elements: Offer small prizes
or certificates for top scores. Use leaderboards for team-
based hunts. Create a sense of urgency with a countdown
timer.
Include a debrief session: After the hunt, gather
participants to discuss what they learned. Highlight
surprising facts or common mistakes. This reinforces the
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educational value and allows for Q&A.
Make it collaborative, not competitive: While
competition can be fun, ensure that the primary goal is
learning. Consider having teams share answers or work
together on the hardest clues.
Link to real-world applications: After finding an agency,
ask participants to think of a practical scenario where they
would contact that agency (e.g., reporting a consumer
fraud to the FTC, applying for a student loan through ED).
Respect time and access: Not all participants have high-
speed internet or familiarity with government websites.
Provide a list of helpful starting points (e.g., usa.gov, the
Federal Register) and offer technical support during the
hunt.
Keep it legal and ethical: Do not ask participants to
attempt to access non-public information, hack systems, or
impersonate officials. All tasks should be based on publicly
available resources.

CONCLUSION: FROM SCAVENGER HUNT TO CIVIC
CONFIDENCE

A  Federal  Agencies  Scavenger  Hunt  is  far  more  than  a
pastime. It is a gateway to understanding the sprawling, often
opaque machinery of the U.S. federal government. By engaging
directly  with  agency  websites,  historical  facts,  and  real-world
missions,  participants  gain  confidence  in  their  ability  to  find
information, ask questions, and participate in civic life. Teachers
can use it to enliven a civics curriculum; employers can use it to
train  new  hires  in  government  compliance  or  public  affairs;  and
anyone can use it to satisfy their own curiosity about how the
country  runs.  The  best  part  is  that  the  hunt  never  truly
ends—every  new  clue  leads  to  another  discovery  about  an
agency, a program, or a citizen service. So start planning your
own hunt today, and watch as bureaucratic confusion turns into
informed empowerment.


