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Before 1979, the United States and Iran were on gen-
erally good diplomatic terms. In 1979, however, the Iran-
ian Revolution began, which installed a Shia Islamist
regime. During the revolution, Iranian student militants
seized the U.S. embassy and took Americans hostages.
They were held over a year in Tehran, Iran’s capital. 

The Iranian government also formed the Iranian Rev-
olutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). The IRGC is a branch of
the military that has been accused of sponsoring terror-
ism and training Islamist militants in Iraq and other
neighboring countries. In 1980, the U.S. severed diplo-
matic relations with Iran. Diplomatic relations have never
been renewed. Since 1984, the U.S. has designated Iran
as a state sponsor of terrorism.

Relations between the U.S. and Iran have become
even more strained over suspicions that Iran has been
developing nuclear weapons. U.S. assistance to Iran’s nu-
clear-energy development ended in 1979. As early as
1998, the U.S. announced concerns that Iran — still des-
ignated as a state sponsor of terrorism — might be de-
veloping nuclear weapons and not just nuclear energy
for civil purposes.

Nuclear Power Capability
When natural uranium is mined from the earth, it

contains less than one percent of uranium-235 (U-235),
a chemical element that is essential for nuclear power
plants and nuclear bombs alike. (It is thus considered
less than one percent “enriched” with U-235.) 

Most nuclear-power reactors use uranium that is en-
riched to around five percent. For nuclear weapons, 

uranium needs to be enriched to 90 percent or more. In
all cases, large facilities called centrifuges are necessary
to enrich uranium.

In April 2006, Iran announced for the first time that
it had developed uranium enriched for nuclear power
plants. In response, the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) imposed sanctions, or penalties, on Iran in De-
cember 2006. One sanction banned Iran from importing
nuclear-related materials and technology. Another was a
“freeze” of financial assets around the globe owned by
any Iranian person or company involved in the nuclear
program. In June and July of 2010, the UNSC strength-
ened sanctions against Iran, as did the U.S. and the Eu-
ropean Union (EU).

Terms of the Nuclear Deal
In 2013, President Obama and Iran’s President

Rouhani had a phone call, which was the highest level
interaction between the U.S. and Iran in over 30 years. Fi-
nally, on July 14, 2015, the five permanent members of
the UNSC (U.S., China, France, Russia, and the UK) and
Germany entered into the agreement with Iran. It is offi-
cially called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) to limit Iran’s nuclear program. It is commonly
called the Iran nuclear deal. 

Before the JCPOA agreement, Iran was enriching its
uranium to 20 percent. As part of the deal, Iran must
limit enrichment to 3.67 percent, far below the level
needed for weapons. And Iran must reduce the number
of operational centrifuges for uranium enrichment from
over 19,000 to 6,104.

Officials from (l to r) China, France, Germany, the European Union, Iran, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States announce the frame-
work of the comprehensive agreement on Iran’s nuclear program in Switzerland, April 2015. 

THE IRAN NUCLEAR DEALANDITSCRITICS
In 2015, President Barack Obama’s administration struck an agreement with the government of Iran and other countries intended to limit
Iran’s ability to build nuclear weapons. In May 2018, President Donald Trump announced that the United States would withdraw from the
agreement known as the “nuclear deal” with Iran. All the nations who signed the deal, however, advised Trump not to withdraw. What will
be the consequences of U.S. withdrawal?
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Additionally, Iran is not allowed
to maintain over 300 kilograms of en-
riched uranium. To comply, Iran
shipped over 12 tons of enriched ura-
nium to Russia.

Iran had to make changes to
some of its nuclear facilities. It had to
turn its Fordo enrichment plant into a
research facility. It also is required to
modify its Arak facility to ensure that
the facility is not capable of produc-
ing weapons-grade plutonium, an-
other common source-material for
nuclear weapons.

Finally, Iran had to grant the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) unprecedented access to
monitor its nuclear facilities. Using
high-tech devices, IAEA closely mon-
itors uranium enrichment at Iran’s
nuclear facilities 24 hours a day. Most
of the obligations on Iran in the
agreement last from 10 to 25 years.
After that time, the provisions will
end, or “sunset.”

The deal almost immediately un-
froze over $100 billion in Iranian assets overseas. Other
benefits to Iran would kick in after eight years and once
the IAEA verified that Iran had fulfilled its major obli-
gations. These benefits include the EU ending nuclear-
related economic sanctions. The U.S. would also lift
nuclear-related sanctions. And the UNSC members plus
Germany, called the P5+1, would allow Iran to enter
the international banking system, give Iran permission
to sell oil in international markets, and unfreeze billions
of dollars of Iranian assets overseas.

In addition, the P5+1 must recognize Iran’s right
to enrich uranium for peaceful purposes. All countries
that are a part of the Iran deal are parties to the Treaty
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, which
guarantees this right.

As a result of the deal, Iran was forced to end its nu-
clear-weapons program and has been subject to exten-
sive IAEA inspections. Thus, Iran’s “breakout time,” or
the time it takes to build one operational nuclear weapon,
has been extended. Before the deal, experts predicted that
Iran’s breakout time was three to four months. After the
deal, experts say that it would now take Iran about one
year to produce a nuclear weapon, which of course it
cannot do, under the terms of the deal.

President Obama said the nuclear deal was “a vic-
tory for diplomacy, for American national security, and
for the safety and security of the world.”

A Contentious
Atmosphere

In the U.S. Congress, sup-
porters of the agreement ar-
gued that it would stop Iran
from producing nuclear
weapons for the next 10 to 25
years. The extended breakout
time would give the U.S. time
to impose more sanctions or
intervene militarily if rela-
tions between the U.S. and
Iran deteriorate. The limit on
enrichment to 3.67 percent
and the limit of 300 kilo-
grams of enriched uranium
within Iran would be en-
forced by the extensive IAEA
inspections. IAEA inspectors
would have 24/7 access to
Iran’s nuclear facilities.

Opponents in Congress
argued that there would be
nothing stopping Iran from
producing a nuclear weapon
after the sunset provisions in

10 to 25 years. They also argued that eliminating sanc-
tions would just put Iran in a better position financially
to develop nuclear weapons once the sunset provisions
expire. They argued that the nuclear agreement did
nothing to prevent Iran from stockpiling traditional non-
nuclear weapons. Nor did it stop the IRGC from fund-
ing terrorist groups in the Middle East or committing
human rights abuses inside Iran.

Congress voted on the deal in a contentious atmos-
phere. First, Congress passed the Iran Nuclear Agree-
ment Review Act of 2015. One of the requirements of
the Act was that the U.S. President must certify every 90
days that Iran is in compliance with the nuclear agree-
ment. The requirement to certify the agreement every 90
days is part of U.S. law and is not part of the agreement
itself. With each certification, some sanctions against
Iran would be eased.

The JCPOA is a presidential agreement, not a treaty.
So the Senate did not need to approve it under Article
II, Section 2, of the U.S. Constitution. But in September
2015, Senate Republicans still tried to reject the JCPOA
in a procedural vote. All but four Senate Democrats
voted to block the Republicans’ effort.

The House of Representatives also rejected a resolu-
tion approving the nuclear deal. The vote was 162-269,
with all but one Republican voting against the resolution.
But the House vote could not end the agreement.

A protester against the Iran nuclear deal at a rally in
Washington, D.C., September 2015. 
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To Certify or Not?
During his run for president in 2016, Donald Trump

consistently criticized the Iranian agreement. Nonetheless,
during his first year as president, Trump twice certified
Iran’s compliance. On October 13, 2017, however, he re-
fused to certify compliance stating that he did not think the
deal is in the best interest of the U.S. Since the certification
is required under U.S. law and not by the agreement itself,
the U.S. remained part of the agreement at that time.

President Trump also charged that Iran was not com-
plying with the agreement. The IAEA, however, asserted
that Iran is in compliance. In January 2018, Trump certi-
fied the agreement again. But he signaled that he wanted
to renegotiate the deal someday with terms more favor-
able to the U.S. 

Under the law, after a president’s refusal to certify,
Congress has 60 days to address the alleged noncompli-
ance. Congress has the option to re-impose sanctions
against Iran. If Congress does not act within 60 days,
however, the sanctions will not be re-imposed, and the
U.S. will continue to be a part of the nuclear agreement.  

The Trump administration believed Congress
should eliminate the sunset provisions within the 60-
day period. The president also wanted Congress to add
a “trigger” that would re-impose sanctions for certain
non-nuclear activities as well, including working on a
ballistic missile program.

On May 8, 2018, President Trump announced that
the U.S. would withdraw from the deal and re-impose
sanctions against Iran. Iran and the European parties to
the agreement believe that re-imposing U.S. sanctions
would be a material breach (a violation) of the deal. But
the European parties believe that the deal could be saved
even if the U.S. withdraws. Nevertheless, Iran had de-
clared it would leave the deal if the U.S. pulled out.

Arguments for U.S. Withdrawal
In his announcement of withdrawal, President

Trump said “Iran’s leaders . . . are going to want to make
a new and lasting deal, one that benefits all of Iran and
the Iranian people.” He long argued that U.S. withdrawal
from the JCPOA could force Iran back to the negotiating
table. It could lead to a new deal with more favorable
terms for the United States.

U.S. regional allies Saudi Arabia and Israel expressed
fears about an even stronger Iran that could result from
sanction relief. Iran has funded terrorist or militant
groups that have fought against these countries. Iranian
leaders have made repeated threats against Israel over
the years, too. Iran’s military chief of staff threatened to
destroy Israel at “lightning speed” in September 2017.

The end of sanctions could also make it easier for
Iran to produce nuclear weapons after the sunset provi-
sions expire. But if Iran violated the terms of the deal

In support of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action to limit Iran’s nuclear program,
or the Iran nuclear deal, Democratic Senator Martin Heinrich of New Mexico spoke on
the Senate floor in 2015, saying,

The comprehensive, long-term deal achieved earlier this month includes all the 
necessary tools to break each potential Iranian pathway to a nuclear bomb.

Further, it incorporates enough lead-time, which we currently do not have, so that
should Iran change its course, the United States and the world can react well before
a device could be built; a scenario I hope never occurs, but one that—even with this
accord—truly leaves all options on the table. Including the military option.

In opposition to the Iran nuclear deal, Republican Senator Marco Rubio of Florida said
in a floor speech, 

At some point in the near future, when the time is right, they will build a nuclear
weapon, and they will do so because at that point they will know that they have
become immune, that we will no longer be able to strike their nuclear program 
because the price of doing so will be too high.

Independent Senator Angus King of Maine, who voted in favor of the nuclear deal, also
spoke on the Senate floor, saying,

This agreement is flawed. It is not the agreement that I would prefer. . . . But this is
the agreement that is before us, and the analysis cannot be strictly of the agree-
ment itself within its four corners, but compared to what? That’s really the basic
question here: Not “Is this a good deal or a bad deal?” The question is: How does
this deal, no matter what its flaws, compare with the alternatives that are out there?
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after sanctions ended, the P5+1 and the EU could re-im-
pose sanctions. Some analysts say that at that point Iran
would consider itself free from the nuclear deal. It would
just go right on developing nuclear weapons.

Even with the nuclear deal, Iran could be free to
continue funding terrorist or militant organizations in
the region, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon or Hamas in
Israel. It could also build more conventional weapons,
such as ballistic missiles, and continue to carry out
human rights abuses with no oversight from the United
States. As U.S. Ambassador to the UN Nikki Haley said,
“Iran’s leaders want to use the nuclear deal to hold the
world hostage to its bad behavior. . . .”  

Arguments for U.S. Compliance 
With U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA, it is not clear

that Iran will renegotiate terms. Iran has not shown any
willingness to renegotiate. Iran’s Vice Minister for Legal
and International Affairs Abbas Araghchi said that after
the U.S. did not certify Iran’s compliance in 2017, the
deal could not be renegotiated.

It is also not clear that the agreement between Iran
and the other U.S. allies will remain in place. After Pres-
ident Trump’s announcement of withdrawal, French
President Emmanuel Macron pledged to remain part of
the deal. Leaders of Germany and the United Kingdom,
as well, pledged their commitment to it. Withdrawal
places the U.S. at odds with European allies.

An end to the deal also means that the IAEA in-
spections will end. Iran could restart its nuclear-weapons
program without extensive inspections on the enrich-
ment of uranium.

Supporters of the JCPOA warn that withdrawal
could harm U.S. credibility internationally. Other
countries may likely distrust any agreement with the
United States for fear the United States would renege.

Supporters also say this could have a harmful effect
on U.S. efforts to limit or eliminate North Korea’s nu-
clear capabilities.

Supporters of the deal also argue that a lack of sanc-
tions might prompt Iran to have a greater desire to join
the international community. It might end its desire for
nuclear weapons by the time the provisions sunset. In
the meantime, the breakout time would remain ex-
tended, and the IAEA would continue to get uninter-
rupted monitoring of Iranian nuclear facilities. If Iran
does decide to build a nuclear weapon, violating the
deal, then no U.S. options (sanctions or even military
intervention) would be off the table.

One day following President Trump’s announce-
ment, military confrontations flared between Israel and
Iran. IRGC forces in Syria fired 20 rockets into the Golan
Heights, an area controlled by Israel that borders Israel
and Syria. Israel responded by bombing Iranian military
sites in Syria (there to defend the regime of Bashar al-
Assad in Syria). Israel claimed the IRGC forces struck
first, but a UK-based human rights group claimed that Is-
rael first bombarded a town in the demilitarized zone
between Israel and Syria.

WRITING & DISCUSSION
1. Explain why the United States and other UN member

nations want to curtail Iran’s nuclear-weapons capa-
bilities. Use evidence from the article.

2. Some supporters of the nuclear deal point out that it
was intended only to affect Iran’s nuclear–weapons
capabilities. They dismiss the argument that Iran can
still develop conventional weapons while the deal is
in effect. What might the consequences be if the U.S.
were to try to renegotiate the deal to limit Iran’s con-
ventional-weapons development, too?

You are on a Senate subcommittee on foreign policy. As a senator, your task is to decide on a resolution that
would recommend future actions of the United States with regard to Iran’s nuclear program.

1. Form groups of four or five. Each group is a subcommittee.
2. In your subcommittee, come up with at least two reasons why the United States should re-establish the agree-

ment and two reasons why the United States should not re-establish the agreement and instead just leave sanc-
tions against Iran in place. Use all available evidence in the article.

3. As a group, decide whether or not your resolution will seek to re-establish the agreement or leave sanctions in
place. Jot down your subcommittee’s decision and at least two reasons for that decision.

4. Choose a spokesperson who will present and defend your subcommittee’s decision to the rest of the class.
a. Be prepared to help your spokesperson if any member of another subcommittee questions or challenges your

subcommittee’s decision.
b. Each spokesperson will have one minute to present the decision and then will have one minute to answer

questions from the other subcommittees.
5. After all subcommittees have presented, each senator will write a draft of a resolution to the rest of the Senate

of 250-300 words answering the question: Should the Iran Nuclear Deal be re-established? 

ACTIVITY: Be It Resolved! The Iran Nuclear Deal
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Annotated Timeline 

A. Each student creates a timeline:

1) Take a sheet of note paper and turn it sideways (landscape layout). 

2) Using a ruler or other straight edge, draw two lines across the middle of the paper, spacing at least
four inches between each line.

3) Insert the following years as follows: 

1979, 1980, 1984, 1998, 2006 (above the first line), and 

2010, 2013, 2015, and 2017 (above the second line). 

B. Read the article. As you read, annotate the years on the timeline by writing a brief description of a main
event for each year below the line. Each description should be 10-20 words in length. 

C. For at least four of the years, draw a simple picture of the main event described next to the
corresponding description.

Multimedia Presentation 
A. Working in groups of three to four students each, conduct independent research and create a multi-

media presentation (using presentation software, usually a slide show) on a specific topic from the list
below. A slide show should include (a) at least three slides with images, and (b) a separate script 
ritten for the presentation of 40-50 words per slide.

1) STEM Presentation. Example topics: nuclear weapons, nuclear power plants, enrichment.

2) Geography Presentation. Example topics: Iran’s human rights violations, Iran’s terrorism funding
in the Middle East, Iran’s rivalry with Saudi Arabia in the Middle East.

3) World History Presentation. Example topics: Iran’s UNESCO World Heritage sites; Iran’s religious,
linguistic, and ethnic diversity; an overview of the history of Iran from 1953 to the present day.

4) Government and Politics. Example topics: the structure of Iran’s government, Iran’s foreign
policy, Iran’s theocracy.

B. Each group presents its slide show to the class.

Discussion: Iran vs. North Korea
A. Read “What Should the U.S. Do About North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons?” (Bill of Rights in Action, 

Winter 2018. URL: http://www.crf-usa.org/images/pdf/WhatShouldTheUSDoAboutNKorea.pdf). 

B. In small groups of four or five students each, discuss (a) the comparative effect of economic sanctions
in Iran and North Korea, (b) the comparative current United States foreign policy in North Korea and
Iran, (c) the comparative effect of United Nations policy toward each country, and (d) the methods
that the international community and the U.S. can use to deter each country’s nuclear weapons 
development.

C. Write a short essay of 100-200 words answering this question: Which country’s nuclear weapons 
program is more challenging to the United States, Iran or North Korea? Why?

_______________________________________________

These extension activities were created  by teacher Jennifer Jolley, M.A. Jennifer is a National Board
Certified Teacher in Social Sciences. She teaches AP U.S. government/politics, AP U.S. history, and
world history honors at Palm Bay Magnet High School in Melbourne, Florida. Jennifer is a teacher-
leader in CRF’s Teacher to Teacher Collab: www.crf-usa.org/t2tcollab.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES



BRIA 33:3 (SpringUS HISTORY

Sources

Iran Nuclear Deal
Ben-Meir, Alon. “The Good, Bad and the Ugly About the Iran Nuclear 
Deal.” HuffPost. Retrieved 2/8/18 from: huffingtonpost.com. • Broad,

William, and Peçanha, Sergio. “The Iran Nuclear Deal — A Simple 
Guide.” The New York Times. 1/15/15. URL: nytimes.com. • Cohen, 
Tom. “5 reasons diverse critics oppose Iran nuclear deal.” CNN. 
11/25/13. URL: cnn.com. • Conca, James. “The Iran Nuclear Deal With-
out the United States.” Forbes. 10/17/17. URL: forbes.com. • Danon, 
Danny. “Rogue Iran Is a Global Threat.” Foreign Policy. 10/16/17. URL: 
foreignpolicy.com. • Hafezi, Parisa. “Khamenei says Iran will ‘shred’ nu-
clear deal if U.S. quits it.” Reuters. 10/18/17. URL: reuters.com. • “In 
Senate Floor Speech, Rubio Opposes Iran Deal.” U.S. Senator Marco 
Rubio. 9/10/15. URL: rubio.senate.gov. • “Iran nuclear deal: Key details.” 
British Broadcasting Corporation. 10/13/17. URL: bbc.com. • “King Votes 
in Support of Iran Nuclear Agreement.” U.S. Senator Angus King. 
9/10/15. URL: king.senate.gov. • Motevalli, Golnar. “Iran Nuclear Deal 
Terms Can’t Be Renegotiated, Minister Says.” Bloomberg News. 10/21/17. 
URL: bloomberg.com. • “Nikki Haley Address on Iran and the JCPOA.” 
American Enterprise Institute. 9/5/17. URL:  aei.org. • Peralta, Eyder. 
“World Powers Reach Agreement With Iran Over Its Nuclear Program.” 
National Public Radio. 7/14/17. URL: npr.org. • “Timeline of Nuclear 
Diplomacy With Iran.” Arms Control Association. 1/12/18. URL: arm-
scontrol.org. • “US cannot undermine Iran nuclear deal: Rouhani.” Al 
Jazeera News. 1/13/18. URL: aljazeera.com. • “VIDEO: Heinrich Floor 
Speech in Support of Iran Nuclear Deal.” U.S. Senator Martin Heinrich. 
8/5/15. URL: heinrich.senate.gov. • Walt, Stephen M. “The Case Against 
the Iran Nuclear Deal Is One Big Lie.” Foreign Policy. 9/11/17. URL: for-
eignpolicy.com. • Westwood, Sarah. “Trump will stay in Iran nuclear 
deal, but won’t certify.” Washington Examiner. 10/13/17. URL: wash-
ingtonexaminer.com. • Wilkinson, Tracy. “Trump refuses to recertify the 
Iran nuclear deal. What does that mean?” Los Angeles Times. 10/13/17. 
URL: latimes.com.

Standards Addressed
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California History-Social Science Standard 10.10: Students analyze instances
of nation-building in the contemporary world in at least two of the following
regions or countries: the Middle East, Africa, Mexico and other parts of Latin
America, and China. (1) Understand the challenges in the regions, includ-
ing their geopolitical, cultural, military, and economic significance and
the international relationships in which they are involved. (2) Describe
the recent history of the regions, including political divisions and sys-
tems, key leaders, religious issues, natural features, resources, and pop-
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National Civics Standard 22: Understands how the world is organized politi-
cally into nation-states, how nation-states interact with one another, and is-
sues surrounding U.S. foreign policy. High School: (6) Understands how
and why domestic politics may impose constraints or obligations on
the ways in which the United States acts in the world (e.g., long-stand-
ing commitments to certain nations, lobbying efforts of domestic
groups, economic needs). (9) Understands the current role of the
United States in peacemaking and peacekeeping
National World History Standard 44: Understands the search for community,
stability, and peace in an interdependent world. High School: (13) Under-
stands how global political change has altered the world economy
(e.g., what participation in the world economy can mean for different
countries).
Common Core State Standards: SL.11-12.1, SL.11-12.3, RH.11-12.1, RH.11-
12.2, RH.11-12.3, RH.11-12.4, RH.11-12.6, RH.11-12.8, RH.11-12.10,
WHST.11-12.1, WHST.11-12.2, WHST.11-12.9, WHST.11-12.10.
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