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Welcome to your iCivics “Elections in America” workbook Teacher Guide! We’re so 

excited to bring you these popular iCivics lesson materials grouped together in a 

convenient workbook. We hope you’ll enjoy having all these resources in one place. 

Take a few minutes to read this how-to guide so you’ll understand how we’ve 

organized both the student and teacher versions of the workbook. 

Please note that the student and teacher versions of the workbook are organized differently: 

The lesson title 

appears on the 

side of each 

instruction page. 

The instruction page 

offers learning 

objectives, time 

needed, and a how-

to guide. 

A Teaching 

Checklist walks 

you through each 

step of the lesson. 

Here are some important key features of this teacher guide: 

Student Workbook 

 All readings are grouped together 

in the front, so they can stay 

together like a textbook.  

 Activity pages are grouped 

together in the back.  

 Perforated pages let students tear 

out the activities and turn them in. 

Teacher Guide 

 All materials for each lesson are 

grouped together, so everything 

you need to teach each lesson is in 

one place.  

 Grayscale copy masters of the 

student workbook pages are in the 

back of the teacher guide (just in 

case). 
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When a page in the teacher guide 

also appears in the student 

workbook, the corresponding student 

workbook page numbers will appear 

in red at the top of your teacher 

guide page.  

The teacher guide pages are numbered 

consecutively at the bottom. A small 

red “T” lets you know you’re looking at 

a teacher guide page number, not the 

student workbook page number. 

The grayscale copy masters at the 

back of the teacher guide have 

the same page numbering as the 

student workbook. 

On teacher guide pages, answers to 

the student activities appear in red. 
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Power to the People! 

You live in the United States of America, which means you are part 

of a democracy—a nation where citizens hold the ultimate power of 

government. How can 400 million people run a government? 

Through voting! The United States gives every citizen the right to 

weigh in on who our government’s leaders should be, from the 

president of the school board to the president of the entire nation. 

Citizens also have the opportunity to have their voices heard on 

issues through referendums, and contacting their elected officials. 

The more you know about the power of the people, the more you 

can influence the world around you.   

One Person, One Vote 

Sometimes, people look around at all the other people in their 

city or state and think, “Why bother voting? I’m just one 

person.” So instead of voting, they stay silent. Maybe they 

figure their vote doesn’t really make a difference. Maybe they 

don’t like any of the people running for office. Statistics show 

that large groups of people don’t vote. But what would happen 

if they did? The reality is, so many people stay home on 

Election Day that if they did show up to vote, entire elections 

could turn out differently. That’s what happens when 

thousands of people tell themselves it’s not worth voting. 

Not voting is like saying you want other people to decide for 

you. We don’t do that when choosing flavors of ice cream or 

deciding how to style our hair… Why would we let others 

decide who is going to make the laws that affect our lives? 

Who chooses all these government officials? The people who fill out 

a ballot when it’s time to vote! In the United States, all citizens over 

age 18 have the right to do that. In this workbook, you’ll learn how 

America chooses its leaders and find out how to be smart about 

having your say at the ballot box. 

Yeah, It Matters Who’s in Charge 

Government doesn’t just happen. Elected officials impact everything 

from international affairs to local road quality. The United States is 

the most powerful nation in the world, and the entire world is 

watching what the United States does. Our president is responsible 

for making sure our relationships with other countries stays positive 

and friendly. Our elected representatives in the Senate and the 

House of Representatives are in charge of making laws, and a lot of 

those laws affect our relationships with other countries. These same 

government officials also pass laws that affect Americans’ everyday 

lives. And closer to home, people elected to state and local 

governments deal with everything from the water that comes out of 

your faucet to the amount of tax you pay when you buy new shoes.  
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Time Needed: 45 - 60 minutes  

 ANTICIPATE  by asking students to think of two words that come to mind when 

they hear the word “public.” Call on students to share their words.    

 DIRECT  students to find the reading on p.XX of their workbooks.   

 READ  the reading pages with the class, pausing to discuss as 

appropriate.   

 CHECK  for understanding by doing the yes/no Informal Assessment 

found on p.9 of this teacher guide. 

 DIRECT  students to tear out the activities on p.XX-XX of their workbooks.   

 REVIEW the instructions for the activity pages.  For the “Levels of the 

Public Sphere” activity, you may want to help students think 

about what issues they’ve heard people talking about lately or 

what they’ve heard or read in the news.   

 ASSIGN students to complete the worksheet. When they finish, review the 

answers with the class if you wish. 

 CLOSE by asking students to consider this question: Would it be possible 

to have a world without the public sphere? If so, what would it be 

like? 

 EXTEND the lesson by tracking headlines with the class for the next week 

to look for issues that are on the public agenda. Either pull up a 

news website and project it to look at together, or assign 

students to track headlines on their own. Are the issues you find 

global, national, or local? Have students heard these issues being 

discussed in the public sphere? (On television, at home, or even 

among their peers?) 

Teaching Checklist 
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Essential Question: How does society discuss and address issues? 

Learning Objectives: Students will be able to... 

 Define the following terms: public sphere, public agenda, public opinion, 

public policy. 

 Identify the relationships among the public sphere, the public agenda, public 

opinion, and public policy. 

 Describe the effect of the news on the public agenda. 

 Evaluate different ways of reporting poll results. 



What is the Public Sphere? 

Imagine a stage where actors are performing a play. Now imagine that 

everyone in society is watching this same play. Afterward, everyone in 

society can have similar discussions: Was the play any good? Did they 

cast the right actor in the lead role? Wasn’t the second scene in the third 

act hilarious? There is a whole stage that we are all watching. There are 

topics we all pay attention to, issues we all have opinions about, and 

policies that affect all our lives. The public sphere is a place where 

society discusses the issues that affect everyone. It links us all together 

as one large community. 

Where is the Public Sphere? 

Discussions in the public sphere exist at the local, national, and global levels all at the same time. On 

any given day, you might talk to a friend about the new skate park in your town, to your teacher about 

whether the state will change the graduation requirements next 

year, to your uncle about whether the U.S. should drill for oil  

off its coasts, or to a neighbor about the war against terrorism. 

All these issues exist in the public sphere, but on different 

levels. Someone who lives on the other side of the country 

probably isn’t talking about your new skate park, but they are 

talking about how the U.S. can gain energy independence.  

People in England probably aren’t talking about where the U.S. 

should drill for oil, but they’re probably worried about terrorism. 

The Public Agenda 

Discussions that take place in the public sphere give rise to the public 

agenda.  An agenda is like a to-do list. Your personal agenda might 

include things like find a summer job, study for a test, or bring your “C” in 

history up to an “A.” The public agenda is a to-do list of issues that 

much of the public agrees are a priority. The public agenda might include 

things like clean up after a major natural disaster, solve the problems with 

our health care system, or decide who should be the next president.  

Who Sets the Public Agenda? 

The issues on the public agenda depend on what is being discussed in the 

public sphere. But who decides what the public will discuss? Sometimes nobody 

decides, as with events like elections that occur on a regular schedule. 

Everyone knows when the election is going to happen, so people start talking 

about it. Similarly, large disasters don’t need any help getting attention. When 

planes slam into high-rise buildings in New York or a tsunami kills thousands of 

people in Japan, word spreads around the globe almost immediately. Issues 

people face in everyday life, such as drug abuse or expensive health care, also 

end up in the public sphere simply because so many people are personally 

affected by the problem.  
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Public Spotlight   

Sometimes public attention focuses on a person or event that 

does not require public action. When a celebrity marries or a 

team wins the Super Bowl, everyone may be talking about it, 

but there’s nothing to put on the public agenda. The celebrity 

or team is simply in the public spotlight. Even so, the public 

spotlight can call attention to issues. A celebrity who dies of a 

drug overdose may focus attention on the issue of drug abuse, 

which is always on the public agenda. Celebrities also use their 

fame to bring public attention to specialized issues that they 

care about.    

Public Opinion 

Once people start paying attention to issues, they usually start forming an 

opinion about them. Public opinion is the view that a significant part of 

the public has about an issue. Public opinion is measured by polls, which 

are surveys that ask people what they think. When you hear things like 

“Two-thirds of Americans oppose…” or “A majority of Americans believe…” 

you are hearing the results of public opinion polls. It is important to 

remember that no poll actually surveys every single person in America. 

Polls take a sample, anywhere from a few hundred to a few thousand 

people, who are “representative” of the nation as a whole. 

Public Policy and the Public Sphere 

Public policy is the stand the government takes on an issue. The 

government’s stand on an issue affects the laws it passes and the 

actions it takes. But how does the government decide where to stand? 

One influence is the public agenda. If a huge proportion of society is 

talking about an issue, the government is likely to pay attention and do 

something about that issue.  

What, exactly, will the government do? That depends partly on public 

opinion. Remember that our government is made up of people who 

represent us. Those people, your senators and representatives, listen to 

what the public thinks. If a senator learns that three quarters of the 

voters in her district are against something, the senator will probably 

work against it on their behalf. If polls show most Americans favor 

something, Congress may feel bold enough to pass a law favoring that 

thing, or the president may take action to promote it. This does not 

mean the government is a slave to public opinion polls. Public policy is 

influenced by many factors, but in a country where voters decide who 

gets to be in government and who doesn’t, the public sphere can 

have a big impact on government.  

(continued from last page) 

But other issues are too distant or too specialized to get attention on   

their own. People starving in a far-off country, a new law that affects 

certain types of businesses, a species quietly going extinct in a 

disappearing ecosystem… Many important issues like these would never 

reach the public sphere if people did not hear about them in the news.   
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1)  Do people in Maine have the exact same public agenda as people in California? 

 NO—state and local issues would be different 

2)  Are some issues on the public agenda in both Maine and California?  

 YES—national and global issues would be the same 

3)  Would “pass my math test” be on the public agenda?  

 NO—this is a private or personal “to-do,” not a public one 

4)  Is “texting while driving” an issue on the public agenda?   

 YES—you probably hear people talking about this issue quite often 

5)  Do all important issues reach the public sphere?  

 NO—some important issues never make it on the news or get public attention 

6)  Could a celebrity’s new haircut be discussed in the public sphere?  

 YES—it might be shown in magazines or on TV, and people might talk about it 

7)  Would a terrorist attack be discussed in the global public sphere?  

 YES—terrorist attacks affect the whole world 

8)  Would there be a public policy about keeping your room clean?  

 NO—the government is not going to take a stand on your messy room! 

9)  Does a public opinion poll survey every single American?  

 NO—opinion polls survey a sample of random people 

10) Does public opinion influence public policy?  

 YES—government policymakers pay attention to public opinion about issues 

11) Do discussions in the public sphere influence public policy?  

 YES—issues discussed in the public sphere may end up on the public agenda, and the 

government may end up doing something about those issues. 

12) Can celebrities influence the public sphere?  

 YES—celebrities can use their fame to bring attention to issues 

Informal Assessment — Yes/No 

Directions: Read each question out loud. Have the class answer YES or NO as a chorus, or have 

them show you “thumbs up” for yes or “thumbs down” for no. Briefly discuss the reasons for 

each answer. 

The Public Sphere  ** TEACHER GUIDE ** 
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Public Public 

1) 2) 

3) 4) 

Policy      Sphere      Agenda      Opinion 

Public 

 Government 

 Actions 

 Laws 

Public 

 Majority 

 Sample 

 Poll 

 Solutions 

 Priorities 

 List 

 Community 

 Discussion 

 Stage 

C. Mislabeled! Each list of words represents one 

concept from the reading, but someone forgot to 

finish the titles. Use the words below to complete 

the notes. 

A. Public Sphere or Private Sphere?  The private sphere is exactly what it sounds like: a place 

where we discuss issues and concerns that deal with our everyday lives and are not made public. 

Connect each topic of conversation to the correct sphere. 

Private 

Sphere 

Public 

Sphere 

A. Who should be the next state governor? 

B. Why are the polar ice caps melting so fast? 

C. Should Grandma move to a nursing home? 

D. Where are the 10 most wanted terrorists hiding? 

E. When do Fido’s obedience classes take place? 

F. Why did the ice maker in the freezer door quit working? 

G. How does the shelter find homes for older pets? 

H. Who will babysit the kids this weekend? 

I.   Where can I look for a new job? 

J.   Should the government pay for health care? 

B. Levels of the Public Sphere. Think of one 

issue the public is discussing right now  for each 

level of the public sphere. Write them in the circles.   

Activity  — Side A 

J 

A 

F 

I 

E 

H 

C 

B 

G D 

Opinion Policy   

Sphere Agenda 

Answers will vary. 
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3% 4%

47%

46%

Too High

About Right

Too Low

No Opinion

Do you consider the amount 
of federal income tax you 
have to pay as too high, 
about right, or too low? 

D. Public Opinion Poll. Analyze the polling information and the four headlines reporting the results. 

Then write the letter of the correct headline next to each question.   

Which headline is trying to… 

____ 1. Make it sound like a lot of people think their taxes are too 

high? 

____ 2. Show that about the same number of people think their 

taxes are too high as think their taxes are about right? 

____ 3. Emphasize that more people think their taxes are about 

right than think their taxes are too high? 

____ 4. Make it sound like not many people think their taxes are 

too high? 

Which headline(s) might be used by… 

____ 5. A politician who does not want to lower taxes? 

____ 6. A group that believes taxes should be cut? 

____ 7. A newspaper that is trying to present the issue fairly? 

(A) Americans Split on Taxes (B) Under Half Say Taxes Too High 

(C) More Say Tax Rate is OK (D) Nearly Half Say Taxes Too High 

Source: www.gallup.com 

E. News and the Public Agenda. Study these real-life headlines, then answer the questions to 

decide how each event would have influenced the public agenda.   

Choose one headline. Think of one more “to-do” 

that might have been added to the public agenda 

as a result of this event. 

Headline letter _____ 

This “to-do” might have been added to the public 

agenda: 

________________________________________ 

________________________________________ 

________________________________________ 

Triangle Shirtwaist factory fire, 1911 

Death  

of Elvis 

Presley, 

1977 

Eruption of Mt. St. Helens, 1980 

September 

11 terrorist 

attacks, 2001 

A) 

D) 

C) 

B) 

Which headline would have put this on the public 

agenda? 

____ 1) Learn how to predict volcano eruptions 

____ 2) (no public agenda item) 

____ 3) Pass workplace safety laws 

____ 4) Make the world safe from terrorists 

Activity  — Side B 

D 

A 

C 

B 

A 

D 

C 

D 

B 

A 

C 

Answers will vary. 
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Essential Question: What is the role of political parties in American politics? 

Learning Objectives: Students will be able to... 

 Define “political party.” 

 Identify America’s two major political parties. 

 Describe the roles of political parties.  

 Explain what third parties are and the issues around ballot access for third 

parties. 

 Identify ways that political parties influence public policy. 

Time Needed: 45 - 60 minutes  

 ANTICIPATE  the lesson by asking your class to name the two major political 

parties in the United States. Then ask whether they can name any 

other political parties. Assuming they have trouble with this, ask 

why they think it is so hard to name other parties.  

 DIRECT   students to find the reading on p.XX of their workbooks. 

 READ  the reading pages with the class, pausing to discuss as 

appropriate.  

 CHECK   for understanding using the true/false informal assessment on 

p.17 of this teacher guide. 

 DIRECT   students to tear out the activities on p.XX-XX of their workbooks. 

 ASSIGN   the activity pages. 

 REVIEW  the answers to the worksheets with the class if you wish, pausing 

to discuss.   

 CLOSE   by asking students to silently recall one fact about third parties 

and one fact about the role of political parties in general. Have 

them share the facts they remember with a partner. Then, call on 

students to share what their partner thought of. 

Teaching Checklist 
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It’s a Party... 

...but not the kind with ice cream and cake. A political party is an 

organized group of people who share similar political views and work 

to influence the government in support of those views. Political views 
are a person’s ideas about how the government should run and how 

the issues facing our country should be solved. Political parties fight to 

gain political power by having candidates elected to office. They exist 

at every level of government, from the national level to your very own 

neighborhood. By organizing into political parties, people have more 

power to influence government than if they acted alone.  

The Party Platform 

One thing political parties have in common is that they stand for 

something. If you want to know what a party believes, its platform is a 

document that describes the party’s views on all the major issues facing 

the nation. This set of statements is called a “platform” because it is the 

set of beliefs the political party stands on. The Democratic Party and the 

Republican Party keep their platforms broad and simple to attract as 

many supporters as possible. At first, it can be hard to tell the difference 

on some issues. Both parties might say they want better education or 

more jobs, but what does that mean? The party’s platform explains what 

that party thinks “better” education looks like and how the jobs should 

be created. You can find a political party’s platform by going to the 

party’s website.  

The donkey 
represents 

the 
Democratic 

Party 

The elephant 
represents 

the 
Republican 

Party 

The Big Two 

In the United States, the Republican Party and the Democratic Party are 

the two main political parties. Are there other parties? Sure. The U.S. 

technically has a multi-party system. But these two parties have gained 

so much power that almost every person elected to government office 

belongs to one of them. Most Americans identify with one of these two 

parties, but about 40% of Americans identify as politically 

independent, meaning they don’t want to identify with any party. Most 

independents end up voting for either a Democrat or a Republican, and 

many “lean” toward one party of the other. Independents may be more 

open to supporting candidates from either party, and some independents 

are elected to office. 

Third Parties 

Many political parties exist in the United States. Candidates for political 

office can represent any party, but that doesn’t mean you’ll see 

everyone’s name on the ballot. Each state has rules about ballot 

access—allowing a political party to put a candidate on the ballot. 

Usually the rules involve getting a certain number of signatures from 

registered voters. These rules keep most third parties from offering a 

candidate for voters to choose from. The Democratic and Republican 

parties have ballot access in all the states. The Libertarian Party is the 

largest third party, with ballot access for the presidential election in 

more than 30 states. As of 2015, the Green Party had ballot access in 

over 20 states, and the Constitution Party had access in over 10 states.  

Write- In Candidates  

Most ballots include a place to write in 
the name of a candidate who is not on 
the ballot. This is one way you can vote 
for third-party candidates who don’t 
have ballot access. You can also vote for 
Mickey Mouse or even yourself—but 
it might be a wasted vote! 

14 
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 Democratic? 

 Republican? 

 Independent? 

 Libertarian? 

 Green? 

 Constitution? 

 Other? 

Political Parties Support Candidates 

In the U.S., you’ll be most aware of political parties during an election 

season. Candidates who are running for political office almost always 

declare themselves a member of a political party. By doing this, a 

candidate gains support from the political party and makes it easier for 

voters to figure out what the candidate believes in and where they stand 

on the issues. At the same time, political parties fight hard to get 

candidates from their party elected. Party committees at the local, state, 

and national level work to support their candidates by raising money, 

campaigning, educating voters, and urging people to vote on election day.    

Political Parties Work Inside Government 

Candidates who are elected to office work to pass laws and solve problems. While 

each government official has his or her own views, the laws and solutions they 

support usually align with their political party’s platform. In the U.S. Congress and 

in state legislatures, the balance of power between Republicans and Democrats 

can determine which laws get passed.  The majority party—the one with the 

most elected members—can most easily influence laws by getting all its members 

to vote the same way on a bill. This isn’t always easy, because members of one 

political party don’t necessarily agree on all the issues. But in American politics,  

it’s common for most lawmakers from one party to vote the same way. 

Meanwhile, the minority party works to promote the views of its supporters by 

forcing compromise with the majority party. If the minority party is successful,  

this can create laws that are balanced between the two parties’ viewpoints. 

Political Parties and You 

You’ve probably already seen political parties in action. During elections, political 

parties work to influence voters by distributing information about candidates and 

issues. Next time you see a campaign ad on television, look closely at the fine  

print at the bottom and you might see that a political party has funded the ad.  

But beware: All the information a political party distributes is biased toward its  

own views. That means information from political parties should not be your only 

source of information about candidates and issues. 

When you turn 18 and register to vote, the application will probably let you check 

a box to join a political party. Joining a political party isn’t a requirement. Even if 

you check a box, you can still vote for anyone you want. During a presidential 

election, in many states party membership lets you participate in that state’s 

primary election or caucus to help decide who your party’s presidential candidate 

will be. Some states let you participate even if you don’t belong to a party. 

Majority 

Minority 

In the executive branch, the president and state governors almost always belong 

to a political party. Like lawmakers, their views usually align with their political 

party’s platform. A president or governor works for the people, not a party, but 

he or she may be very committed to advancing the party’s goals. He or she does 

not make laws, but is key in developing public policy—the stand the 

government takes about how issues should be handled. A president or governor’s 

policies are usually in line with their political party’s platform. A president or 

governor who belongs to the same party as the minority in the legislature may 

also disagree with many laws passed by the majority and may veto those laws.  

15 
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Informal Assessment: True/False 

Directions: Read each statement aloud to the class. For each one, have the students answer 

simultaneously by saying “True” or “False” out loud or by showing you thumbs-up for true and 

thumbs-down for false. Listen or watch for a mix of answers, indicating confusion. Use each 

statement as a springboard for quick discussion/review before moving on. 

1. Each person has his or her own political views. (T — political views are a person’s ideas about 

how the government should run and how the issues facing our country should be solved.) 

2. By forming a political party, people gain more influence over government by banding together 

with others. (T) 

3. People who are politically independent are members of both the Republican and Democratic 

parties. (F — they don’t identify with any party) 

4. No independent has ever been elected to office. (F — independents are sometimes elected to 

office) 

5. All political parties have equal access to put candidates on the ballot. (F — there are rules that 

determine which parties can have ballot access) 

6. The Republican and Democratic parties have ballot access in all states. (T) 

7. The Green Party is the third largest party in terms of ballot access. (F — the Libertarian party has 

the third largest ballot access) 

8. A party platform is a stage where candidates stand when they speak to crowds. (F — it is a 

document that describes the party’s views on most issues) 

9. You can usually find a party’s platform on the party’s website. (T) 

10. A candidate is a date that is covered in chocolate or some other candy coating. (F — a candidate 

is a person running for political office) 

11. Political parties work at all levels of government—national, state, and local. (T) 

12. In the U.S. Congress and most state legislatures, Republicans and Democrats are split into a 

majority party and a minority party. (T — depending on which party has more people elected to 

office) 

13. The president or governor’s political party has no effect on the lawmaking process. (F — it can 

make things smoother or more difficult depending on whether he/she is the same party as the 

majority party) 

14. Information distributed by a political party gives you a balanced perspective that looks at issues 

from all sides. (F — information from political parties is biased) 

15. You can only vote for a candidate who is the same party as the party you’re registered with. (F — 

you can vote for anyone on the ballot) 

16. When you register to vote, you must join a political party. (F — you don’t have to join) 
17 
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 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

______ 1. political party 

______ 2. write-in candidate 

______ 3. public policy 

______ 4. minority party 

______ 5. third party 

______ 6. platform 

______ 7. political views 

______ 8. ballot access 

______ 9. candidate 

______10. majority party 

A. Allowing a political party to put a candidate on the ballot 

B. A person’s ideas about how government should run and 

how issues should be solved 

C. A candidate whose name a voter must hand-write on 

the ballot 

D. Political party with the most elected members 

E. The stand the government takes about how issues 

should be handled 

F. A political party other than Republican or Democratic 

G. An organized group of people who share similar political 

views and work to influence government 

H. Set of statements describing a party’s views on major 

issues 

I. Political party that does not have a majority of the 

elected members 

J. A person running for political office 

B. Registered Voter! Read each registered voter’s statement. Then, decide how each voter is probably 

registered. Be careful—some have more than one correct possibility! Mark all that you think could apply. 

A. Vocabulary. Match each key term with its definition. 

I don’t like 
America’s two-

party system. More 
parties should 

have a chance to 
be heard. 

I don’t fully agree 
with my party’s 

platform, but I want 
to support a party 

that has power and 
influence. 

My party may not 
be powerful right 

now, but if nobody 
joins, it will never 

gain influence. 

 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

I am committed 
to my political 

party. 

I don’t agree with 
either the 

Republicans or 
Democrats all the 

time, so I don’t want 
to commit to either 

party. 

Seeing my party 
candidates win 
elections is less 
important than 

supporting a party I 
truly believe in. 

 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

 Independent 

 Third Party 

 Republican/Democrat 

6) 5) 4) 

3) 2) 1) 

Activity  — Side A 

G 

C 

H 

E 

I 

F 

B 

A 

J 

D 
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LAW
 

Support 

Candidates 

Influence 

Laws & Policy 

Unite Levels of 

Government 

Create 

Balance 

Influence 

Voters 

D. A Two-Party System? The U.S. has lots of parties, but it is often considered a two-party system. 

Draw lines to match the characteristics of a two-party system to the statistics about U.S. voters.  

C. Five Roles of Political Parties. Read each example of political parties at work. Decide which of 

the five roles the example best illustrates. Write the underlined letter in the button next to the 

example. You hay have more than one answer. 

1. ____ Party leaders meet with a senator who is 

not supporting the party’s platform on 

environmental issues. 

2. ____ A party’s state office asks party members 

to write their legislators and ask them to vote 

“no” on a state tax bill. 

3. ____ A party’s state office runs a phone bank 

before the election to call party supporters and 

remind them to support the party’s candidates. 

4. ____ A party’s state office hosts a conference 

for state and local officials to discuss the 

party’s goals for the state.  

5. ____ A committee of legislators from one party 

meets to draft a law that will be acceptable to 

everyone in the party. 

6. ____ A group of legislators from the minority 

and majority parties meets to discuss 

compromise after a failed vote on a bill. 

7. ____ A political party pays for a series of 

televised attack ads against a candidate from 

the other party. 

8. ____ A political party holds a huge convention 

to nominate and celebrate the party’s 

presidential candidate. 

9. ____ A state governor meets with a city mayor 

and state senator from the same party to 

discuss the governor’s policy on education. 

10. ____ The president refuses to sign a bill 

passed by the opposing party and meets with 

legislators to discuss possible changes. 

11. ____ Party volunteers spend a Saturday 

afternoon at the park handing out party-

sponsored voting guides. 

12. ____ A new law passes the Senate, where one 

party has a majority, but fails in the House of 

Representatives, where the other party has a 

majority. 

Activity  — Side B 

B 

P 

U 

C,V 

P C 

U 

B,P 

V 

B,P 

P C,V 

Citizens may be frustrated or dissatisfied 

with the two major parties. 

Third parties rarely gain enough support to 

win elections.  

Most citizens identify with one of the two 

major parties.  

In two party systems... 

In 2015, 55% of Americans personally 

identified as either a Republican or a Democrat. 

In 2014, 58% of Americans thought a third 

major party was needed and 35% didn’t. 

In July 2012, 7% of Americans planned to vote 

for a third-party presidential candidate. 

In the United States... 
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Essential Question: How do different political party systems work? 

Learning Objectives: Students will be able to... 

 Define “political party.” 

 Distinguish between single-party, two-party, and multi-party systems.  

 Explain proportional representation. 

Time Needed: 25 - 35 minutes  

 ANTICIPATE  the lesson by asking your students whether they think political 

parties are important. Would it matter if a country didn’t have 

any? Do they think other countries have political parties? If so, 

why? Or if not, why not?  

 DIRECT   students to find the reading on p.XX of their workbooks. 

 READ  the reading page with the class, pausing to discuss as 

appropriate.  

 DIRECT   students to tear out the activities on p.XX of their workbooks. 

 PROJECT   the full-page “Party Systems Strengths & Weaknesses” projection 

master and use it to discuss the answers to Activity A. Please 

note that the teacher key shows the strongest answers, but there 

are arguments to be made for additional responses. 

 ASSIGN   the rest of the activity page, and review those answers with the 

class if you wish. 

 CLOSE   by polling students on the following questions: Which system do 

they think best serves citizens? Which system do they think is 

easiest for a government?  

Teaching Checklist 
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Everyone Loves a Party 

Political parties, that is! A political party is an organized group of 

people who share similar political views and work to influence the 

government in support of those views. Countries all across the world 

have political parties. Why? Because organizing into parties is a 

powerful way for groups of people with similar views can work together 

to influence government. Political parties play different roles in different 

countries depending on the kind of party system a country has. 

COUNTRY 
# PARTIES 

IN OFFICE 

Australia 12 

Brazil 28 

Canada 5 

Denmark 9 

Germany 4 

Israel 10 

Turkey 4 
Source: The World Factbook, www.cia.gov 

No Democracy, No Party 

Some countries have no political parties at all. Most of these 

countries are not democracies, so citizens have limited influence on 

government. For example, political parties are banned in the Middle East 

nation of Qatar. The nation is led by a monarch, who gets his position 

by birth and appoints most government officials. 

A few countries that are not democracies have a single-party system 

with one major political party. China is a communist state with one 

political party called the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Technically 

there are a few other parties, but they are all controlled by the CCP. In 

most single-party systems, it is illegal to oppose the main political party. 

The Chinese government does not allow citizens to form parties that 

oppose the CCP. 

Party On! 

Most countries have multi-party systems where three or more political 

parties share power. In many of these countries, lawmakers are elected by 

proportional representation—each party gets a number of seats that 

corresponds to the amount of support the party gets from voters. Almost all 

European governments work this way. In other countries, such as Japan and 

Australia, voters elect individual candidates to each seat. However the voting 

works, multi-party systems always have at least three parties with members 

elected to government office. There may be one or two parties with more 

support and influence, but many parties are represented. Often no party has 

a clear majority, so parties must work together in government. 

Either This Party or That One 

A few countries with multi-party systems have developed into a 

two-party system with two major political parties that hold 

most of the power. Other parties exist, and they sometimes gain 

enough support to win a few seats in the nation’s legislature, but 

they never get enough representation to have any national 

influence. This is the least common system around the world—

and it’s the one we have in the United States. Here, the vast 

majority of Americans identify with either the Democratic or 

Republican parties. The U.S. has many “third parties” that often 

put candidates on the ballot. Some are occasionally elected, but 

none of these parties has gained a foothold in national 

government.  

COUNTRY 
# PARTIES 

IN OFFICE 

Brunei 1 

Eritrea 1 

Kuwait 0 

North Korea 1 

Saudi Arabia 0 

Vietnam 1 

Source: The World Factbook, www.cia.gov 

In a two-party system, voters may worry 
that a vote for a party with little influence is 
a wasted vote. This is one reason the two-
party system can be difficult to change. 

 WASTED VOTE ? ? 
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 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

Which kind of 

party system? 

Strength or 

weakness? 

1) Citizens may feel it’s pointless to vote for 

the party they actually support. 

2) Citizens have no real voice in government. 

3) Citizens don’t have to deal with political 

party drama. (But is it worth it?)                     

4) Parties have to work together to get things 

done.  

5) Citizens can join any party they support, 

knowing their party will likely be 

represented in government.  

6) There is no opportunity for opposing views 

to be represented.  

7) Lots of different parties and make it hard 

for the government to accomplish reform.  

8) Reform is easy because there is no 

opposition.  

9) Parties are encouraged to support views 

that include most groups of people.  

10) Large groups with opposite views can 

lead to a divided nation. 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES 
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 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

1) Citizens may feel it’s pointless to vote for 

the party they actually support. 

2) Citizens have no real voice in government. 

3) Citizens don’t have to deal with political 

party drama. (But is it worth it?)                     

4) Parties have to work together to get things 

done.  

5) Citizens can join any party they support, 

knowing their party will likely be 

represented in government.  

6) There is no opportunity for opposing views 

to be represented.  

7) Lots of different parties and make it hard 

for the government to accomplish reform.  

8) Reform is easy because there is no 

opposition.  

9) Parties are encouraged to support views 

that include most groups of people.  

10) Large groups with opposite views can 

lead to a divided nation. 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 Strength 

 Weakness 

 0   1 

 2   Multi 

 

 

 

 

 
Answers on this page reflect the strongest match. A case could be made for additional responses. 
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Activity  

1) Citizens may feel it’s 

pointless to vote for 

the party they actually 

support. 

2) Citizens have no real 

voice in government. 

3) Citizens don’t have to 

deal with political party 

drama.  

4) Parties have to work 

together to get things 

done.  

5) Citizens can join a 

party they support, 

knowing their party will 

likely be represented in 

government.  

B. Crazy Quadra-Venn! Do the different party systems have anything in common? Decide whether 

each characteristic on the list applies to party systems with 0, 1, 2, or multiple parties. Find the right 

spot on the 4-way Venn diagram (if you can!) and write the letter there. The first one is done for you. 

Non
e 

Single-Party 

Tw
o-

Pa
rty

 
Multi-Party 

A 

A. Likely to be found in a democracy. 

B. Illegal to oppose the main party 

C. Usually found in countries that are not 

democracies. 

D. Citizens can belong to a political party. 

E. Some parties don’t have as much power as 

others. 

F. Two parties hold all the power 

G. Individual citizens have personal political 

views. 

H. Government includes elected officials from 

more than two parties. 

I. Political parties don’t exist. 

J. Usually found where citizens have little or no 

influence on government. 

K. Found in the United States. 

L. Citizens are ruled by a government. 

A. Strengths & Weaknesses. Read each statement. Decide which party system (or systems) it 

describes and whether it sounds like a strength or a weakness of that system.   

6) There is no opportunity 

for opposing views to 

be represented.  

7) Lots of different parties 

make it hard for the 

government to 

accomplish reform.  

8) Reform is easy because 

there is no opposition.  

9) Parties are motivated to 

embrace views that 

include most groups of 

people in society.  

10) Large groups with 

opposite views can 

lead to a divided 

nation. 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 

 Strength  Weakness 

 0         1 

 2         Multiple 
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[END OF PREVIEW]

Please contact us or email marketplace@icivics.org with any questions!

https://www.icivics.org/contact
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