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Fall 2008 
 
Dear Educator,  
 
the.Vote is the newest feature of the.News. These online video reports provide middle and high school students 
with a valuable exercise in democracy. This video report on “Campaign Strategy” (running 4 minutes, 34 
seconds) is the fourth in the series. After Election Day, leading up to the Inauguration, the series will evolve 
from the.Vote to the.Gov and look at the process of forming a new government, identifying key issues for the 
new administration and new Congress.  
 
Each video report is supported by a social studies and language arts curriculum. All videos and curricula have 
been informed by the.News instructional design that can be found on the website 
www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews. the.Vote is open-captioned. The curriculum includes content-based standards, 
discussion questions, student activities, vocabulary and primary reference sources. A complete transcript of 
each video report includes time codes to assist in isolating specific segments of the video. This material is 
presented as options to fit teachers’ instructional needs. 
 
YOU.edit, to launch early in 2009, gives students an online tool to remix the content of the.Vote reports (as well 
as all the other the.News videos), so they can create their own multimedia presentations. This editing tool will 
reside on our website so that it will be available to all students with an internet connection. It will be password 
protected so that it can serve as a viable educational asset that allows classroom teachers to assign multimedia 
projects within the security and content safety of the.News website.  
 
A companion multimedia feature, YOU.report, will provide an online home for student-generated content. The 
YOU.report feature will include a student competition. Details about the YOU.report competition are on the 
website at http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/youreport/index.php.  
 
Funding for the.Vote has been provided by Adobe through the PBS Foundation.  
 
For more information and questions about this material contact Lisa Denny at ldenny@newshour.org.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Karen W. Jaffe 
Manager, Education Projects, the.News 
MacNeil/Lehrer Productions 
2700 S. Quincy St., Suite 250 
Arlington, VA 22206 
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“Campaign Strategy”  
Social Studies Curriculum 

 
This lesson has been designed to support the.News video “Campaign Strategy,” the video can be found online at 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/story.php?id=4965&package_id=634 
 
Grade Level: Middle School/High School  
 
Content Areas: Civics, Social Studies and Government 
 
Key Concept: Students will understand the structure and operation of the Electoral College and will 
know that sometimes it is not an absolute indicator of the popular will. They will also understand the 
importance of swing states to political campaigns and will track the efforts of presidential candidates to 
win the support of swing state voters. 

 
Key Vocabulary:  
 

• Blue state - states that traditionally vote for candidates of the Democratic Party 
• Electoral College - the body of electors who formally elect the president and vice president  
• Electoral vote - individual vote in the electoral college 
• Electors - one of several individuals chosen by the people to elect the president and vice 

president  
• Popular vote - the aggregate vote of the people 
• Red state - states that traditionally vote for candidates of the Republican Party 
• Swing state (tossup state) - a state where opinion polls indicate that the winner of an election 

is too close to call (Such 
states are also referred to as 
“undecided.”) 

• Winner-take-all - method 
for distributing electoral 
votes in most states where 
the winner of the popular vote receives all the electoral votes in that state 

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org- Civics: 
Standard 7: Understands alternative forms of 

representation and how they serve the purposes of 
constitutional government - Level IV (Grades 9-12) 

 

 

2

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/story.php?id=4965&package_id=634
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/the
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/body
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/of
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/electors
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/who
http://www.hyperdictionary.com/dictionary/formally
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Background: 
 
Although the framers of the Constitution were firm believers in the system of democracy, they were 
also practical realists in their design of the government. They understood that democracy in its purest 
form was probably one step away from anarchy. They believed the passions of the public were too 
great for important decisions. The system for electing the president is a case in point. After much 
discussion, the framers constructed a system whereby the people would vote for electors who, in turn, 
would vote for the president and vice president. 
Originally, those electors were chosen by each 
state’s legislature. The number of the state’s 
congressional districts and its two senators 
determined the number of electors per state. The 
electors who received the highest number of votes 
during the November election would then vote in 
December for the president. Before the 12th 
Amendment, the runner-up in the election became 
vice president.  
 
Since the 1830s, the system has been known as the 
Electoral College, which essentially means a body of electors. Today in the general election, voters are 
selecting electors (now chosen by the political parties) who will officially vote for the president later in 
December. Though not obligated to vote the “party line,” they vote for the candidate affiliated with 
their party. The system operates on a “winner-take-all” procedure for counting the votes in all states 
but Maine and Nebraska. Thus, if the November elections results indicate that Candidate X won the 
popular vote in a state, then all the electoral votes from that state go to Candidate X. 
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McRel Learning Objectives 
www.mcrel.org- Civics: Standard 
19: Understands what is meant by 
“the public agenda,” how it is set 
and how it is influenced by public 
opinion and the media - Level III 

(Grades 6-8); Level IV (Grades 9-12) 

In Maine and Nebraska, electors are chosen by popular vote, not by 
the state parties. In this system, the candidate who wins the state’s 
popular vote receives two electoral votes, and any candidate who has 
the most votes in any of the state’s congressional districts receives 
one electoral vote. If the state’s winning candidate actually wins all 
the congressional districts 
(as has always happened 
since both states adopted
this system), then all

electoral votes go to that candidate.  

 
 the 

 
During election night, the popular vote and electoral votes 
are counted simultaneously because the electoral vote in 
December is mostly a formality. In total, there are 538 
electoral votes among the 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. The candidate who reaches 270 electoral votes wins the election. During the election 

http://www.mcrel.org/


                                                                

©

campaign, opinion polls tell the campaign organizations which candidate is leading in any given state. 
A high stakes strategy game is played out as candidates try to determine which states are solidly 
behind them or are leaning their way and which states are undecided. Candidates estimate their 
electoral vote total to determine if they have enough to win the election.  
 

McRel Learning Objectives 
www.mcrel.org - Civics: Standard 20: 

Understands the roles of political parties, 
campaigns, elections and associations and 

groups in American politics - Level III 
(Grades 6-8); Level IV (Grades 9-12) 

In close elections, most of the candidates’ 
campaigning effort goes toward the undecided 
states, also known as “swing states.” Here the 
candidates will make several appearances in the 
waning weeks of the campaign to win voters’ 
support. When the polls indicate that the election 
will be close, candidates will visit any swing 
state, even if it has a low number of electoral votes, because every vote counts.  
 
In this activity, student will understand what the electoral college is, how it is structured, how votes are 
determined, and how sometimes the results of the popular vote do not coincide with the results of the 
electoral vote. Students will track the electoral vote in the weeks before the general election to 
determine how the candidates are doing and where they need to be concentrating their efforts. Students 
will also track the campaigning of the candidates as they try to persuade undecided voters to support 
their candidacy. Students will play political strategist, looking at the hot issues in swing states and 
analyzing how effective the candidates’ efforts are in seeking voter support.  
 
Materials: 

• Segment 4 of the.Vote (backgrounds of segments 1, 2, and 3 may be 
useful as well) 

• Student Handout: Basics of the Electoral College (p.8-10) 
• Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in Swing States Chart (p.15) 
• Student Handout: Swing State Analysis (p.11-13) 
• Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart (p.14) 
• Internet access 
• Journal notebook  

 
Time Frame: 
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Civic Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Participating effectively in civic life through knowing how to 
stay informed and understanding governmental processes 

• Exercising the rights and obligations of citizenship at local, 
state, national and global levels 

• Understanding the local and global implications of civic 
decisions 

This lesson is designed to be conducted in 
the remaining weeks of the presidential 
campaign before the Election Day. It takes 
about one class period to conduct the 
Electoral College activity and to get 
students started on the tasks. The students 
need some time once a week (or more if 
you prefer) to track the swing state tally and 
the campaign actions of the candidates in 

http://www.mcrel.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
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swing states. Tracking the campaign can be conducted in class or as homework. 
 

• Less than one period for electoral college activity  
• 15–20 minutes for making entries on Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart (could 

be done as homework) 
• 15–20 minutes for making entries into Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in Swing State 

Chart (could be done as homework) 
• 2–3 days to discuss and write up report  

 
Procedure:  
 
Opening Activity/Discussion: 
 

Communication and Collaboration (Literacy for the 
21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Articulate thoughts and ideas clearly and effectively through 
speaking and writing  

• Demonstrating ability to work effectively with diverse teams  
• Exercising flexibility and willingness to be helpful in making 

necessary compromises to accomplish a common goal  
• Assuming shared responsibility for collaborative work 

The Electoral College is at the heart of any presidential election. It determines which candidate will 
become president of the United States. This opening activity will provide students with a fundamental 
understanding of the history and operation of the Electoral College and will call on them to evaluate it 
as a method for electing the 
president of the United States.  
 

1. Distribute the Student 
Handout: Basics of the 
Electoral College (p.8-10) to 
all students, and have them 
review it. (This handout 
could be read as homework 
the night before.) 

 
2. Place students in groups of 3–4 to discuss the following questions. Then review the answers 

with the entire class. 
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• Why did the framers of the Constitution decide on the Electoral College as a method for 
electing the president and vice president? Do you feel their reasoning was correct?  

• Explain how the popular 
vote translates into 
electoral votes in nearly all 
states and how it differs in 
Maine and Nebraska. 
Which system do you think 
is a better way to count 
electoral votes? 

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving   (Literacy for 
the 21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Exercising sound reasoning in understanding. 
• Making complex choices and decisions. 
• Understanding the interconnections among systems. 
• Identifying and asking significant questions that clarify various 

points of view and lead to better solutions. 
• Framing, analyzing and synthesizing information in order to solve 

problems and answer questions. 
• What happens when no 

candidate receives a 
majority of the electoral 

http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/


                                                                

©

votes? Why do you think the framers chose this method as a way to “democratically” elect 
the president? 

• Does it seem right to you that it is possible for a candidate to receive a majority of the 
popular vote and still lose the election because he or she does not have a majority of the 
electoral vote? Explain your answer. 

• Do you favor continuing the Electoral College system, or 
should the country move to counting only the popular vote? 
Explain your reasoning.  

 
Main Activity: 
 

1. Create small groups of 2–3 students. 
 
2. Distribute the student handouts titled Swing State Analysis 

(p.11-13), Swing State Calculation Chart (p.14), and Campaign 
Efforts in Swing States Chart (p.15). 

 
3. Review the introduction with students, and tell them they are going to calculate the candidates’ 

Electoral College results in the presidential campaign and to monitor the status of swing states. 
 

Learning Skills linked to Information and 
Communication Technology Literacy K-12   (Literacy 

for the 21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Using digital technology, communication tools and/or networks 
appropriately to access, manage, integrate, evaluate and create 
information in order to function in a knowledge economy. 

• Using technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate and 
communicate information and the possession of a fundamental 
understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the access 
and use of information. 

4. In Part One of Student Handout: Swing State Analysis, review the directions with your 
students, as well as the Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart. Guide your students in 

filling out the chart for the first 
week before they work on their 
own. 

 
5. Once students are able to 

calculate the electoral votes by 
the week, move to Part Two in 
Student Handout: Swing State 
Analysis.  
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McRel Learning Objectives - 
Thinking and Reasoning: Standard 2: 

Understands and applies basic 
principles of logic and reasoning - 

Level III (Grades 6-8), Level IV 
(Grades 9-12) 

6. Review both the directions for 
Part Two with your students and 

the Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in the Swing States Chart. Give them some time to fill 
out the chart before they work on their own. 

 
7. Periodically monitor students’ work to make sure 

they understand the task and are complete in their 
charting.  

 
8. Preview the written assessment before the week 

immediately preceding the election so you can 

http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
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prepare your students. Be sure to mention all relevant data and charts you want included in the 
final report. 

 
Assessment: Evaluate students on (a) the detail on the charts, (b) their cooperative behavior in the 
development and execution of the project, (c) the grammar and spelling in written materials, and (d) 
the quality of detail in the report. 

 
Resources:  The following websites are recommended for further information:  
 

• 270 to Win.com at http://www.270towin.com. This site features an interactive Electoral College 
map for both the current election and all presidential elections of the past.  

• Barack Obama campaign website at http://www.barackobama.com. 
• Electoral-Vote.com at http://www.electoral-vote.com/. This site features an Electoral College 

map, which is updated daily. News reports and commentary are also featured. 
• John McCain campaign website at http://www.johnmccain.com/. 
• Map the Candidates at http://www.mapthecandidates.com/.  This website presents a very 

innovative blend of the Internet and more traditional media. Candidates’ campaign actions are 
logged on a map for easy access to find out where they are campaigning. News video and print 
reports accompany the site. 

• National Archives at http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/electoral-college/. The site 
provides extensive coverage of the Electoral College and its operation, plus featuring how to 
calculate the votes and giving updates on the current election.  

 
Activity Designer: Greg Timmons 
Greg Timmons is a former social studies teacher and is now a freelance writer and educational 
consultant. 
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Student Handout: Basics of the Electoral College 
 
During the writing of the Constitution, there was a great deal of debate about how to select the 
president. Some thought states should decide; others thought designated government officials should 
select the president. However, few believed the people should have a direct vote. Most feared the 
public could be easily enflamed with passions that would cloud their judgment. 
 
Eventually, it was decided that the president would be elected by electors, who would be nominated by 
the state legislatures and voted on by the people. The number of senators and representatives in each 
state would determine the number of electors from each state. Therefore, a state such as Montana, 
which has only one congressional district and two senators, has three electoral votes; a more populated 
state such as Texas with 32 congressional districts has 34 electoral votes.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

8



                                                                

©  

 

9

With the exception of Maine and Nebraska, the political parties from each state now nominate their 
electors. The electoral votes from each state are awarded on a “winner-take-all” system, meaning that 
the candidate who wins the popular vote in a state receives all that state’s electoral votes.  
 
In Maine and Nebraska, the candidate who wins the popular votes in the state receives two votes. If the 
other candidate or candidates should win in any of the congressional districts, they would win one 
electoral vote from that congressional district. Therefore, in those two states, it is possible to have a 
split vote. However, in all past elections in both states, statewide winners have won all the state’s 
congressional districts, as well as the statewide vote. Consequently, neither state has ever split its 
electoral votes. The example that follows explains how the electoral vote is determined in most states 
and in Nebraska and Maine. 
 

Calculating Electoral Votes in Most States (Winner-Take-All System) 
 Popular Vote Results Electoral Votes Possible Electoral Votes Granted 
Candidate X 1,335,000 10 0 
Candidate Y 1,450,000 10 10 

Calculating Electoral Votes in Maine And Nebraska (Possible Scenario) 
Example of Nebraska  Popular Vote Results Electoral Votes Possible Electoral Votes Granted 
Candidate X Won popular vote in 

state and 2 
congressional districts 

5 4 

Candidate Y Won popular vote in 1 
congressional district 5 1 

 
When you watch the returns on election night, you will see the popular vote and the electoral votes 
tallied simultaneously. When enough popular votes are counted to see a trend, a winner is declared in 
that state and then that candidate receives all the state’s electoral votes. A total of 538 electoral votes 
exist for all 50 states and the District of Columbia. To win, a candidate needs 270 electoral votes. 
 
 Large populated states are very important to the candidates because they need to win only a few of 
those states to attain the majority of the electoral vote. However, in elections that are close, every state 
is important. Close voting tallies have occurred in many of our elections, and there have been four 
occasions when candidates who received a majority of the popular vote lost in the electoral vote: 1824, 
1876, 1888, and most recently in 2000. In each of those elections, no candidate received a majority of 
the electoral vote. According to the Constitution, when this dilemma happens, the election is sent to the 
House of Representatives to select the president. However, in 2000, the election results were close but 
in dispute; therefore, the Supreme Court essentially determined the winner.  
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Discussion Questions: 
 

• Why did the framers of the Constitution decide on the Electoral College as a method for 
electing the president and vice president? Do you feel their reasoning was correct?  

• Explain how the popular vote translates into electoral votes in nearly all states and how it 
differs in Maine and Nebraska. Which system do you think is a better way to count 
electoral votes? 

• What happens when no candidate receives a majority of the electoral votes? Why do you 
think the framers chose this method as a way to “democratically” elect the president? 

• Does it seem right to you that it is possible for a candidate to receive a majority of the 
popular vote and still lose the election because he or she does not have a majority of the 
electoral vote? Explain your answer. 

• Do you favor continuing the Electoral College system, or should the country move to 
counting only the popular vote? Explain your reasoning.  
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Student Handout: Swing State Analysis 
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 organizations have a 

ood idea that those states will continue to vote they way they have in the past.  

se 

s 
 has 

vote2008/primaries/states/

Introduction: Look at the map and you’ll notice states colored red, blue, varying shades of red and 
blue, and white. The states that have traditionally voted for Republican candidates over the past 10 to 
20 years are referred to as “red states.” States that have traditionally voted Democratic are called “blue
states.” Although nothing should be taken for granted, the presidential campaign
g
 
The states that are leaning one way or the other are a lighter shade than the red or blue states. States 
that are undecided are beige. Because the preference for one candidate or the other is so close in tho
states, they are called tossup states or “swing states.” It is important to note that the status of swing 
states will change as the campaign progresses. Future polls might show that one state or another i
committed to one candidate or possibly a committed state has become only a leaning state or
possibly moved to an undecided position. Check with the NewsHour/NPR Election Map (at 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/ ) frequently for updates on the race for 

lectoral College votes.  

art One Directions:  

NewsHour/NPR Election Map (at http://www.pbs.org/newshour/vote2008/primaries/states/

E
 
P
 

1. Beginning this week and for the weeks remaining before Election Day, check the 
).  

ed,” “leaning,” and “swing states” on the 
Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart. 

 
2. Calculate the potential electoral votes of “committ

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/vote2008/primaries/states/
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3. Add the number of committed and leaning electoral votes for each candidate by adding the 
electoral votes for all states in those categories. Write the numbers in the designated areas on 
the Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart. 

 
4. List the states considered swing states for the week (use postal abbreviations). In the 

designated area on the chart, write the total number of swing state electoral votes. 
 
5. To find out what voters are concerned about in each of the swing states, go to the 

NewsHour/NPR Election Map, and click the swing state on the map to bring up a new page 
detailing information about the state. Review recent news stories, and click the link titled 
“Learn More About [name of state].”  

 
6. On separate sheets of paper or in a journal, write down the issues of concern to voters in the 

swing states. Keep this information for Part Two of this activity.  
 
As presidential campaigns move into the final weeks, the campaign organizers carefully look at polling 
data to determine which states are strongly in favor of or leaning toward their candidate and which 
states are undecided. Campaigns will spend large amounts of money in media advertisements and 
public appearances trying to convince voters in undecided states that the candidate is worthy of their 
support. In close elections, even states with fewer than 10 electoral votes become important.  
 
How effective are the candidates’ efforts? You can track their activities at Slate.com’s website titled 
“Map the Candidates” at http://www.mapthecandidates.com/. There you will see weekly and even 
daily reports on where the candidates are campaigning, and you can read articles and watch videos 
about their campaign activities. 
 
Part Two Directions: 

 
7. Use the Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in Swing States Chart to record your data. 
 
8. Each week, identify the swing states where the candidates are campaigning as you use the 

Slate.com “Map the Candidates” website at http://www.mapthecandidates.com/.  
 
9. Review some of the articles and videos in the left column about what candidates are saying to 

voters about the issues in those tossup states.  
 
10. Compare what the candidates are saying to voters with the issues of concern held in those 

states that you recorded in your journals from Part One. Discuss the following questions in 
your small group, and record your findings on the Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in 
Swing States Chart. 

 
• What are the issues of greatest concern in the swing states? 

http://www.mapthecandidates.com/
http://www.mapthecandidates.com/
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• What are the candidates (and their surrogates) each saying to voters about how they will 
address those issues? 

• How effective do you think the candidates are in addressing voters’ concerns? Support 
your answer with examples and details.  

 
11. As the weeks go by, make a note of any swing states that become committed or that lean 

toward one candidate or the other. Also, look for any leaning states that move into the 
undecided category. Make appropriate adjustments for those states in your tracking activity.  

 
12. The week before the election, identify any swing states that have committed to either 

candidate. Research the reasons for this commitment, and see how they compare with 
candidates’ campaigning activities in those states. Note any areas where it seemed the 
candidates’ efforts had an effect (or did not have an effect) on the state’s committing to one 
of the candidates.  

 
13. Write a summary report, or create a presentation of the candidates’ efforts and their results in 

persuading swing states to their side. Be sure to comment on their efforts in those states and 
to state how effective you think they were in moving voters to their side. Include any charts 
or notes you feel help support your conclusions.  
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Student Handout: Swing State Calculation Chart 
 
 McCain 

(List Total Electoral 
Votes in Each 

Category) 

Swing States 
(List States and Number of 
Undecided Electoral Votes) 

Obama 
(List Total 

Electoral Votes in 
Each Category) 

Week of … Committ
ed States 

Leaning 
States 

 Leaning 
States 

Committ
ed States 

    

___/___/___ Total 
 
 

(270 needed to win) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total ______________________ 

Total 
 
 

(270 needed to win)
    

___/___/___ 
Total 

 
 
 

(270 needed to win) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total ______________________ 

Total 
 
 
 

(270 needed to win)
    

___/___/___ 
Total 

 
 
 

(270 needed to win) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total ______________________ 

Total 
 
 
 

(270 needed to win)

    

___/___/___ 
Total 

 
 
 

(270 needed to win) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total ______________________ 

Total 
 
 
 

(270 needed to win)
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 Student Handout: Campaign Efforts in Swing States Chart 
Week of ____/____/____                                   (Make enough copies to cover all swing states) 

Swing States 
Name the State                   List People’s Concerns  

McCain 
 

Obama 
 

Message  
 

 
 

Message   
 
 

 

How effective? 
 

 
 

How effective? 

Message  
 

 
 

Message  
 

 

 

How effective? 
 

 
 

How effective? 
 

Message  
 

 
 

Message  
 

 

 

How effective? 
 

 
 

How effective? 
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“Campaign Strategy” 
Language Arts Curriculum 

 
This lesson has been designed to support the.News video “Campaign Strategy,” the video can be found online at 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/story.php?id=4965&package_id=634 
 
Grade Level: Middle School/High School 
 
Content Areas: Language Arts/Media Literacy 
     
Key Concept: Students will evaluate the effectiveness of the language used by the presidential 
campaigns of Barack Obama and John McCain and the “527” committees (special interest 
groups that are created mainly to influence elections) in targeted “media buys” for various 

“swing states,” or states that are 
considered to be “in play” in the 2008 
presidential election.  
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How have candidates and “527” 
committees tailored their messages to 
connect with different voting groups 
and to achieve political goals? What 
types of advertising have candidates 

and interest groups used to reach their intended audiences? Students will link recent candidate 
campaign strategies in swing states to the drive to achieve the magic 270 electoral votes needed 
to be elected. (They will understand that winning the popular vote does not always lead to 
victory.) In addition, students will develop multimedia presentations using persuasive visuals and 
language to convey political messages. 
 
Key Vocabulary:  
 

• “527” committees 
• In play 
• Interest group 
• Media buy 
• Propaganda 
• Swing state 

 
Background:  
 
The 2008 presidential election promises to be another tight contest. Political analysts predict that 
swing states such as Colorado, Florida, Michigan, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, Ohio, 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/story.php?id=4965&package_id=634
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Pennsylvania, and Virginia will determine the outcome between Senators 
Barack Obama and John McCain. For example, Virginia last voted for a 
Democrat for president in 1964. But Democratic gains since 2001 are 
viewed as an indication that the state is in play this year. 
 
As November quickly approaches, the major party candidates are spending 
a great deal of time wooing voters in swing states in the hopes of squeezing 
out just a few more precious electoral votes. Millions of dollars in 
campaign contributions are fueling a dizzying array of radio and television 

ad buys to persuade independent and uncommitted voters to join the Republican or Democratic 
side. 
  

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 9 - Uses 
viewing skills and strategies to understand and interpret visual 

media 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 
• Knows that people with special interests and expectations are the target 

audience for particular messages or products in visual media; and knows that 
design, language and content reflect this (e.g., in advertising and sales 
techniques aimed specifically towards teenagers; in products aimed towards 
different classes, races, ages, genders; in the appeal of popular television 
shows and films for particular audiences) 

• Understands techniques used in visual media to influence or appeal to a 
particular audience (e.g., production techniques, such as designing a news 
program as entertainment; persuasive techniques, such as exaggerated claims, 
portrayal of appealing lifestyles, bandwagon, glittering generalities; 
subliminal messages; narrative style) 

Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Understands the effects of visual media on audiences with different 

backgrounds (e.g., age, nationality, gender, class, belief system) 

Many of the political ads are becoming increasingly “attack” oriented. In the midst of the Wall 
Street rescue debate, Obama campaign TV and radio spots have been using clips of McCain 
saying that “the fundamentals of our economy are strong,” while the McCain campaign has been 
accusing Obama of orchestrating 
false and misleading attacks on 
Sarah Palin.  
 
With the country in an economic 
crisis and still slogging through 
a controversial and devastating 
two-front war, the fight for the 
White House promises to get 
even more combative. The 
sizable war chests of both 
candidates will most likely 
continue to flood swing state 
airwaves with more incendiary 
political rhetoric in the final few 
weeks of this grueling campaign. 
 
Materials: 
 

• Segment 4 of the.News titled the.Vote (backgrounds of segments 1, 2, and 3 may be 
useful as well)  

• Student Handout 1: Map of the Presidential Election of 1824 (p.23) 
• Student Handout 2: Map of the Presidential Election of 1876 (p.24) 
• Student Handout 3: Map of the Presidential Election of 1888 (p.25) 
• Student Handout 4: Map of the Presidential Election of 2000 (p.26) 
• Pens and highlighters 
• Overhead projector (optional) 
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• Computer with a browser access to the Internet 
• PowerPoint 
• Video camera 

 
Time Frame:  

• Main Activity—3 class periods 
• Secondary Activity—2 class periods 
• Extension Activity—3 class periods 
 

Procedure: 
 
Main Activity: 
1. Share clips of political campaign advertisements from the 2008 campaign with your class. 

Ask the students to analyze the tone, language, and imagery associated with those ads. 
Commercial spots from the 2008 presidential campaign may be found at the following web 
site: http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/2008. 

 

 

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 9 - Uses 
viewing skills and strategies to understand and interpret visual 

media 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 
• Understands a variety of messages conveyed by visual media (e.g., main concept, 

details, themes or lessons, viewpoints) 
• Uses a variety of criteria to evaluate and form viewpoints of visual media (e.g., 

evaluates the effectiveness of informational media, such as web sites, 
documentaries, news programs; recognizes a range of viewpoints and arguments; 
establishes criteria for selecting or avoiding specific programs) 

Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Understands how images and sound convey messages in visual media (e.g., 

special effects, camera angles, symbols, color, line, texture, shape, headlines, 
photographs, reaction shots, sequencing of images, sound effects, music, dialogue, 
narrative, lighting) 

• Understands effects of style and language choice in visual media (e.g., use of 
long-shots to signify both real and metaphoric isolation; rapid editing in a 
television commercial; juxtaposition of text and color in a billboard; words in 
headlines intended to attract attention) 

• Understands a variety of techniques used in advertising (e.g., portrayals of happy 
families and exotic places; celebrity endorsement; use of humor; emphasis on 
value and reliability; sex appeal; science and statistics; appeal to fears and 
insecurities) 

• Understands how editing shapes meaning in visual media (e.g., omission of 
alternative perspectives; filtered or implied viewpoints; emphasis of specific 
ideas, images or information, in order to serve particular interests; the careful 
construction of seemingly straightforward texts) 
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2. Ask groups of students to role-play as campaign strategists for John McCain, Barack Obama, 
and third-party candidates such as Bob Barr, Cynthia McKinney, and Ralph Nader.  

a. What do you think would be the best way to communicate your stance or your 
opponent’s stance on issues important to potential voters in swing states such as 
Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico in the West; Michigan and Ohio in the 
Midwest; New Hampshire and Pennsylvania in the East; and Florida and Virginia 
in the South?  

b. Tailor your message and its method of delivery to various demographic groups 
such as independent voters, women, or young voters between the ages of 18 and 
34.  

c. Study the demographics, determine important “values” issues, and analyze current 
economic conditions in those important swing states.  

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 
9 - Uses viewing skills and strategies to understand 

and interpret visual media 
Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Makes multimedia presentations using text, images and sound 

(e.g., selects the appropriate medium, such as television 
broadcast, videos, web pages, films, newspapers, magazines, 
CD-ROMS, Internet, computer-media-generated images; edits 
and monitors for quality; organizes, writes and designs media 
messages for specific purposes) 

• Makes formal presentations to the class (e.g., includes 
definitions for clarity; supports main ideas using anecdotes, 
examples, statistics, analogies and other evidence; uses visual 
aids or technology, such as transparencies, slides, electronic 
media; cites information sources) 

d. Suggest language and imagery you would use in political advertisements targeted 
to voters in swing 
states to rally a 
solid base of 
supporters for 
your candidate.  

e. Would you 
choose to 
highlight your 
positions on 
important issues 
such as the 
economy, the 
environment, gun 
control, or Iraq or 
to go negative 
and criticize your 
opponent’s record?  

 
3. Discuss responses as a class, with students in each group presenting their answers. Students 

may choose to role-play or to develop creative PowerPoint presentations that capture the 
messages they would deliver to selected demographic groups in selected swing states. 

 
Secondary Activity:  

Civic Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 
www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Participating effectively in civic life through knowing how 
to stay informed and understanding governmental processes 

1. In the 2000 presidential election, 
Al Gore received almost 540,000 
more popular votes than George 
W. Bush, yet lost the election. 
This was the fourth time in 
American history that a candidate 
won the popular vote but lost the election, and many pundits suggest that it could happen 
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again. Use the 1824, 1876, 1888, and 2000 elections as case studies in teaching students 
about the Electoral College. Have students discuss the role that the Electoral College plays in 
presidential elections, and ask them to define terms such as census, electoral vote, electors, 
and popular vote. 

 
2. Students may research candidates and may compare and contrast election maps from the four 

election case studies found in student handouts 1–4.  
a. Who were the major party candidates in those elections?  
b. What were the main issues in those contests?  
c. How have Democratic and Republican strongholds changed over the years?  
d. How have they stayed the same?  
e. Has the country ever been as uniquely divided into red states and blue states as it 

is today?  
 

Learning Skills linked to Information and 
Communication Technology Literacy K-12   

(Literacy for the 21st Century 
www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Accessing information efficiently and effectively, 
evaluating information critically and competently, and 
using information accurately and creatively for the issue 
or problem at hand. 

3. Students may use the Electoral 
College Calculator provided by the 
U.S. National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA) (at 
http://www.archives.gov/federal-
register/electoral-
college/calculator.html) or the 
helpful 2008 Presidential Election 
Interactive Map (at 
http://www.270towin.com/) to 

determine the number of electoral votes for each state and to speculate about possible 
outcomes for the 2008 election.  

a. Have students research which states are expected to go blue or red. Or are there 
too many “purple” states to make an accurate prediction?  

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 
9 - Uses viewing skills and strategies to understand 

and interpret visual media 
Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Understands how style and content of spoken language varies 

in different contexts (e.g., style of different radio news 
programs, everyday language compared to language in 
television soap operas, tones of news bulletins on “serious” 
and youth-oriented stations) and how this influences 
interpretation of these texts 

• Understands influence on language use (e.g., political beliefs, 
positions of social power, culture) 

b. Have them compare the projected results for the 2008 election with the actual 
results from the 
presidential elections of 
2004 and 2000. Are we 
headed on a similar path? 

 
Extension Activities: 
 

1. In 2004, a small “527” committee 
called Swift Boat Veterans for 
Truth began a media campaign 
designed to tarnish Democratic 
presidential candidate Senator 
John Kerry’s military record and 
to destroy his credibility as a potential commander-in-chief.  Another 527 committee called 
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Texans for Truth produced an ad called “AWOL” that 
questioned President Bush’s military service record. Ask 
students to view the ad titled “Any Questions?” and 
“AWOL” and to write short reviews that analyze their tone, 
juxtaposition of images, and use of language. The ads may 
be found at: 
http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/2004/any-
questions/.   

 
a. How are camera angles, music, and sound effects used in the video?  
b. What is the intent of the filmmaker?  
c. Who is the intended audience?  Media Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Understanding how media messages are constructed, for 
what purposes and using which tools, characteristics and 
conventions 

d. Does the film have an emotional 
effect?  

e. How does it make you feel?  
f. How do you think the ad affected 

American voters?  
 

2. Ask students to investigate the now defunct Swift Boat Veterans for Truth and Texans for 
Truth (http://www.factcheck.org/article231.html). 

 
a. Who supported the organization? 
b. Where did it get its funding? 
c. Were the group’s claims about John Kerry and 

George W. Bush true? 
d. Brainstorm a definition for the often-used term 

“swiftboating.” Does the term have a positive or 
a negative connotation? Why?  

 

Communication and Collaboration (Literacy for 
the 21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Articulate thoughts and ideas clearly and effectively through 
speaking and writing  

3. As a follow-up, groups of students may create a 
storyboard, write, and direct their own political advertisement that represents a political 

special interest that is important to them. 
Ask students to use a digital video camera 
or a flip cam to capture their media 
message on film for presentation to the 
class. The class may then vote on what 
they think is the most influential piece of 
political advertising produced by their 
classmates. 

 
Assessment: Students’ performance on the described activities can be evaluated for their depth 
of knowledge and integration of analysis in projects related to (a) issues pertinent to swing states 
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in the 2008 campaign, (b) the role the Electoral College plays in presidential elections, and (c) 
the role of 527 committees in shaping public opinion of presidential candidates. 
 
Resources: 
 

• 270 to Win.com at http://www.270towin.com. This site features an interactive Electoral 
College map for both the current election and all presidential elections of the past.  

• Barack Obama campaign website at http://www.barackobama.com.  
• Factcheck.org at http://www.factcheck.org.  This project is run out of the Annenberg 

Public Policy Center and the University of Pennsylvania. It reviews the factual accuracy 
of television ads and other information associated with the 2008 election. 

• John McCain campaign website at http://www.johnmccain.com/.  
• National Public Radio at 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=94640700.  This National Public 
Radio site provides a wealth of information on special interest groups such as 527 
committees. 

• Opensecrets.org at http://www.opensecrets.org/527s/.  This site by the Center for 
Responsive Politics tracks Political Advocacy Groups. 

• WashingtonPost.com at http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2008/10/12/AR2008101201966.html.  “Stuck In the Muck: 
Mudslinging Isn’t New. Here’s the Messy Truth” by Libby Copeland for The 
Washington Post.  This article gives a historical perspective on propaganda.  

 
Activity Designer: Jeff Litzke 
Jeff Litzke is a curriculum developer and social studies teacher at Connections Academy. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.270towin.com/
http://www.barackobama.com/
http://www.factcheck.org/
http://www.johnmccain.com/
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=94640700
http://www.opensecrets.org/527s/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/10/12/AR2008101201966.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/10/12/AR2008101201966.html


                                                                

©

Student Handout 1: Map of the Presidential Election of 1824 
 

This map is from the Department of the Interior and may be found at 
http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/0000007d.htm.
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Student Handout 2: Map of the Presidential Election of 1876 
 
 

This map is from the Department of the Interior and may be found at 
http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/000000df.htm. 
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Student Handout 3: Map of the Presidential Election of 1888 
 
 

 
This map is from the Department of the Interior and may be found at 

http://teachpol.tcnj.edu/amer_pol_hist/fi/000000ef.htm. 
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Student Handout 4: Map of the Presidential Election of 2000 
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This map is from the NewsHour’s Election 2000 site and may be found at 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/election2000/# and scrolling down and clicking on “View a map of the electoral 

votes.” 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
           

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/election2000/

	Campaign Strategy cover page
	campaign strategy table of contents
	campaign strategy letter to the educator
	Campaign Strategy curriculum 10.15

