
Got Ballot? 

Learning Objectives. Students will be able to: 

 Explain how initiative, referendum, and recall are all 

opportunities for individuals and groups to initiate change 
in state and local government policy 

 Identify representation in federal, state and local offices. 

 Distinguish between different types of ballots. 

This lesson plan is part of the Politics and Public Policy series by iCivics, Inc. a nonprofit organization dedicated to advancing civic education. For more 
resources, please visit www.icivics.org/teachers, where you can access the state standards aligned to this lesson plan. Provide feedback to 
feedback@icivics.org. 

©2012 iCivics, Inc. You may copy, distribute, or transmit this work for noncommercial purposes if you credit  iCivics. All other rights reserved. 

Time Needed: One class period  

 

Materials Needed:  

Student worksheets 

Overhead copies of ballot styles 

 

Copy Instructions:   

Student packet (4 pages double-sided; 
class set) 

STEP BY STEP 

Teacher’s Guide 

 ANTICIPATE  by asking students to share what they know about voting.  Use prompts like, 

“When are the elections?”  “Who is allowed to vote?”  “Why is voting important?” 

 DISTRIBUTE  one Got Ballot? reading to each student. 

 READ  the material on Reading p. 1 with the class, pausing to discuss as appropriate.   

 ASK  students to brainstorm what they would expect to find on a ballot.  

 SHOW  the party-column ballot and office-block ballot transparencies, noting the 

differences and similarities. Keep these handy, as you will want to show the ballot 

questions later in the lesson.   

 READ  through Reading p.2 with the class. You may use the office-block ballot 

transparency to point out how referendums like these two state constitutional 

amendments are shown to the voter. 

 DISTRIBUTE  the Got Ballot? worksheet pages to each student. 

 READ   the directions for “Initiative Details” with the class. This ordering exercise will help 

them arrange the tasks involved with putting an initiative on the ballot. Allow a few 

minutes for students to try, then review the correct order with the class.       

 CONTINUE   by asking the students to complete the rest of the activities on the worksheet  

   pages. 

 REVIEW the answers to the remaining activities.     

OPTIONAL Visit your local or state board of elections for more information on ballot measures, 

candidates, and election dates and locations. 

 Websites like www.votesmart.org show you information about your local elected 

officials based on your zip code. 

http://www.iCivics.org


Got Ballot? Name: 

Reading p.1 

Democracies Need Voters 

Ask anyone what it means to live in a democracy, and you’re likely to 

hear something about voting. There’s more to a democracy than voting, 

but the citizens’ right to determine their own government is a basic 

democratic concept. But here’s the thing: It’s not really “the citizens” who 

choose our leaders. It’s the people who show up at the polls on election 

day. So yes, your vote may be just one in millions — but if you don’t use 

it, you’re letting all those other people decide how you’re going to be 

governed. You may not be old enough to vote yet, but it probably won’t 

be long. When that day comes, will you know what to do? 

The Mechanics of Voting 

It’s election day, and you’re on your way to the polling place — but wait. 

Are you? Many states make it even easier than that by letting you sign up 

to vote by mail. They’ll send your ballot early; you just fill it out and send 

it back. Done. 

But maybe that’s not an option, or maybe you just want to vote in person. 

You want the excitement of seeing your vote get submitted first hand. 

And you want your “I Voted!” sticker. When you arrive at the polling 

place, what you see depends on where you live. Voting procedures can 

vary from county to county. In the old days, it was common to vote on a 

machine where you turned small levers to register your choices. (Those 

are still used in some places.) Today you will usually see paper ballots or 

electronic touch screens.  

Ballot Format 

You’re standing in the voting booth with your ballot in front of you. What 

will it look like? Just as voting methods vary from place to place, so do 

the actual ballots. Most places use an office-block ballot that lists all the 

candidates for president together, all the candidates for senator, all the 

candidates for mayor… You get the idea.  A few places still use a party-
column ballot that lists all the Republican candidates together, all the 

Democrats together, all the Libertarians, and so on.  

Don’t worry about not knowing what to do when you see your ballot. In 

most places, you’ll receive a sample ballot in the mail beforehand or you 

can download one online. You can fill out the sample ballot at home and 

bring it with you when you vote.  

Get Registered 

You don’t magically become a voter. You have to register first. Each state 

has its own set of requirements, but all require at least three things: you 

must be a citizen of the United States, you must be 18 years old by 

election day, and you must live in the state where you will be voting. In 

many states, you can register to vote online or when you renew your 

driver’s license. Once you have registered, you’ll receive a voter 

registration card. You’re all set to vote!  

How might election results change 

if more young people made it to 

the ballot?      

Voter  Turnout  2008 

67.0
%

 

48.5
%

 

A voter fills out a paper office-block 
ballot. 

A lever voting machine 



Got Ballot? Name: 

Reading p.2 

Candidates, Candidates, and More Candidates! 

You may already know that we elect the president every four years in 

November. Those are the elections that get the most attention. But 

elections happen every November—and at the local level, sometimes 

in other months. There are lots of government positions that require 

people to run for election. So even when you’re not voting for 

president, you’ll be choosing people to become members of Congress, 

state representatives and senators, county and city leaders, and even 

school board members. In some states, such as Maryland, you’ll also 

see judges on your ballot.  

So, what positions will be on the ballot in the next election? That 

depends on how long a person gets to stay in that position once 

they’ve been elected to office. Common terms of office are two, four, 

or six years. 

Recall Elections: Out with the Old, In with the New 

A ballot isn’t just for electing people to office. Sometimes it’s for 

booting someone out of office. Politicians don’t always do things 

the way the public wants them to. Sometimes they even commit 

crimes or do other things that makes them unfit for public office. In 

some states, if voters want someone out, they can try to recall 

that politician by voting to replace him or her. First, a certain 

number of voters must agree that the politician should be replaced. 

This usually involves gathering voters’ signatures on a petition. 

After that, it’s time for the big fight: One or more challengers run 

against the disfavored politician in a recall election. Voters decide 

whether to keep the current politician or elect someone new. 

As many as 36 states allow voters to recall politicians at least at the 

local level. Some states, such as Maryland, don’t allow recall 

elections at all. 

In 2003, California voters decided to “dump” 
Gov. Gray Davis (left) and replace him with 
Arnold Schwarzenegger (right). 

Voting for Laws: Referendums and Initiatives 

Your ballot won’t just be a list of people running for office. Depending 

on your state’s rules, you may be asked to approve new laws for the 

state. Some laws get on the ballot through the initiative process that 

lets citizens propose laws directly. If citizens gather enough voter 

signatures, the law goes on the ballot for voters to approve or reject. 

(Your state may have other requirements, too.) 

You might also see a proposed law called a referendum. This law has 

been proposed by the state’s legislature but can’t actually become a 

law until the voters have approved it. States have different rules about 

when lawmakers must seek voter approval for a new law. Often, 

amendments to a state’s constitution require a referendum. Many laws 

do not require voter approval. Even so, sometimes citizens can petition 

to have a new law put on the ballot for voters to approve or reject. 

This is called a popular referendum.   
A Maryland referendum relating to 
college tuition rates. 

When it’s election season, you’ll see 
candidates’ campaign signs everywhere. 
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OFFICE-BLOCK BALLOT 

Got Ballot? 

Overhead Transparency 
Source: Howard County, Maryland (2012 general election) 
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Worksheet p.1 

A. Initiative Details. The specific rules for initiatives vary from state to state, but most have certain 

procedures in common. Read the steps you would have to take to get an initiative on the ballot and put 

them in order by numbering them 1 to 10. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B. Recalls: A Good Idea? There is a lot of debate about whether voters should be able to recall elected 

officials. What do you think? Read the recall pros and cons, then let them help you make an argument for 

or against recall elections. Just put the reasons in your own words. 

















FYI- Most states also have an impeachment 
process, where an elected official who has 

done wrong can be put on trial and removed.  



Got Ballot? Name: 

Worksheet p.2 

C. Sentence Sense. Use information from the reading to create your own sentences using the sentence 

starters provided. There is no single correct answer for these. Write something that makes sense and 

shows what you have learned about voting. 

Even if you are 18 years old, you still have to register before you can vote. 

Example: 

Use information from Page 1 of the reading to complete these sentences: 

Use information from Page 2 of the reading to complete these sentences: 

Use information from Page 1 of the reading to complete these sentences: 



Got Ballot? ***TEACHER GUIDE*** 

Worksheet p.1 

A. Initiative Details. The specific rules for initiatives vary from state to state, but most have certain 

procedures in common. Read the steps you would have to take to get an initiative on the ballot and put 

them in order by numbering them 1 to 10. 

8 

5 

10 

9 

1 

3 

4 

7 

2 

6 

B. Recalls: A Good Idea? There is a lot of debate about whether voters should be able to recall elected 

officials. What do you think? Read the recall pros and cons, then let them help you make an argument for 

or against recall elections. Just put the reasons in your own words. 

















FYI- Most states also have an impeachment 
process, where an elected official who has 

done wrong can be put on trial and removed.  


