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OBJECTIVE
Students will 
learn about 
different types 
of government 
around the 
world to better 
understand the 
principles of 
democracy.

KEY WORDS
government, 
anarchy, 
dictatorship, 
oligarchy, 
democracy, 
constitutional 
monarchy, 
representative 
democracy, 
democratic 
principle

QUESTIONS TO BE EXPLORED DURING THIS LESSON
• What is the role of government?
• What types of governments exist around the world?
• How do other forms of government compare to democracy?
• What are some key principles of democracy?
• Why is democracy important?

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 1: Governance and Democracy
• Video 1: Government and Democracy
• Handout 1.1: Principles of Democracy
• Worksheet 1.2: What are the Principles of Democracy?
• Worksheet 1.3: Who Should Decide?

TEACHING STRATEGIES
Hook: 10 min
Rules are statements that guide behaviours and actions, and tell people what they can 
and cannot do in various situations. Have an opening discussion with your students 
about rules at home or at school. 

Guiding questions:
• What rules or laws affect you?
• Does your family have rules? What rules do we have at school? 
• Are these rules written down? 
• Who enforces these rules?
• Are these rules easy to change?
• What would happen if rules were easy to change?
• What would life be like without rules?
• Why do we need rules (and laws)?

Instruction: 5-15 min
Various types of government exist in the world and they make rules and decisions for 
their people in different ways. Government types can be distinguished by the number 
of people who have access to power and by the types of rights and freedoms granted 
to citizens. 

Teacher Note: Show Video 1 or PowerPoint 1 to provide examples of the different 
government types to students.

a) A dictatorship is a type of government where one person or a ruling group has 
complete political power. Dictatorships often come to power through a military 
takeover. Power is then maintained without the consent of the people through a 
one-party state where political opposition is forbidden. Dictatorships generally restrict 
individual rights. There is usually a heavy military presence with no independent 
media. 
 
b) An oligarchy is a type of government in which political power is kept in the hands of 
a small group of people, usually the rich. Oligarchs exercise power primarily to serve 
their own interests. An oligarchy can also be a dictatorship. 
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c) A democracy is a type of government where 
a majority of the people are included in political 
decision-making. The most common form of 
democracy is representative democracy, where 
citizens elect politicians to represent them 
in assemblies and make decisions on their 
behalf. Citizens are also free to run for political 
office. In democratic countries, citizens have protected 
rights such as freedom of speech and religion, 
freedom of association, and the right to participate in 
free and fair elections.

Discussion: 5-10 min
What are the advantages and disadvantages of each 
type of government? Consider the following: 
• The process for making decisions and laws (time, 

cost and efficiency)
• The fairness of the decision-making process
• The ability of citizens to live their lives freely in 

these societies
• The mood and feelings developed among citizens 

toward their government

Activity: 35-45 min
1. Introduce Handout 1.1 and explain that there are 
several guiding principles that act as the foundation of 
a democracy. 

2. Divide students into pairs or small groups 
and assign them one or two of the principles of 
democracy. Give students 10 to 20 minutes to 
familiarize themselves with their principle(s) and 
design a brief presentation to inform the rest of the 
class about their principle(s). Students can design a 
poster, symbol or graphic, create a skit, or provide 
actual examples that demonstrate the principle 
working or not working. Make chart paper available 
for any visual or written material.

3. Give each group a couple minutes to present. 
During the presentations have students take notes on 
Worksheet 1.2.

Debrief: 5-10 min
Have a brief closing discussion about governance 
and democracy. Alternatively, ask students to write a 
reflection in their election scrapbook (see Assessment 
Opportunities).
• What does democracy mean to you?
• Is democracy the best form of government?
• Are there some countries that operate under the 

guise of a democracy? Whose responsibility is it to 
ensure governments act responsibly?

• Why does a healthy democracy rely so heavily on 
citizen participation?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
A. Divide the class into groups and provide an actual 
or hypothetical decision to be made or ask them to 
select one on their own (e.g., desk arrangements, 
theme for a school dance, charity fundraiser, field 

trip, movie choice). Assign each group a specific 
decision-making model to guide the process (e.g., 
autocratic, oligarchic, democratic). Have a post-
activity discussion: How were decisions made and 
how efficient was the process? Who influenced the 
decision? Was everyone satisfied with the decision? 
What kinds of behaviour helped or hindered the 
group? What kind of feeling developed in the group? 
What are the pros and cons to each decision-making 
model?

B. To further explore the advantages and 
disadvantages of decision-making models in a range 
of scenarios, assign students Worksheet 1.3. Discuss 
the answers as a class and debate the choices where 
applicable.

C. Use media and news stories to discuss global 
struggles to participate democratically (e.g., 
overcoming violence to vote, long lines at polling 
places). In pairs or groups, have students choose a 
clip and explain and present it to the class. Suggested 
follow up discussion questions include: What do these 
struggles signify? How does it compare to voting in 
Canada? 

D. Divide the class into groups and provide each with 
a different country, choosing examples from different 
continents and regions. Ask students to research the 
system of government used in each and present their 
findings to the class.

E. As a class or in groups, have students debate the 
principles of democracy and evaluate the health 
of our democracy today. Defend your answers by 
providing examples of where a principle is or is 
not working (e.g., citizen participation in elections, 
multi-party systems, abuse of power). Assign Canada a 
letter grade (A, B, C, D, E or F) for its application of the 
principles of democracy.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS
What is government?
A government is made up of the people and 
institutions put in place to run or govern a country, 
state, province or community. The role of government 
is to make decisions and enforce laws for the people 
it is responsible for. The purpose of government is to 
protect its citizens and provide services.

What types of government exist?
Various types of government exist in the world and 
they make rules and decisions for their people in 
different ways. Governments can be distinguished 
from one another by the number of people who have 
access to power and the types of rights and freedoms 
granted to citizens. 

A dictatorship is a type of government where one 
person or a ruling group has complete political 
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power. In this system of government, the dictator 
or ruling group exercises power through control 
of a mass movement, political party or the 
military. Dictatorships often come to power through a 
military takeover (also known as a coup d’état). Power 
is then maintained without the consent of the people 
through a one-party state where political opposition 
is forbidden. Dictatorships generally restrict individual 
civil and political rights. There is usually a heavy 
military presence with no independent media. 

The term authoritarianism is sometimes used to 
describe dictatorships. Authoritarian governments 
exercise forceful control over the population, with 
no particular concern for their preferences or for 
public opinion. Similarly, an autocracy is a type of 
government where political power is concentrated 
in the hands of one person who rules without 
restriction. An autocracy can be a dictatorship or an 
absolute monarchy. 
 
An oligarchy is a type of government in which political 
power is concentrated in the hands of a small group 
of people, usually the rich. Oligarchs exercise power 
primarily to serve their own interests. An oligarchy can 
also be a dictatorship. 
  
A democracy is a type of government where a 
majority of the population is included in political 
decision-making. The word ‘democracy’ is derived 
from two ancient Greek words: demos (‘the 
people’) and kratos (‘strength’ or ‘power’). Many 
different political systems describe themselves as 
democratic. The most common form of democracy 
is representative democracy, where citizens elect 
politicians to represent them in assemblies and 
make decisions on their behalf. Citizens are also free 
to run for political office. In democratic countries, 
citizens have protected civil and political rights 
such as freedom of speech and religion, freedom of 
association, and the right to participate in free and fair 
elections.

What type of government do we have in Canada?
Canada is a parliamentary democracy, which is a type 
of representative democracy. It is also a constitutional 
monarchy; the Queen, our head of state, holds 
symbolic power.

Every act of government is done in the name of the 
Queen, but the authority for every act comes from 
the Canadian people through the Constitution. Most 
of the powers and responsibilities of the Queen are 
now exercised by her representative, the Governor 
General, except when the Queen is in Canada.

The monarch’s powers in Canada are limited by 
the Constitution and the ability to make and pass 
legislation belongs to an elected parliament. As a 
system of government, a constitutional monarchy 

separates the head of state’s ceremonial and official 
duties from partisan politics.

What is a principle? What are the principles of 
democracy?
A principle is a fundamental belief or rule of action. 
There are several principles that act as the foundation 
of a democracy. Most democratic countries exhibit 
some or all of these principles, including equality and 
human rights, economic freedom, a bill of rights, the 
rule of law, control of the abuse of power, free and fair 
elections, multi-party systems, citizen participation, 
accountability and transparency, an independent 
judiciary, political tolerance and accepting the results 
of elections.

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• “Our Country, Our Parliament,” The Library of 
Parliament — www.parl.gc.ca

• “Government Type,” CIA World Factbook —  
www.cia.gov

• “Libya begins election amid violence,” Al Jazeera  
(June 25, 2014) — www.aljazeera.com

• “Ukraine votes in presidential poll amid fears of 
violence,” France24 (May 25, 2014) —  
www.france24.com

• “Iraqis vote amid looming threat of violence,” 
Al Jazeera (April 30, 2014) — www.aljazeera.com

• “Zimbabwe voters stand in long lines for crucial 
election,” The Associated Press (July 31, 2013) —  
www.ap.org

• “Florida’s Long Lines On Election Day 
Discouraged 49,000 People From Voting: Report,” 
Huffington Post (December 29, 2012) —  
www.huffingtonpost.com



14

OBJECTIVE
Students will 
develop an 
appreciation for 
the fundamental 
rights and 
responsibilities 
that exist within a 
democracy.

KEY WORDS
representative 
democracy, 
right, freedom, 
responsibility, 
election, voter 
turnout, universal 
suffrage

QUESTIONS TO BE EXPLORED DURING THIS LESSON
• What rights and freedoms do we have in Canada?
• What responsibilities come along with our rights?
• What is universal suffrage?
• Why is it important to exercise your right to vote?
• What is a democratic citizen?

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 2: Rights and Responsibilities in a Democracy
• Video 1: Government and Democracy
• Video 2: The Right to Vote
• Handout 2.1: Highlights from the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
• Handout 2.2: History of Voting Rights in Canada
• Worksheet 2.3: The Right to Vote
• Handout 2.4: Voter Turnout by Age Group

TEACHING STRATEGIES
Hook: 10 min
Canada is a representative democracy where politicians are selected by citizens 
through an election to govern their country, or their province/territory or city/town.

Citizen participation is an essential component of a healthy democracy. However, in 
recent years, fewer people have been exercising their right to vote. Canada has seen 
a steady decline in voter turnout over the last two decades at all levels of elections – 
federal, provincial/territorial and municipal/local. In the 2011 federal election, only 
61 per cent of eligible voters participated in the election. 

Use PowerPoint 2 to review voting trends in Canada and then hold a class 
discussion. Ask students to consider the following: What makes for a healthy 
democracy? Does Canada have a healthy democracy? Why do you think fewer 
people are voting?

Instruction: 15-20 min
1. All citizens living in a democracy have guaranteed rights and freedoms. A right 
is a legal entitlement or protected freedom. Rights are more often fought for and 
claimed (in courts or even violently), and less often simply granted.

2. In Canada, our rights are protected by the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. The Charter contains seven sections that define our rights as Canadians: 
fundamental rights, democratic rights, mobility rights, legal rights, equality rights, 
official languages rights and minority language education rights. Democratic rights 
include the right for every Canadian citizen, aged 18 and older, to vote in an election 
(Handout 2.1). Elections are the process by which our elected representatives and 
government are chosen.

3. The right to vote in Canada has not always been universal. It has been withheld 
from many groups throughout history, including women and various ethnic and 
religious groups. See Handout 2.2 and other suggestions listed in the External 
Resources section.

LESSON 2: 
Democratic Rights and  
Responsibilities
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4. With all rights come responsibilities. A responsibility 
is a duty or obligation. It is something you should do 
in order to respect certain rights. 

Teacher Note: Assign Worksheet 2.3 for homework.

Discussion: 5-10 min
What is a responsibility? What responsibilities come 
along with our rights and freedoms? Make a list 
of rights and corresponding responsibilities on the 
board. Some examples include:

Right Responsibility
The right to 
vote

The responsibility to cast a ballot 
and make an informed decision

The right for 
any person 
to not be 
discriminated 
against

To demonstrate tolerance 
and respect for diversity of 
background, gender, ethnicity, 
race and religion

Freedom of 
expression 

The responsibility not to slander 
someone or to spread hate 
propaganda

Activity: 20-30 min
1. Using Handout 2.4, examine voter turnout rates 
by age group at the federal level and initiate a class 
discussion.
• Which age group had the highest voter turnout? 

Which group had the lowest? 
• Discuss the impact of voter turnout among 

different age groups. How does it influence the 
results of an election? Which age groups would 
politicians want to speak to more?

• Consider possible reasons for these differences. 
What does it say about different age groups? What 
does it say about our election process?

2. Watch Rick’s Rant — March 29, 2011 (“The Rick 
Mercer Report”) with your class for a humourous 
but insightful look at voting in Canada and youth 
participation.

3. Ask students to imagine they are part of a 
marketing firm hired by Elections Canada to attract 
young voters to participate in the 2015 federal 
election. In small groups or independently, students 
should design an advertising campaign that will 
encourage youth participation in the election by 
incorporating social media, digital, print and/or 
audio-visual elements. Post advertisements around 
the school or play the videos in the lead-up to Student 
Vote Day. Submit your productions to CIVIX by email 
or share them through Twitter, YouTube or Facebook.

Debrief: 5 min
Have a brief closing discussion about the right and 
responsibility to vote. Alternatively, ask students to 
write a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities).
• Is the decline in voter turnout disrespectful to 

those who had to fight for their right to vote? Why 
or why not?

• Is it ever a legitimate choice not to vote? What are 
some reasons for not voting?

• Should voting be mandatory? Why or why not? 
• Will you vote when you become eligible? Why or 

why not?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
A. In groups or individually, have students promote 
various aspects of the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms. Students can create a short speech, 
comic strip, dramatic presentation, essay, news article, 
poster or multi-media presentation.

B. Divide the class into five groups and provide each 
with a section from Handout 2.2. Ask students to 
create a dramatic or multi-media presentation to 
inform the rest of the class about the pathway to 
universal suffrage and improved accessibility. History 
of the Vote (www.elections.ca) may also be used for 
reference.

C. Using Handout 2.2 and additional research, have 
students design a chronological timeline of events 
depicting the history of voting rights in Canada and 
the contributions by various individuals, agencies and 
non-governmental agencies.

D. Australia has a governmental system similar 
to Canada’s, but non-voters are fined $20 by the 
Australian Electoral Commission if they do not have 
a valid reason for not voting. As a class or in small 
groups, evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of 
such a system. Ask the following discussion questions:
• Would this make you more or less likely to vote?
• If Canada adopted this system, do you think it 

would enhance or decrease the value Canadians 
put on voting?

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS
What is a representative democracy?
Canadians elect representatives to speak on their 
behalf and to pass laws. An election is the process 
of choosing politicians from among a group of 
candidates who will run a government.

What rights and responsibilities do we have in Canada?
A right is a freedom that is protected. The rights 
and freedoms of citizens are vital to a democratic 
government. 
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In Canada, citizens’ rights and freedoms are protected 
by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The 
Charter contains seven sections that define our rights 
as Canadians: fundamental rights, democratic rights, 
mobility rights, legal rights, equality rights, official 
languages of Canada and minority language education 
rights.

Democratic rights include the right for every Canadian 
citizen, 18 years of age or older, to vote in an election 
and to be a candidate, as well as the requirement that 
governments hold elections at least every five years 
and that the elected representatives comprising them 
meet at least every year. 

With all rights come responsibilities. A responsibility is 
a duty or obligation. It is something you should do in 
order to respect certain rights or rules. 

The right to vote comes with the responsibility to cast 
a ballot in an informed and purposeful manner.

What is universal suffrage?
Universal suffrage is the extension of the right to 
vote to all adult citizens, including the removal 
of restrictions against women, various ethnic 
and religious groups and property ownership 
requirements.

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• “Voting in Canada: How a Privilege Became a 
Right,” CBC Digital Archives — www.cbc.ca

• “Women’s Right to Vote,” Telling Times 
Documentary — www.cpac.ca

• “Extending the Vote,” Canada: A People’s History 
— www.cbc.ca

• “A History of Voting Rights,” New York Times —  
www.nytimes.com

• A History of the Vote in Canada, Elections Canada 
— www.elections.ca

• The Evolution of the Franchise, Elections Canada 
— www.elections.ca

• The Electoral System of Canada, Elections Canada 
— www.elections.ca

• Rick’s Rant — March 29, 2011 (“The Rick Mercer 
Report”)
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE DURING THIS LESSON
• How is government structured in Canada?
• What roles and responsibilities are associated with the three levels of government?
• How are responsibilities divided among the levels of government?
• How is your life affected by government?

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 3: Government in Canada
• Video 3: The Levels of Government
• Worksheet 3.1: Government in Canada
• Handout 3.2: Government Responsibilities
• Worksheet 3.3: Investigating Government
• Worksheet 3.4: Government All Around
• Political Trivia Jeopardy! (available online)

TEACHING STRATEGIES
Hook: 15-20 min
1. Have an opening conversation: How does government impact you or your life? 
Create a list for all students to see on the board, overhead or SmartBoard.

2. Invite students to share all of the activities they do on a daily or weekly basis. Try 
to refine the list so that activities can be easily connected to government policy or 
services (e.g., make breakfast, listen to music, ride the bus, go to school, drive a car, 
go clothes shopping, go to the park/skate park, buy groceries, take out the garbage).

3. Ask students to consider how government affects the following activities through 
funding or legislation.

Examples include:
• Food — farming/agriculture, use of electricity
• Music — the content of television and radio broadcasts, copyright laws/

downloading music
• Buses and local transportation — public transit, roads
• School — curriculum outcomes, teachers, school boards
• Driving a car — driver’s license, traffic laws, speed limits
• Shopping — sales taxes
• Parks and playgrounds — development and maintenance
• Festivals — tourism, celebrations

4. Considering the list of government services mentioned, ask students how 
they would go about organizing one of the items if there was no government 
involvement. How would this change their relationship with government?

Instruction: 15-20 min
1. Canada is a federal state with three levels of government (federal, provincial/
territorial and municipal/local).
• The division of responsibilities is based on the principle of subsidiarity (whoever 

is closest to the matter governs it). 

OBJECTIVE
Students will 
learn about 
the roles and 
responsibilities 
associated with 
the three levels of 
government and 
understand how 
government policy 
and services 
directly influence 
their lives.

KEY WORDS
federal, provincial, 
territorial, 
municipal, local, 
Member of 
Parliament (MP), 
legislative 
assembly, 
parliament, House 
of Commons, 
prime minister, 
premier, 
subsidiarity, 
concurrency

LESSON 3:
Governments in Canada
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2. Canada is a parliamentary democracy.
• We elect members to represent us in our federal 

parliament and provincial/territorial legislatures. 
Members are responsible for proposing, studying, 
debating and voting on bills.

• The dominant political party in the parliament or 
legislature usually determines the leader of the 
government.

• The prime minister or premier selects a cabinet 
(made up of ministers) and is responsible for the 
operations and policy at their level of government.

Teacher Note: Consensus government is used in the 
Northwest Territories and Nunavut. There are no 
parties, and the territorial legislature selects the 
speaker, premier, and cabinet members from amongst 
its members.

3. Canada is a constitutional monarchy.
• Canada’s head of state is a hereditary sovereign 

(queen or king).
• The sovereign is represented by the governor 

general (GG) at the federal level and the lieutenant 
governor (LG) at the provincial level. 

• The GG and LG have similar roles and are 
responsible for ensuring there is a leader and a 
functioning government. They summon, dissolve 
and prorogue parliament, call elections, give assent 
to acts of parliament and read the Speech from the 
Throne.

Teacher Note: Use PowerPoint 3 to assist with the 
delivery of key concepts and terms. Ask students to 
fill out Worksheet 3.1 as you review the terms and 
concepts or for homework. Copies of Handout 3.2 
could also be distributed.

Activity: 20-25 min
1. Watch Video 3 with your class to quickly review the 
roles and responsibilities at each level of government.

2. As a class or in groups play a game of political 
trivia (e.g., What is the title given to the leader of our 
country? Who holds this position? Which party do 
they represent?). You can use or modify the Political 
Trivia Jeopardy! game available online or create your 
own list of questions and answers. Worksheets 3.1 
and 3.3 could also be used for reference.

Debrief: 5-10 min
Have a brief closing discussion about government 
in Canada. Alternatively, ask students to write 
a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities).
• What have you learned about government in 

Canada?
• Why is it important to know your elected 

representative?
• How involved should governments be in the lives 

of their citizens?

• Would you rather pay taxes to have public services 
provided, or be responsible for them yourself?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
A. Using online resources, ask students to fill 
out Worksheet 3.3. This could be completed in a 
computer lab or assigned for homework. Use the 
following links as a starting point:
• The Governor General of Canada — www.gg.ca
• The Library of Parliament (Canada) —  

www.parl.gc.ca
• Elections Canada — www.elections.ca

B. Distribute copies of Worksheet 3.4 and ask 
students, individually or in pairs, to label the various 
government services in the picture and identify the 
level of government if possible. Take up the worksheet 
as a class and have a discussion about all the ways 
government impacts our lives.

C. Have students research and choose a political hero 
from the past – a local, provincial/territorial, or federal 
political figure who made a significant mark in the 
community, province/territory or nation. Have them 
write a short summary of their hero’s impact and 
what it means to them, and have them present it to 
the class.

D. Create questions as a class or individually and 
ask students to contact one of their local elected 
representatives. Sample questions: What is an 
example of a recently passed law or by-law? Why 
was it passed? What are three pressing issues on the 
table right now? What issue are you most passionate 
about? How do your political decisions and efforts 
affect me?

Alternatively, you could invite a former politician 
into the class for a Q&A about their experiences. 
Sample questions: Why did you want to get involved 
in politics? Which accomplishments are you most 
proud of while you were in office? What was the most 
challenging aspect of your job?

E. Visit the ‘Learn’ page on the Student Budget 
Consultation website (www.civix.ca/sbc) and watch 
Videos 2, 3 and 4 to learn more about Canada’s 
revenues and expenditures. Discussion questions: Are 
you surprised by the breakdown of revenues and/or  
expenditures? Where do you think the federal 
government should spend more or less? Should the 
federal government increase or decrease any of its 
revenue sources?

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS
How is government structured in Canada?
Canada is a federal state, parliamentary democracy 
and constitutional monarchy.
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A federal state brings together a number of different 
political communities with a central government 
(federal) for general purposes and matters of national 
importance, and separate provincial/territorial 
governments for local purposes.

In Canada’s parliamentary democracy, the people elect 
representatives (members) to the federal parliament 
and to the provincial and territorial legislatures. 
Representatives at the federal level are called Members 
of Parliament (MPs). Representatives at the provincial 
or territorial level are called Members of the Legislative 
Assembly (MLAs), Members of Provincial Parliament 
(MPPs), Members of the National Assembly (MNAs) or 
Members of the House of Assembly (MHAs), depending 
on the province or territory.

The party with the most elected representatives in 
the legislature or parliament usually determines the 
leader of the government. At the federal level, the 
leader of the government is called the prime minister. 
At the provincial or territorial level, the leader of the 
government is called the premier. 

Consensus government is used in the Northwest 
Territories and Nunavut. There are no parties, and the 
legislature selects the speaker, premier, and cabinet 
members from amongst its members.

With the exception of a few cities in Canada, there 
are no political parties at the municipal or local level. 
The elected local representative is usually called a 
councillor or alderman. The leader of the municipal 
government is most often called a mayor, reeve or 
chairperson. The leader is elected by the people.
 
As a constitutional monarchy, Canada’s head of state 
is a hereditary sovereign (queen or king) who reigns 
in accordance with the constitution. The sovereign is 
represented in Canada by the governor general, who is 
appointed by the sovereign on the advice of the prime 
minister. In each of the ten provinces, the sovereign 
is represented by the lieutenant governor, who is 
appointed by the governor general on the advice of 
the prime minister. Usually, the governor general and 
lieutenant governors serve five-year terms. 

In Canada’s three territories, territorial commissioners 
serve a similar role to a lieutenant governor.
Commissioners do not represent the sovereign, 
however. They are appointed by and represent the 
federal government.

How are responsibilities divided among the levels of 
government?
Canada has three levels of government: federal, 
provincial/territorial and municipal/local. Each level 
of government has its own structure of elected and 
appointed representatives as well as a unique set of 
responsibilities.

The constitutional division of powers is based on the 
principle of subsidiarity, in which the government 
closest to the issue governs it. The division of powers 
is found in Sections 91–95 of the Constitution Act. 
• The federal government takes responsibility for 

the whole country and matters of national and 
international concern, such as our armed forces, 
relations with other countries, international trade, 
money and currency, fisheries and oceans, and 
criminal law and public safety.

• Provincial and territorial governments are 
responsible for their own province or territory and 
regional matters including education, healthcare 
delivery, natural resources and transportation/
highways.

• Municipal and local governments take 
responsibility for their city or town and local 
matters such as garbage and recycling, libraries, 
public transit, and local parks and recreation. 
Municipal and local governments acquire their 
responsibilities from their province or territory.

Some powers may overlap between jurisdictions. This 
is called concurrency. For example, federal, provincial 
and municipal/local governments are concurrently 
responsible for the environment. The federal 
government enforces the Canadian Environmental 
Protection Act and regulates waterways used 
for fishing and shipping. Provincial governments 
regulate land use, mining, manufacturing and 
harmful emissions. Municipal/local governments are 
responsible for zoning, garbage disposal, and sewage 
and water treatment.

How is the federal government structured? What roles 
exist?
The Canadian government is divided into three 
branches: legislative, executive and judicial. 

The legislative branch creates laws, rules and 
regulations under federal jurisdiction. The legislative 
branch is made up of elected representatives called 
Members of Parliament. After the next election, there 
will be 338 Members of Parliament and each will 
represent a different geographic area (called a riding 
or electoral district).  

The executive branch implements and enforces 
laws, rules and regulations. In the executive branch, 
the Queen is the head of state and is represented 
by the governor general. The leader of the federal 
government is called the prime minister. The prime 
minister appoints several MPs to head the ministries 
of the executive council (cabinet). Each minister is in 
charge of one of the federal departments and acts as 
an advisor to the prime minister and the legislature in 
their area of expertise. 

The judicial branch interprets the law, rules and 
regulations and punishes those who violate them. 
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The judicial branch of government is headed by 
the Supreme Court and nine appointed judges. The 
Canadian court system is responsible for deciding who 
has broken the law and for dispensing the appropriate 
punishment for the crime committed. 

What do members of the legislative branch do?
When the legislature is sitting, MPs are responsible 
for proposing, studying, debating and voting on bills 
(potential laws), and raising issues put forward by 
their constituents. When the legislature is not sitting, 
MPs meet with their constituents (people living in the 
ridings they represent) to discuss the constituents’ 
concerns and to provide guidance and advice relating 
to government services. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• “How Canadians Govern Themselves” —  
www.parl.gc.ca 

• “Discover Canada” — www.cic.gc.ca 
• Library of Parliament (Canada) — www.parl.gc.ca
• Government of Canada website — www.gc.ca
• Elections Canada – www.elections.ca
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE DURING THIS LESSON 
• What is a political ideology? 
• What is a political party? What purpose do they serve? 
• What is the political spectrum? 
• What is a party platform? 
• How do political parties form government? 
• What are the details of each party’s platform for the current election?

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS 
• PowerPoint 4: Political Parties 
• Handout 4.1: The Basic Political Spectrum  
• Worksheet 4.2: The World’s Smallest Political Quiz 
• Handout 4.3: The Self-Government Compass 
• Handout 4.4: 2011 Election Results 
• Worksheet 4.5: Getting to Know the Parties 
• Worksheet 4.6: Understanding the Issues and Platforms 
• Worksheet 4.7: Evaluating the Leaders’ Debate 

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 15 min 
1. Using Handout 4.1, review the terms and perspectives associated with a linear 
political spectrum. 

2. As a class or individually, have students complete the World’s Smallest Political 
Quiz (Worksheet 4.2). Explain to students that the questions are meant to encourage 
reflection on their beliefs, values and worldview. 

3. Analyze the results of the World’s Smallest Political Quiz using Handout 4.3. 
Visually interpret and compare where students sit on the political spectrum. Draw 
the Self-Government Compass on the board and have students mark their place 
based on their results from Worksheet 4.2. 

Teacher Note: Due to the complex nature of individuals, the results of the World’s 
Smallest Political Quiz or another political questionnaire will not be completely 
accurate in pinpointing a precise political standing. It is also important to note that 
people’s views may be different depending on the topic. For example, you may 
be more left leaning on some issues and right leaning on others. The goal is to 
encourage students to reflect on their beliefs and values.

Instruction: 10 min 
1. A political ideology is a set of shared ideals or beliefs about how politics and 
government should function. Common ideologies include liberalism, conservatism 
and socialism. Other examples are communism and fascism. 

2. A political party is a group of like-minded individuals with a shared vision and 
political ideology whose intention is to achieve power and create meaningful 
political change. 

3. The political spectrum is a means of characterizing beliefs, values and priorities, 

OBJECTIVE 
Students will gain 
an understanding 
of the political 
spectrum and the 
current political 
parties in Canada. 

KEY WORDS 
political ideology, 
political 
spectrum, right 
wing, left wing, 
centre, liberalism, 
conservatism, 
socialism, political 
party, party 
leader, candidate, 
slogan, party 
platform, plank, 
riding
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and provides a conceptual framework in which to 
view and evaluate political parties and policies. 

4. Political parties campaign during elections to share 
their party’s ideas and convince citizens to vote 
for them. A party platform is a series of declared 
principles and policies on jurisdictional issues 
concerning government and the public. 

5. In an election, political parties are represented by 
candidates in each riding. A riding (also known as a 
constituency or electoral district) is a geographical 
area represented by an elected official. 

Teacher Note: More information on local candidates 
can be found in Lesson 5.

6. After the election, the dominant political party in 
the House of Commons (the party that elects the 
most number of representatives or wins the most 
seats) usually forms government and their leader 
becomes the prime minister. Using Handout 4.4, 
review the results of the 2011 election.

Activity: 50-120 min 
1. Review the list of political parties in Canada and 
identify which have candidates running in your riding. 
These can be found using the Voter Information Service 
on Elections Canada’s website (www.elections.ca). 

2. Organize students into groups randomly or based 
on similar interests and ideologies (like the results of 
Worksheet 4.2). Assign each group a political party 
that is running a candidate in your school’s riding or 
allow them to choose one based on their preference. 
Regardless of the method, the goal is to ensure each 
party is covered by a group.

3. Using party websites, online resources and 
campaign literature, each group should conduct 
research into the following: 
• What does the political party stand for? 
• Who is the current leader of the party? 
• What are the party’s logos, slogans, posters and 

advertisements? What are the key messages? 
• Who seems to be the target audience of the party? 

Who does the party seem to appeal to? 
• What are the party’s main priorities or policy ideas 

(platform)? What is their vision for Canada?
• Where does the party sit on the political spectrum? 

4. Ask each group to prepare a short presentation 
about their political party and its platform. Students 
should incorporate an audio-visual component that 
includes their logo/brand, campaign elements, and 
images of their leader and/or the local candidate. 

Within each group, students could also take on the 
roles of a campaign team to further learn about how 
parties are organized. Suggested roles include: leader, 
campaign manager, local candidate, communications 

director, policy expert and marketing specialist.
 
5. Have each group present their political party to 
the rest of the class. Students can take notes on each 
presentation using Worksheet 4.5. Afterwards, have 
students vote on the political party they like best – 
excluding their own party. 

Teacher Note: Organize a presentation schedule 
that would allow each group to visit other classes in 
the school on a rotational basis to help inform and 
prepare the student electorate for Student Vote Day. A 
school-wide assembly could also be coordinated.

Debrief: 5 min 
Have a brief closing discussion about political 
parties with your class. Alternatively, ask students to 
write a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities). 
• Did you find yourself solely on one side of the 

political spectrum? Is it possible to like ideas from 
both sides of the spectrum? 

• If a person is running as a candidate of a political 
party, how closely should their political beliefs 
resemble those of the party? Should candidates be 
forced to follow the party’s stance on some issues, 
or every issue? 

• What advantages or disadvantages might there 
be for a person who runs as an independent or 
without an affiliation to a party? 

• Would you ever join a political party? Why or why 
not? 

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Organize students into groups and assign each a 
major election issue (e.g., taxes, national defence, 
public safety, the environment or the economy). 
Ask them to use party websites and news articles to 
research where each political party stands on the issue 
or what policies they suggest. Students can present 
their findings to the class. During the presentations 
have students take notes using Worksheet 4.6. 

B. Using the Vote Compass online survey for the 2015 
federal election, ask students to discover where they 
fit in Canada’s political landscape. Vote Compass was 
developed by political scientists and uses a series of 
issues-based questions to assess which party is most 
closely aligned with the views of the user. Have students 
visit the Vote Compass website (www.votecompass.ca) 
during the campaign to take the survey.

C. Invite a past parliamentarian to visit your class 
for a Q&A session or coordinate a Skype interview. 
Prepare a list of questions in advance (e.g., How does 
a political party work? How do political parties recruit 
members? How is policy developed? Why did you get 
involved in politics? What was your experience like?). 

D. Have students create their own federal political 
party. The party should have a name, logo, slogan, key 
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priorities and suggested policies. Presentations could 
include posters, campaign literature, speeches and 
other election paraphernalia. 

E. Leaders’ debates are an opportunity for the major 
party leaders to share their platforms, criticize 
their opponents’ ideas and perform in front of the 
electorate. Plan a viewing of one of the federal debates 
for your class or ask students to watch it with their 
family and friends. Afterwards, have students evaluate 
the performance of each leader using Worksheet 4.7. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
What is a political party? What purpose do they serve? 
A political party is a group of like-minded individuals 
with a shared vision and similar political ideals whose 
intention is to achieve power through an election 
and create meaningful political change. Political 
parties compete against each other during election 
campaigns and appeal to the public for their support 
and, ultimately their vote on election day. 

What is the political spectrum? How do political 
parties and the political spectrum relate? 
The political spectrum is a means of characterizing 
beliefs, values and priorities, and provides a conceptual 
framework in which to view and evaluate political parties 
and policies. A linear spectrum is represented by a 
horizontal line, with parties on the left embracing social 
equality, social services and government intervention 
in the economy, and parties on the right favouring 
individual liberty, free markets and lower taxes.

The political spectrum can also be viewed with two 
intersecting scales: one for economic/fiscal policies 
and one for social/personal policies. This creates a 
quadrant with four areas. 

How do political parties form government in Canada? 
Canada’s federal system of government is based on 
political parties. Parties are required to register with 
Elections Canada. During elections, an organized course 
of action is taken by a political party, its candidates and 
campaign team, with the intention of spreading their 
message to secure constituent support and votes. 

The political party that elects the most candidates 
(usually) forms government and their leader becomes 
the prime minister. Most candidates belong to a party, 
unless they are running as an independent or are not 
associated with any party. 

How do political parties work? 
Political parties are made up of interested members 
of the general public. Joining a political party can be 
an effective way for you to influence the party and the 
politicians who represent you and your riding. Anyone 
above the required age can be a member of a political 
party (for most parties the age is 14). Party members 
can discuss ideas and propose policy. Many parties 
also have youth wings. 

Party members choose the party leader and local 
candidates and work together to help them get 
elected. Local candidates are party members selected 
through a nomination process by the local riding 
association. The party selects the person they feel has 
the greatest chance of success as their candidate. 

Candidates campaign during the election, share their 
party’s ideas and aspire to represent their vision 
in the parliament or legislature. To become an MP, 
candidates must get the most votes in their riding 
during an election. 

What is a party platform? 
A party platform is a series of declared principles 
and policies on jurisdictional issues that concern 
the government and the public. Parties share their 
platforms through announcements, advertising and 
events. They share their ideas in order to attract 
support from the electorate and secure votes. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• Elections Canada — www.elections.ca
• Vote Compass — www.votecompass.ca 
• Campaign literature (pamphlets, advertisements,  

articles) 

Registered Political Parties (For the most up to date  
list, visit www.elections.ca) 
• Animal Alliance Environment Voters Party of 

Canada — www.environmentvoters.org
• Bloc Québécois — www.blocquebecois.org
• Canadian Action Party —  

www.canadianactionparty.org
• Christian Heritage Party of Canada  —  

www.chp.ca
• Communist Party of Canada —  

www.communist-party.ca
• Conservative Party of Canada —  

www.conservative.ca
• Forces et Démocratie —   

www.forcesetdemocratie.org
• Green Party of Canada —  

www.greenparty.ca
• Liberal Party of Canada — www.liberal.ca
• Libertarian Party of Canada — www.libertarian.ca
• Marijuana Party — www.marijuanaparty.ca
• Marxist-Leninist Party of Canada — www.mlpc.ca
• New Democratic Party — www.ndp.ca
• Party for Accountability, Competency and 

Transparency — www.onlineparty.ca
• Pirate Party of Canada — www.pirateparty.ca
• Progressive Canadian Party — www.pcparty.org
• Rhinoceros Party — www.neorhino.ca
• The Bridge Party of Canada —  

www.thebridgeparty.ca
• United Party of Canada —  

www.unitedpartyofcanada.com
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE DURING THIS LESSON 
• What is a riding? 
• What is an electoral system and which system is used in Canada? 
• What is the name of my riding and who are the candidates running? 
• What are the most important issues in my riding? 
• How can I learn about my candidates? 

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 5: Ridings and Local Candidates 
• Video 4: Our Electoral System
• Worksheet 5.1: Election Candidate Profile 
• Handout 5.2: A Framework for Planning an All-Candidates Meeting 

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 10-15 min 
1. Find your school’s riding on the federal riding map. Ask students if they notice any 
differences between their riding and others across Canada (e.g., size, shape). Ask 
them to consider why there are differences and what those differences might be 
(e.g., population size, demographic make-up, geography, landmarks). 

2. Show students an individual map of the school’s riding (www.elections.ca, under 
‘Maps Corner’). Answer the following questions: 
• What are the boundaries of the riding? 
• What major landmarks or attractions are included in the riding? 
• What makes the riding unique? 

Teacher Note: If your riding has changed since 2011, compare your 2011 riding to 
your 2015 riding. How has it changed? 

3. Following the riding analysis, ask students to consider and discuss the following 
questions: 
• What issues do you expect people in the riding to be talking about? 
• What promises or commitments do you expect the local candidates will be making? 

Instruction: 15 min 
1. A riding (also known as a constituency or electoral district) is a geographical area 
represented by an elected official. Each province has a different number of ridings, 
and each territory comprises its own riding.
• At the federal level, the elected official is called a Member of Parliament (MP). 
• Canadians will be electing 338 MPs in the 2015 election (an increase of 30 seats 

since 2011).

2. The size of each riding is determined by factors such as population size, 
demographic make-up and geography. Urban ridings are often smaller and more 
populous, while rural ridings are larger with less dense populations. 
• The riding of Nunavut, for example, sprawls over 2,093,190 square kilometres. In 

sharp contrast, the smallest riding of Toronto Centre, in Ontario, occupies only 6 
square kilometres.

• Each MP will represent 72,747 electors on average.

OBJECTIVE 
Students will learn 
about their riding, 
the candidates 
and local issues. 

KEY WORDS 
riding, electoral 
system, candidate, 
independent, 
ballot, incumbent, 
issue, constituent, 
Single-Member 
Plurality, 
First-Past-The-Post 
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3. An electoral system is the way citizens’ choices, 
expressed as votes, are translated into legislative seats 
in the parliament or legislature.
• Different types of electoral systems are used 

around the world and they differ by the number 
of representatives elected per riding (or district), 
the type of ballots used and the formulas used for 
declaring winning candidates.

4. Canada uses a system called Single-Member 
Plurality or First-Past-The-Post (FPTP). 
• One representative is elected per riding 

(single-member districts). 
• Voters are only allowed to choose one candidate 

on the ballot (categorical or exclusive ballot).
• The candidate with the most votes wins. The 

successful candidate does not need more than 50 
per cent of the vote; they only require one more 
vote than any of the other candidates (plurality). 

Teacher Note: It would be helpful to demonstrate FPTP 
with a sample ballot and voting results for your riding 
in the last election. 

Discussion: 10 min 
How should you evaluate candidates? What qualities 
and qualifications do you expect from a Member of 
Parliament? Why are these qualities necessary for this 
job? 

Activity: 30 min or more 
1. List the candidates and their party association (if 
applicable) running for election in your school’s riding. 
Explain or show students where they can find this 
information (www.elections.ca). 

2. Ask students to create profiles by examining 
candidate websites, social media platforms, 
newspapers and other campaign literature. For each 
candidate, students should focus on the following 
questions to narrow their research:
• What experience, skills and qualifications does the 

candidate possess?
• Why does the candidate want to be elected? What 

are their priorities? What goals do they want to 
achieve?

• What do you like or dislike about the candidate? 
• Would you feel confident if this candidate 

represented your riding in the House of Commons? 

Teacher Note: This activity can be completed 
independently or by jigsaw method using Worksheet 5.1. 
Ensure that all candidates in your riding are researched. 
Have students share their findings with the class. 

3. Have students prepare questions for each of the 
candidates to help evaluate candidates’ priorities 
and capacity to take on the role of MP. Before they 
prepare their questions, ask students to consider the 
following: 

• Which issues facing the country do you feel need 
to be addressed? 

• Which issues facing your community do you feel 
need to be addressed? 

• Which issues impact you, your family and friends? 
• What can you ask a candidate in order to evaluate 

their abilities to become an effective MP?

4. As a class or in groups, email each candidate with 
three or four well-written questions. 

Teacher Note: Alternatively, consider inviting each 
candidate for a class visit, conducting a phone or 
Skype interview, or holding an all-candidates meeting 
at your school (refer to Handout 5.2). 

Debrief: 5-10 min 
Review each candidate’s profile and their responses 
to the questions. Alternatively, ask students to 
write a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities). 
• What are the strengths and weaknesses of each 

candidate? 
• Who is best suited for the job? Who do you feel 

will most effectively serve the community? 
• Do you share the same opinions or values 

expressed by any of the candidates? Explain. 
• Refer back to the results of the political spectrum 

quiz. Do the candidates you relate to most align 
with your position on the political spectrum?  

• Which candidate would you support and why? 

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Canada is a very large nation with different needs 
and issues. Have a class discussion about geographical 
differences in an election campaign. Questions to 
consider: Does an MP from Labrador have the same 
priorities as an MP from Toronto Centre or Vancouver 
South? Are MPs in rural New Brunswick dealing with 
the same issues as an MP from urban Saskatchewan? 
What geographical, cultural or socio-economic 
differences might there be between the people of 
these different ridings? How might these differences 
affect interactions between MPs in the House of 
Commons? 

B. Have students organize and engage in a mock 
debate to gain a better understanding of the job of a 
candidate in a local campaign. In small groups, select 
one student to take on the role of each local candidate 
(and persona, if possible); the rest of the group will 
be that candidate’s campaign team. Using existing 
arguments taken from media coverage, candidate 
websites and campaign literature, have each group 
prepare for the debate. 

C. Examine different electoral systems used around 
the world (e.g., proportional representation, 
two-round/runoff voting system, mixed member 
proportional). Research and debate the strengths 
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and weaknesses of each system. Do you think Canada 
should investigate electoral reform? Why or why not?

D. Have students attend an all-candidates debate 
organized by the community or a local organization. 
Students should record their impressions of each 
candidate and their overall experience at the debate. 
Encourage students to ask one of their own questions, 
or select a representative to ask a question on behalf 
of the class. 

E. Ask students to engage family and friends in 
a conversation about the election and the local 
candidates. Students could create a short take-home 
poll, or simply record the views of their family and 
friends based on a few specific questions. Have a 
follow-up discussion the next day. Do students share 
the same opinion as their parents? What are the 
reasons for shared or differing opinions?

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
What is a riding? 
A riding, also known as a constituency or electoral 
district, is a geographical area with defined boundaries 
represented by an elected official. In Canada, the 
elected official at the federal level is called a Member of 
Parliament (MP). Each riding has an MP who represents 
the local needs and interests of their constituents 
(people living in the riding) in the House of Commons. 
The MP also addresses issues at the local level. 

The number of ridings in Canada has increased over 
time and this number is established by a formula. The 
Constitution of Canada requires that federal ridings 
be reviewed every 10 years to reflect changes and 
movements in Canada’s population. The most recent 
federal redistribution process began in February 2012 
and was completed in October 2013. The process was 
led by independent commissions working separately 
in each province to establish electoral boundaries. 
The number of ridings has increased by 30 since 2011, 
and Canadians are electing 338 MPs to the House of 
Commons in the 2015 election.

What is an electoral system? 
An electoral system is the way citizens’ choices, 
expressed as votes, are translated into legislative 
seats. All electoral systems have three basic elements: 
• District magnitude: The number of members 

elected per district. 
• Ballot type: The way in which choices are 

presented and voters express their preference(s). 
• Electoral formula: The method for determining 

which candidate gets elected (or wins). 

How does First-Past-The-Post/Single-Member Plurality 
work? 
First-Past-The-Post (FPTP) is the electoral system 
used across Canada. Another name for FPTP is 
Single-Member Plurality. 

• The district magnitude is single-member districts. 
Citizens elect one representative per riding. 

• The ballot type is categorical or exclusive ballot. 
Voters are allowed to choose one candidate on 
their ballot.

• The electoral formula is plurality. The successful 
candidate must receive at least one more vote 
than any of the other candidates (the most votes). 

Example of FPTP: In a riding with 100 ballots cast. 

VOTE TOTALS BY CANDIDATE 
Leila (Banana Party)   40 
Mohamed (Pear Party)   15 
Emma (Apple Party)   11 
Thomas (Independent)   34 

In this case, Leila becomes the elected representative 
because she has the most votes. Leila wins even 
though 60 per cent of the voters chose other 
candidates. Under FPTP, it is not necessary to win 
more than 50 per cent of the votes — the candidate 
simply needs to win the most votes. 

How does one find out which riding they are in? 
You can visit the Elections Canada website and 
search using your address or postal code to find your 
riding. During a federal election campaign, Elections 
Canada also posts a list of candidates running for 
election in each riding on an ongoing basis. Candidate 
nominations officially close 21 days before election 
day (September 28, 2015) and the final list of 
candidates is available a few days afterwards. 

What are the most important issues facing my riding? 
An individual’s political views are personal and 
highly subjective. They are unique and shaped by 
their experiences, values, knowledge and feelings. 
Therefore, each person is responsible for forming 
their own opinions. These opinions can be formed by 
listening to other people whose opinions you respect, 
researching an issue or idea, discussing with your 
parents and peers, and thinking seriously about what 
matters to you to come to your own conclusions.

No one can tell you how to vote, although this is 
the primary objective of all candidates and political 
parties. It is up to you – the voter – to decide what 
is most important, who you should listen to and, 
ultimately, who you will support. 

How can I learn about my candidates and the issues 
they support? 
There are many ways to gather information about 
local candidates. Community groups hold town hall 
meetings where constituents are invited to listen to 
candidates speak on issues they and their parties 
support. Information can also be found on the radio, 
on television, in newspapers and in magazines. 
Individuals may also visit local campaign offices, 
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attend campaign events or have a chance to talk to 
the candidate when they visit homes during door-to-
door canvassing. Information is easily found online 
through party websites, media websites and social 
media platforms. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• Federal Riding Maps — www.elections.ca (Under 
‘Maps Corner’)

• Candidate information/literature (candidate 
websites, campaign flyers) 

• Electoral Systems — www.parl.gc.ca
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE DURING THIS LESSON 
• Is it important to pay attention to the news?
• What are the different types of media?
• How is media used by candidates and political parties?
• What is the role of news media in an election?

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 6: The Role of Media in Elections
• Worksheet 6.1: My Media Analysis
• Worksheet 6.2: Facts vs. Opinions

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 5-10 min 
People consume news in different ways. Some people watch a nightly newscast, 
listen to news radio, or read the newspaper in the morning. Others use computers, 
smartphones or tablets to gain instant access to the latest news through websites, 
apps or social media platforms. The rapidly evolving technological landscape and the 
rise of digital consumption have changed the way information reaches the public.

As a class, have students discuss their news consumption habits.
• Do you read the newspaper? If so, which one(s)? Do you read them in print or 

online?
• Do you watch the news on TV or listen to the news on the radio? If so, which 

news programs?
• Where do your parents/guardians get their news from? What about your 

grandparents or other older relatives?
• Do you have the same habits as your parents/guardians? Why or why not?
• What do you consider the most trusted source of news? Why?
• Do you think it is important to follow the news? Why or why not?

Instruction: 10-15 min 
1. In general, media refers to the communication of information and messages to 
the masses through various channels. 

2. Media can be divided into three main types: Paid, Earned and Owned.
• Paid Media: Awareness gained through paid advertising.
• Earned Media: Awareness gained through efforts other than advertising, such as 

news coverage or external blogs/websites.
• Owned Media: Internally managed promotional platforms, such as a website, 

blog, Facebook page, YouTube channel and Twitter feed.

3. The various types of media can be further defined as Old (or Traditional) or New 
media.
• Old media encompasses traditional sources in broadcast (television or radio) 

and print format (newspaper, magazines, flyers). Old media is typically one-way 
communication, delivered at a specific time, has limited jurisdictional reach, and 
strives to maintain journalistic integrity and standards.

• New media refers to content that is easily accessible, such as online sources and 
social media platforms. New media is typically interactive, user-driven, functions 

OBJECTIVE 
Students will 
learn about 
different types 
of media and its 
role in election 
campaigns.

KEY WORDS 
paid media, 
earned media, 
owned media, 
old media, new 
media, social 
media, news 
media, reporter, 
columnist, pundit, 
editorial, bias, 
opinion
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in real-time, borderless and does not always 
adhere to journalistic standards and ethics.

4. In most cases, the news media provide factual and 
informational coverage to inform the public without 
letting their opinions (biases) interfere. However, 
the news media may also produce opinion pieces 
or editorials, where the editorial team and/or their 
columnists or pundits will openly share their opinions 
or analysis. 

5. Some news media actually align themselves with 
a particular side of the political spectrum, which can 
impact their reporting. Therefore, as a news consumer 
it is important to be aware of these leanings when 
consuming news from these sources.

6. The news media play an important role in elections 
and in ensuring a well-functioning democracy. 
Overall, the news media are responsible for ensuring 
accountability and transparency, informing citizens 
and adhering to journalistic standards. During 
campaigns, the media reports on the developments of 
an election, provides a platform for parties/candidates 
to get their message out, provides a platform for the 
public to communicate their concerns and opinions, 
helps foster debate between parties and candidates, 
advertises the logistics of the election process to 
voters, and reports on the results. 

Discussion: 10-15 min 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of each 
type of media?

Activity: 30 min and homework
1. In groups or individually, have students collect  
and/or analyze different forms and sources of 
media from the election campaign. If possible, have 
students focus on a single event, particular issue or 
development for their tracking and analysis. Students 
should collect the following:
a) Two news articles from different sources
b) One editorial
c) One piece by a regular columnist
d) One blog post
d) Three social media postings from different sources

2. Using Worksheet 6.1, students should summarize 
the piece and identify the following:
• The source
• Type of media
• Key information highlighted or emphasized
• Detected bias

3. Afterwards, have students share their findings from 
the research assignment. Which source is the most 
credible and why? What was the most interesting to 
read and why? Did any media piece help shape your 
opinions?

Debrief: 5-10 min 
Have a closing discussion about the role of media 
in elections. Alternatively, ask students to write 
a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities). 
• What have you learned about the different types 

of media?
• Why is it important to read multiple sources of 

news?
• Why is it important to detect opinion from fact?
• How do the media influence the health and 

strength of our democracy?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Assign Worksheet 6.2 to your class. Ask students 
to determine which of the ten fictional statements 
provided could be fact- or opinion-based. How might 
each be used in a news article? Have each student 
pick a statement and use it as the inspiration to write 
a short newspaper article about their local campaign. 
Have students discuss their articles the next day. Did 
they choose a fact- or opinion-based statement? How 
was it incorporated into their article?

B. Political parties use various types of advertising 
and media to promote themselves and win votes. 
Some of these ads are positive and speak to their 
own party’s platform, while others are negative and 
focus on attacking the other leaders or platforms. 
Compare the advertising campaigns of several political 
parties. Encourage students to analyze the strategy 
of each party’s campaign. Discussion questions: What 
messages are the parties trying to get across? What 
methods are they relying on most? Who are the 
parties targeting? Which party’s ads are most effective 
and why? Is election advertising effective? 

C. As a class or in groups, have students read through 
a recent print edition of a national newspaper and 
ask them to locate as many articles as possible about 
the federal election. Once all relevant articles have 
been found and clipped from the paper, have students 
determine whether each is fact- or opinion-based. 
Have a follow-up discussion. How many are there 
of each article type? Is there a balance, or are there 
more of one type? What position do most of the 
opinion articles seem to take? What does this say 
about the newspaper? To what degree is this news 
organization biased or unbiased?

D. Towards the end of the election campaign, many 
newspapers will endorse a leader and/or party and 
explain why they support them in an editorial. As 
a class, individually or in groups, compare different 
endorsements by newspapers. Which do you agree 
with the most and why? Has one of the editorials 
shifted your own voting intentions?

E. Create a classroom social media account (e.g., 
Twitter) to track campaign news, the parties and the 
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local candidates running for election in your riding. 
You can follow CIVIX (@CIVIX_Canada) and Student 
Vote (@studentvote), Elections Canada  
(@ElectionsCan_E), major news outlets, and particular 
journalists or pundits. Each day you can review the 
news coming through a personalized or classroom 
Twitter feed.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
What are the different types of media?
Media can be divided into three main types: Paid, 
Earned and Owned.
• Paid Media: Publicity or awareness gained through 

paid advertising.
• Earned Media: Publicity or awareness gained 

through efforts other than advertising, such as 
news coverage or external blogs/websites.

• Owned Media: Internally managed promotional 
platforms, such as a website, blog, Twitter feed, 
Facebook page and YouTube channel.

The various types of media can also be defined as Old 
(or Traditional) or New media.
• Old media encompasses traditional sources in 

broadcast (television or radio) and print format 
(newspaper, magazines, flyers). Old media is 
typically one way communication, delivered at 
a specific time, has limited jurisdictional reach 
and strives to maintain journalistic integrity and 
standards.

• New media refers to content that is easily 
accessible, such as online sources and social media 
platforms. New media is typically interactive, 
user-driven, functions in real-time, borderless and 
does not always adhere to journalistic standards 
and ethics.

What is the difference between factual and opinion-
based news coverage?
In most cases, the news media provide factual and 
informational coverage to inform the public without 
letting their opinions (biases) interfere. Although 
some argue that the process of choosing which stories 
will be published or broadcast, and where or when is 
also a form of bias.

The news media also produce editorials, where news 
organizations and their columnists or pundits will 
openly share their opinions or offer their analysis. 
These pieces are different than traditional news 
stories.

What is the role of media during elections?
The news media play an important role in elections 
and in ensuring a well-functioning democracy. 
Overall the news media are responsible for ensuring 
accountability and transparency, informing citizens 
and adhering to journalistic standards. 

The key activities undertaken by media during an 
election include:
• Reporting on the developments of an election 

campaign
• Providing a platform for parties/candidates to get 

their message out
• Providing a platform for the public to communicate 

their concerns and opinions
• Fostering debate between the parties and 

candidates
• Advertising the logistics of the election process to 

voters
• Reporting on the results

Most news organizations remain officially neutral 
during elections. These organizations will balance the 
amount of coverage given to any party or candidate, 
so no one gains a real or perceived advantage. 
However, some media organizations will endorse 
a candidate or party and explain why they believe 
the leader and party should form government in an 
editorial. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

National and local media websites. Major national 
examples include:
• The Globe and Mail — www.theglobeandmail.com
• CBC News — www.cbc.ca/news
• CTV News — www.ctvnews.ca
• Global News — www.globalnews.ca
• The National Post — www.nationalpost.com
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QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE DURING THIS LESSON 
• What is a poll?
• What are the different types of polls?
• What is the impact of new technology on polling?
• How do opinion polls influence the election? 

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 7: Opinion Polling in Elections

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 15-20 min 
Find an article or summary of a recent opinion poll to introduce the concept of 
polling to your students.

1. Ask students to respond to one or more of the questions from a recent opinion 
poll. This can be completed informally or by creating a paper survey.

2. Tally the results and share them with the class. Are students surprised by the 
results or did they predict them?

3. Compare the students’ results with the official results from the opinion poll. Did 
students vote the same way or were the results different?

4. Have a post-activity debrief discussion. Why do you think the results were the 
same or different? What factors can impact the results of a poll (e.g., geography, 
age)? How do you think polls influence election campaigns?

Instruction: 10-15 min 
1. An opinion poll is a question or a series of questions designed to measure the 
public’s views on a specific topic or series of topics. Public opinion can change from 
one day to the next, but the results present a ‘snapshot’ of views and attitudes at a 
given point in time.

2. Polls are often reported on in the lead-up to and during an election. During 
a federal election campaign, it is common to see the results from several polls 
per week from a variety of sources. There are two main types of polling used in 
elections: Preference Polls (also called Horse Race Polls) and Issue Polls. Preference 
Polls report on which leader, party or candidate is favoured at the time by the 
general public, while Issue Polls focus on assessing the issues of the campaign.

3. A poll can never be 100 per cent accurate and there are many aspects that affect 
the validity or legitimacy of a poll. These aspects include methods for selecting 
respondents, the sample size or number of individuals polled, the wording of a 
question, the time when respondents are surveyed and even the attitude of the 
person asking the questions. All polls also have a margin of error. A margin of error 
is a small amount given for most polls to allow for miscalculations or changes 
in opinion. Generally, the margin of error is around 3 per cent. For example, a 
candidate with a 2 per cent lead in a poll with a 3 per cent margin of error could 
possibly be tied or trailing.

OBJECTIVE 
Students will 
learn about 
opinion polling 
and its influence 
on voters 
and political 
campaigns.

KEY WORDS 
polling, 
preference poll, 
issue poll, margin 
of error

LESSON 7:  

Opinion Polling
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4. In the past, polls were conducted by telephone, 
or by sending interviewers door-to-door to speak 
with people in the street or at their homes. With 
the advancement of technology, polling has become 
easier, faster and less expensive. Polls are now 
conducted online, through social media or by mobile 
phone. These polls can be hard to judge accurately 
and are not always entirely representative of the 
population, as participants tend to select themselves 
to participate rather than respond to a random 
invitation. 

5. Polls are used by media organizations to share 
the views of the public and encourage debate and 
reflection. Political parties also conduct internal 
polls to help them make strategic decisions, such 
as focusing on particular issues or concentrating on 
competitive ridings they want to win.

Activity: 30 min prep time, implementation time, 30 
min post-activity results and debrief
1. As a class or in groups, plan and conduct an opinion 
poll related to the election. The respondents could 
be students in the school, their families and/or 
community members.

Step 1: Determine the target group(s) and sample 
size. Consider possibilities for comparing the 
results afterwards across different groups 
(e.g., grade, age group, gender).

Step 2: Decide on the purpose and questions to be 
asked. Some demographic questions should 
be included as well, such as age and gender.

Step 3: Prepare any materials to conduct the survey 
(e.g., paper survey, online survey).

Step 4: Field the survey and collect responses. 
Step 5: Analyze and share the results. The results 

should include raw numbers and percentages 
for the responses. Depending on the sample 
size, more in-depth analysis could compare 
the results across different groups. 

2. Review the results of the opinion poll(s) as a class. 
If the class was divided into groups, have each group 
present their findings to the rest of the class. Were 
the results surprising? What were the most interesting 
findings? What challenges did students face in 
collecting and analyzing data?

3. Encourage students to distribute the results. 
Students can write newspaper articles about their 
findings, share them during morning announcements, 
or find other ways to distribute the results to the rest 
of the school.

Debrief: 5-10 min 
Have a closing discussion about the influence of 
opinion polling in an election campaign. Alternatively, 
ask students to write a reflection for their election 
scrapbook (see Assessment Opportunities). 
• What did you learn about opinion polling?
• What effect, if any, have opinion polls had on your 

decision to vote for a particular party or candidate?
• Do you think Preference Polls have a positive or 

negative impact on voters? Explain your reasoning.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Throughout an election campaign you will hear 
reports about many different polls. Each poll is 
commissioned by a different company, media 
organization or political party and will ask different 
questions in an attempt to obtain a variety of 
information. As a class, individually or in groups, have 
students compare two different opinion polls from 
the same time period. Ask them to determine the 
source, purpose of the poll, sample size, age group, 
geographic representation and margin of error. Do the 
results reflect the same sentiments? Consider why or 
why not.

B. Create a polling corner in your classroom to display 
the results of Preference Polls during the election 
campaign. Chart the results visually with pictures of 
the leaders; include a timeline until election day and 
find a way to display the results over time. Over the 
course of the campaign, record major announcements 
and events for future analysis (e.g., platform 
announcements, leaders’ debate). After the election 
is over, examine the validity of the polling results. 
Were the polling results at the end of the campaign 
predictive of the election outcome? Did the polling 
results change dramatically from week to week? What 
major events or announcements impacted the polling 
results? 

C. In recent elections, pollsters have been criticized 
when their polling results do not reflect the 
outcome of the actual election (e.g., 2013 British 
Columbia provincial election, 2012 Alberta provincial 
election). In some cases, pollsters have predicted 
a different governing party completely. Do you 
think polling results can impact voter turnout or 
voting preferences? Debate the advantages and 
disadvantages of polling and the impact on elections. 

D. Read the Globe and Mail article titled “We have 
to be smarter about how polls are conducted, 
interpreted and put into context” (July 9, 2015). What 
insight does this give you into political polling and its 
relationship with the media?
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
What is an opinion poll?
An opinion poll is a question or a series of questions 
designed to measure the public’s views on a specific 
topic or series of topics. Public opinion can change 
from one day to the next, but the results present a 
‘snapshot’ of views and attitudes at a given point in 
time.

How are opinion polls used during election 
campaigns?
Polls are often reported on in the lead-up to 
and during an election. During a federal election 
campaign, it is common to see the results from several 
polls per week from a variety of sources. Polls are 
used by media organizations to share the views of the 
public and encourage debate and reflection. Political 
parties also conduct internal polls to help them make 
strategic decisions, such as focusing on particular 
issues or concentrating on competitive ridings they 
want to win.

What types of polls are used?
There are two main types of polling used in elections: 
Preference Polls (also called Horse Race Polls) and 
Issue Polls. Preference Polls report on which leader, 
party or candidate is favoured at the time by the 
general public, while Issue Polls target the important 
issues of the campaign.

What aspects of polls impact validity?
A poll can never be 100 per cent accurate and there 
are many aspects that affect the validity of a poll. 
These include methods for selecting respondents, 
the sample size or number of individuals polled, the 
wording of a question, the time when respondents are 
surveyed and even the attitude of the person asking 
the questions. 

What is the margin of error? 
A margin of error is a small amount given for most 
polls to allow for miscalculations or changes in 
opinion. For example, a candidate with a 2 per cent 
lead in a poll with a 3 per cent margin of error could 
possibly be tied or trailing. All polls have a margin of 
error, whether it is reported or not.

How have polls changed over the years? 
In the past, polls were conducted by telephone, or 
by sending interviewers door-to-door to speak with 
people in the street or at their homes. With the 
advancement of technology, polling has become 
easier, faster and less expensive. Polls are now 
conducted online, through social media or by mobile 
phone. These polls can be hard to judge accurately 
and are not always entirely representative of the 
population, as participants tend to select themselves 
to participate, rather than by random or targeted 
selection. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

National and local media websites. Major national 
examples include:
• The Globe and Mail — www.theglobeandmail.com
• CBC News — www.cbc.ca/news
• CTV News — www.ctvnews.ca
• Global News — www.globalnews.ca
• The National Post — www.nationalpost.com

Polling and research company websites. Examples 
include:
• Abacus Data — www.abacusdata.ca
• Ekos Research Associates — www.ekos.com
• Environics Research Group — www.environics.ca
• Forum Research — www.forumresearch.com
• Harris/Decima — www.harrisdecima.ca
• Ipsos Reid — www.ipsos.ca
• Nanos Research — www.nanosresearch.com
• ThreeHundredandEight.com —   

www.threehundredeight.com 

Online survey sites. Examples include:
• Fluid Surveys — www. fluidsurveys.com  
• Survey Monkey — www.surveymonkey.com 

http://www.nanosresearch.com
http://www.threehundredeight.com
http://www.surveymonkey.com
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QUESTIONS TO BE EXPLORED DURING THIS LESSON 
• Why is voting by secret ballot important? 
• Who is eligible to vote in federal elections? 
• How does the voting process work? 
• How do I mark my ballot? 
• How do I make my decision about who to vote for? 

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• PowerPoint 8: The Voting Process 
• Video: How to Organize Student Vote Day
• Worksheet 8.1: Preparing to Vote 
• Worksheet 8.2: Voter’s Checklist
• Handout 8.3: How to Vote – 6 Easy Steps
• Student Vote Election Manual

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 10 min
1. Demonstrate the importance of voting by secret ballot through a mock vote or 
through the following discussion points: 
• If you had to share the name of your favourite song, which would you choose? 

What song would you choose if your choice was private or announced 
anonymously? Would your answer be different? 

• Have you ever voted publicly (e.g., voting by raising hands)? Did you vote 
honestly? Why or why not? 

2. There are a lot of people in the world who do not have the chance to vote at 
all due to violence, intimidation, discrimination or corrupt politics. Discuss the 
importance of voting by secret ballot in federal elections and the effort to preserve 
individual choice and fair elections. What sort of consequences could develop 
if elections were held publicly? What does voting in private ensure? Why is it 
important to ensure a fair electoral process?

Instruction: 20 min 
1. In May 2007, the Canada Elections Act was amended to incorporate fixed-date 
election legislation. Now, a general election is to be held on the third Monday of 
October in the fourth calendar year following the previous election. As a result, the 
general election will take place on October 19, 2015.

However, elections can still be held earlier if the government loses the confidence of 
the legislature, and nothing restricts the ability of the governor general to dissolve 
parliament on the advice of the prime minister. 

2. You are qualified to vote in a Canadian federal election if: 
• You are a Canadian citizen, 
• You are at least 18 years of age on election day, 
• You can prove your identity and address. 

3. In order to cast a ballot in the election, you must be registered to vote. Voters can 
visit the Elections Canada website (www.elections.ca/register) to check, update or 

OBJECTIVE 
Students 
will acquaint 
themselves 
with the voting 
process while 
evaluating the 
campaign issues, 
party platforms, 
leaders and local 
candidates. 

KEY WORDS 
ballot, secret 
ballot, elector, 
ballot box, voting 
screen, polling 
place, polling 
division, advance 
voting, valid 
ballot, rejected 
ballot, spoiled 
ballot 

LESSON 8: 
The Voting Process
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complete their registration online or by completing 
and mailing a form.  Voters can also register at the 
local Elections Canada office in their polling division 
during the campaign period or at their polling 
place on election day.  In order to register and vote, 
voters must prove their address and identification. 
Information on how to do this is available on the 
Elections Canada website.
 
4. Each riding is divided into defined geographic 
areas called polling divisions. Eligible voters residing 
within each polling division vote at the polling place 
designated for their area. People who are qualified 
to vote and are on the voters list will be sent a 
Voter Information Card (VIC) in the mail. The voter 
information card tells them when, where and how to 
vote.

5. There are many different opportunities to vote 
in federal elections: at an Elections Canada office, 
by mail, on one of four advance voting days, or on 
election day itself.

6. A ballot lists the names of the candidates running in 
your riding and their political party affiliation, where 
applicable. There is a space beside each candidate’s 
name on the ballot to mark your preference. As long 
as you clearly mark the ballot for one candidate, your 
ballot will be valid (e.g., checkmark, X, shading in). 

Teacher Note: Show students what a ballot looks like 
and how to fill it out correctly. Review the following 
ballot terms: valid, rejected and spoiled. Use ballot 
examples (refer to the Student Vote Election Manual). 

Discussion
What do you think are the advantages and 
disadvantages of fixed election dates? How does it 
impact the governing party versus the opposition 
parties?

Activity: 20 min and homework 
1. Using Worksheet 8.1, have students evaluate the 
campaign issues, party platforms, leaders and local 
candidates. 

2. Allow students the opportunity to share their views 
of the parties, candidates and the campaign. Some 
individuals may jump at the opportunity to share their 
opinions and try to persuade others to adopt their 
choices, while others may prefer to keep their politics 
personal. 

Teacher Note: This could turn into a fruitful discussion 
about the privacy of voting decisions.

3. Encourage students to take their worksheets home 
and start discussions with their families and friends. 
Have students ask their parents or guardians if they 
plan to vote and whether they have chosen a candidate 

to support. Suggest to students that they visit the 
Elections Canada website to find out where and when 
their parents/guardians can vote, and encourage them 
to accompany them to the polling place. Worksheet 8.2 
can be used as a voter’s checklist.

Debrief: 10 min 
Have a brief closing discussion about casting your 
ballot and making your decision. Alternatively, ask 
students to write a reflection for their election 
scrapbook (see Assessment Opportunities). 
• Politics and voting decisions are private and should 

not be discussed with others. Do you agree or 
disagree?  Why?

• Do you feel ready to vote? Why or why not? 
• Have the class activities, campaign events, dialogue 

with family and friends, and media had any impact 
on your decision to vote for a particular party 
or candidate? Reflect on why your decision has 
changed or remained the same over the course of 
the election. 

• What moment or event in the election campaign 
has attracted the most attention from the media? 
Why do you think this is the case?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Plan out the roles and process for Student Vote Day 
with your class or election committee. What voting 
system will you use at your school? Where and how 
will the polling place be set up? Who is going to take 
on the various roles (e.g., deputy returning officers, 
poll clerks)? What should students know in advance in 
order to ensure a smooth Student Vote Day? Refer to 
the Student Vote Election Manual.

B. Have students create a tutorial, presentation 
or visual display to prepare the rest of the school 
for Student Vote Day. This presentation should 
demonstrate what happens at the polling place  
and/or how to fill out a ballot. Schedule time to make 
the presentation in each participating classroom 
or broadcast it on the AV system, or post the visual 
display in a noticeable area in the school.

C. Online voting has been suggested as a way to 
improve voter turnout. What are potential advantages 
and disadvantages of online voting? Is it more or less 
convenient or efficient? Is it more or less expensive? Is 
voter coercion a risk or not? Would the system be more 
or less secure? Have a class discussion or ask students 
to write an opinion piece about why they do or do not 
support online voting. 

D. A voter registration drive is an effort aimed at 
getting people to register who are eligible but not 
yet registered, such as first-time voters. If there are 
18 year old students in your school, have students 
coordinate a registration drive to help them get on 
the voters list and feel prepared to participate in the 
voting process.
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E. Ask students to make predictions about the 
election results in the Student Vote and/or general 
election, and provide a rationale for the outcome 
(e.g., seat count, popular vote percentage). Collect the 
predictions and reveal the student who is closest to 
the actual outcome after the election.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
When will the election take place?
Canada has fixed-date election legislation and, as 
required by the Canada Elections Act, a general 
election is to be held on the third Monday of October 
in the fourth calendar year following the polling day of 
the preceding general election. As a result, the 42nd 
Canadian general election will take place on October 
19, 2015.

Fixed election dates ensure consistent election timing 
and reduce the likelihood of a party calling an election 
earlier than required for political gain. The chief criticism 
of fixed-date elections is that it leads to long periods of 
campaigning, like those seen in the United States.

However, nothing restricts the royal prerogative of 
dissolution (the ability of the governor general to 
dissolve parliament on the advice of the prime minister). 
This can come at the request of the prime minister 
seeking a new mandate or if the governing party loses a 
non-confidence motion, such as a budget bill.

Who can vote? 
You are eligible to vote in a Canadian federal election if: 
• You are a Canadian citizen, 
• You are at least 18 years of age on election day, 
• You can prove your identity and address. 

In order to cast a ballot in the election, you must be 
registered to vote. 

How do I get registered?
If you are an eligible elector, your contact information 
will be added to the National Register of Electors. 
The National Register of Electors is used to create the 
voters list for each election.

If you have moved, recently become a Canadian 
citizen, will be voting for the first time or are a student 
living away from home, you may not be correctly 
registered. You can visit the Elections Canada website 
(www.elections.ca) to check, update or complete your 
registration. 

How do I know where to vote?
Each riding is divided into defined geographic areas 
called polling divisions. Eligible voters residing 
within each polling division vote at the polling place 
designated for their area. 

If you are qualified to vote and your name is on the 
voters list, you will be sent a Voter Information Card 
(VIC) in the mail. The voter information card tells you 
when, where and how to vote.

You can also find out by visiting the Elections Canada 
website (www.elections.ca) or calling 1-800-463-6868.

What are the ways to vote?
Voters may choose to vote in one of the following ways:
1.  On election day – Your polling place will be open 

for 12 hours on election day. Start and end times 
will vary per province. Details can be found on 
your VIC or at www.elections.ca. 

2.  On an advance voting day – There are four days 
of advance voting. You can vote on the 10th, 9th, 
8th, and 7th day before election day (October 
9-12, 2015) from noon to 8:00pm.

3.  At an Elections Canada office (Returning Office) 
– You can visit your local Elections Canada office 
any day during the election campaign up until the 
Tuesday before election day (October 13, 2015). 

4.  By mail – If you are away from your riding during the 
election, or if it is more convenient, you can vote by 
mail. You must fill out an application by 6:00pm on 
the Tuesday before election day in order to receive 
a voting kit. The voting kit must be returned to 
Elections Canada in Ottawa by election day.

What do I need to confirm my identity and address on 
election day? 
To vote, you need to prove your identity and address. 
You have three options:
1.  Show one piece of government-issued ID with 

your photo, name and address;
2.  Show two pieces of ID. Both pieces must have 

your name, and one must also have your address;
3.  Show two pieces of ID with your name and have 

someone who knows you confirm your address. 
This person must show proof of their identity and 
address, and be registered in the same polling 
division and can only attest for one person.

Visit the Elections Canada website (www.elections.ca) 
for a list of the different pieces of ID and proof of 
address that are accepted. 

How does the voting process work? 
1.  When you enter the polling place, an election 

worker greets you and shows you to the right 
table.

2.  At your table, show your proof of identity and 
address.

3.  The election worker will initial, fold and hand you 
a ballot.

4.  Go behind the voting screen, mark and refold your 
ballot to keep it secret.

5.  Return your ballot to the worker so they can verify 
it is an official ballot.

6.  Put your ballot in the box.
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What is a secret ballot? 
Voting across Canada is done by secret ballot. This 
ensures the privacy of each voter’s choice. No one 
except the voter knows the choice that was made. 

How do I mark my ballot? 
A ballot lists the names of the candidates running in 
your riding and their political party affiliation, where 
applicable. There is a space beside each candidate’s 
name on the ballot to mark your preference. As long 
as you clearly mark the ballot for one candidate, your 
ballot is valid. This includes a checkmark, X, shading in 
or another marking. 

What is a rejected ballot? 
A rejected ballot is a ballot that cannot be counted due 
to a deliberate or accidental unrecognizable choice. 
This can include marking the ballot for more than one 
candidate even if different symbols are used, ranking 
the candidates, leaving the ballot blank, writing your 
name or anything on the ballot.

What is a spoiled ballot? 
A spoiled ballot is a ballot that has been kept separate 
and never placed in the ballot box because it was 
mistakenly marked or torn, and exchanged for a new 
ballot. The election worker marks the ballot as spoiled 
and sets it aside. 

How do I prepare to vote? 
Get informed. Learn about the candidates, the 
political parties and the issues. When preparing to 
vote, you can consider reasons to support a local 
candidate for MP, a political party or leader, a specific 
issue or a whole party platform. Voting requires that 
you do your research and devote the time. 

How do you know if you are ready to vote? 
You feel confident in your ability to make a choice. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• “My Voter’s Guide,” Elections Canada —  
www.elections.ca

• Elections Canada’s Voter Information Service

http://www.elections.ca


62

QUESTIONS TO BE EXPLORED DURING THIS LESSON 
• What was the outcome of the Student Vote locally and nationally? 
• What was the outcome of the general election locally and nationally? 
• What is the difference between a majority and minority government?
• Who will form the next government? What type of government will it be? 
• How did campaign events influence the outcome of the election? 

SUPPLEMENTARY TOOLS
• Handout 4.4: 2011 Election Results 

TEACHING STRATEGIES 
Hook: 15-20 min 
1. Announce the results of your school’s Student Vote election. Who won the most 
number of votes? Was it a close race? 

2. Compare the results of your school’s election with the results of other schools in 
your riding. Are the results similar or different? Is this surprising? Why or why not? 
(All individual school results can be found at www.studentvote.ca). 

3. Share the national results of the Student Vote. Which party attracted the greatest 
support? Which party won the most seats and formed the government? Are you 
surprised with the Student Vote results?

Teacher Note: Remember you must wait until the official polls close in your riding 
(or province/territory) to share the Student Vote results. Student election workers at 
your school should be sworn to secrecy. 

Instruction: 10 min
1. Seat count is the term used to reflect the number of representatives that each 
party will have in parliament (or the legislature). It represents the number of local 
election races won by each party.

2. Popular vote is the term used to show the total support a political party received 
across the country, or within a province/territory. It is shown as a percentage and is 
calculated by dividing the number of votes a party received by the total number of 
votes in the election. Under our electoral system (FPTP), the seat count is not based 
on popular vote count.

3. The party that has the most seats (usually) forms government. The party that has 
the second-highest number of seats becomes the official opposition. Any other party 
is called an opposition party. 

4. If the governing party has more than half of all the seats (170), they will have 
a majority government. If they have half or less (169 or fewer), they will have a 
minority government.

5. In order to pass any legislation (laws) or budgets, the bills must have support 
from more than half of the members of parliament. If the governing party has a 
minority government, they will need to gain the support of the opposition parties or 
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independent candidates in order to pass any laws or 
legislation. 

Discussion: 5-10 min 
Which local candidate was elected in the general 
election? Which party formed the government? 
Which party will be the official opposition? Is it a 
minority or a majority government? What are the 
benefits and challenges of each type of government? 

Activity: 25-40 min 
In groups, have students analyze the results of the 
general election and Student Vote. Assign each group 
a different comparison task and ask them to make 
a short presentation or report. Tasks can include 
analysis, commentary, and creating graphs or charts. 

Use the following comparisons for group discussion:
a) Federal seat count comparison 
(General election vs. Student Vote) 
b) Federal popular vote comparison 
(General election vs. Student Vote) 
c) Federal seat count comparison 
(2011 vs. current election) 
d) Federal popular vote comparison 
(2011 vs. current election) 
e) Local riding results comparison 
(General election vs. Student Vote) 

Teacher Note: Use Handout 4.4 to compare the 2011 
results with those of the current election. 

Compare news stories from several different media 
websites and regional and/or local newspapers. 
Analyze the portrayal of the election outcome and 
results. Did the sources report the results in a similar 
way? Can you detect any bias? What groups seem the 
most happy or unhappy with the results? 

Have a class conversation after analyzing the results 
and media reports. Consider posing some of the 
following questions: 
• Which parties gained or lost seats? Why? 
• Does the popular vote reflect the seat count? If 

not, should it? 
• Were there any big surprises or upsets in the 

election results?
• Did certain regions change drastically? If so, why? 
• Did the Student Vote results reflect the general 

election results? Why or why not? 
• Which type of graph works best for displaying 

election results (e.g., pie chart, line graph, bar 
chart)? 

Debrief: 5 min 
Have a brief closing discussion about the outcome 
of the election and participation in the Student 
Vote program. Alternatively, ask students to write 
a reflection for their election scrapbook (see 
Assessment Opportunities). 

• Were the pollsters correct in their election 
predictions? 

• Were you pleased with the results? Why or why not?
• What did you learn about politics and the election 

process from your participation in the Student Vote 
program? Will you vote in the future? 

• Did your participation in Student Vote influence 
anyone in your family to vote? Did it influence the 
choice they made about who to vote for? 

• What ways can you influence government during 
and between elections? 

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
A. Once an electoral candidate is elected to the House 
of Commons, they must make decisions about how 
to pursue issues on behalf of their constituency. Have 
students write to their newly elected or re-elected MP 
regarding an issue they believe should be considered a 
priority for the MP and his or her party (if applicable). 

B. After the election, the prime minister must confirm 
the organization of government departments and also 
select the cabinet. What criteria should the prime 
minister use for selecting the cabinet (e.g., geography, 
gender, age, experience)? Follow the news and 
analyze the decisions made by the prime minister. 

C. Canada is made up of a very diverse population. Do 
you feel that the make up of the House of Commons 
represents all Canadians? Explain the reasons for your 
answer. 

D. Choose a local candidate in your riding who 
received a significant proportion of the votes in 
Student Vote but did not secure a seat in the House 
of Commons. Invite the candidate into your class for a 
post-election debrief to discuss their experience and 
future plans. 

E. Create a pledge-to-vote activity for all Student Vote 
participants. This could include a ceremony or an 
official “I am a Voter” agreement, whereby students 
pledge to vote when they become eligible.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 
How do I analyze election results? 
Under our electoral system (First-Past-The-Post), 
election results are analyzed by the number of seats 
each political party will have in the House of Commons. 
The 338 seats will be divided among registered political 
parties and independent candidates.

The number of votes cast for each political party 
can also be examined. This analysis provides an 
indication of the level of support across the country 
and is expressed by a percentage (popular vote 
percentage). The seat count is not based on popular 
vote percentage under FPTP.
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Who will form government? What kind of government 
will it be? 
The political party with the most seats (usually) forms 
government and their leader becomes the prime 
minister. 

A minority government is a government in which the 
governing party has the most seats but less than half 
the total. 

A majority government is a government in which the 
governing party has an absolute majority of the seats 
(more than half). In Canada, a political party has to 
win at least 170 seats to win a majority government. 

Which party will form the official opposition? 
The political party that receives the second-highest 
number of seats takes on the role of the official 
opposition. It is their responsibility to hold the 
government to account and to question its actions. 
The official opposition organizes a shadow cabinet 
to act as expert critics on the files managed by each 
cabinet minister (which generally correspond to 
government departments). 

Which issues will be forefront on the agenda for the 
new government? 
The Speech from the Throne (also known as the 
Throne Speech) outlines the government’s plans and 
initiatives. The speech is delivered by the governor 
general at the beginning of each new session of the 
House of Commons. 

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• General election results — www.elections.ca 
• Student Vote results — www.studentvote.ca 
• Newspaper and media websites 


