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Lesson 1
Voting and Elections

OVERVIEW

Voting in elections is an opportunity to 
express your choice for who you think is 
best to represent your needs and lead 
your community. 

In this lesson, students review the 
concept of elections and why it is 
important to vote. Afterwards, they 
practice voting through a mock vote and 
analyze the importance of voting by 
secret ballot. Next, students learn about 
the upcoming municipal elections and 
the Student Vote program. In the 
Consolidation activity, students reflect 
on what they learned about voting and 
what they want to learn before casting 
their ballot on Student Vote Day.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the lesson, students can:

• explain the purpose of voting in 
elections;

• describe the voting process;
• evaluate why it is important to 

vote;
• articulate what they want to learn 

through their Student Vote 
experience.

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

❶  Why do we have 
elections?

❷  How do we vote 
in elections? 

❸  Is it important to 
vote?
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Teacher Tips
• Please use the activities and combine them in a 

way that is appropriate for your class. 
• Be sensitive to issues at home that may challenge 

perspectives around voting and democratic 
participation, such as religion or traditions, 
followed by certain groups. 

• Recognize and acknowledge barriers that inhibit 
individuals or groups from voting (e.g., negative 
history, socio-economic class, language, 
newcomers). 

• Supplies/Needs: "Why Voting Matters" video, 
"Student Vote Vancouver 2018" video, Slide Deck 1, 
access to or copies of 1.1 or 1.3, and copies of 1.2 (or 
your own ballot template). 

• Online templates for all activities and any videos 
and slide decks are available on the project 
website.

Starter
Option 1: 

Ask students what they know about voting. Students 
should talk with a partner first to generate ideas, and then 
write down their thoughts in the K quadrant on Activity 1.1 
(What do I KNOW about voting?). You could also provide 
some key words to support their thinking (e.g., making 
choices, elections, government, democracy). 

Now ask students to write down their next set of 
thoughts in the W quadrant on Activity 1.1 (What do I 
WONDER about voting?)

Option 2: 

Through a whole class discussion, ask students to share 
any past experiences with voting or participating in a 
poll.

• Have you ever voted for something or offered your 
opinion in a poll/survey? If so, what was it for?

• Did you like participating in the process? How did it 
make you feel?

• Do you think it is important to have a way to 
express your opinion or have a voice in decisions?

Fundamentals 
1. Introduce or review the concept of democracy and 

elections. See Slide Deck 1. 

• In a democracy, citizens have a say in their 
government by electing politicians to make 
decisions on their behalf.

• An election is a process in which citizens choose 
their politicians.

• A candidate is a person who competes for the job 
of a politician. 

• During election campaigns, candidates share their 
goals or ideas for the community and try to convince 
voters that they are the best person for the job. 

• Citizens express their choices by voting, usually by 
marking a ballot paper.

2. Watch the “Why Voting Matters” video and listen to 
young people talk about why they think voting is 
important. Afterwards, ask students to share their 
opinions about voting.

3. Have students practice voting by holding a mock vote 
with your class. Use the ballot template provided in 
Activity 1.2 or make one of your own choosing.

4. Using a sample ballot, show students how to fill out a 
ballot correctly. Students can use a check-mark, X, or 
any other mark as long as it clearly indicates their 
choice(s). You are not allowed to mark your ballot for 
more options than are specified for each race or 
category.

TEACHER NOTE 
Please see Adaptations and Supports for alternatives to 
traditional voting practices, such as online voting.

5. Distribute the ballots and invite each student to mark 
their choice(s). Afterwards, ask them to re-fold their 
ballot to ensure privacy.

6. Count the ballots and/or announce the results. Where 
possible, involve students in this process.

7. Reflect on the mock vote and review the idea of a 
secret ballot.

• Were you happy with the results of the vote? Why 
or why not? 

• How would you feel if you didn’t have a chance to 
express your choice?

• Why do you think we vote by "secret ballot"?
• Did you know that a long time ago elections were 

held in public? Voters would have to hold up their 
hand to express their choice. What problems do 
you think this could cause? 

• Is it important to participate in the voting process? 
Why or why not? 
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8. Introduce the upcoming municipal elections and the 
Student Vote program. 

• In Canada, we have different levels of government: 
federal (responsible for the country), provincial or 
territory (responsible for each province or territory) 
and municipal (responsible for towns and cities). 
There are also Indigenous governments 
responsible for managing their own communities.

• Every four years, voters across Nova Scotia elect 
politicians to sit on their municipal councils and 
make decisions for their communities. The next 
municipal elections will take place on October 17, 
2020. 

• Elementary and high school students will also 
have an opportunity to take part in the elections 
and practice voting through a program called 
Student Vote. 

• After learning about municipal government and 
researching the candidates, students will vote in a 
parallel election.

• Although the votes will not count in the official 
tallies, the Student Vote results are released 
publicly and through the news media. This allows 
young people to have a voice in the election and 
have their opinions shared.

9. Watch the "Student Vote Vancouver 2018" video to 
hear students and teachers speak about their 
experience with the program (for the 2018 Vancouver 
municipal elections). Afterwards, ask students to 
share their own thoughts about participating in the 
program and what they hope to learn from the 
experience. 

Consolidation 

Option 1: 

1. Ask students to write down a couple things that they 
learned about voting in the L quadrant on Activity 1.1. 

2. Ask students to write down their thoughts about how 
they could learn more about voting in quadrant H on 
Activity 1.1 (How can I learn more about voting?). 

3. Afterwards, co-create a list of learning goals that 
students want to achieve by the time they cast their 
Student Vote ballot (e.g., How do I decide who to vote 
for? How do I find information about my candidates? 
What qualities should a politician or community 
leader have? What issues are important in my 
community?). Keep this list posted in the classroom 
for the duration of the program.

Option 2: 

1. Co-create a list of learning goals that students want 
to achieve by the time they cast their Student Vote 
ballot (e.g., How do I decide who to vote for? How do I 
find information about my candidates? What qualities 
should a politician or community leader have? What 
issues are important in my community?). Keep this list 
posted in the classroom for the duration of the 
program.

2. Ask students to complete the Reflection Card 
(Activity 1.3). Question: The first thing I will share with 
my family tonight is...   
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ASSESSMENT OPPORTUNITIES

Starter Option 1: Can students generate questions about what they want to learn about voting? 

Option 2: Can students appreciate the value of having their voices heard?

Fundamentals Are students able to recognize the importance of voting?

Are students accurately casting a ballot?

Can students analyze the importance of voting by secret ballot?

Consolidation Can students articulate what they learned about voting and how they can learn more?

Can students generate learning goals for the Student Vote program?

ADAPTATIONS AND SUPPORTS

English Language 
Learners

• Provide students with terms and definitions in advance (democracy, government, 
elections, candidate, ballot). 

• Use additional CIVIX video resources on voting to help students develop prior 
knowledge before class discussions and activities (i.e., "Government and 
Democracy" video). 

Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy

• Remind students that new immigrants, adults who have difficulty reading, English 
Language Learners, persons who are homeless and other specific groups may face 
challenges understanding or accessing the election system. Keep the focus on ideas 
to increase access and the benefits our society gets from hearing different voices, 
not only on the disadvantages these groups face. 

Accessibility & 
Accommodations

• Ensure students can access ballot templates (alternative colours in printing, 
electronic copies). 

• Consider using a voting survey or platform to conduct the vote (e.g., Google Forms, 
SurveyMonkey).

• If using a stationary voting station for the mock vote:
- practice physical distancing 
- provide mobility accommodations

• Consider having students vote at their desk in order to ensure physical distancing. 
Demonstrate or show a photo or video of a voting station so that students become 
familiar with the set-up and purpose of a privacy screen. See Slide Deck 1.

• Demonstrate examples of valid ballots and rejected ballots so that students 
understand the difference. See Slide Deck 1.
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BACKGROUND  
INFORMATION FOR  
TEACHERS 

Every four years, voters across 
Nova Scotia decide who will represent 
their interests and lead their 
communities by electing the members 
of their municipal councils. 

In order to be eligible to vote in the 
municipal elections in Nova Scotia you 
must: 

• Have turned 18 years of age on or 
before the first advance polling day 
in the election; 

• Be a Canadian citizen; 
• Have lived in Nova Scotia for at 

least six months prior to the 
advance polling day; 

• Have lived in the municipality in 
which you intend to vote in since 
the first advance polling day. 

Depending on where you live, you 
may be able to vote for mayor (head of 
a municipal council) and councillor 
(one or more members of your 
municipal council). Depending on your 
eligibility, you may also be able to vote 
for a French school board member. 
(Conseil scolaire acadien provincial).

Each municipality in Nova Scotia 
runs their own elections and makes 
their own decisions about how citizens 
will cast their votes, such as by paper 
ballots, by phone and/or internet. 

In recent years, some municipalities 
have incorporated alternative voting 
methods, such as electronic voting 
(e-voting). E-voting is a broad term and 
can be applied to various technologies 
that use electronic means to help in the 
process of casting or counting ballots. 

Voting in elections 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. 

A ballot lists the names of the 
candidates running for each position 
in your municipal elections. There is a 
space beside each candidate’s name 
on the ballot. As long as you clearly 
mark the ballot for your preferences, 
your votes will be counted. This 
includes a checkmark, X, shading-in or 
another marking. Regarding the 
number of choices on a ballot, if six 
council members are elected at-large, 
you can vote for up to six candidates. 
Alternatively, if only one candidate is 
elected in a given race, you can only 
vote for one candidate. 

A rejected vote is declared invalid 
by the deputy returning officer 
because it was not properly marked 
(e.g., the voter selected more than the 
allowed number of candidates). In the 
case of municipal elections, one race 
or section may be declared valid and 
another may be deemed invalid. 

A cancelled ballot is a ballot that is 
mistakenly marked or torn and 
exchanged for a new ballot. It is kept 
separate and never placed in the ballot 
box. 


