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WWAASSHHIINNGGTTOONN  CCOOMMEESS  AALLIIVVEE!!
It’s a brisk January day in 2009 and Washington, D.C., is alive with crowds and 
excitement. All eyes are on 1600 Pennsylvania Ave. It’s inauguration time – meaning
that a President of the United States is about to be sworn in. Many people believe the
President to be the most powerful person in the world. What we know for sure is that
the next president will be the leader of a country over 300 million people and will have
awesome economic capabilities, incredible technology, and a myriad of immense
social and political problems. The job is certainly one of the most difficult jobs on
earth. Why would anyone want that job? What exactly is the job? What preceded the
new president’s journey to the inauguration? What are the pressures that will make 
his life easier or harder? What does it mean to be “President of the United States?”

This special newspaper section will address those questions. We’ll look at the role of
the president – the president’s jobs, responsibilities, and challenges. We’ll also look at
how one gets to be president, from caucuses and primary elections to national conven-
tions and campaigns. We’ll examine what the Constitution says about the presidency,
from what the president can and cannot do to exactly how the president gets elected
(it’s not the way you might think). So, come along. There’ll be questions, profiles,
quizzes, and interesting trivia. 

WWHHOO  CCAANN  BBEE  PPRREESSIIDDEENNTT,,  AANNYYWWAAYY??
QQuuiizz::  QQuuaalliiffiiccaattiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  PPrreessiiddeennccyy
Every four years, dozens of people decide to run for the presidency. They come from 
a variety of political parties, philosophies, and parts of the country, and they meet the
qualifications for becoming president. But what are those qualifications? What does it
take to be eligible to run for the presidency? The Constitution of the United States sets
forth those qualifications in Article II. 

EEVVEERRYY  FFOOUURR  YYEEAARRSS::  
TTHHEE  AAMMEERRIICCAANN  
PPRREESSIIDDEENNTTIIAALL  

EELLEECCTTIIOONN

� college graduate 

� at least 35 years of age                     

� married or engaged 

� Christian

� male

� lawyer or businessman

� held political office
before

� be a naturalized or
U.S.-born citizen

� live in the United States

� have lived in the United
States for at least
14 years

� high school graduate

FFrroomm  tthhee  lliisstt  bbeellooww,,  ppuutt  aa  cchheecckk  nneexxtt  ttoo  eeaacchh  ooff  tthhee  
qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonnss  tthhaatt  yyoouu  bbeelliieevvee  aarree  iinn  tthhee  CCoonnssttiittuuttiioonn..  
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TThhee  PPrreessiiddeennttiiaall  RReeqquuiirreemmeennttss

A. What “unofficial qualifications” do you think are the most
important ones for a candidate to possess? Review the list of qualifi-
cations above and indicate those that you would consider. If something you
think should be there isn’t, add it. Then write a paragraph about your three
most important “unofficial qualifications,” explaining why you think each is
important. Compare your responses with the responses of other students
in your class. Finally, check the Help Wanted ads in the E-edition or print-
newspaper to see how they are written. Write one seeking a new president,
including the qualifications you think are most important.

B. Interview an adult over 25. Write down that person’s list of the most
important “unofficial qualifications” for president. Ask that person to rank
them in order of importance. Compare that list to yours. Is there anyone
in today’s newspaper that you think would make a good president?

Learning Standards: writing for fluency, comparing, portraying positive
characteristics

LEARNMORE! 

TThhee  RReeaassoonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  RRuulleess
There really are only three official qualifications to be President of the
United States. A president must be 35 by the time of the inauguration,
have lived in the United States for at least 14 years, and be a natural-
born citizen of the United States. This may seem strange now, but if you
look at the United States in 1787, when the presidency was designed, it
makes sense. Constitutional government was a new idea. The founders
of the country wanted the head of this new government to be someone
old enough and experienced enough to have made difficult decisions
and demonstrated responsibility in his life. The natural citizenship
requirement came about because the United States was a new country
that was born in conflict. The founders wanted to be sure that a presi-
dent would not have split loyalties between the United States and the
country of his birth. That’s also the reason why they wanted someone
who had lived in the United States for at least 14 years. He would be
familiar with the country he was to lead and its issues and needs. 

Of course, people consider
other qualifications when
voting for president. These
might be called the “unoffi-
cial qualifications” – the
things that individual voters
think are important. Most of
our presidents, for example,
have been married. And all
of them have been men.
Many people think we’ll see a
woman president soon.
Hillary Clinton came close to
being the nominee for the
Democrats this year, as she
ran neck and neck with
Obama.
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Believing that the president is that powerful implies that the president can do just about anything.
But is that really the case? What limits are there on a president’s powers? What is the president for-
bidden to do? Below is a list of powers that are available to the federal government under the
Constitution. Indicate which ones you think the president has the constitutional right to do:

PPaarrtt  II  ––  LLeeggaall  PPoowweerrss
Put a check next to all of the following that are legal powers of the President of the United States:

AA  ..  ______ can approve a treaty with a foreign nation

BB  ..  ______  can approve a budget for the United States

CC..  ______  can declare war

DD  .. ______  can declare a national emergency and temporarily suspend (cancel) the Constitution

EE  .. ______  can approve a judge and appoint him or her to the U.S. Supreme Court

FF  .. ______   can impose a tax on a product for sale in the United States

PPaarrtt  IIII  ––  MMiisscceellllaanneeoouuss
Followings are some miscellaneous questions about the presidency. 

AA  .. All eligible voters who vote in a presidential election elect the president. 
True or False? 

BB  .. The president and vice president must be from the same political party. 
True or False? 

CC  .. A person may serve no more than two terms (eight years) as president. 
True or False? ___________

DD  .. What is the title of the appointed advisers to the president who head government agencies such
as the Justice, Treasury, and Labor Departments? ______________________

EE  .. If the president and vice president are both too ill to serve or both die, the President of the
Senate becomes the acting president. True or False? ___________

FF  .. If Congress passes a law the president doesn’t like, there is nothing the president can do about
it. True or False? ___________

GG  .. The president can never commit U.S. military forces to action without the approval of Congress.
True or False? ___________

HH  .. The president can appoint anyone to be a federal judge. 
True or False. ___________

II  .. Each January, the president must make a State of the Union Address to the American people,
explaining the economic condition of the country and the president’s goals. 
True or False? ___________

JJ  .. The president can be removed from office before his or her term is over. 
True or False? ___________

AAnnsswweerrss::
PPaarrtt  II
Each item in Part I should be unchecked. 
The president does not have the sole power to take any
of the actions listed. 
PPaarrtt  IIII
AA.. False. The candidate who gets the votes of the most
people in each state wins all the electoral votes from
that state with rare exceptions. Nationally, the number of
people who vote for a candidate doesn’t count.
BB.. False. The electors of the Electoral College cast sepa-
rate ballots for president and vice president, so it is
technically possible for them to be of different parties.
CC.. False.  A person can serve only two terms but with a
total of ten years. That is, if someone were to take office
in the middle of a previous person’s term, he could
serve as long as two years and then be elected to two
terms. 
DD.. Cabinet is the term for the appointed advisers, each
of whom is called Secretary, as in Secretary of State,
Secretary of Defense, etc. except for the Attorney
General. 
EE.. False. Congress determines by law who becomes act-
ing president and it is the Speaker of the House.
FF.. False. The president can veto a bill, but if Congress
votes by a two-thirds majority to override the veto, the
bill becomes law anyway. 
GG.. False. Under the War Powers Act, the president can
commit U.S. forces to action for 90 days without con-
gressional approval. At the end of 90 days, Congress
must approve the action, or else it must be halted.
HH.. False. The Senate must approve federal judicial nom-
inations but the president can make temporary appoint-
ments.
II.. False. The State of the Union Address or report must
be made to Congress, even though it is now broadcast to
the American people.
JJ.. True. A president may be impeached, (put on trial)

and, if found guilty, removed from office.
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TThhee  MMoosstt  PPoowweerrffuull  
PPeerrssoonn  iinn  tthhee  WWoorrlldd??



CChheecckk  yyoouurr  aannsswweerrss..  
Which ones were correct and which were wrong? Are you
surprised? The Constitution limits the powers of the presi-
dent. There are many things that leaders in other nations
can do that our president cannot do. Why do you think this
is so? Why are the president’s powers so defined and so
limited?

Think back to 1787. Many Americans were afraid of an
executive and a national government with too much power.
Remember that they had come from Britain -- a country
ruled by a king -- and they didn’t want to live under similar
rule. They didn’t want an all-powerful ruler, so the framers
of the Constitution included a number of protections against
that. The president’s power is defined fairly clearly and it is
limited in scope.

Also note that the president, as the head of the executive
branch of the government, along with the other two branches, cannot take any one civil action alone. Congress can pass a bill, for example,
but the president must sign it into law. The president is the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, but he must ask Congress for a declaration
of war. This idea is known as separation of powers –  a system under which each branch of the government has its own separate role in making
the government work.

Finally, there are checks and balances, meaning that each branch
oversees the actions of the other branches of government. Congress
can pass a bill, but the president may veto it. If the president vetoes a
bill, Congress, with a two-thirds majority, has the option to override
the veto and pass the bill anyway, making it a law. Congress can pass
a bill and the president can sign it into law, but the Supreme Court, 
if asked, can declare that law unconstitutional, rendering it invalid.
These checks promise a fairer system by preventing any one branch
of the government from exerting too much control over the system.
This is a unique feature of the United States system of government.

PPoowweerr  aanndd  PPrrootteeccttiioonn

The framers of the Constitution didn’t want the all-powerful rule of a king.
What are some of the differences between countries ruled by elected officials
and countries ruled by royals or dictators? Find an example in today’s E-edition
or print newspaper of an undemocratic country. Find details in that story that
would not be found in a story about a democratic country. 

Learning Standards: locating information, understanding the concept of democracy

LEARNMORE! 
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The president’s powers may be limited under the Constitution, but there still are
plenty of things a president can do. Most are important and necessary to the func-
tioning of the country. You may have the impression that all the president does is
participate in meetings to solve problems and address crises. While much of the
president’s job is like that, there are many tasks that may seem downright mundane
and boring. Following is a typical day in the life of a modern president. Although the
beginning and end are likely to remain the same, most events in between will vary
from day to day.
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6:30 a.m.: Awakened by guard, the president showers and dresses.

7 a.m.: Watches television news and scans the morn-
ing newspapers.

7:30 a.m.: Assistant brings preceding day’s
Congressional Record, with pages marked for atten-
tion. Appointments secretary gives briefing on day’s
schedule.

7:50 a.m.: Breakfast with spouse.

8:15 a.m.: Arriving at office, the president rapidly reads a 30-page notebook of
news clippings and commentary from around the country and makes notes for
staff.

8:25 a.m.: Telephones the Budget Director to express concerns about press
reports that the proposed budget soon to be unveiled publicly does not provide
enough tax relief to married couples with children in school.

8:35 a.m.: Personal secretary brings documents to be
signed and a few selected letters. The president signs
the documents, reads the letters, and dictates answers.

8:55 a.m.: Meets with four congressional leaders of
own party to discuss strategy for passing a particular
bill.

9:20 a.m.: Receives award from National Audubon
Society for efforts to preserve nesting grounds for wild birds. Photo opportunity.

9:35 a.m.: Phones (1) a Senator recovering from illness to wish her a rapid
recovery; (2) a labor leader, whose union is on strike, to express hope for a
quick settlement to lessen the economic impact; (3) the Director of the Office of
Management and Budget with a specific question about the budget.

10 a.m.: Two defeated Representatives of the president’s party come to ask
whether there are any jobs for them.

10:20 a.m.: Phones the Secretary of Education to ask about the status of an
education bill.

10:30 a.m.: The new American ambassador to Sweden stops in to say goodbye
and to ask whether there are any special instructions.

10:45 a.m.: Gives a short speech and presents the Purple Heart award to the
families of five soldiers killed in a military action. Photos are taken.

11:15 a.m.: Special Assistant for National Security summarizes the status of four
international crises.

11:50 a.m.: Lunch, time for personal affairs, brief nap.

2 p.m.: Signs a new anti-crime law. Cameras record the event.

2:40 p.m.: Meets with the Council of Economic
Advisers in the Cabinet room to discuss plans to boost
the economy.

3:15 p.m.: Greets a group touring the White House.
Photos are taken.

3:25 p.m.: Welcomes White House reporters; announces plans for overseas trav-
els and answers questions for 15 minutes.

3:45 p.m.: Aide rushes in with top-secret CIA report on a foreign-policy crisis
area. After reading it, president phones CIA Director to ask for more data.

4:15 p.m.: Receives the Foreign Minister of an Asian country.

4:45 p.m.: A Representative comes to request the reopening of an army base in
her district. The president agrees to give it careful thought.

5 p.m.: Secretary brings more mail and documents for
the president’s signature.

5:15 p.m.: Personal physician checks on the 
president’s progress in recovering from a cold.

5:30 p.m.: Prepares for a Lincoln Day dinner at a
Washington hotel. Goes over speech.

6:30 p.m.: Arrives at hotel, eats dinner, and presents speech.

10 p.m.: Returns to White House. Exercises for 45 minutes.

10:45 p.m.: Retires to bedroom with folder of nighttime reading material –
memoranda and short reports.

11:45 p.m.: Turns out light and goes to sleep.

(Updated and adapted from American Political Behavior, Patrick, John J. and 
Howard D. Mehlinger.. Lexington, MA: Ginn, 1980)

AA  DDaayy  iinn  tthhee

LLiiffee    ooff  tthhee

PPrreessiiddeenntt

RREESSPPOONNSSIIBBIILLIITTIIEESS  
OOFF  TTHHEE  PPRREESSIIDDEENNTT



IItt’’ss  aa  MMuullttii--TTaasskkiinngg  JJoobb
Clearly, the president does a number of different things each day. Some, of course, are more important than others, but they are all necessary.
The president fulfills a number of “roles” for the country, although on any given day, one or two of those roles may be more significant than the
others. Historians generally agree that there are seven roles essential to the president’s job:

CCoommmmaannddeerr--iinn--CChhiieeff..  The president is the chief military officer of the United States
and sets the country’s general military policy. Although the president cannot declare war
(Congress does that), the president may commit U.S. troops to action in emergency     situa-
tions. 

CChhiieeff  ooff  tthhee  EExxeeccuuttiivvee  BBrraanncchh.. The president is in charge of seeing that laws
and programs are carried out by supervising the government, including federal law enforce-
ment, and appointing Justices to the Supreme Court, judges to other federal courts, and
other federal officials. (The Senate must confirm these appointments.)

HHeeaadd  ooff  SSttaattee.. The president stands as the symbol of the United States, entertaining
foreign dignitaries, presenting awards, issuing proclamations, representing the United States
at international conferences, standing for American ideals, and more.

FFoorreeiiggnn  PPoolliiccyy  HHeeaadd.. The president sets out the country’s policies and practices in
regard to other nations. The president, or the president’s representatives, makes treaties
with foreign nations with the approval of the Senate. The president also proposes foreign aid
and names ambassadors to foreign nations.

PPoolliittiiccaall  PPaarrttyy  LLeeaaddeerr. The president belongs to a political party and       speaks
for that party, often helping to raise money for congressional candidates, leading fund-rais-
ing for the party, and presenting the party’s ideas to the American people. 

GGuuaarrddiiaann  ooff  tthhee  EEccoonnoommyy.. The president is often held
responsible for the fate of the U.S. economy and so is in frequent
consultation with economic advisers as basic economic policy is set.
The president may recommend tax changes, propose a budget each
year for the nation, and try to set trade policy.

LLeeggiissllaattiivvee  LLeeaaddeerr.. The president can’t pass laws but can
influence which bills get passed or rejected by Congress. The presi-
dent also signs bills into law or vetoes them and may also meet with
individual Representatives and Senators to urge support for or oppo-
sition to a particular bill. 

The president plays many roles, but those seven are the ones that
occur most frequently. Sometimes they overlap. Look at the description
of a president’s typical day. Pick any two activities of the president from
that list and indicate which of the seven roles above the president is
playing in that activity. Then write a paragraph explaining why you see
that activity as representing that specific role. Finally, find a story in the
E-edition or print newspaper about the president and determine which
of his roles are involved in the story. 

Learning Standards: reading for information, evaluating the roles of political leaders

LEARNMORE! 
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How does a person get to be the President of the
United States?  We know the qualifications, and we
know what the job entails. But how does someone
actually go about running for the office? What needs
to be done? What exactly is a “presidential
campaign”?

A campaign is the process of trying to convince
people to support your candidacy. It involves a
constant round of activities – photo opportunities,
speeches, meetings with people in the party, debates,
television ads, appearances, and more. The cam-
paign starts with an announcement of candidacy
and becomes a combination of activities designed
to convince people to support the candidate. 

The primary elections are among the events near the beginning of a
campaign. For some candidates, the primaries also are where it ends.
A primary election is when all members of a political party in a given
state choose from various people whom they want to be their party’s
candidate for president. Not all states have primaries on the same day,
so how a candidate fares in the early primaries often influences what
happens later. A candidate who has momentum can move up in the
race. Otherwise, the candidate may have to drop out of the race
because supporters will melt away, press coverage will fade, 
and, most important, campaign contributions will stop coming in.

CCaammppaaiiggnn  FFiinnaanncciinngg
Money is a big factor in elections. Candidates must raise money to pay
for television ads, Web sites, posters, and more. The money spent on
the 2004 Presidential Election totaled more than $1 billion. Many peo-
ple complain about the money spent on campaigns. These people say
that a candidate’s need for money benefits those who have rich friends,
forces candidates to make deals with companies and “special-interest
groups,” and buries the true issues of the day beneath 30-second ads
that reduce complicated problems to slogans and “sound bites.”
Congress has tried to regulate the amounts and types of contributions
made to campaigns, but money is still a major factor in a candidate’s
success. If a candidate can’t raise money, the campaign is not likely to
go far.

8

TThhee  CCaammppaaiiggnn::  
WWhhaatt  DDooeess  IItt  MMeeaann  TToo  BBee  

““RRuunnnniinngg  FFoorr  PPrreessiiddeenntt””??



CCoonnvveennttiioonnss  GGeenneerraattee  EExxcciitteemmeenntt
Once the primaries are over, the national party conventions
begin. The convention is where the party formally sets their 
platform, that is, their positions on important current issues,
and nominates candidates to run for president and vice presi-
dent. A president serving his first term in office is often automat-
ically granted his party’s endorsement for a second term, but
the opposition still may have some arguing, deciding, and
wheeling and dealing to do. Often, for example, a party will
choose a vice-presidential candidate to “balance the ticket.” If
the presidential candidate is young, the vice-presidential candi-
date may be older. If the presidential candidate is from one part
of the country, the vice-presidential candidate probably will be
from another. The idea is to try to make the ticket appeal to the
greatest number of voters across the country. The party will also
state its platform. It will say how it feels about, for example, taxes, or abortion rights, or other hot topics. The candidate is expected to support the party
platform, but many candidates now try to stay away from the most controversial parts of it. They want to attract a wide base of support, and being too
controversial may turn off some people. 

The conventions are covered by national television, and this starts the last lap of the campaign. Candidates travel across the country, supporting 
candidates for local elections, hosting fund-raising dinners, trying to get their photos into news stories, and keeping their face in front of the public. 
This is also the start of intense television advertising. Ads for candidates show up all over television, promoting a given person, attacking the other
candidate, and discussing the issues. Televised debates also occur, giving the candidates the opportunity to present themselves to a national audience.
Although debates are in no way mandated, they have become an expected feature of a campaign, and most candidates view them as a good way to reach
millions of people. Debates can be crucial, too. Many people believe that John Kennedy’s defeat of Richard Nixon in 1960 and Jimmy Carter’s victory
over Gerald Ford in 1976 were the result of how each candidate performed in the debates. In a campaign, every little thing can matter.

AA  .. Keep a daily log of a given candidate’s activity for a week. Skim the E-edition
or print newspaper each day and note where your candidate appears, with
whom he has photos taken, to whom the candidate makes speeches, and what
the candidate’s messages are. At the end of the week, write a short paragraph
describing what you think that candidate’s overall campaign strategy is and how
you feel that week’s activities helped meet that strategy. Then do the same thing
three weeks later. Is it the same? Has the strategy changed any? If so, how and
why?

BB  .. You are the campaign strategist for one of the candidates. In a small group,
figure out what the candidate’s two or three most important messages should be.
Identify the target audiences and ways to most effectively attract those audiences.
Design a television ad and a newspaper ad. Think about photo opportunities and
where and with whom the candidate should appear. Design a billboard. Then
check the candidate’s campaign every day for a week and compare your cam-
paign ideas with those that the candidate actually uses. What are some similari-
ties? Differences? What do you think accounts for them?

CC  .. Watch one of the debates for at least 45 minutes. Read about the debate in
the E-edition or print newspaper. Then answer the following questions about the
debate:
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11  .. Which candidate seemed the calmest or most poised to you? What actions made the candidate come across that way?
22  .. Which candidate seemed least poised? Why?
33  .. Did any of the candidates make any obvious errors? If so, what were they? Do you think it was a serious error that would hurt the candidate’s

campaign? Why or why not?
44  .. What issues were discussed? What positions did the different candidates take on each of the issues?
55  .. Who do you think came across best in the debate, and why? (Judge the candidates only on their performance in the debate. Try to disregard which

candidate you personally like or dislike.) Then compare news coverage of the debates with your responses to the above questions. How did your
responses compare with the opinions and responses reported? What might account for the similarities and differences?

Learning Standards: writing a daily journal, summarizing, designing graphic representations to influence an audience, comparing and contrasting, evaluating
political conduct



All of the campaigning comes down to Election Night. By Election Night, voters have been to the polls, networks are carrying the state-by-state returns,
analysts are analyzing, and people are watching. What they are watching, though, even if they don’t realize it every moment, is not the actual presidential
election. They are watching as the popular vote – that is, the vote of the citizens – is counted, and they are watching how those popular votes translate
into electoral votes. But the real vote happens in December, when the Electoral College – the few hundred people who actually elect the president –
gathers. 

TThhee  EElleeccttoorraall  CCoolllleeggee
What is this system? Why does it exist? The Founding Fathers
didn’t know how much they could trust the people. Yes, they
wanted them to have a say in the government, but they also
wanted control. So they set up a system under which the people
voted for electors who are pledged to a particular candidate.
These electors actually select the president. Each state has a
number of electors equal to that state’s members of Congress,
that is, its number of Representatives (which varies from state
to state) and Senators (which is 2 for all states). The candidate
who receives the majority of the electoral votes, now 270, wins
the election. Almost always, the electors vote for the candidate
chosen by the voters of their state – but they don’t have to. 

If no candidate wins the majority of the electoral vote, then
the House of Representatives chooses the president. This has
happened twice. In 1800, Aaron Burr and Thomas Jefferson
tied for electoral votes, and the House chose Jefferson after
36 votes. In 1824, the House chose John Quincy Adams over
Andrew Jackson when neither man had a majority of the
electoral votes. 

10
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CCoouunnttss,,  RReeccoouunnttss  aanndd  CCoouurrttss::  EElleeccttiioonn  22000000  
Many people believe that the Electoral College is a relic of the past and should be abolished. The 2000 election is one argument. In 2000, Al Gore and
George Bush were running neck and neck. The election came down to Florida and its electoral votes. The candidate who won Florida’s votes would be
the next president. But there were problems – many of Florida’s voting machines had malfunctioned and many other ballots were invalidated for various
reasons. As a result, the Florida results were unclear. Bush appeared to have won, but there were charges of improper counting of ballots and of ballots
being filled out incorrectly. There were court challenges, recounts, and even a U.S. Supreme Court challenge concerning recounts from two counties.
The Florida Supreme Court had ordered a manual recount (that is, a recount conducted by hand, not by machine) of ballots, but the U.S. Supreme Court
overturned that decision. George Bush received Florida’s electoral votes and became President of the United States, even though he had not won the
popular vote in the nation. The 2000 election was not the first one in which a candidate was elected President without receiving the majority of the
popular vote. It happened three other times in 1824, 1876, and 1888. The 2000 election result convinced many people that the Electoral College
should be abolished or changed. 

Other people aren’t so sure. They argue that the current system gives small states some say in the electoral process, that candidates might ignore states
with small populations if they didn’t need the electoral votes from those states. In addition, they argue that eliminating the Electoral College would lead to
a rash of small parties. In such a system, it would be much easier to prevent both major candidates from getting more than 50% of the vote, and we could
have a president who is supported by only a minority of the voters. The Electoral College reduces the likelihood that this would happen. Therefore,
according to this line of thought, it works. There have been other arguments both for and against the Electoral College, but so far the system has survived.

WWhhaatt  ddoo  yyoouu  tthhiinnkk? 
Should the United States abolish or change the Electoral College? Keep it? Would popular-vote elections be fairer or less fair? Choose a position on this
question and do one of the following:

AA  .. Write an editorial endorsing your position. Read some E-edition or print newspaper editorials before writing yours to learn the format.

BB  ..  Prepare an oral presentation on the history of the Electoral College and give your opinion as to whether you think it is a good institution.

CC..  Research the Bush-Gore 2000 election. Pay particular attention to the arguments for and against extending the deadlines for manual recounts. Then
take the role of a Supreme Court Justice. Bush and Gore have presented their arguments. Write and deliver your position, using the facts of the case
and your understanding of constitutional law, to support your position.



So far in this section, you have been learning about the legal powers of the president, the qualifications, and how the election process works.
This page will give you a chance to actively think about what makes a good president and to study this year’s election a little more closely.

William J. Ridings and Stuart McIver wrote a book entitled Rating the Presidents: A Ranking of U.S. Leaders, From the Great and Honorable
to the Dishonest and Corrupt. They polled several hundred scholars and historians as they tried to rank the American presidents on such cri-
teria as political skill, integrity, leadership ability, appointments, accomplishments, and crisis management. Below is their list of our top presi-
dents. Read the list and do any of the assignments that follow.

WWHHAATT  MMAAKKEESS  AA  
GGOOOODD  PPRREESSIIDDEENNTT??

Learning Standards: understanding the duties and responsibilities of the president of the U.S., analyzing information, prioritizing12

AA  .. Choose any two of these presidents and look at what major crises they faced. Read what they did to solve them. Then write a short report,
telling what the crisis was, how they responded, what powers and roles of the president they employed, and whether you agree with their
ranking on the list.

BB  .. Compile your own list of what makes a great president. Then research any past president and rank that president according to your criteria.
Be prepared to defend your ranking with specific reasons and examples. 

CC  .. Use your list to rank this year’s presidential contenders. Scan the E-edition or print newspaper for information about the candidates. Explain
your reasoning. 

11))  AAbbrraahhaamm  LLiinnccoollnn

66))  WWooooddrrooww  WWiillssoonn

77))    HHaarrrryy  SS..  TTrruummaann

88))    AAnnddrreeww  JJaacckkssoonn

99))    DDwwiigghhtt  DD..  EEiisseennhhoowweerr

1100))    JJaammeess  MMaaddiissoonn

22))  FFrraannkklliinn  DDeellaannoo
RRoooosseevveelltt                

33))  GGeeoorrggee  WWaasshhiinnggttoonn

44))  TThhoommaass  JJeeffffeerrssoonn

55))  TThheeooddoorree  RRoooosseevveelltt



AA  .. Choose a candidate and create a series of political
cartoons about him. Before doing the cartoon, study what
makes an effective cartoon. Look at caricature, imagery,
and more. If you can, create a new political cartoon each
week. 

BB  .. Study editorials in the E-edition or print newspaper. See
what makes a good editorial. Then write a series of edito-
rials in support of a particular candidate or issue position
– or in opposition to a particular candidate or issue posi-
tion. Do the research necessary to support your editorial
with facts.

CC  .. Polling. Conduct a poll of neighbors and friends. See what
makes a good poll by reading about some of the polls that
have been covered in the newspaper. Then create a poll of
your own and give it to as many people as possible. 

These are just a few activities you can do using the E-edition or
print newspaper. You may well come up with your own ideas.
Try them. Get involved. The presidential elections are important
events in our country, and every citizen should be involved. 

After all, keep in mind that our government is a democracy
where we are all invited to participate. Read these quotes about
democracy and think about them during this election season.
Choose one and react to it in writing by explaining what it
means in an editorial column.

Learning Standards: creating political cartoons, analyzing editorials, generating questions

EExxpplloorriinngg  DDeemmooccrraaccyy  iinn  tthhee
NNeewwssppaappeerr

Get involved.
“The highest measure of democracy is neither the 'extent of freedom' nor the

'extent of equality', but rather the highest measure of participation.” 
A. D. Benoist

“Democracy is not something you believe in or a place to hang your hat, but it's
something you do. You participate. If you stop doing it, democracy crumbles.”

Abbie Hoffman

“Democracy is the government of the people, by the people, for the people.”
Abraham Lincoln

13
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Barack Obama was born in Hawaii in 1961. His father was from Kenya in Africa and his mother was from
Kansas. They met while they were both at the University of Hawaii. When they later divorced, Obama’s
father returned to Kenya so young Barack was raised much of the time by his mother in Hawaii and later
in Indonesia. Eventually, Obama moved to New York and attended Columbia University, graduating in
1983.

After college Obama moved to Chicago. He worked with people who wanted to improve the lives of poor
people. He decided that the best way to effect this kind of change was to work toward changing laws and
politics. He headed to Harvard Law School where he was the first African American president of the Harvard Law Review. Later he served
eight years in the Illinois State Senate and in 2004 he became the third African American elected to the U.S. Senate, as the junior senator from
Illinois.

Obama came to national attention when he gave a powerful keynote speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. He talked about the
importance of unity and about how much all Americans share, regardless of their religion, race or beliefs.

During his time in the Senate, Obama has worked on a bill to destroy weapons of mass destruction in Eastern Europe and Russia. He created
a website that tracks federal spending, he spoke out for victims of Hurricane Katrina, pushed for development of alternative energy, and
worked hard to improve
benefits for veterans.

Win or lose, Obama’s can-
didacy will go down in his-
tory because he is the first
African American to
become a presidential
nominee for a major U.S.
political party.

He is married to Michelle,
who is also a lawyer with a
career in public service.
They have two daughters,
ages 9 and 6.

Do some research to find 
out where Obama stands
on each  of the issues in
this chart. Summarize his 
position and then tell
whether you agree  or 
disagree with it. 

TThhee  DDeemmooccrraattiicc  CCaannddiiddaattee::

BBaarraacckk  OObbaammaa

OOtthheerr  CCaannddiiddaatteess
Consumer advocate and lawyer Ralph Nader is running for president again. When he ran in 2000, it is widely believed that his candidacy did have a
big impact on the outcome of that election. This year Ron Paul's candidacy may have an effect on the race. And Bob Barr is running as the
Libertarian candidate. Look through the news for mention of some of these other candidates and their parties – Green, Libertarian, Natural Law and
Reform. 

TTaaxxeess  

HHeeaalltthh  CCaarree  

IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn  

TThhee  EEnnvviirroonnmmeenntt  

TThhee  EEccoonnoommyy

FFiigghhttiinngg  TTeerrrroorriissmm

IIrraaqq

EEdduuccaattiioonn  

AAbboorrttiioonn//GGaayy  MMaarrrriiaaggee

IISSSSUUEESS SSUUMMMMAARRYY  &&  OOPPIINNIIOONN
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John McCain was born in 1936 into a family that had a long tradition of serving in the U.S. Navy. As a
young boy, he moved with his family from naval base to naval base. He graduated from the Naval Academy
at Annapolis in 1958, following the path set by his father and grandfather. 

McCain volunteered to fight in the Vietnam War. He was trained as a pilot so his assignment was to fly
attack planes on bombing runs. On one run his plane was shot down. McCain was captured and taken
prisoner by the Vietnamese. They kept him in prison camp for five and a half years where he was beaten
and tortured. When they found out he was the son of a high-ranking officer in the U.S. Navy, they offered
to let him go but McCain refused because he thought accepting release was against the military code of
conduct.  He was finally released in March 1973. 

McCain stayed in the Navy, although no longer as a pilot. In 1977 he got a Navy assignment which involved working with the U.S. Senate. That was
his introduction to politics. After marrying for the second time, he decided to run for office. He won a seat in the House of Representatives in
1982 and in 1986, he won election to the U.S. Senate which he’s now won three times. 

In 2000, he began his first
race for president but lost the
nomination to George W.
Bush. He began another run
for president in April 2007
and this time he won the
Republican nomination. 

Sen. McCain married for the
first time in 1965. His wife
had two children from her
previous marriage. McCain
adopted them and the couple
also had a child together.
They divorced in April 1980.
In May 1980, he married his
current wife Cindy. They have
four children.

Do some research to find out
where McCain stands on each
of the issues in this chart.
Summarize his position and
then tell whether you agree
or disagree with it. 

TTaaxxeess  

HHeeaalltthh  CCaarree  

IImmmmiiggrraattiioonn

TThhee  EEnnvviirroonnmmeenntt  

TThhee  EEccoonnoommyy

FFiigghhttiinngg  TTeerrrroorriissmm

IIrraaqq

EEdduuccaattiioonn  

AAbboorrttiioonn//GGaayy  MMaarrrriiaaggee

IISSSSUUEESS SSUUMMMMAARRYY  &&  OOPPIINNIIOONN

TThhee  RReeppuubblliiccaann  CCaannddiiddaattee::
JJoohhnn  MMccCCaaiinn

AAfftteerr  yyoouu  hhaavvee  rreeaadd  aabboouutt  tthhee  ccaannddiiddaatteess,,  wwrriittee  aabboouutt  wwhhiicchh  oonnee  yyoouu  wwoouulldd  vvoottee  ffoorr  aanndd  tteellll  wwhhyy..

IIssssuueess  CChheecckk  
For a comparison of where the candidates stand on the issues, go online to: http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/issues/
or check out the candidates' websites at http://www.barackobama.com and http://www.johnmccain.com.



Make a chart listing the major issues such as taxes, the environment, affirmative
action, war, etc. List your positions on each issue and what you think should be
done to address them. Then make a similar chart for the candidates in this year’s
election. Keep track of their statements and position papers. Then:

AA  .. Track any changes in their positions. What may have led to the changes?
Read in the E-edition or print newspaper any coverage of their position
changes to see what caused them.

BB  .. Take a poll in your school or neighborhood about these issues. Compare
your poll results with the positions of the candidates. Write a short report
telling how your results compare with what the candidates are saying. 

CC  .. Go to the national Web sites of some of the political parties.
(The Democratic National Committee can be found at http://democrats.org/;
the Republican National Committee is at www.rnc.org; the Green Party is at
www.greenpartyus.org.) Compare their positions on at least two major issues.
What evidence does each party cite for its position? Which evidence seems
most convincing to you? Distribute the poll and get "person-in-the-street"
responses.

IIssssuueess::  WWhheerree  DDoo  II  SSttaanndd??  
WWhheerree  DDoo  TThhee  CCaannddiiddaatteess  SSttaanndd??

Learning Standards: organizing information, understanding political issues, using reference materials16 


