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The Electoral College 
Social Education and PBS NewsHour Staff (pbs.org/newshour/extra)

Each state has the same number of elec-
tors as the total combined number of its 
senators and representatives in Congress; 
the District of Columbia also has electors, 
whose number is the same as the number 
allocated to the state with the smallest 
population (Wyoming, which has 3). The 
accompanying map shows the number 
of electors in each state. A presidential 
candidate needs to obtain at least 270 of 
the 538 electoral votes to win.

The actual vote of the Electoral College 
takes place on December 15 this year. 
Members of the Electoral College are 
never all gathered in one place; they vote 
in the states for which they were elected, 
typically in the state capital.

On three occasions in U.S. history, a 
candidate has lost the popular vote, but 
become president by the majority vote of 
the Electoral College. In 2000, George W. 
Bush became the first such president since 
1888, when Benjamin Harrison defeated 
Grover Cleveland in the electoral vote. 
The other occasion was in 1876, when the 
Republican candidate, Rutherford Hayes, 
defeated the Democrat, Samuel Tilden, 
after running three percentage points 
behind Tilden in the popular vote. 

In the event of a 269-269 tie in 2008, 
or a failure by any candidate to win 270 
votes because of a Third Party candi-
date or desertion by electors, the newly 
elected House of Representatives will 
meet in January 2009 to elect the next 

president. In this circumstance, each state 
has one vote, and the president-elect must 
receive at least 26 votes, representing the 
majority of states. The vote of each state 
is determined by the majority vote of 
the state representatives. If the state is 
split because its delegations are equally 
divided between the parties, its vote is 
not counted in favor of any candidate.
(In the current House, 27 of the state 
delegations have a Democratic majority, 
21 have a Republican majority and two 
are equally divided.)

In the case of a deadlocked Electoral 
College, the Senate will vote for the vice-
president, who needs to receive 51 votes (a 
majority of the entire Senate) to be elected. 
If the House of Representatives has not 
elected a president by Inauguration Day, 
but the Senate has elected a vice president, 
the vice president becomes acting presi-
dent until the House of Representatives 
agrees on a president. 

Forty-eight of the 50 states and 
Washington, D.C., follow a winner-takes-
all system of allotting Electoral College 
votes, so that the presidential candidate 
winning a majority or plurality of the 
state’s popular vote wins all electoral 
votes for the entire state. Maine and 
Nebraska are different. They allocate 
their votes according to a proportional 
system that gives two electoral votes to 
the candidate who wins the statewide race 
and one vote per district to the candidate 

who wins the popular ballot in each state 
congressional district. 

Just over half of all states require their 
electors to cast votes at the Electoral 
College meeting for the winner of the 
popular vote in their states; some of 
these provide for fines and/or replace-
ment of electors who fail to follow this 
rule. The Supreme Court has never ruled 
on whether the states can enforce these 
penalties. Almost half of the states do not 
require electors to cast votes for the win-
ner of the popular vote. To avoid the prob-
lem of “faithless electors,” state political 
parties go to great lengths to ensure that 
their state’s slates of electors are packed 
with party officials and diehard party 
activists. 

When the framers of the Constitution 
founded the Electoral College system, 
they considered alternatives, including 
electing the president by popular vote, 
by a vote by Congress, or a vote of the 
state legislatures. It was a time before 
the rise of political parties, when weak 
communications existed between differ-
ent parts of the country, and they were 
concerned voters might not be able to 
make informed judgments about national 
candidates. In addition, if many candi-
dates ran for election, the victorious 
candidate might only have the real sup-
port of a small minority of voters. The 
framers were also concerned voters might 
be carried away by passions in a direct 
popular vote.

The framers decided against empow-
ering Congress to elect the president, 
because this would interfere with the 
division of powers between the execu-
tive and the legislature. Moreover, having 
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The United States has a system of voting for a president that is unique among 
western democracies. Rather than vote directly for a president or entrust the presi-
dential election to a parliament, Americans instead vote for statewide slates of electors 
who are pledged to a candidate. The successful electors become the members of the 
Electoral College, which elects the president by a majority vote. 



O c t o b e r  2 0 0 8
305

state legislatures elect the president might disrupt the care-
fully drawn balance between state authorities and national 
leadership. The Electoral College system was a compromise 
that enabled nationwide votes by the citizens in a way that 
recognized state powers. 

Opinion polls have shown that a majority of Americans 
believe that the winner of the popular vote rather than the 
electoral vote should become president, but that a large minor-
ity (about 40% in the more recent polls) still backs the current 
system. 

The Electoral College is an excellent topic for class discus-
sions, such as those suggested in the accompanying lesson 
plan. 

Typical arguments for the Electoral College are that it is 
decisive; it combines the principle of voting by citizens with 
the respect for states embodied in the Constitution, and it 
ensures that citizens in small states do not have their voices 
drowned out by voters in major cities and the more populous 
states. Moreover, eliminating it would be very difficult because 
it would require a constitutional amendment that smaller states 
would likely refuse to ratify.

Arguments against the Electoral College are that it dimin-
ishes the principle of one person, one vote, by giving the popu-

Useful Websites
www.archives.gov/federal-register/electoral-college/index.html

This National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) website 

has a rich supply of information and answers to questions about the 

Electoral College. This is an insider’s vantage point; NARA admin-

isters the Electoral College and its Office of the Federal Register 

coordinates the functions of the Electoral College. Historical results 

are available at www.archives.gov/federal-register/electoral-college/

historical.html

www.hks.harvard.edu/case/3pt/electoral.html

This overview on the website of Harvard University’s John F. 

Kennedy School of Government provides detailed background 

information on the Electoral College, as well as a good account 

of the pros and cons of the Electoral College system.

www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/election/july-dec00/ec_11-23.html

This is a PBS NewsHour report from November 2000 discussing 

the situation after Al Gore won the popular vote but appeared 

to have lost the electoral vote. Experts offer different views on 

the Electoral College.
continued on page 308

Map source: Federal Election Commission
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lation of small states more electoral votes 
than an equivalent population in a large 
state would receive; that it can award vic-
tory to the candidate who came in second 
in the popular vote; and that a candidate 
who wins the electoral but not the popu-
lar vote may have a lasting problem of 
legitimacy as president. In addition, an 
Electoral College deadlock resulting in the 
election of the president and vice president 
by the House and Senate could cause a 
major political crisis.

Classes can also review some sugges-
tions that have been made to reform the 
Electoral College without eliminating it. 
1.	 Replace the winner-take-all system 

with one comparable to that in 
Maine and Nebraska, in which the 
two electoral votes that represent 
senators are allocated to the popu-
lar winner statewide and one elec-
toral vote is allocated to the winning 
presidential candidate in each con-
gressional district in the state.

The lesson plan and handout in this article have 
been derived from resources offered by NewsHour 
Extra to teachers interested in offering classroom 
instruction based on features from the PBS program, 
The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer. www.pbs.org/news-
hour

At www.pbs.org/teachers/vote2008/ teachers can 
find election coverage, standards-based lesson plans, 
a curriculum guide and tools that can be used to 
evaluate issues, track electoral trends, and express 
opinions. Lesson plans are offered for both the ele-
mentary and secondary levels, and the site offers 
numerous interactive possibilities for students to par-
ticipate and express themselves. 

2.	 Replace the winner-take-all system 
in the states with a different kind 
of proportional representation, in 
which each candidate wins electoral 
votes in proportion to his/her popu-
lar vote in the state.

3.	 Keep the Electoral College, but 
eliminate the electors and have the 
state’s electoral votes allocated in 
proportion to the popular vote state-
wide.

4.	 Keep the Electoral College, but 
award a bonus to the winner of 
the nationwide popular vote. One 
proposal has been for the popular 
vote winner to receive a bonus of 
102 electoral votes (two for each 
state and the District of Columbia). 
This plan was proposed in 1978 by 
the Twentieth Century Fund Task 
Force on Reform of the Presidential 
Election Process.

The Electoral College can be a dry sub-
ject outside a presidential election year. 
But it becomes real and engaging when 
students realize how important the College 
might be to the chances of their preferred 
presidential candidate, especially in a close 
election. 

Note: 
1.	 In 1824, Andrew Jackson lost the presidential election 

to John Quincy Adams despite winning a plurality of 
both the popular and electoral votes. Jackson did not, 
however, win a majority of the electoral votes, and 
the election was decided in favor of Adams by a vote 
of the House of Representatives.
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4. Major Civilizations, States, and 
Empires in Asia, Africa, and the 
Americas: 1000 B.C.E. to 1500 
C.E.

5. Medieval Europe and the Rise 
of Western Civilization: 500 to 
1500.

6. The Renaissance and 
Reformation in Europe and 
the Development of Western 
Civilization: 1250 to 1650.

7. Worldwide Exploration, 
Conquest, and Colonization: 
1450 to 1750.

8. Scientific, Political, and 
Industrial Revolutions: 1500 to 
1900.

9.  Global Imperialism: 1750 to 
1900.

10. An Era of Global Conflicts, 
Challenges, Controversies, and 
Changes: 1900 to the Present.

11. Historical Research.14

A third shared element in state stan-
dards has to do with the design process. 
With some partial exceptions, standards 
writing has not involved much partici-
pation from people who have thought 
seriously about world history as a new 
research field and as a distinctive way 
of investigating the past. Rather, state 
educational authorities have for the most 
part visited Arena B to put together in-
house committees, independent con-
sultants, and selected teachers and cur-
riculum designers, most of whom see 
world history as the study of “different 
cultures.” Consequently, these standards 
have taken little account of the lively and 
pathbreaking world historical scholar-
ship of the past quarter century.

To give just one example of this 
research, scholars in Arena A know that 
a world-girdling economy took shape in 
the sixteenth century and that thereaf-
ter this economy became increasingly 
complex in terms of transport networks, 
commercial exchange, and commodity 
production, as well as in its impact on 
societies everywhere. One important 
aspect of this development was, in the 

The only online, interactive 
K-12 social studies and 
geography resource  
that features:

Try Maps101 in your classroom FREE for two weeks. 
Go to www.maps101.com/trial Or call 877-627-7101

Visit us at NCSS, booth #616 

Bring lessons to life
       with a wealth of 
    cost-effective material.

 Bring lessons to life
       with a wealth of 
    cost-effective material.

context of the previous 5,000 years, the 
astonishingly sudden growth of western 
Europe as a hub of production, trade, and 
technical innovation. The intertwinings 
of the world economy and the successive 
regional shifts in the balance of global 
economic and military power from the 
sixteenth to the twentieth centuries is a 
vital topic for understanding the world 
in which we live. This topic, broad in 
space and time, is one that classrooms 
might examine through any number of 
intriguing questions: 

food plants between the Eastern 
and Western Hemispheres have on 
the growth of the world economy? 

it in their interest to sell people for 
export to American plantations? 

soar in the eighteenth century? 
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Subjects: government/civics, current events

Time: This lesson is intended to take two class periods.

Lesson Objectives: Students will understand how the Electoral College system 
works. Students will analyze and debate the pros and cons of the Electoral 
College system.

Procedures:
1.Introduction / Background
Explain to students that while Americans will cast their ballots for 
president in November, the system called the Electoral College 
actually determines who will win the election. Provide students 
with an introduction to the system with some of the details on 
pp. 304–307. 

Ask your students what they know or remember about the 
2000 election. Explain that George Bush won because he had 5 
more electoral votes than Al Gore. (You may also want to discuss 
the contested results in Florida and the Supreme Court case that 
ultimately determined the outcome of the election.) Explain that 
each state and the District of Columbia are given a share of the 
electoral vote based on population. Electors are chosen by the 
states to actually cast the official votes for president. Because of 
how the system is set up, it is possible for one candidate to win the 
popular vote and another to win the electoral vote. After the 2000 
election, a majority of Americans favored abolishing the system. 
However, no proposals to do so were seriously considered. Why? 
Tell your students they will now try to answer that very question.

2. Handout: The Electoral College
Give students the Handout and ask them to use the online resources 
on page 305 and other online resources (or printouts) in order to 
complete it. Students may work individually or in small groups.

3. Group Activity: Constitutional Convention
After students have completed their handouts, tell them that the 
class is going to participate in a “constitutional convention,” called 
at the bequest of the states, to propose and ratify constitutional 
amendments. (The possibility of a convention to propose [not 
ratify] amendments is included in the Constitution, though it has 
never been used.)

Tell them that there has been a public outcry to change the 
process of presidential elections. Since the students in the class will 
be the delegates to the convention, it will be their jobs to research 
and develop amendments to alter the process or argue that the 
current process should not be changed. Ask students to volunteer 
to represent either the status quo or to propose an amendment to 
alter the current system. Have the students create groups that either 
accept the status quo or seek to promote a change. Each group 
will need to collect resources and to develop logical arguments 
defending its position or discounting the opposition’s stance. 

Allow students ample time to formally research their view (either 
via the Internet or through conventional sources). Note that there 
have been several suggested replacements for the Electoral College, 
such as a set number of electors per state or a popular vote alter-
native in which the presidential/vice presidential ticket receiving 

the most votes (more than 40 percent) is declared the winner. 
At least three alternate plans should be developed. The John F. 
Kennedy School of Government website (www.ksg.harvard.edu/
case/3pt/electoral.html) offers useful information on alternatives 
to the Electoral College.

Once students have adequately researched their various posi-
tions and roles, the class may convene the constitutional conven-
tion. It’s a good idea to acquaint students with the basic ideas of 
parliamentary procedure (see www.texasnaacp.org/parlproc.htm). 
The teacher may also opt to elect a student to be the convention 

“president.” The role of the president would be to maintain order 
and to function as an intermediary between various groups. The 
teacher may wish to assist, especially if debate between different 
groups becomes heated.

After a reasonable amount of time, the president should pro-
nounce the convention “closed” and announce that the time has 
come to accept or to reject proposed amendments (to maintain the 
status quo or to replace the current system). The class as a whole 
convention may vote to accept or to reject proposals (or may also 
vote to compromise between various proposals). Regardless of the 
vote, the student’s grade should not be dependent on whether 
his or her group or proposal wins out.

4. Sample Rubric for Grading Convention Participation:
1.	 Research: how well did the collected sources back the 

group’s position or demonstrate the other positions as inad-
equate? Did the group effectively cite their research?

2.	 Speaking ability: how well did each member of the group 
participate in the convention? Did they speak well?

3.	 Cooperation: did the members of the group act in a man-
ner of respect and courtesy to members of other groups? 
Did the members of the group act in a manner of respect 
to other group members?

Extensions
Have your students learn more about the results of one of the 
following nineteenth century presidential elections: 1800, 1824, 
1836, 1872, 1876, or 1888. Students share their findings. Discuss. 
What surprised them? What did they learn about the American 
system of electing the president from these elections? What can 
they conclude from these elections? What relevance do they have 
today?

Correlation to National Standards
McRel Compendium of K-12 Standards Addressed:
Civics Standards 8 and 20.

National Council for the Social Studies Thematic Strands:
 Individuals, Groups, and Institutions;  Power, Authority, and Governance;  Civic Ideals 

and Practices

Lesson Plan
[This lesson plan originally appeared on the PBS Newshour Extra website ( pbs.org/newshour/extra ) and has been adapted for publication.]

The Electoral College Lara Maupin and PBS NewsHour Staff

Lara Maupin is a former social studies teacher and student government 
adviser at Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in Alex-
andria, Virginia. Her article originally appeared at www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/

teachers/lessonplans/socialstudies/Vote2004/electoral_college.html.
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1.	 Why does the U.S. have the Electoral College system? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

2.	 Who are the electors? How are they chosen in your state? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

3.	 What do the electors actually do? Can they vote any way they 

wish? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

4.	 How many electoral votes are there? How are they divided among 

the states? How many does your state have? How does your state 

determine how many electoral votes each candidate will get? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

5.	  How many electoral votes are needed to win? What if no candi-

date receives a majority? Has this ever happened? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

6. 	 How often have the results of the Electoral College differed from 

the popular vote? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

7. 	 What are the PROS of the Electoral College system? Who favors it? 

Whom does it benefit? 

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

8. 	 What are the CONS of the Electoral College system? Who does not 

favor or might like to change it?

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________

Student Handout Name:_______________________________________________

The Electoral College


