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University of Virginia Center for Politics


Capturing the White House in ‘08:  The Battle for the Swing States

Sabato’s Crystal Ball

Purpose:  Students will examine the relative importance of winning swing states in a presidential election, and the potential implications with regard to the Electoral College.  In addition, using the Crystal Ball website, students will take a critical look at the strategies of both the Obama and McCain campaigns to win these few critical battleground states.  This lesson may be used in conjunction with the Crystal Ball lesson: The Electoral College and Presidential Campaigns: Working the System.

Objectives:

1. Students will identify key swing or battleground states on an electoral map.

2. Students will examine the criteria used to determine swing states explain their relative importance to the electoral vote.

3. Students will identify and research several crucial, must-win swing states in the 2008 election, and predict the outcome of the election.

4. Students will devise a campaign strategy for both major candidates in several swing states.
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blue state

swing state
Materials:


1. The Battle Begins political cartoon overhead
2. Swing State Campaign overhead
3. Swing State Politics 101 student handout or overhead
4. Campaign Strategy in the Swing States:  Republican John McCain
5. Campaign Strategy in the Swing States:  Democrat Barack Obama
Procedure:

1. Warm-up: Project the political cartoon The Battle Begins via overhead or PowerPoint.  Ask students to interpret the cartoon:  

· Why does the cartoonist make reference to a battle or war?

· Who are the people in the cartoon?  Why should they take cover?

· What are the implications for the 2008 presidential campaign?

· Why do you think that the media as well as the campaigns themselves refer to states where the election will be close as “battleground states?”

Political cartoon source:  http://politicalhumor.about.com

2. Understanding Key Concepts:  Place either the term battleground OR swing state on the board or overhead.  Ask students to take a few minutes to jot down what they believe that terms mean.  Have several students volunteer to share their answers. 
3. Transition:  Electoral Map: Project the overhead Swing State Campaign. Ask students to address the following questions based on the map:
· Identify and briefly discuss the importance of the blue states and the red states,   
· Explain why there are many more projected red states in the 2008 election.
· Which party has the most electoral votes when with regard to the blue and red states?  Explain why that’s true.
· Now identify the green and yellow states.  How many electoral votes are at stake with these swing states?

· Why do you think these green and yellow swing (or battleground) states have become the most important during this election campaign?

4. Small Group Discussion:  Pass out the handout Swing State Politics 101 and ask students to read quietly to themselves.  Then put students in small groups to discuss the two sources on swing states.  

5. Analyzing Campaign Strategies in the Battleground States:  Direct students to go to the website for Sabato’s Crystal Ball (http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/) and Sabato's Electoral Road Map to identify key swing states in the 2008 election, and to devise campaign strategies for each candidate in those states.  This activity may individually or in small groups of 2-3.  Ask students to share their findings with the class.
6. Wrap-up:  
· What generalizations can you make about the importance of swing states in the 2008 presidential election?

· Brainstorm a list of the Top 10 Most Important Battleground States, and discuss the rational for each choice.

· In 2000, Florida became the crucial battleground state upon which the election hinged.  What state do you predict will play that role in 2008?  Defend your answer.
Extension Activities:

1. View and evaluate several Obama and McCain campaign ads broadcast in the battleground states.  The following websites are excellent resources for campaign ads past and present:

· http://livingroomcandidate.movingimage.us/index.php
· http://www.c-span.org/Politics/search.aspx?Sec=A
· http://campaigncircus.com
· http://pcl.stanford.edu/campaigns/2008/index.html
2. As the campaign strategist for the Obama or McCain campaigns, create a 30 second TV commercial spot targeted for a particular battleground state.  For some examples of “homemade ads” or parodies, you may want to check out the following:

· http://politicalhumor.about.com/b/2008/06/18/best-humor-of-campaign-2008.htm 
· http://politicalhumor.about.com/library/bltoday.htm
· http://campaigncircus.com/video_player.php?candidate=8
· http://campaigncircus.com/video_player.php?candidate=3
· http://www.nbc.com/Saturday_Night_Live/video/?cat=33501#main

Swing State Campaigns
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Swing State Politics 101

Source A

INDEPTH: US ELECTION 2004
Swing states

CBC News Online | August 20, 2004
What makes a swing state? 

 A swing state is a state that, through the evidence of polling and its history, could vote either Democrat or Republican on Election Day. Most swing states are "small-town America" states in the Midwest. Powerhouses New York and California won't get nearly the attention that Iowa and Florida will from the campaigns. 

 Given the way U.S. presidential elections are decided, different states are important for different reasons. It becomes a numbers game; which combination of states will bring in the 270 electoral college votes needed to win the presidency. Different analyses of the numbers lead to slightly different definitions, meaning different media or political outlets will have different lists of "swing" states. But, for the most part, organizations will agree on at least a dozen states that are up for grabs. 

 This time out, there are as many as 22 states considered to be in play, depending on the source you consult. . . .

Source: http://www.cbc.ca/news/background/uselection2004/swingstates.html
Source B

DETERMINING SWING STATES
The actual procedures for deciding which states are swing states in any particular election vary across campaigns and across disciplines. Many political scientists use historical voting patterns: the more often a state has been won by candidates of one party in the past, the more likely it is to vote for that party in the future. Other factors that can help determine which states are swing states are:

a) The state's results from the last presidential election

b) The state's results from the last several presidential elections

c) Recent public opinion polls

d) Any historical trends that the campaign believes might lead a state to vote for one party or another

e) The state of origin of the candidate, and also that of the candidate for Vice President
Swing states tend to have a fairly equal balance of city and country-dwellers; states that are highly urban or highly rural are less likely to be swing states.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swing_states
Swing State Politics 101

Discussion Questions

1. Source A contends that “most swing states are ‘small-town America’ in the Midwest.”  Brainstorm several explanations as to why that statement is true.

2.  Discuss why powerhouses California (55 electoral votes) and New York and California (31 electoral votes) will get far less attention in the presidential campaign than smaller swing states.

3. Briefly analyze each of the five criteria for determining swing states in Source B and provide a brief statement to support the validity of the criteria.

4. Analyze the following quote from Source B and evaluate its validity: Swing states tend to have a fairly equal balance of city and country-dwellers; states that are highly urban or highly rural are less likely to be swing states.

5. Explain how the battle for the White House ultimately becomes a “numbers game.”  What are the implications of this phenomenon in the swing or “battleground states?”


Directions:. Imagine you are the campaign manager for the 2008 McCain election campaign and your task is to identify and devise a strategy to win the THREE most crucial swing or battleground states. Using the Crystal Ball (http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/2008/president/),  scroll down to Sabato's Electoral Road Map and click on View the Electoral Road Map, and address the following:  

1. Swing State =

a. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004? ______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

b. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

c. Why is this state so important to McCain election chances?

d. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for the McCain (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

2. Swing State =

a. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004? ______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

b. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

c. Why is this state so important to McCain election chances?

d. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for McCain (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

3. Swing State =

a. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004? ______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

b. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

c. Why is this state so important to McCain election chances?

d. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for McCain (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?


Directions:. Imagine you are the campaign manager for the 2008 Obama election campaign and your task is to identify and devise a strategy to win the THREE most crucial swing or battleground states. Using the Crystal Ball (http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/2008/president/),  scroll down to Sabato's Electoral Road Map and click on View the Electoral Road Map, and address the following:  

1. Swing State =

a. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

b. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

c. Why is this state so important to Obama’s election chances?

d. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Obama (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

2. Swing State =

e. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

f. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

g. Why is this state so important to Obama’s election chances?

h. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Obama (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

3. Swing State =

i. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

j. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

k. Why is this state so important to Obama’s election chances?

l. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Obama (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?


Directions:. Imagine you are the campaign manager for the 2008 Nader election campaign and your task is to identify and devise a strategy to win the THREE most crucial swing or battleground states. Using the Crystal Ball (http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/2008/president/),  scroll down to Sabato's Electoral Road Map and click on View the Electoral Road Map, and address the following:  

4. Swing State =

m. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

n. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

o. Why is this state so important to Nader’s election chances?

p. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Nader (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

5. Swing State =

q. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

r. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

s. Why is this state so important to Nader’s election chances?

t. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Nader (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?

6. Swing State =

u. Click on the state. Who won the state in 2004?______ By what percentage of the popular vote? ______

v. According to the Crystal Ball, what is the outlook for this state in 2008 i.e. who is likely to win? ______________

w. Why is this state so important to Nader’s election chances?

x. Briefly outline the campaign strategy you would devise to win the state for Nader (ex:  who are the swing voters and how do you win their vote?


































CAMPAIGN STRATEGY IN THE SWING STATES:


DEMOCRAT Ralph Nader

















CAMPAIGN STRATEGY IN THE SWING STATES:


DEMOCRAT Barack Obama











CAMPAIGN STRATEGY IN THE SWING STATES:


REPUBLICAN John McCain














www.youthleadership.net
www.youthleadership.net

