
 
Campaign Finance
HIGH SCHOOL LESSON

Essential Question:  Are there implications for the American political 
system when interest groups donate large sums of money to candidates’ 
campaigns?

Objective:  For students to gain an understanding of how congressional 
campaigns are financed and to examine how one of their senators or 
representatives raised funds.

Standards: National Standards for Civics and Government, Grades 9-12:
I. A.  What purposes should government serve?
II. C.  What is American political culture?
III. E.  How does the American political system provide for choice 

and opportunities for participation?
V. D.  What civic dispositions or traits of private and public 

character are important to the preservation and improvement of 
American constitutional democracy?

V. E.  How can citizens take part in civic life?

Essential Background:  Students should be familiar with the Vote Smart 
website.

Materials:
• Computer access for students
• Campaign Finance handouts for students

Teacher Instructions:

1. Direct students to the Vote Smart website.
2. Have students find the senators and representative(s) from their state 

and click on the 'Political Summary' link of the one whose contributions 
they want to examine.

3. After making their choice, they should click on the “Campaign 
Finances” link.

4. Have students complete the handout on their own using the Vote 
Smart website.
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5. As the students work, discuss how political action committees are the 
fundraising arm of special interest groups (SIGs), and that even though 
the SIGs are listed on the website, it is actually the PAC that donated 
money to the campaign.

6. Once students have completed their handout, jigsaw them into groups 
representing the various members of Congress from their state.  In 
these groups have each student share their findings and discuss the 
essential question.

7. Depending on time, this could be expanded to a full class discussion.
8. A good follow up activity is for students to examine campaign finance 

laws such as the McCain-Feingold BCRA of 2002 or the recent Citizens 
United Supreme Court case and discuss ways to improve the system.
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