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VOTE 2008:
Electing County Commissioners

Overview

In this lesson, students will learn about the role of county commissioners in local government. After identifying the ways
counties can elect commissioners, they will work in groups to rank county priorities and develop a political platform for a
county commissioner running for election. Finally, the class will explore the local campaign process by participating in a mock
county commissioner election.

North Carolina Standard Course of Study for 8" Grade SS

T Objective 9.01: Describe contemporary political, economic, and social issues at the state and local levels and evaluate
their impact on the community.

9 Objective 9.03: Describe opportunities for and benefits of civic participation.

North Carolina Standard Course of Study for Civics and Economics

Objective 3.09: Describe the services provided by state and local government agencies and how funding is provided.
Objective 4.03: Analyze information on political issues and candidates seeking political office.

Objective 4.08: Participate in civic life, politics, and/or government.

Objective 7.03: Compare examples of tradeoffs and opportunity costs of economic choices.

Objective 10.05: Describe examples of recurring public problems and issues.
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Essential Questions
9 What is a county commissioner and what duties does a comiissioner perform?
9 Why are the decisions made by County Commissioners relevant to each of us?
9 What is the process for electing county commissioners?
T Why is it important for citizens to participate in the election of their county’s commissioners?

Materials
9 Vote. North Carolina-County Commissioner, reading attached
9 County Issues handout, attached
1 County Commissioner Ballots, attached

Duration
60-90 minutes

Preparation
As a homework assignment the evening before this activity, have students read the attached Vote. North Carolina-County
Commissioner.

Procedure
County Commissioners in North Carolina
1. As a warm-up—and to review their homework reading—place students in groups of 3 and ask them to write down at
least 5 things they know about county commissioners in local government. You may want to ask specific questions to
initiate their thinking:
T Why do counties have commissioners?
9 What are some responsibilities of county commissioners? How do they differ from city council members?
9 How are county commissioners chosen?
9 What, if anything, do you know about your county’s commissioners?
After students have had enough time to create lists, about 3 minutes, have them share with the class what they came up with.
Be sure to correct any misconceptions that might arise and praise thoughtful responses.
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Explain that counties are the oldest form of local government in the United States, and that they were originally created
by states to give citizens greater access to government services. Because it was so difficult to travel in the 17" and 18"
centuries, citizens could not be reasonably expected to go all the way to the state capital every time they needed to
conduct official business. For this reason, local governments were established in counties, and county commissioners
were selected to govern each county.

Today, North Carolina is divided into 100 counties, each of which is governed by a board of county commissioners. Up
until the Civil War, county commissioners were appointed by the state. Today, however, citizens in each county elect a
board of county commissioners, as well as a sheriff and a register of deeds.

Explain to students that the board of county commissioners is essentially responsible for 3 things: setting the county’s
tax rate, adopting the county budget, and making local laws (ordinances) for the county. (What do the first 2 have in
common? Money!) Of course, it is a bit more complicated than it sounds. When deciding on a tax rate and adopting a
budget, county commissioners must make decisions about the types of services and the level of services the county will
provide to citizens. Counties spend most of their money on education and human services, such as mental health, public
health, and social services. Additionally, boards of county commissioners establish county policies by issuing “orders” or
“directives,” adopting resolutions reflecting the board's prevailing view on an issue, and passing ordinances, or local
laws, on a variety of matters like zoning, animal leash laws, and use of county parking lots.

Ask students to think about some decisions their own county commissioners might have to make that would affect them
directly. Give them a few minutes to share their thoughts. Such issues might include things like funding levels for
schools or after school programs, curfew ordinances, construction of a new football field or skateboard park, or rezoning
to allow for the development of a new mall. Explain that a county commissioner’s position on funding and policy
decisions has huge political implications. In fact, the positions that county commissioners assume regarding certain
issues are the basis on which citizens decide which commissioners to elect.

Electing County Commissioners
Tell students that county commissioners in North Carolina are elected in 1 of 3 types of elections:
9 At large: commissioners represent an entire county, and they are elected by all voting citizens in the county;
9 District: commissioners represent a district within their county, and they are elected by citizens living within their
district;
T Mixed: a mixture of at large and district elections.
Further, explain that the purpose of district elections is to move the electoral process closer to proportional
representation.

Tell students that they are about to participate in a mock county commissioner election. The class represents a county,
and they will be electing 2 new county comimissioners to represent their interests on the board of county commissioners.
This will require students to think about the issues they feel are important and select a commissioner who they believe
will do the best job of representing their interests.

Divide the class into groups of 3-4 students. Either assign roles or allow groups to self-select their roles within the
group. The roles include:
1 Commissioner Candidate: The candidate is ||| | | | | | [|J
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