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1976
Jimmy Carter vs Gerald Ford

A 50-minute lesson on the 1976 U.S. presidential election. Includes lesson plan, background 

reading with primary source, student worksheet, answer key, and discussion prompts.
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1976: Jimmy Carter vs Gerald Ford

Standards alignment
NCSS · D2.His.4.6-8 (chronological reasoning) · D2.His.14.6-8 (causation). CCSS · 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.2 (central ideas in primary sources).

Timing
5 min Warm-up List two structural conditions in 1974-76 America that would produce an outsider 

Democratic victory. For each identify the specific 1973-76 development most re-

sponsible.

15 min Reading + vocab 1976 election was 48th U.S. presidential election. Carter 297 EV / Ford 240 EV. 

Carter 50.1% popular vote vs Ford 48.0%. Narrowest victory since JFK 1960. 

Structurally shaped by Watergate aftermath, 1974-75 recession + stagflation, Viet-

nam War end (April 30, 1975 fall of Saigon), CIA scandals (Church Committee), 

Bicentennial year.

Ford 1974-77 troubles: (1) September 8, 1974 Nixon pardon - approval fell 71% 

’ 49%. (2) 1974-75 recession + stagflation (unemployment 8.8% in 1975; inflation 

11% in 1974). (3) April 30, 1975 fall of Saigon. (4) May 1975 Mayaguez Incident - 

41 Americans died. (5) 1975 Church Committee CIA/NSA/FBI scandal revelations. 

(6) November 1975 NYC fiscal crisis - "FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD" Daily News 

headline October 30, 1975. (7) Two September 1975 assassination attempts (Lynette 

"Squeaky" Fromme Sept 5; Sara Jane Moore Sept 22).

Republican primary 1976 = structural conservative challenge. CA Governor Ronald 

Reagan (1967-75) sought nomination from right. Attacked Ford's détente, Helsinki 

Accords, Panama Canal negotiations, federal regulation. Reagan won 11 primaries; 

Ford won 17. Republican Convention Kansas City August 16-19, 1976 close: Ford 

defeated Reagan 1187-1070 first ballot. Sen Bob Dole (KS) VP - replaced Rocke-

feller too liberal for 1976 conservative wing.

Democratic primary 1976 wide-open. Jimmy Carter emerged through strategic plan-

ning - visited 250 U.S. cities 1975-76. Won Iowa caucuses January 19, 1976 (27.6% 

with "uncommitted" 37.2% second) - first major political effect of Iowa caucuses. Won 

New Hampshire primary February 24, 1976. Won March 9 Florida primary against 

George Wallace - consolidated Southern Democratic vote.

Democratic Convention NY July 12-15, 1976 nominated Carter first ballot. Sen Wal-

ter Mondale (MN, Humphrey protégé) VP. Convention united - Bicentennial summer 

+ Watergate aftermath = friendly mood.
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Carter campaign theme: trust + character + outsider. "I will never lie to you." Carter's 

biography: peanut farmer (rural Southern roots); Naval Academy 1946; nuclear 

submarine officer under Admiral Rickover; born-again Southern Baptist; civil rights 

moderate; outsider (never served in Washington). Time magazine June 1976: "Jimmy 

Who?"

Ford campaign: incumbency + foreign-policy experience + pardon-of-Nixon as heal-

ing decision. Slogan "He's making us proud again."

Defining moment: October 6, 1976 second Carter-Ford debate at Walnut Street 

Theatre Philadelphia. Moderator Max Frankel (NY Times) asked about Eastern 

Europe + Helsinki Accords. Ford: "There is no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe 

and there never will be under a Ford administration." Politically devastating. Ford 

refused to retract for 6 days. Finally clarified October 12 Dallas speech.

Carter won 297 EV; Ford 240. Carter 23 states + DC; Ford 27. Popular: Carter 

40,831,881 (50.1%); Ford 39,148,634 (48.0%); McCarthy (independent) 756,691 

(0.9%); margin 1,683,247.

Geographic pattern: Carter's coalition restored Solid South except Virginia (10 of 11 

former Confederate states) + Northeast except much of New England + industrial 

Midwest (Ohio, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Missouri) + Hawaii. Ford coalition: most West 

Coast + Mountain West + rural Midwest + most New England + Virginia. Carter 

restored Democratic coalition McGovern 1972 had failed to mobilize.

Carter inaugurated January 20, 1977. Governed as structural outsider Democrat. 

Achievements: (1) Camp David Accords September 1978 - Egypt + Israel peace 

mediation. (2) Panama Canal Treaties 1977-78 - returned Canal to Panama by 2000. 

(3) China normalization January 1, 1979. (4) Department of Energy August 1977. 

(5) Department of Education October 1979. (6) Airline Deregulation Act 1978; Motor 

Carrier Act 1980; Staggers Rail Act 1980. (7) SALT II Treaty June 1979 (signed but 

unratified after December 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan).

But Carter presidency damaged by three crises: (1) Stagflation continued - infla-

tion 13.5% (1980); unemployment 7.1% (1980); GDP -0.3% (1980 recession). (2) 

November 4, 1979 Iran hostage crisis - 52 American hostages in U.S. embassy 

Tehran for 444 days. April 24, 1980 Operation Eagle Claw rescue failed (8 American 

military deaths; helicopter crash + sandstorm). (3) July 15, 1979 "malaise speech" 

- televised address on energy crisis + national pessimism. "Crisis of confidence." 

Politically devastating - voters saw it as blaming them.

1980 election (Reagan 489-49 EV over Carter) = landslide defeat. Carter first 

incumbent president to lose since Hoover 1932.
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1976 election structural significance threefold: (1) Demonstrated post-Watergate 

Americans wanted outsider trust over incumbent experience - template invoked by 

subsequent post-scandal candidates (Reagan 1980; Obama 2008; Trump 2016). (2) 

Carter rebuilt Democratic Southern coalition McGovern 1972 had failed to mobilize 

- last successful Democratic Southern strategy (Clinton 1992/96 adapted but didn't 

replicate). (3) 1976 election was structural inflection point between post-WWII De-

mocratic-dominant era (1932-80) and Reagan-era Republican-conservative ascen-

dance (1980-2008).

10 min Primary source Read aloud once. Annotate individually. Quick pair-share on the source-analysis 

question.

10 min Discussion Small groups (3–4). Pick one prompt; report back two sentences.

10 min Worksheet Six questions: 2 multiple-choice, 3 short-answer, 1 map-read.

T H E A M E R I C A N V O T E . C O M   ·   1 9 7 6   ·   C L A S S R O O M  E D I T I O N 4  O F  1 0



B A C K G R O U N D  ·  1 9 7 6 K E Y  T E R M S  +  P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E

Background
Before the worksheet, review the key terms below and then read the primary source carefully. The two 

source-analysis questions on the worksheet (questions 6 and 7) ask you to quote from the excerpt.

Key terms
Jimmy Carter
39th U.S. president (1977-81). Georgia peanut farmer, 

Naval officer, Georgia Governor (1971-75). Won 1976 

with 297-240 EV over Ford.

Gerald Ford
38th U.S. president (1974-77). Only U.S. president never 

elected to presidency or vice presidency. Pardoned Nixon 

September 8, 1974.

"Jimmy Who?"
June 1976 Time magazine cover phrase reflecting 

Carter's anonymity outside Georgia.

Ford "no Soviet domination" gaffe
October 6, 1976 second Carter-Ford debate. Ford re-

fused to retract for 6 days.

Iran hostage crisis
November 4, 1979 - January 20, 1981. 52 American 

hostages held in U.S. embassy Tehran for 444 days. April 

24, 1980 Operation Eagle Claw rescue failed. Released 

minutes after Reagan inauguration January 20, 1981.

Camp David Accords
September 17, 1978 peace agreement between Egypt 

and Israel mediated by Carter at Camp David Maryland. 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat + Israeli Prime Minister 

Menachem Begin. Sadat + Begin awarded 1978 Nobel 

Peace Prize. Operationalized through March 26, 1979 

Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty.

"Malaise speech"
July 15, 1979 Carter televised address on energy crisis 

+ national pessimism. Carter never used word "malaise" 

but speech became labeled "malaise speech." "Crisis of 

confidence" framing. Politically devastating - voters saw 

it as blaming them for national problems.
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Inaugural Address
JIMMY CARTER, JANUARY 20, 1977

Carter delivered his inaugural address from the East Portico of the U.S. Capitol on January 20, 1977. The "Ford era" 

passage was unusual: Carter began by thanking the outgoing president - a structural acknowledgment of post-Watergate 

political healing. The "human rights" passage articulated Carter's structural foreign-policy commitment that would shape 

his 1977-81 administration. The "American dream" passage articulated his commitment to economic-policy themes. The 

speech was relatively brief (~1,200 words). Carter walked from the Capitol to the White House after the inauguration - 

the first president to walk the full route, structurally emphasizing his outsider populist identity.

"For myself and for our Nation, I want to thank my predecessor for all he has done to heal our land. 

The American dream endures. We must once again have full faith in our country - and in one another. 

I believe America can be better. We can be even stronger than before. Let our recent mistakes bring 

a resurgent commitment to the basic principles of our Nation, for we know that if we despise our 

own government we have no future. Because we are free we can never be indifferent to the fate of 

freedom elsewhere. Our moral sense dictates a clearcut preference for those societies which share with 

us an abiding respect for individual human rights. We do not seek to intimidate, but it is clear that a 

world which others can dominate with impunity would be inhospitable to decency and a threat to the 

well-being of all people. The world itself is now dominated by a new spirit. Peoples more numerous 

and more politically aware are craving and now demanding their place in the sun - not just for the 

benefit of their own physical condition, but for basic human rights."

Car ter, " Inaugural  Address" (Washington, DC, January 20, 1977) . Publ ic  domain.
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The 1976 Election
Read the background page, then answer the six questions below.

QUESTION 1 · MULTIPLE-CHOICE
How many electoral votes did Carter win in 1976?

(  )  A.  273
(  )  B.  286
(  )  C.  297
(  )  D.  321

QUESTION 2 · MULTIPLE-CHOICE
When was the second Carter-Ford debate with the "no Soviet domination" gaffe?

(  )  A.  September 23, 1976
(  )  B.  October 6, 1976
(  )  C.  October 22, 1976
(  )  D.  October 28, 1976

QUESTION 3 · SHORT-ANSWER
What was unusual about Carter's background?

QUESTION 4 · SHORT-ANSWER
How did Ford's pardon of Nixon affect his 1976 campaign?
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QUESTION 5 · SHORT-ANSWER
Carter says in his inaugural "I want to thank my predecessor for all he has done to heal our land." What is 
the rhetorical purpose of this passage?

QUESTION 6 · MAP-READ
On the 1976 election map, identify Carter's 23 states + DC and Ford's 27 states. What does the geographic 
pattern reveal?
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Answer key
QUESTION 1
297. Carter 297; Ford 240.

AP students should know the 297-240 split.

QUESTION 2
October 6, 1976. Second Carter-Ford debate at Walnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia.

AP students should know the October 6, 1976 date.

QUESTION 3
Carter's background unusual: (1) Peanut farmer running family farm in Plains, Georgia. (2) U.S. 
Naval Academy 1946 graduate + Navy submarine service. (3) Born-again Southern Baptist + 
Sunday school teacher. (4) Outsider Southern Democrat - never served in Washington. (5) Georgia 
State Senator + Georgia Governor only political experience. (6) "Jimmy Who?" Time magazine 
cover June 1976 reflected anonymity outside Georgia.

AP students should be able to articulate.

QUESTION 4
Ford's September 8, 1974 Nixon pardon damaged 1976 campaign in five structural ways: (1) 
Approval rating fell 71% ’ 49%. (2) "Deal" allegations persisted. (3) Trust deficit - Carter's campaign 
emphasized trust + character. (4) Liberal Democratic mobilization. (5) Election margin (Carter +2.1 
percentage points + 57 EV) - small swings could have flipped result. Without pardon Ford might 
have won.

AP students should be able to articulate.

QUESTION 5
Carter's "I want to thank my predecessor for all he has done to heal our land" inaugural opening 
uses three rhetorical strategies: (1) Magnanimous reconciliation - thanking Ford for the 1974-77 
transitional governance, structurally healing the Watergate-era political divide. (2) Implicit Water-
gate-era closure - by thanking Ford, Carter signals the post-Watergate era is now ending. (3) 
Bipartisan respect - the gesture signals Carter's intention to govern as a unifier rather than partisan. 
The political function: position Carter's presidency as a fresh start rather than a continuation of 
partisan conflict. The structural significance: post-Watergate political healing required explicit ritual 
acknowledgment of orderly transition. Carter's passage was widely praised as politically generous. 
But the rhetorical commitment to post-partisan healing would prove difficult to operationalize - 
Carter's 1977-81 presidency would be substantially conflictual.

AP students should be able to articulate the rhetorical strategy.
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QUESTION 6
Carter states (23 + DC): Solid South except VA (10 of 11 former Confederate states); Northeast 
except much of New England (NY + PA + MA + RI + MD + DE + NJ + CT); industrial Midwest (Ohio, 
Wisconsin, Minnesota, Missouri, West Virginia); Hawaii; Texas; Kentucky; Tennessee; Arkansas + 
DC. Ford states (27): most West Coast + Mountain West + rural Midwest + most New England + 
Virginia + Illinois + Michigan + Indiana + Iowa + Nebraska + Kansas + Oklahoma + ND + SD + MT 
+ WY + UT + NV + ID + CO + NM + AZ + WA + OR + CA + NH + ME + VT. Geographic pattern 
reveals: (1) Carter restored Democratic Southern coalition McGovern 1972 had failed to mobilize. 
(2) Carter's 50.1% popular vote came primarily from Solid South + Northern industrial states. (3) 
The 1976 map was the last successful Democratic Southern strategy - subsequent Clinton 1992/96 
would partially adapt but not replicate. (4) Ford's 27 states + 240 EV demonstrated the structural 
Republican Western + Mountain + suburban-Northeast coalition that Reagan 1980 would expand 
into a 489-49 EV landslide. (5) The 1976 map was the structural inflection point between post-WWII 
Democratic dominance and Reagan-era Republican-conservative ascendance.

AP students should be able to articulate the structural significance.
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