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1976
Jimmy Carter vs Gerald Ford

A 75-minute lesson on the 1976 U.S. presidential election. Includes lesson plan, background 

reading with primary source, student worksheet, answer key, and discussion prompts.

E R A

Cold War Realignment
C Y C L E

1976 of 538 total EV

W I N N E R

Jimmy Carter (Democratic) · 297 EV
R U N N E R - U P

Gerald Ford (Republican) · 240 EV

K E Y  I S S U E

Watergate aftermath; Nixon pardon; eco-
nomic stagflation; Washington corruption

T U R N O U T

54.8%

C O N T E N T S

1. Cover + overview

2. Lesson plan (instructor, 75 min)

3. Background: key terms + primary source

4. Student worksheet (7 questions)

5. Answer key + discussion prompts
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1976: Jimmy Carter vs Gerald Ford

Standards alignment
NCSS · D2.His.4.9-12 (chronological reasoning) · D2.His.14.9-12 (causation in U.S. history). CCSS · 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2 (key ideas/details in primary sources).

Materials
One copy of the student worksheet per student. Optional: the 1976 map at theamericanvote.com/elections/-

1976 projected, or printed as a handout.

Timing

5 min Warm-up Identify two structural conditions in 1974-76 America that would produce an out-

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

responsible.

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

Carter 50.1% popular vote.

Ford 1974-77 troubles: Nixon pardon September 1974; 1974-75 recession + stagfla-

tion; April 30, 1975 fall of Saigon; May 1975 Mayaguez Incident; 1975 Church 

Committee CIA scandals; November 1975 NYC fiscal crisis; two September 1975 

assassination attempts.

Republican primary 1976: Reagan challenged from right. Republican Convention 

Kansas City August 1976 close: Ford defeated Reagan 1187-1070 first ballot. Bob 

Dole VP.

Democratic primary 1976 wide-open. Carter emerged through strategic planning. 

Won Iowa January 19, 1976 (first major political effect of Iowa caucuses). Won New 

Hampshire February 24, 1976. Won March 9 Florida against Wallace.

Democratic Convention NY July 12-15, 1976 nominated Carter. Walter Mondale VP.

Carter campaign: trust + character + outsider. "I will never lie to you."

Ford campaign: incumbency + foreign-policy experience.

October 6, 1976 second debate: Ford "no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe" 

gaffe. Ford refused to retract for 6 days.

Carter 297 EV; Ford 240. Carter 23 states + DC; Ford 27 states. Margin 1,683,247 
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popular votes.

Carter's coalition: restored Solid South except VA + Northeast except much New 

England + industrial Midwest + Hawaii. Ford coalition: West Coast + Mountain West 

+ rural Midwest + most New England + Virginia.

Carter inaugurated January 20, 1977. Achievements: Camp David Accords Sep-

tember 1978; Panama Canal Treaties 1977-78; China normalization January 1979; 

Department of Energy August 1977; Department of Education October 1979; dereg-

ulation (Airline 1978, Motor Carrier 1980, Staggers Rail 1980); SALT II June 1979 

(signed but unratified after December 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan).

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

13.5% (1980). (2) November 4, 1979 Iran hostage crisis - 52 American hostages 

444 days. April 24, 1980 Operation Eagle Claw rescue failed (8 deaths). (3) July 15, 

1979 "malaise speech" - "crisis of confidence."

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

dent to lose since Hoover 1932.

1976 election structural significance: (1) Post-Watergate Americans wanted outsider 

trust. (2) Carter rebuilt Democratic Southern coalition McGovern 1972 had failed. (3) 

Structural inflection point between post-WWII Democratic dominance (1932-80) and 

Reagan-era Republican-conservative ascendance (1980-2008).

The Carter 1976 victory was the structural template for subsequent post-scan-

dal outsider candidates: Reagan 1980 (post-Carter "malaise"); Bill Clinton 1992 

(post-Bush recession); Obama 2008 (post-Bush Iraq + 2008 financial crisis); Trump 

2016 (post-Obama "deplorables"). The "outsider after scandal" framework would 

dominate U.S. presidential politics through the 21st century.

The 1976 election can be analyzed retrospectively as a brief Democratic interlude 

in the long Republican-conservative ascendance 1968-2008. Republicans won the 

presidency in 1968, 1972, 1980, 1984, 1988, 2000, 2004 (7 of 11 elections); 

Democrats won 1976, 1992, 1996, 2008 (4 elections). The Republican coalition - 

Southern realignment + Western + suburban-Northeast + religious conservative - 

was structurally larger than the post-McGovern Democratic coalition. Carter 1976 + 

Clinton 1992/96 + Obama 2008 represented partial breaks rather than fundamental 

realignments. The structural Democratic recovery would not come until Obama 

2008 + 2012 + the post-2008 demographic shifts (younger voters; college-educated 

suburban voters; minority voters). Then review the Key Terms on the background 

page so students share vocabulary before the primary-source work.

15 min Primary source Read the excerpt aloud once. Students annotate individually (3 min), then pair-share 

on worksheet questions 6 and 7 (5 min).
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15 min Discussion Small groups (3–4). Pick one of the three prompts at the back of this packet (or assign 

one). Each group reports back two sentences.

20 min Assessment Student worksheet. Seven questions, mixed format (5 about the reading, 2 about the 

primary source). Answer key in the instructor section at the back.

5 min Closure One-sentence exit ticket — see Closure section below.

Closure
One-sentence exit ticket: "What is one thing the 1976 election tells you about the Cold War Realignment era 

that the textbook didn't?"
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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).

Gerald Ford
38th U.S. president (1974-77).

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

Carter's anonymity.

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

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

hostages 444 days.

Camp David Accords
September 17, 1978 peace agreement between Egypt 

and Israel mediated by Carter.

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

+ national pessimism.

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.

"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.

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 5  O F  9



S T U D E N T  W O R K S H E E T  ·  1 9 7 6 N A M E :  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

The 1976 Election
Read the background page (key terms and primary source), then answer the seven questions below. 

Questions 6 and 7 ask you to quote from the primary source.

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?

(  )  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 "I want to thank my predecessor for all he has done to heal our land." What is the rhetorical 
purpose?

S O U R C E  A N A LY S I S  —  Q U E S T I O N S  6  A N D  7  R E F E R E N C E  T H E  P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E  
O N  T H E  B A C K G R O U N D  PA G E .

QUESTION 6 · SHORT-ANSWER
Explain how Carter's 1976 victory was the last successful Democratic Southern Democratic strategy.

QUESTION 7 · 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.

AP students should know the date.

QUESTION 3
Carter's background: peanut farmer, Naval officer, born-again Southern Baptist, Georgia Governor, outsider 
never served in Washington. "Jimmy Who?" Time magazine cover June 1976.

AP students should be able to articulate.

QUESTION 4
Ford's pardon damaged 1976 campaign: approval fell 71%’49%; "deal" allegations; trust deficit; liberal 
Democratic mobilization; narrow election margin where small swings could have flipped result.

AP students should be able to articulate.

QUESTION 5
Carter's "I want to thank my predecessor" inaugural opening uses three rhetorical strategies: magnanimous 
reconciliation, implicit Watergate-era closure, bipartisan respect. Political function: position Carter's presi-
dency as fresh start rather than continuation of partisan conflict.

AP students should be able to articulate.
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QUESTION 6
Carter's 1976 victory was the last successful Democratic Southern Democratic strategy. Carter carried 
10 of 11 former Confederate states (lost only Virginia). The structural mechanism: (1) Carter's Georgia 
roots + born-again Southern Baptist + Southern speech patterns established cultural connection with white 
Southern voters. (2) Civil rights moderation - Carter had integrated Georgia government as governor but 
wasn't identified with Northern liberal civil rights activism. (3) Watergate aftermath - Republican Party 
damaged by Nixon scandals; Southern voters who had voted for Nixon 1972 could be reclaimed by sym-
pathetic Southern Democrat. (4) Bicentennial-era nostalgia + outsider trust appeal. Subsequent Democratic 
strategists attempted to replicate Carter's Southern strategy. Bill Clinton 1992 (Arkansas Governor) + Bill 
Clinton 1996 carried some Southern states (Arkansas, Tennessee, Louisiana, Kentucky, West Virginia, 
Florida - varied by year) but not 10 of 11. Al Gore 2000 (Tennessee senator + Carter's former student at Carter 
Library) lost his home state of Tennessee to Bush. From 2000+ Democrats have not won Southern states 
except Florida (some years), Virginia (2008+), North Carolina (2008 only), Georgia (2020 only). The 1976 
Carter Southern coalition was structurally unique - the post-Civil-Rights-Act Solid South was structurally 
Republican by 1980, and Carter's 1976 success was the last successful interruption. The structural lesson: 
Carter 1976 was the political end of the Democratic Solid South.

AP students should be able to articulate the Southern significance.

QUESTION 7
Carter states (23 + DC): Solid South except VA + Northeast except much New England + industrial 
Midwest + Hawaii. Ford states (27): West Coast + Mountain West + rural Midwest + most New England + 
Virginia. Geographic pattern reveals: (1) Carter restored Democratic Southern coalition. (2) Last successful 
Democratic Southern strategy. (3) Ford's 27 states + 240 EV demonstrated structural Republican Western 
+ Mountain + suburban-Northeast coalition that Reagan 1980 would expand into 489-49 landslide. (4) 
1976 map was structural inflection point between post-WWII Democratic dominance and Reagan-era 
Republican-conservative ascendance.

AP students should be able to articulate.

Discussion prompts
1 Carter restored Democratic Solid South coalition that McGovern 1972 had failed to mobilize. Identify 

three structural reasons a Southern Democratic candidate could restore the coalition that a Northern 

liberal candidate could not.

2 Ford's "no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe" October 1976 debate gaffe is widely cited as a struc-

tural cause of his 1976 loss. Identify three structural reasons televised debate gaffes can structurally 

damage incumbent presidents.
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