REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

LESSON PLAN
Teacher Guide
Level

Learning Area

Strands

Topic

7&8

Humanities: Civics and
citizenship

•• Government and democracy

Representative
democracy

Overview
The aim of this lesson plan is to give teachers a range of ideas and activities to:
•• Understand the concept of representative democracy, its features, history and origins
•• Analyse the strengths of a representative democracy and compare this form of government with other
forms
•• Explain how citizens participate in Australian democracy through the concept of voting
•• Encourage student engagement with their representatives in the Parliament of Victoria in the Legislative
Assembly and the Legislative Council

Curriculum Links
Victorian Curriculum F-10
Level

Learning Area

Strands

Curriculum Code

7&8

Humanities: Civics and
citizenship

•• Government and democracy
–– Describe the key features of government in Australia
–– Explain how citizens can participate in Australia’s democracy
including use of the electoral system and contact with their
elected representatives

VCCCG018;
VCCCG020

Capabilities

Strand

Curriculum Code

Critical and creative
thinking

•• Questions and Possibilities
–– Synthesise information from multiple sources

VCCCTQ034

Learning Goals
By the end of these lessons, students will be able to:
•• Understand the term ‘Representative Democracy’
•• Describe the history and origins of Vicria’s Representative Democracy
•• Identify their representatives in the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council

•• Analyse the strengths and weaknesses of a Representative Democracy and group decision making
through elected leaders
•• Explore issues of Power inherent in a representative democracy
•• Explore some other types of government such as: Oligarchy, Dictatorship, Monarchy (Extension)

Resources and Materials
Included with this lesson plan are:
•• Teacher guide or summary
•• Teacher instructions: learning activities
•• Group decision making feedback form worksheet
•• Representative democracy strengths and weaknesses worksheet
You will need:
•• Small pieces of paper (voting cards) to elect a representative
•• Access to the internet
–– Parliament of Victoria website: www.parliament.vic.gov.au
–– YouTube clips as noted in learning activities
–– Victorian Electoral Commission website: www.vec.vic.gov.au
–– Relevant sites for strengths and weakness research
•• A3 poster paper for extension activity
Teacher background reference
•• “What is the Westminster system”: www.youtube.com/watch?v=svMxNNBNisQ&feature=youtu.be

Learning Activities Summary
1.

Warm-up: What is a Democracy?

2. Group Decision Making Activity: Representative Democracy
3. Your Representatives in Victoria
4. Strengths and Weaknesses of representative democracy
5. Power: Checks and Balances in the Victorian system
6. Who Has the Power? The Accountable Government
7. Extension: Research Poster Task – Other types of governments

Achievement Standard
By the end of these lessons students will meet the needs of the achievement standards in Levels 7 and 8 Civics
and Citizenship by being able to::
•• Explain and analyse some features of Australia’s system of government
•• Identity ways they can be active and informed citizens

REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

ACTIVITIES

Lesson plan for teachers
1. WARM‑UP ACTIVITY: GROUP DECISION‑MAKING... IS OUR CLASS A DEMOCRACY?
Don’t tell the class that this is an ‘activity’; make them
believe the task is ‘real’.

Straight away, give out the Democratic
Decision‑Making feedback sheet.

Tell the class that you have a decision to make, and
that you’d like their help. Make up some sort of
decision that you might consult them about. Make sure
the decision is one that has two clear options (no grey
areas):

After students have filled in their sheets, have a
discussion about the results. Some key points to note:

•• What topic shall we do next? X or Y?
•• Should we have an assignment or a test at the end
of this topic?
•• Should we go on an excursion or not?
•• Should we do (activity X – something they enjoy)
or not?
•• Should we have a party at the end of term or not?
Go around the class one by one and ask for each
student’s opinion. You might like to record a tally on
the board to show a clear picture of what the class
wants.
After you have heard everyone’s viewpoints, tell them
that you have thought about the dilemma and that
you have made your decision. Announce your decision,
ensuring that it is the opposite of what the majority of
the class wants.

There are lots of places in the world where people
live under a dictatorship. How would this feel? You
may like to refer to the refugees seeking asylum in
Australia from dictatorships in other parts of the world
(refer to the EAL version of Inside Parliament: Journeys
for further exploration of this idea – available on the
Parliament of Victoria website)
What sort of system of government do we have in
Victoria? What does this mean for us? (voting, being
engaged, fairness, rights and responsibilities)
What are some of the advantages or disadvantages of
the different types of government? (e.g. Democracy –
things move slowly, but it is fair)
What are some of the commonalities of each model?
(e.g. power is inherent in all systems of government)
What are the main differences between the models?
(e.g. power is shared or belongs to a single person)
Explain that today we are going to look in more detail
at a specific type of democracy: Representative
Democracy.

2. REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY: GROUP DECISION‑MAKING ACTIVITY
Ask students to think about how hard it would be
to have a fair decision‑making process when you
have 5.79 million people’s opinions to consider
(the population of Victoria). As a result, we have
what’s called a Representative Democracy: a
system of democratic government where we elect
representatives (Members of Parliaments – or MPs)
who we trust to make decisions on our behalf. Our
population is so large and society is so complex that

we use representatives instead of Direct Democracy
(where each person has direct input into the
decision‑making process).
Activity: Divide the class into three (or five – so long as
it is an odd number) groups. Ask each group to meet
and to have a discussion (making sure every person in
the group is heard) about the following issues:

1. What is more important: public transport, or health
and medical facilities?

agree with the statement below). Record the results on
the board:

2. What is more important: well‑trained teachers, or
well‑trained police?

1. Public transport is more important than health and
medical facilities.

3. What is more important: care for animals, or
reduction of pollution?

2. It is more important to have well‑trained teachers
than well‑trained police.

Allow 5‑10 minutes for the discussion, encouraging the
group to move towards consensus if possible.

3. It’s more important to care for animals than to
reduce pollution.

Part of a Representative Democracy involves electing
a representative to act on their behalf. Students should
be encouraged to think about who would represent
them and their views the best.

Explain that this is how a Representative Democracy
works. Elected leaders are entrusted to represent their
constituents (or the people they represent) and vote
on their behalf.

Students can do a secret ballot to vote for their
representative (note: if you’d like to conduct a full
preferential voting process, there is great information
about how to do this on the Victorian Electoral
Commission website). For a simpler voting process,
distribute a small piece of paper to each person and
ask students to write down the name of the person
they would like to elect as their representative. Collect
the voting cards and tally results.

Questions for discussion:

Ask the elected representatives to come to the front of
the room.

•• Why might it be important to have your voice heard
as a group member?

Ask the three (or five) representatives to vote on the
following statements (by raising their hands if they

•• Was this a fair process?
•• How well did the representatives know their
constituents?
•• How well did the representatives represent their
group’s feelings?
•• What are some potential problems with this type of
democracy?

•• What could you do to make sure your
representative really understands your views?

3. WHO REPRESENTS ME IN VICTORIA?
In the Parliament of Victoria, there are two houses:
The Legislative Assembly (who meet in the Legislative
Assembly Chamber – the green room) and The
Legislative Council (who meet in the Legislative
Council Chamber – the red room). The two‑house
system is known as a bicameral system and helps
distribute the power (i.e. one house cannot make laws
or changes to laws by itself: the law‑making process
involves both houses).

Students should discover who their representative is in
the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council:
electoratelookup.vec.vic.gov.au

If you want to provide some context for the two
houses of Parliament, it may be useful to do the virtual
tour of Parliament House available on their website
(www.parliament.vic.gov.au/virtualtour) You can see
the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council.

•• Local Council information

Each person who sits in the chamber is a
representative for a District (Legislative Assembly)
or Region (Legislative Council) in Victoria. There is
a useful interactive map available on the Victorian
Electoral Commission’s website, which shows the
boundaries for the districts and regions.

Students may like to make contact with their
representative in either the Legislative Assembly
or Legislative Council. They might send an email
to introduce themselves to their MPs and ask for
information about what decision‑making is currently
happening in Parliament.

This will return a representative for the:
•• State District (The representative in the Legislative
Assembly, or green room)
•• State Region (The representative in the Legislative
Council, or red room)
Students can then research further information about
their representatives on the Parliament of Victoria
website: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/members

4. STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY
Every system of government has significant strengths
and weaknesses – or advantages and disadvantages.
You might like to show some Parliament of Victoria
YouTube clips to get students thinking:
•• www.youtube.com/watch?v=_
vvveBnp13E&feature=youtu.be
•• www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gzPNY5Wqa4o&feature=youtu.be

Distribute the ‘Strengths and Weaknesses Table’
resource to students and ask them to use the Internet
to research some of the main pros and cons of a
representative democracy.
Have a class discussion afterwards about the things
to think about. Are some of them strengths and
weaknesses?
Did students uncover any more strengths or
weaknesses in their research that weren’t included on
the table?

5. POWER: CHECKS AND BALANCES IN THE VICTORIAN SYSTEM
One of the dangers of having a Representative
Democracy is that a very small number of people
hold a great deal of power. It is important that there
are systems in place to prevent people from abusing
or exploiting this power and making decisions in
their own interest instead of for the good of their
constituents.
One of the ways we share power in Victoria is through
the two‑house system and the lengthy process that
Bills must go through before they can become laws.
Explain that one of the main functions of Parliament
is to make and change laws (laws that impact
on all Victorians). Ask students to look up the
current laws being discussed in Parliament on the
following website: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/
legislation/1824‑bills‑this‑week

Students can then watch this animation about
how laws are made: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pSCMpX9stW0
Have a discussion (think/pair/share or whole class)
about the following questions:
1. Why is it important to have two houses in
Parliament? (Bonus points for anyone who can
remember what sort of system this is called:
Bicameral).
2. What are the advantages of this system for law
making?
3. What are the disadvantages of this system for law
making?
4. How is power distributed in Parliament? Why is this
important?

6. WHO HAS THE POWER? THE ‘ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNMENT’
Ask students to think about the word ‘accountable’.
What does this mean to them?
Explain that being accountable means you are ‘called
to account’ and you have to take responsibility for your
own actions. Your decisions and actions must be able
to be explained.
Ask students if they can guess how the government in
Victoria is ‘accountable’.
(Question time is one way that the government is
accountable. The Opposition can ask any member of
the government to explain a decision or action during
question time.)
Students can watch this YouTube clip about
accountable government: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/
video‑and‑audio/victorias‑system

Questions for discussion:
1. What is the difference between an accountable and
a responsible government?
2. Why is it important that a ‘Ministry’ should have to
answer to Parliament?
3. ‘Governments can avoid accountability’. What do
you think of this?
4. If the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative
Council are controlled (have the majority) by
different political parties, this might lead to an
‘adversarial system’. What do you think this might
mean?

7. EXTENSION: OTHER TYPES OF GOVERNMENT
Students could make a poster about one (or all) of the
different types of government explored in the warm‑up
feedback form. Display posters!

Answer these Questions:

•• Democracy

•• Where might we find this system of government in
the world today?

•• Oligarchy
•• Monarchy
•• Anarchy
•• Dictatorship

•• How would you define this system of government in
your own words?

•• Who are some famous people associated with this
system of government?

REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

WORKSHEET

Group decision-making feedback form
1. How did you feel when the final decision was announced?

2. What was the best part of this decision-making process?

3. What would you do differently if you wanted to make this decision-making
process fairer?

4. If what happened today was how a government was run, what sort of
government would you say it was from the list below? Tick the box.
Tick  Type

Description

Democracy

People have the power and they trust their representatives to make decisions
on their behalf. If they don’t like the decisions, they have the power to vote the
representative out of office.

Oligarchy

A small group of people (often a family or group of privileged people, or social
class or military group) have all the power to make decisions. They often pass
their power from one generation on to the next.

Monarchy

Usually one person has power. Sometimes they have been elected, or
sometimes they have received their power from their ancestors. In today’s
society, most monarchs (the person in power) only have a ceremonial role and
don’t make decisions.

Anarchy

Complete lawlessness where there is no government or authority. People are
leaderless. Often this situation occurs in the immediate aftermath when a ruling
leader has been overthrown or removed by force.

Dictatorship

Authority and power is held by only one person. They make decisions and wield
power with no regard for what others want. Often they threaten or use force to
maintain their power.
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WORKSHEET

Strengths and weaknesses
Instructions: Use your experiences today and information from the Internet to
reflect on the main strengths and weaknesses of a Representative Democracy.
THINGS TO
THINK ABOUT...
People can
elect their own
representatives
from a list of choices
(when they are old
enough to vote)

Everyone is able
to participate by
voting, even if they
can’t make decisions
directly

Members of
Parliament come
from their local area,
so know the issues of
the area well

IS THIS A STRENGTH OF THIS
SYSTEM? WHY?

IS THIS A WEAKNESS OF THIS
SYSTEM? WHY?

THINGS TO
THINK ABOUT...
In Parliament, the
‘majority rule’ (the
people with the most
votes are in power/
government)

Every few years,
people have the
opportunity to vote
for new Members of
Parliament

There are free and
fair elections for
everyone who is over
18 in Victoria and is
registered to vote

The general public
does not have
to worry about
or contribute to
decision‑making in
Parliament

Power is
concentrated in
a relatively small
number of individuals
(MPs) instead of all
Victorians

IS THIS A STRENGTH OF THIS
SYSTEM? WHY?

IS THIS A WEAKNESS OF THIS
SYSTEM? WHY?

