
The Government of Athens 

 

Day 1: What is a Government? 
This week we will begin exploring one of Ancient Greece’s biggest contributions to the world: 
democracy. Before we can look at democracy, though, we need to look at government itself. In particular, 
we need to define what a government is.  
 

Class Opener: What is a Government? 

Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability. 
 
1) What is a government? 
 
 
2) Do you think our school has a government?  If so, how would you describe it? 
 
 
3) Does social studies class have a government? If so, how would you describe it? 
 
 

First Workshop Experience: Governments in the World 

A government is a group of people that have the power to rule in a territory, according to the law. 
This territory may be a country, a state or province within a country, or a region. 
 
4) How many countries do you think there are in the world? Check your guess (if you are completing 
this on the computer) 
 
 
5) How many kinds of government do you think exist in the world? Please name all the types of 
governments you can identify. 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Now that we’re more familiar with what a government is, we will take a look at some of the different 
governments from around the world. In doing this, we will be looking at the definitions of the 
governments and creating sketchnotes for them. 
 
Sketchnotes are visible notes created from a mix of handwriting, drawings, hand-drawn text, shapes, and 
visual elements like arrows, boxes, and lines. 
 

https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/how-many-countries-are-in-the-world.html


Sketchnotes are a way for you to organize your 
thoughts on a new idea/topic. Instead of just 
copying down notes, you use a combination of 
words, images, boxes, text, and arrows to 
organize your thoughts in a way that helps you 
better remember the information. 
 
An example of a sketchnote on Ancient Egypt is 
provided on the side.  
 
Please read through the definitions and 
create a sketchnotes for 2 of the 
government types. Use the space after the 
definitions to create the sketchnotes.  
 
Democracy: 
The most common type of government in the Western world is called democracy. In democracies, people 
in a country can vote during elections for representatives or political parties that they prefer. The people 
in democracies can elect representatives who will sit on legislatures such as the Parliament or Congress. 
Political parties are organizations of people with similar ideas about how a country or region should be 
governed. Different political parties have different ideas about how the government should handle 
different problems. Democracy is the government of the people, by the people and for the people. 
 
Monarchy: 

A monarchy is a government ruled by a king or a queen who inherits their position from their family, which is 
often called the "royal family." There are two types of monarchies: absolute monarchies and constitutional 
monarchies. In an absolute monarchy, the ruler has no limits on their wishes or powers. In a constitutional 
monarchy a ruler's powers are limited by a document called a constitution. 
In modern times, monarchies still exist in Great Britain and the Commonwealth, the Netherlands, Spain, Japan, 
Saudi Arabia, and Thailand, along with several other countries. A monarch may have one of several titles: 
King or Queen, Emperor or Empress, or Emir. 

 

Aristocracy 

An aristocracy is a government run by the people of a ruling class, usually people who come from wealthy 
families, families with a particular set of values, or people who come from a particular place. A person who 
rules in an aristocracy is an aristocrat. Aristocracy is different from nobility, in that nobility means that one 
bloodline would rule, an aristocracy would mean that a few or many bloodlines would rule, or that rulers be 
chosen in a different manner. 

 

Oligarchy 

An oligarchy is a government ruled by a small group of powerful people. These people may spread power 
equally or not equally. An oligarchy is different from a true democracy because very few people are given the 
chance to change things. An oligarchy does not have to be hereditary or passed down from father to son. An 
oligarchy does not have one clear ruler, but several powerful people. Some past examples of oligarchy are the 
former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and Apartheid South Africa. A fictional example is the dystopian 

https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monarchy
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchy
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchy
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution


society of Oceania in the book Nineteen Eighty-Four. Some critics of representative democracy think of the 
United States as an oligarchy. This view is shared by anarchists. 

 

Dictatorship 

Under a dictatorship, the government is run by one person who has all the power over the people in a country. 
Originally, the Roman Republic made dictators to lead during time of war. The Roman dictators (and Greek 
tyrants) were not always cruel or unkind, but they did hold on to power all by themselves, rather than sharing 
power with the people. The Roman dictators only held power for a short period of time. 

 
For both of the sketchnotes, you need to include at least 15 total pieces, including at least 1 
image, 1 box, 1 arrow, and 5 words. Your images can be either hand drawn or provided 
from the internet. Remember that these sketchnotes are a way for you to remember the 
definitions in a way that is friendly to you. 
 
Sketchnote #1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sketchnote #2 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wrap Up: Big Idea  

Using what you’ve learned from today’s lesson, please answer the following questions. 

1) Do you think our school has a government?  If so, how would you describe it? 
 
 
2) Does social studies class have a government? If so, how would you describe it? 
 
 
 
 

Day 2: Democracy: What is it? Athens v. US 



Now that we’re more familiar with different kinds of governments, we’ll start looking into the 
government that Athens was known for: democracy. 
 

Class Opener: What is Democracy? 

1) Using what you learned yesterday, please come up with your own definition for 
democracy- using no more  than 15 words. 
 
 
2) What’s the difference between a democracy and an oligarchy? 
 

Second Workshop Experience: Compare and Contrast Democracies 

Democracy is a form of government where people freely choose their decision makers. In a true 
democracy, every citizen casts one vote towards who will represent them in the government- their 
representatives. Those representatives then cast votes for the community on our behalf.  
 

Democracy: Athenian v. American  
It gives each individual a voice and the right to exercise their opinion. It has shown itself to be an 
effective and fair method of governance. In very recent times, Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and Syria — to 
name but a few — have been engaged in struggles to cast off the constraints of sectarian rule and become 
democracies. 

Democracy has its origins in ancient Greece. With some variations, the ideals of the democratic process 
were established in ancient Athens, around 505 BCE, and are remarkably similar to the workings of 
democracy today in the United States. The word democracy is formed from the Greek demos (people) and 
kratos (power). The democratic system is credited to Cleisthenes, a noble Athenian civic leader, who 
overthrew the tyrant Hippias, and set about reforming government. He established legislative bodies, 
replaced the ruling family tribes with groups from different regions of the state, and reorganized the court 
system. 

The most basic principle of the Athenian model was a system of direct and indirect representation 
to rule the people and carry out their wishes. There were three main governing bodies: the assembly, 
the council, and the courts. Those eligible would, in theory, attend a daily meeting of the assembly where 
issues were debated. They would vote on major items and elect individuals to offices when needed. 
Similarly, the courts were made up of eligible members of the public. Along with this general assembly, 
there was a council (called a boule) comprised of delegates from different groups. They wrote laws, 
which were then sent to the assembly to be ratified. 

More than 2000 years after the end of the Athenian democracy, a new powerful democracy was born in 
the United States. It rose within the cloak of colonialism, and was replaced with an unprecedented form of 
democracy. The current tri-part system in the United States, the executive, judicial, and legislative 
branches, although very different in specifics, harken back to the structure of Athenian democracy. On 



the surface, the Athenian model seemed to be more direct; citizens attended meetings in-person and 
voted on issues as opposed to acting through a representative. As the population of the U.S. grew, 
the government had to rework this aspect of direct in-person participation and instead develop a 
system of democratically elected representatives sent to Congress to forward the opinion of the 
majority of people within that representative’s district. While not ideal, the majority of the voters within 
the election district is then represented by the elected legislator who won the election. The representative 
is supposed to fairly represent all people within his or her district, although this often may fall along party 
lines. 

In Athens, the only people eligible for citizenship were adult non-slave males whose families had been 
residents for three generations. This reflected an unfair, misogynist, slave-based culture which was 
prevalent at the time. Theoretically, both rich and poor could attend meetings; however, the less well-off 
rarely attended due to their financial constraints. Despite its inequity, within this system lies the core idea 
that people who are citizens can vote, that each can cast a single vote, and each vote is counted. 

The definition of citizen, in terms of who can exercise their vote, has broadened since Athenian 
times. It is interesting to note that when American democracy was created in 1787, it wasn’t 
inclusive; women could not vote, nor could people of color; voting was limited to white men only. 
Many voting exclusions of large parts of the populace were not rectified until the twentieth century. And 
even today, people interned in prisons or those with prison records continue to be disenfranchised. 

In the United States today we live in a seemingly more just society than ancient Athens. Through the 
media, the Internet, and social networking sites, government processes have become more transparent, 
allowing more people to be informed about the workings of the government. However, political power is 
still unfairly balanced towards the rich and the powerful. Gerrymandering, limitless campaign donations, 
corporations being treated the same as people, leading to untold campaign contributions, unfair laws that 
close voting stations early, illegal voter identification laws, often disenfranchise the poor, the elderly, the 
young, and people of color in this country. 

Some part of the Athenian democratic system was based on persuasive oration (speeches). People had to 
argue their own court cases in front of a jury, demonstrating that Athenians regarded public speaking as a 
means of force and truth. Today, within the chambers of the United States Congress, the power of public 
speaking is also often used as a means of persuasion; especially important in times of polarized branches 
of government trying to pass legislation. One form of political weapon is the filibuster, used often by one 
representative or one political party, to stall legislation from coming to a vote. 

1) What does the term “democracy” mean in Greek? Why is that significant? 

 

2) According to the article, which form of democracy was more direct: Athens or America? Why 
does the article come to this conclusion? 

 
 
 
3) In a democracy, only citizens are allowed to vote. When American democracy began, what was 
the issue with only citizens being allowed to vote? 



 
 
4) Using the boxes below, please complete a Venn Diagram comparing and contrasting Athenian 
Democracy from American Democracy. In this Venn Diagram, please include at least 5 details 
exclusive to Athenian Democracy, at least 5 details exclusive to American Democracy, and at least 3 
details that Athenian and American Democracy share.  

Athenian Democracy  Athenian & American 
Democracy 

American Democracy  

     

 

Wrap Up: Big Idea  

1) In your opinion, which form of democracy is more fair: Athens or America? Why do you say 

this? 

 

2) Given that Athenian Democracy and American Democracy are so different, it is fair to assume 

that democracy has been changing to adjust to the current times. In your opinion, is it a positive or 

negative that democracy looks so different after over 2000 years? Why do you say this? 

 
 
Day 3: Democratic Schools 



When most people think of democracy, they imagine politicians and Washington D.C. 
Democracy, though, can show up anywhere- including school. Today, we will be looking into 
how we can better introduce democracy into schools and education in general.  
 

Class Opener: What is Democracy? 

 
In your opinion, is Van Sickle democratic? If so, how? 
 
 
In your opinion, is social studies class democratic? If so, how? 
 
 

Third Workshop Experience: Bringing Democracy to Van Sickle 

 
If we look back to day 1, we’ll remember that there are a variety of well-known 
government types from around the world. Please look back to those five government types. 
 
1) What type of government do you think best describes Van Sickle? Why do you say this? 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_ 
Now that we’ve identified what form of government Van Sickle is, we have a better idea of 
where Van Sickle is missing out on democratic principles. 
 
Please use the space provided on the next page to create a democratic school. This school 
can be an adjustment on Van Sickle or a school you have created on your own. 
 
In describing your school you must include: 

● The name of your school 
● Some kind of school administration (people who make decisions to keep the school 

running) 
● A way for students to be organized (grade level, education needs, age, interest, etc.) 
● A system for all students to vote 
● As much creativity as you can include 
● A way to contain all your excitement doing this project (not necessary) 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wrap Up: Big Idea  

1) Think back on what you have learned from today. Do you think Van Sickle is a 

democratic school? Why do you say this? 

 

 

2) What is one realistic improvement that would make Van Sickle a more democratic 
place? 
 
 
 
 



Day 4: Voting in Athenian Democracy 
One of the most important factors of democracy is voting. Voting is how people express their 
opinions on the issues facing their community. Today we will be looking into how voting 
occurred in Ancient Athens.  
 

Class Opener: What is Voting? 

 
1) In America, where do you think people go to vote? 
 
 
2) In America, how do people cast their vote? 
 

 

Fourth Workshop Experience: Voting in Athenian Democracy 

Voting with the Ancient Greeks 

This Greek wine cup from the 5th 
century B.C. offers one of the earliest 
depictions of voting in art. As the Trojan 
War rages, Greek chieftains are forced 
to choose between the competing claims 
of heroes Ajax and Odysseus to a 
momentous prize, the armor of the fallen 
warrior Achilles. So they do what comes 
naturally to the fathers of democracy. 
They vote. 
 
The small dots on either side of the pedestal in the detail shown above represent stones heaped in 
two mounds for Odysseus and Ajax. The number of pebbles on Ajax’s side, at right, falls short of 
the more politically savvy Odysseus’s by one, causing Ajax to grasp his head in despair. This 
loss is the backstory for the tragic scene portrayed inside the cup, where we see Ajax fallen in 
agony on his sword. 
 
Voting with pebbles? Even allowing for artistic license, it seems the Greeks really did it this 
way. Voters deposited a pebble into one of two urns to mark their choice; after voting, the urns 



were emptied onto counting boards for tabulation. The principle of secret voting was established 
by at least the 5th century B.C., and Athenians may have used a contraption to obscure the urn 
into which a voter was placing his hand. In ancient Greece a pebble was called a psephos, which 
gives us the dubious term psephology, the scientific study of elections. 
 
Another modern word, ballot, preserves this ancient history of bean-counting: it comes from 
medieval French ballotte, a small ball. 
 
1) What kind of source is the Greek wine cup that the article is referring to? Why do you 
say this? 
 
 
 
2) What kind of source is this article about Greek voting? Why do you say this? 
 
 
 
3) According to the article, what were the Ancient Greek’s voting about? 
 
 
 
4) Please describe how the Ancient Greek’s voted. 
 
 
5) Using context from the article, what does the term “secret voting” refer to? 
 
 
6) What is one  potential benefit of how the Greeks voted? What is one potential issue of 
how the Greeks voted? 
 
 
7) In our current American democracy, voting is primarily done using paper ballots and 
counted by volunteers. In your opinion, which method of voting is more efficient: Athens or 
America? Why do you say this? 
 
 
 
 



Wrap Up: Big Idea  

 

1) Why do you think people moved away from using stones to vote? 

 

 

2) In your opinion, should the US go back to using stones for voting or should we keep the 

paper ballot method? Why do you say this? 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 5: Secret Voting  



Now that we’re more aware of the voting process- casting ballots or using stones- we’ll get into 
one of the biggest issues regarding voting: secrecy. In a true democracy, people must be allowed 
to cast their vote in private. More specifically, people need to have the options to keep who/what 
they voted for private.  
 

Class Opener: Why so Private? 

 
1) In your words, what does the term “the right to privacy” mean to you? 
 
 
2) In your opinion, is privacy important to you? Why do you say this? 
 
 

Fifth Workshop Experience: Voting in Athenian Democracy 

 
In our modern, American democracy we have paper 
ballots that get put into ballot boxes. 
 
Ballot boxes: a sealed box into which voters put 
completed ballots 
 
Ballot:  Papers/forms people use to vote for people/ideas 
in an election 
 
These ballot boxes are used for privacy purposes. 
Someone voting will fill in their ballot in private and 
then place the ballot directly in the ballot box. The 
ballots are then counted and the vote is decided. 
 
However, in Athenian democracy, the ballots were stones and the ballot boxes were open 
urns/containers in the field- not exactly private. 
 
 
 
Please imagine you’re back in Ancient Athens. Imagine you’re helping to set up the vote 
between Odyseeus and Ajax. They have put you in charge of voting secrecy. It is your job 



to design a ballot box that utilizes the stones as a ballot. However, the ballot box must be 
generally visible and still out in the public. Please be as creative as possible. Use the space 
below and to describe what your ballot box would look like. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does your ballot box promise privacy to the voters?  
 
 
Do you believe that the ballot box you have designed could be used today? Why do you say 
this? 
 
 
In your opinion, does the ballot box you designed provide more privacy than our current 
ballot box system? Why do you say this? 
 

Wrap Up: Big Idea  

1) Based on what you have learned today, do you think it is important for people to have 

privacy when they are voting? Why do you say this? 

 

 


