
 

© 2012 Deliberating in a Democracy in the Americas, a joint initiative of the Constitutional Rights Foundation Chicago, Constitutional 
Rights Foundation, and Street Law, Inc. Reproduction permitted for educational use only. Reproduction or redistribution for sale are 
expressly prohibited.  
 

 
Minimum Voting Age—Lesson Plan 

Student Objectives 
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to:  
 
• Define franchise. 

• Discuss the democratic principles that are involved in setting the voting age. 

• Evaluate the reasons to support and oppose lowering the voting age. 

• Identify areas of agreement and disagreement with other students. 

• Reach a decision, individually and collectively, on the deliberation issue using evidence and 
sound reasoning. 

• Explain the importance of deliberating this question in a democratic society. 

Question for Deliberation 
Should our democracy lower the voting age to 16? 

Materials 
• Reading 

• Glossary—Supplemental Handout 

• Quotations—Supplemental Handout 

• Selected Resources [forthcoming] 
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Minimum Voting Age—Reading 
Should our democracy lower the voting age to 16? 

 “It is young people who create the counterculture, who can see reality from another point 1 

of view, and who question all of their society’s ideas and prejudices.”1  2 

Argentine senator Elena Corregido spoke these words in October 2012. In that month, 3 

both houses of the Argentine National Congress voted to lower the voting age from 18 to 16.2 4 

Forty years earlier, lowering the voting age from 21 to 18 was controversial in many 5 

nations of the world, including the United States of America. U.S. President Richard Nixon 6 

signed into law the 26th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1971. That amendment gave all 7 

18-year-old U.S. citizens the right to vote.3 8 

When he signed the amendment, his words resembled those of Senator Corregido in 9 

Argentina: “…[T]he reason I believe that your generation, the 11 million new voters, will do so 10 

much for America at home, is that you will infuse into this country some idealism, some 11 

courage, some stamina, some high moral purpose that this Nation always needs….”4 12 

Today, most democratic nations in the world give the franchise, or the right to vote, to 13 

persons at least 18 years of age. Several nations limit the franchise to persons over age 18, such 14 

as Japan (age 20), Singapore (age 21), and Uzbekistan (age 25). A few nations, however, have 15 

lowered the voting age to 16 and 17. Today, Argentina is among them. 16 

But is lowering the voting age below 18 a good idea? Those who support the idea argue 17 

that it will involve more people in voting and strengthen democracy. Those who oppose the idea 18 

argue that it will not increase involvement and may actually harm democratic practice. 19 
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Democratic Principles Involved in the Voting Age 20 

The age at which a person receives the franchise involves several principles of 21 

democracy. Many democracies have tried to make free and fair elections by setting the voting 22 

age at 18. To be free, elections should reflect the broadest possible voter base. Many voices, in 23 

other words, should be heard. To be fair, the laws made by a democratic government should 24 

reflect the interests of those affected by those laws. 25 

For example, in the democracy of Colombia, the voting age was lowered to 18 in 1976. It 26 

was not until 1993, however, that men as young as 18 were required to join the military.5 27 

Lowering the voting age came before mandatory military service. 28 

The reverse is true in the United States. Mandatory military service preceded lowering 29 

the voting age. In 1971, the U.S. was fighting a war in Vietnam. Young men aged 18 and up 30 

were drafted into the military to fight the war. A popular slogan at the time was “Old enough to 31 

fight, old enough to vote.” That meant that many Americans, and not just young people, felt that 32 

it was not fair to expect a young person to fight and die for America, but not to let that same 33 

person have the right to vote.  Today, however, the United States no longer has a military draft,   34 

even though the country is involved in war overseas. The principle of accountability also plays a 35 

part. When democratic governments require something from citizens, such as national service or 36 

paying taxes, those citizens have a right to hold government accountable decisions that affect 37 

them. 38 

Another principle at work is that of citizen participation. Democracies offer the people 39 

the right to participate in governing. Adult citizens are expected to participate in democracy by 40 

voting, among other responsibilities. Citizens who are younger than 18 also participate in 41 

democracy. Like adults, they can become informed about political issues and debate those issues 42 
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in school, at home, and in public. They can join organizations or causes that affect public policy. 43 

All of these activities are examples of citizen participation. 44 

Lowering the Voting Age to 16 45 

Beginning with Nicaragua in 1984, several nations began to give the franchise to people 46 

as young as 16. These include Austria, Brazil, Cuba, Ecuador, and a few states in Germany. The 47 

laws, however, are not the same everywhere. 48 

In the United States, some states including Maryland, Minnesota, North Carolina and 49 

Virginia, give 17 year olds the right to vote in primary elections or caucuses if they will be 18 by 50 

the time of the general election.6 In 2004, a California legislative proposal would have given 14-51 

year-olds a quarter-vote and 16-year-olds a half-vote. It never gained enough support, however, 52 

to become a bill.7 53 

In other democratic countries, 16-year-olds may vote in almost any election. An example 54 

is Austria, which gave the franchise to vote in national elections to 16-year-olds in 2007 and 55 

became the first European country to lower the voting age below 18. In 2014, the people of 56 

Scotland will hold a referendum on whether to remain a part of the United Kingdom or not. In 57 

October 2012, the Scottish parliament decided that 16-year-olds will be able to vote in that 58 

referendum.8 In 1988, Brazil made voting mandatory for persons 18 or older, but optional for 59 

those who are 16 or 17.  Ecuadorans did the same in 2008.9  60 

Voting at 16: Supporters and Opponents 61 

Supporters of lowering the voting age to 16 offer the following arguments: 62 

• Consistency demands an equal franchise for young people as that for adults. In U.S. 63 

states like Colorado, teen defendants may even be charged in adult criminal courts.10 64 
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Also, according to the U.S. National Youth Rights Association, it is “taxation without 65 

representation” to have teens pay billions of dollars in sales and other taxes without a say 66 

in how those taxes are spent.11  67 

• Engaging young people in elections will decrease long-term voter apathy. Research has 68 

shown that people who turn 18 in an election year are more likely to vote in future 69 

elections than those who turn 18 immediately after an election year.12 The idea behind 70 

this “birth effect” is that the longer an eligible voter must wait to vote in an election, the 71 

less enthusiastic and less likely he or she will be to vote.13 In the first five years after 72 

Austria lowered the voting age to 16, many seem to remain engaged in the electoral 73 

process.14 74 

• The establishment of the present age limit of 18 is arbitrary. As American commentator 75 

Susan Maas puts it, “in terms of intellectual and cognitive maturity — the kind that's 76 

called for in the ballot box — most 17-year-olds are ready. Their ability to reason is 77 

every bit as advanced as an 18- or 19-year-old’s.”15 78 

• It is morally wrong to treat young people unequally to adults when it comes to voting. 79 

The arguments used against the youth vote are the same as those once used to keep 80 

women, racial minorities, or poor people from voting. 81 

• Politicians take young people for granted, even though laws affect them as much as they 82 

affect voting adults. Politicians will pay closer attention if this age group can help elect or 83 

defeat them at the polls. 84 

Opponents of lowering the voting age to 16 offer the following arguments: 85 

• 16- and 17-year-olds generally require parental consent for most major life-decisions. In 86 

the UK, teens can join the armed forces at 16, but only with parental consent.16 In the 87 
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United States, that age is 17. Under U.S. laws, minors (people under 18) are not 88 

considered to have the capacity to enter contracts. With some exceptions, such as buying 89 

retail goods, they may void contracts they have signed — just because they are minors.17 90 

• Voters in lower age groups do not show up to the polls in large numbers. The U.S. 91 

Federal Election Commission has stated that not even one in five adults aged 18-25 votes 92 

at all.18 93 

• The teenage brain is less capable of making rational decisions than is the adult brain. 94 

Research by the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health reveals that the prefrontal cortex 95 

of the human brain does not fully mature until a person is about 25-years-old. The 96 

prefrontal cortex controls decision-making, judgment, and impulse control.19 97 

• Keeping 16-year-olds from voting is a fair  policy because they will eventually be able to 98 

legally vote. The condition that keeps minors from voting is inherently temporary.20 99 

• Minors can be easily manipulated by politicians.  Or else they will just vote the same as 100 

their parents.21 101 

Whether the franchise should remain at 18 or be lowered even further is a question worth 102 

deliberating in representative democracies.103 
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Minimum Voting Age—Glossary  
Birth effect: the theory that that the longer an eligible voter must wait to vote in an election, the  

less enthusiastic and less likely he or she will be to vote. 
 
Capacity (legal): the ability to enter into a binding contract, which is a contract that creates 
obligations. 
 
Drafted: enlisted into compulsory military service. 
 
Electoral: of or having to do with elections. 
 
Franchise: the right to vote. 

 
Minor: a person not yet considered an adult for purposes of criminal or civil liability; usually a 
person under the age of 18. 
 
Parliament: A legislature, or law-making body, in which legislators debate 
prior to voting; members of parliaments are usually elected by the people. 
 
Public policy: the means government uses to address problems.  
 
Referendum: A direct, popular vote on a proposal. 
 
Void: (v.) to not honor a contract or perform its obligations. 
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Minimum Voting Age—Quotations 

“I don’t think we’re old enough to decide who should run the country. I know there are many 
good kids, but many others who aren’t prepared.” 

~Mauro Eichmann, a 16-year-old student in Buenos Aires, Argentina (2012)1 
 

“I can hear the argument about maturity: They’re just not old enough, not experienced enough, to 
make responsible decisions at the polling place. In terms of emotional maturity, yes, many teens 
are far from fully developed. But in terms of intellectual and cognitive maturity — the kind that's 
called for in the ballot box — most 17-year-olds are ready. Their ability to reason is every bit as 
advanced as an 18- or 19-year-old's. And from a practical standpoint, they’re in a much better 
position to cast that first vote.” 

~Susan Maas, American political commentator from Minnesota (2012)2

 
 

“It’s about time that politicians paid attention to young people. We pay taxes, we volunteer in 
record numbers, we’re a major segment of the economy, and we’re full of idealism.” 

~Katy Finn, a 16-year-old student in California (2004)3 
 
 

“Interest in improving young adults’ political participation would be better focused on attacking 
barriers like residency requirements that exclude college students and voter ID laws that disfavor 
young and mobile voters…. More broadly, young Americans suffer from the same challenges to 
meaningful representation and governance that plague our democracy at all levels. The voting 
age is the least of their problems.”  

~Jenny Diamond Cheng, a lecturer in law at Vanderbilt Law School. (2012)4 
 
 

“The just power of government comes from the consent of the governed, as it stands now youth 
are governed (overly so, some may say) but do not consent. This is un-American. Like all tax-
paying, law-abiding Americans, youth must be given the right to vote.” 
 

~National Youth Rights Association (2012)5 
 
 

“Yes it is a sad fact that over 40 per cent of those eligible to vote in this country did not exercise 
their right to do so in the last general election. It's generally agreed that this constitutes some 
kind of crisis of political engagement. However, by increasing the number of people eligible to 
vote you merely have the same percentage of a larger number of people not voting, or perhaps an 
even larger percentage of people not voting, as the youngest group of eligible voters usually has 
the lowest turnout.” 

~Ellie Levenson, British political commentator and editor of Fabian Review (2004)6 
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