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Presidents at War is a two-night History Channel event.
This landmark series tells the story of World War II
through the experiences of eight remarkable men.
Men who, like sixteen million other Americans, bravely
serve their country during its darkest hour, and then go
on to further service as the nation’s Commanders-inChief. Dwight D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon
B. Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter,
Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush. This is the story
of how their war experiences change them, how they
emerge from conflict as leaders and how the crucible of
war shapes the decisions they make when they reach
the White House.
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About the Show

Find out more:
https://www.history.com/shows/presidents-at-war
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Presidents at War would be useful for History,
American Culture, African American History, and
Political Science courses. It is appropriate for high
school and college students.

Discussion Questions

Terms to Define
•
•
•
•
•

Pearl Harbor
Allies
Axis
Nazi Germany
commander-in-chief

1. In the days after the attack on Pearl Harbor,
military recruiting offices across the country
were flooded with volunteers. Why do you think
the attack motivated people to volunteer for
military service?
2. What does it mean to be a good leader? What
examples of good leadership did you see
depicted in Presidents at War? Are there other
examples you can think of?
3. What kind of traits make for a poor leader? What
examples of poor leadership did you see in
Presidents at War?
4. Do you think wartime military service helps build
leadership skills? In what ways might fighting in
a war help a person become a good leader?
5. What other qualities or skills do you think
military service might help a person develop?
6. Do you know anyone who has served in the
military or fought in a war? How do you think it
affected his or her life?
7. In Presidents at War historian H.W. Brands says,
“War is a rigorous meritocracy. Those people who
have talent rise quickly to the top.” What do you
think he means by this? How might this differ
in other areas of life? Can you think of other
“rigorous meritocracies”?
8. Which story of presidential World War II service
did you find most inspiring, interesting or
surprising? Why did you feel that way?
9. Would you be more likely to support a person
for president if they had military or wartime
experience?
10. What traits or skills do you think it is important
for a president to have?
Yoichi Okamoto/LBJ Presidential Library
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Related Activities
They Said It.
Ask students to listen to Dwight Eisenhower’s
or John F. Kennedy’s inaugural addresses at the
links below. Then discuss or ask students to write
a short essay explaining how he or she thinks
each of these two men’s experiences in World
War II influenced his vision for his presidency and
America’s place in the world.
Eisenhower Inaugural Address: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/eisenhowers-inaugural-address-video
Kennedy Inaugural Address: https://www.history.
com/speeches/john-f-kennedys-inaugural-address

You’re Hired.

Map It.

Ask students to write a job description for
the job of U.S. president. The description
should include responsibilities of the job,
ideal experience and required and preferred
personality traits and skills.

Ask students to examine maps showing the
spread of Axis power in Europe and Asia prior
to and during World War II, and discuss as a
class what students think was happening
in these two theaters of war. Then, ask
students to put themselves in the shoes of
someone who volunteers for the army after
the attack on Pearl Harbor. What would his
or her reasons be? Assignments could take
the form of journal entries, letters home or a
short interview between a military recruiter
and a volunteer.
These map series may be helpful:
https://omniatlas.com/maps/asia-pacific/19411211/
https://omniatlas.com/maps/europe/19411204/#event-143
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Related Content from HISTORY.com
Video: Pearl Harbor: The Last Word
This series of short videos tells the story of Pearl Harbor in the words of men who
were on the frontlines.
https://www.history.com/shows/pearl-harbor-the-last-word
Audio: “A Day Which Will Live in Infamy”
Listen in as President Franklin D. Roosevelt asks Congress for a declaration of war
against Japan in the wake of the Pearl Harbor attacks.
https://www.history.com/speeches/fdr-asks-congress-to-declare-war-on-japan
Video: D-Day Invasion
Watch a short video introduction to D-Day.
https://www.history.com/shows/america-the-story-of-us/videos/d-day-invasion
Article: These Are the Six Essential Traits Every President Needs,
Says Doris Kearns Goodwin
https://www.history.com/topics/doris-kearns-goodwin-on-presidential-leadership
Topics: World War II
Browse a variety of articles and video related to World War II, including key battles,
people and themes.
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii
Topics: U.S. Presidents
Find out more about the lives of the eight U.S. presidents featured in
Presidents at War.
Eisenhower: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/dwight-d-eisenhower
Kennedy: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/john-f-kennedy
Johnson: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/lyndon-b-johnson
Nixon: https://ww.history.com/topics/us-presidents/richard-m-nixon
Ford: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/gerald-r-ford
Carter: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/jimmy-carter
Reagan: https://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/ronald-reagan
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Article: How General Eisenhower Spun a Humiliating WWII Defeat into
Winning Military Strategy
https://www.history.com/news/eisenhower-wwii-battle-kasserine-pass
Article: The Navy Disaster that Earned JFK Two Medals for Heroism
https://www.history.com/news/jfk-wwii-purple-heart-torpedo-boat
Article: How a Luckily Times Bathroom Break Saved LBJ’s Life During WWII
https://www.history.com/news/lbj-world-war-ii-bathroom-break
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