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The ultimate limit on presidential power is removal from office by Congress through the impeachment
process.  Only three presidents in American history have seriously faced removal.  The House of
Representatives impeached Andrew Johnson in 1868 and William Clinton in 1998.  In both cases the Senate
voted to acquit.  Richard Nixon, on the verge of being impeached, resigned from office in 1972.

Student Activities   

1. Cartoon Analysis: Distribute copies of the cartoon below to each student.  (For a larger version of the
cartoon, see the inside back cover of this manual.)  Have students analyze the cartoon.  
The following questions are suggested for student analysis:

Student Cartoon Analysis Questions

• What are your first impressions as you explore this cartoon?
• What objects or people appear in the cartoon? Create a list.
• Which of the objects on your list are symbols?
• What do you think each symbol means? 
• Is there an action taking place in the cartoon?  Describe it.
• Does the cartoon have a title or a caption? Record it.
• Are there any other words or phrases within the cartoon?  

List them.
• Do any important dates or numbers appear in the cartoon?

List them.
• Who created the cartoon?
• Is there a date or some other indication of when it 

was created?
• For what audience was the cartoon created?
• What is the message of this cartoon?
• How does this cartoon discuss the limits of presidential power?
• Who would agree or disagree with the cartoon’s 

message?  Why?
• What questions do you have about the document?

• Discussion: Discuss student responses and have the class determine the message of this cartoon.
Discuss unanswered questions that students might have about the cartoon.  Have students generate a
list of constitutional and political limits placed on the president's power.

Extended Activity: Have students read Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chat on the Reorganization of the
Judiciary,” March 9, 1937.  (This document can be found on the web at www.hpol.org/fdr/chat.)  Have
students create a cartoon that expresses a different perspective on this issue than the cartoon printed here.
Students’ cartoons should contain each of the elements identified in this cartoon.

2. Impeachment Cartoons: Have students choose and analyze a political cartoon about the Andrew Johnson,
Richard Nixon, or William Clinton impeachments.  (See the Resources section for web sites and books.
Students also may search for cartoons in newspapers and magazines from the time of the impeachments.)
Students can write articles for a contemporary magazine that explain the key constitutional and political
issues, as well as the viewpoint, portrayed in their cartoons.

FDR “Packing the Court” cartoon
Elderman Copyright 1937, The Washington Post

Reprinted with permission
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IV. Assassination and Mourning: Recording Oral Histories

Objectives: Students will be able to explain how public events have a significant impact on private
individuals and will learn to gather and analyze information through oral history interviews.
Skills: Research, evaluation of oral histories and other historical information, interviewing, oral
presentation, critical thinking.
Time: 1 class period for the oral history workshop, 2 weeks for independent student research and interview
preparation, 2 to 3 class periods for presentations.
Standards: National Standards in Historical Thinking 3 (Historical Analysis), 4 (Historical Research), Eras
8-10 (1945-1981).

Teacher Background

The death of a president, especially by assassination, traumatizes the nation and plunges it into a period of
questioning, reflection, and ritualized mourning. Beginning with an attack on Andrew Jackson in 1835,
there have been eleven attempts to kill the American president.  Four presidents—Abraham Lincoln, James
Garfield, William McKinley, and John F. Kennedy—died from assassins’ bullets.  Four presidents, including
Franklin D. Roosevelt, have also died in office, devastating the nation.  Public expressions of grief over the
death of presidents in office often demonstrate a strong, personal connection between the president and
millions of Americans.  Many people alive today remember these events clearly.  Listening to the stories of
these individuals helps us piece together the past and better understand our history. 

Student Activities

1. Oral Histories: Have your students conduct oral histories with four people who remember the
assassination of John F. Kennedy, the attempted assassinations of Truman, Ford, or Reagan, or the death
of Franklin D. Roosevelt.  It would be ideal to have students interview individuals who had possible
different perspectives—a high school student, a veteran, a homemaker, a public official in your
community—at the time of the event.  (Before your students begin this activity, you may want to lead an
oral history workshop.  Refer to the oral history web sites listed in the Resources section.)

• Preparation: Students research the event by reading newspaper and magazine articles from the week
in history during which it occurred.  The interviews will be most successful if students have a clear
sense of what happened and why, and if they have prepared questions as a guide.  

• Interview: Students may use an audiotape or videotape recorder to document the interview.  During
the interviews, students should be active listeners, saving follow-up questions for the end of the
interviews to clarify and extend the interviewees’ statements.  

• Analysis: Students select two 3- to 5-minute segments from the interviews they conducted to present
to the class.  Students transcribe the segments to hand out to the class.  Their selections should help
students answer the following questions: Do you think oral history is a useful tool in understanding the
past?  Why or why not?  What are oral history’s limitations?  What are its strengths?  

20000599 Smithsonian  11/6/00  4:35 PM  Page 25



PAGE 26

H
is

to
ry

C
ha

nn
el

.c
o

m

THE HISTORY CHANNEL

T
H

E
 A

M
E

R
IC

A
N

 P
R

E
S

ID
E

N
C

Y
V. Communicating the Presidency: The Media and Public Opinion

Objectives: Students will understand the increasingly important role that the media have played in
disseminating the president’s ideas and image and will be able to explain how the character of media
coverage shapes public opinion.
Skills: Reading comprehension, primary document analysis, analytical writing.
Time: 3 class periods, plus additional time for homework, depending on the number of activities chosen.
Standards: National Standards in Historical Thinking 2 (Historical Comprehension), 3 (Historical Analysis),
4 (Historical Research), Eras 8-10 (1933-present).

Teacher Background

The ability to communicate effectively to the American public is one characteristic of a successful
presidency.  Mastering the media of the period, whether newspapers, newsreels, radio, television, or even
the Internet, is crucial to a president’s capacity to excite people and to convey the hopes and aspirations of
his administration. The media have always played an important role in shaping the president’s public image,
but they have become increasingly influential over the past century.  

The president used newspapers as the dominant means of mass communication in the early 1900s to
convey his message and maintain support for the party’s issues and leadership.  By the 1930s, when some 
85 million Americans attended movie theaters each week, motion picture newsreels became an important
means of mass communication.  This development gave Americans their first look at the “performance” of
presidential speeches and addresses that would become increasingly familiar through radio and television in
the coming years.

At the same time, radios were turning into central fixtures in most American households and were becoming the
foremost medium of mass communication.  By 1924, 1.25 million American households had a radio, compared
with 400,000 the previous year.  While Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover occasionally were heard on the radio,
Franklin Roosevelt, a master of timing and tone, was the first president to effectively use the medium with his
popular “fireside chats.”  Through radio, Roosevelt directly reached the American public as never before possible.

Television quickly eclipsed radio
as the most important factor in
shaping the president’s public
image.  One of the first events to
prove the power of television was
the televised debate between
presidential candidates John F.
Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon.
Many believe that Kennedy would
not have won the election
without the help of television.
These debates ushered in a new
kind of political strategy that
recognized television’s power to
sway public opinion.  In later
years, Ronald Reagan’s ease with
television earned him the nickname 
“the Great Communicator.”  

Nixon-Kennedy debate chairs
Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of American History, 

Political History Collections
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Student Activities

1. Debate in Three Media: Students read, listen to, and watch the first Nixon-Kennedy debate, September
26, 1960.  (See the Resources section for web sites that provide the transcript, as well as audio and video
recordings of the debate.)  Divide the class into three groups and have each group analyze the debate in
one of the three media.  Have students create charts of the issues discussed and the candidates’ positions,
placing a star next to the candidate who they think expressed the most convincing argument.  Students
should chart their reactions as well.  For instance, as they are listening, students should describe the
candidates’ voices, and speech patterns, and their reactions to hearing them.  As they watch the debate,
students should describe each candidate’s physical appearance, gestures, and presence and their
reactions to seeing them.  Each group votes to decide who they think “won” the debate.

• Discussion: After each group presents who “won” the debate and why, lead a discussion with the class
around the following question: Which is more important—the message or the medium?  Students
should use specific examples from the Nixon-Kennedy debate and from their own experiences.

2. Great Communicators: Despite their vastly different political beliefs and programs, both Franklin D.
Roosevelt and Reagan have been considered great communicators, not only because they each mastered
powerful media, the radio and the television respectively, but because they both had a remarkable ability
to speak to and reach the public.  Have students compare and contrast their first inaugural addresses.  (See
the Resources section for web sites that provide transcripts of presidential inaugural speeches.)  Students
should analyze the content, structure, tone, word choice, and other presentation techniques of each
speech.  Students should address the following questions: How does each speech express the newly
elected president’s vision of the presidency?  How does each speech express the president’s vision of his
relationship to the American people?

3. Print Media Bias: Have students read and photocopy at least two articles about the president in The New
York Times or another national daily newspaper every day for a week.  Students also may go back in time
to read about a past president or a past event involving a president on microfilm.  Have students use
examples from three of the articles they collected throughout the week to write a “Letter to the Editor,”
expressing their concerns about media bias.  Students should address the following questions: How is the
newspaper attempting to shape the public’s perception of the president?  What is the article saying or
implying about the president?  What words in the article provide clues to the writer’s viewpoint and
argument?  Are certain facts or viewpoints missing from the article?  Students may want to do additional
research on the topic(s) presented in the newspaper articles to help them answer these questions.    
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Sigamos La Causa! poster
Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of 

American History, Political History Collections
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FDR “Packing the Court” cartoon
Elderman Copyright 1937, The Washington Post

Reprinted with permission
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SECTION FOUR: RESOURCES

I.  Books

Grades Four Through Six
Barber, James. Presidents. (Eyewitness Books, in association with the Smithsonian Institution).  

New York: Dorling Kindersley, 2000.
Coulter, Laurie.  When John and Caroline Lived in the White House.  New York: Hyperion Books for 

Children, 2000.
Debnam, Betty.  A Kid’s Guide to the White House.  Kansas City: Andrews McMeel Publishing, 1997.
Jones, Rebecca C.  The President Has Been Shot: True Stories of the Attack on Ten U.S. Presidents. New York:

Puffin, 1998.
McNamara, Kevin J. The Presidency (Your Government: How It Works). Philadelphia: Chelsea House

Publishing, 2000.
Provensen, Alice.  The Buck Stops Here: The Presidents of the United States.  New York: Harcourt Brace, 1997.
Rubel, David.  Scholastic Encyclopedia of the Presidents and Their Times.  New York: Scholastic, Inc., 1994.
St. George, Judith.  So You Want to Be President? New York: Philomel Books, 2000.

Grades Seven Through Twelve
Bunch, Lonnie, Spencer Crew, Mark Hirsch, and Harry Rubenstein. The American Presidency: A Glorious 

Burden. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Insitution Press, 2000.
Cunliffe, Marcus. The Presidency. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987.
Goodwin, Doris Kearns.  Every Four Years: Presidential Campaign Coverage 1896-2000. Arlington,

Virginia: The Freedom Forum Newseum, Inc., 2000.
Kunhardt, Philip B., Jr., Philip B. Kunhardt, III, and Peter W. Kunhardt. The American President. New York:

Riverhead Books, 1999.
Melder, Keith E. Hail to the Candidate: Presidential Campaigns from Banners to Broadcasts. 

Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992.
Rossiter, Clinton. The American Presidency. Revised edition. New York: Mentor Books, 1960.
Schlesinger, Arthur M., Jr., ed. Running for President: The Candidates and Their Images. 2 vols.  

New York: Simon and Schuster, 1994. 

II. Web Sites

National Museum of American History Exhibition Site – americanhistory.si.edu/presidency
The History Channel Classroom – www.historychannel.com/classroom
A&E’s Public Speaking and Résumé Writing Tips – www.aande.com/class/bioexper.html
Grolier’s Online Encyclopedia – gi.grolier.com/presidents/ea/ea_toc.html
History of the Vote – 38.202.153.25/gocopernicus/elections/history_of_the_vote
Impeachment – www.crf-usa.org/impeachment/impeachment.html and www.impeach-andrewjohnson.com
Inaugural Addresses – bartleby.com/124/index
Internet Public Library Presidents Site – www.ipl.org/ref/POTUS
Nixon-Kennedy Debate – www.mbcnet.org/debateweb/html/greatdebate and

www.cs.umb.edu/jfklibrary/60-1st.htm
Oral History – www.historychannel.com/classroom and

www.dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/oralHistory.html
Presidential Campaigns – scriptorium.lib.duke.edu/americavotes and www.newseum.org/everyfouryears
Presidential Libraries Sites – www.nara.gov/nara/president/address.html
Presidential Speeches – www.netcolony.com/news/presidents/speeches.html and 

www.historychannel.com/speeches/index.html
Voter Turnout – www.bettercampaigns.org/documents/turnout.htm and www.fec.gov/elections.html
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