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About this Lesson
This lesson, which includes a pre-lesson and post-lesson, is intended to be used in conjunction with the National Constitution Center’s Destination White House program.  Together, they provide students with first-hand experience about presidential elections, specifically the role of television commercials in campaigning.
In this lesson, students begin examining the television commercials of Dwight Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson, presidential candidates during the 1952 election, the year in which spot campaign advertising debuted.
After the program, students return to the classroom to participate in one of two follow-up activities.  In the first activity, they identify tactics used in different commercials to attract voters.  In the second, they compare and contrast the merits of positive and negative commercials.  
The lesson also includes two assessment options in which students work together to develop original campaign commercials for the 1960 election and create a Town Hall Wall about whether attack ads should be used in political campaigns. 
Designed for students in grade 9-12, this lesson takes approximately four or five class periods from beginning to end.

Background
Every four years, American voters head to the polls and elect a new president.  But even though Election Day takes place on a single day – the first Tuesday following the first Monday in November – months and months of campaigning lead up to it.  Today, campaigning consists of everything from debates to stump speeches, from Facebook pages to fundraising dinners.  
For more than 50 years, one of the most integral elements of presidential campaigns has been television commercials.  In 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower became the first presidential candidate to appear in spot (brief) television commercials as part of his campaign.  One of his commercials, “Ike for President,” made famous the campaign slogan, “You like Ike.  I like Ike.  Everybody likes Ike (for President).”  A series of commercials entitled “Eisenhower Answers America” featured the candidate answering Americans’ questions about the country’s future; it was largely responsible for Eisenhower’s landslide victory over Illinois Governor Adlai Stevenson.  And a new era in presidential campaigning was borne.
Over time, television campaign commercials have changed in style and tone, but the goal of campaign commercials has largely remained the same: to capture voters’ interest with a candidate’s views on pressing issues; to draw attention to an opponent’s weaknesses; and to help voters connect with a candidate by making him or her accessible.
Objectives
Students will:

· Examine the 1952 television commercials of Dwight Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson;

· Analyze the tactics that candidates use in commercials in order to attract voters;

· Compare and contrast the merits of negative vs. positive commercials; 

· Develop their own campaign commercials for the 1960 election; and
· Create a Town Hall Wall about whether attack ads should be used in political campaigns.

Standards 
5.3.9.D: Explain how citizens participate in choosing their leaders through political parties, campaigns, and elections.
5.3.9.H: Evaluate the importance of freedom of the press and the political influence of mass media.

Activity
Pre-Lesson
1. Begin the lesson by asking students how candidates spread their messages as they campaign in the months before elections.  Answers will likely include the following:  they give speeches; they participate in debates; they travel around the country making public appearances; they participate in interviews; they appear in television commercials; etc.  
Although students cannot remember a time when television commercials were not a part of political campaigns, it wasn’t until 1952 that presidential candidates began using them to attract voters.  Dwight D. Eisenhower, who became the country’s 34th president and served two terms, successfully incorporated short television commercials into his campaign against Illinois Governor Adlai Stevenson.

2. Play “Ike for President,” “Sturdy Lifeboat,” and “Bus Driver” for students (http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/1952).  Ask students just to watch the commercials the first time they are played.  Then play each commercial a second time, having students answer the questions below as they watch.  All of these questions can be found on the student worksheet “A Commercial is Worth a Thousand Words” at the end of the lesson plan.
“Ike for President”:

· What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? (Answers will vary but may include the catchy slogan, the animation, the upbeat energy, etc.)
· How does this commercial make use of political symbols to convey its message? (Uncle Sam, a symbol of patriotism, is wearing an Ike pin; Adlai Stevenson, the Democratic candidate, is riding a donkey, the symbol of the Democratic Party, etc.)
· Based upon this commercial, what type of candidate do you think Eisenhower was? (Answers will vary but may include that he was a down-to-earth candidate who appealed to many different types of people, that he was popular, etc.)
· Would you be likely to remember this commercial afterward?  Why or why not? (Answers will vary.  Some students might say that they would remember the commercial because the slogan is catchy.  Others might say that they would not remember much about the commercial because it doesn’t share any information about Eisenhower’s policies or viewpoints.)
“Sturdy Lifeboat” and “Bus Driver”:

· How do these commercials make use of metaphors to convey their message? (Eisenhower suggests that his leadership would provide Americans with a sturdy lifeboat, whereas Democratic leadership would plunge them deeper into a sea of debt; Eisenhower suggests that Americans would never tolerate a bus driver who has good intentions but drives off the side of the road.)
· What kind of effect do Eisenhower’s body language and tone have on you as a viewer (and potential voter)? (Answers will vary, but may include that he looks directly into the camera, leans toward the viewer, and speaks softly but confidently.)
· Given that these commercials were part of a series entitled “Eisenhower Answers America,” do you think they would be a successful campaign tool?  Why or why not? (Answers will vary.)
3. After students have viewed the commercials a second time, discuss their answers to the questions.  

4. Play “Adlai to You” and “Platform Double Talk” for students (http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/commercials/1952).  Ask students just to watch both commercials the first time they are played.  Then play each commercial a second time, having students answer the questions below as they watch.  All of these questions can be found on the student worksheet “A Commercial is Worth a Thousand Words” at the end of the lesson plan.
“Adlai to You”:

· What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? (Answers will vary but may include the music/jingle, the animation, the brief length, etc.)

· How does this commercial make use of political symbols to convey its message? (The teacher turns into Uncle Sam, a symbol of patriotism, who encourages viewers to vote for Stevenson.)

· Would you be likely to remember this commercial afterward?  Why or why not? (Answers will vary.  Some students might say that they would remember the commercial because the jingle is catchy.  Others might say that they would not remember much about the commercial because it is relatively short and doesn’t share any information about Stevenson’s policies or viewpoints.)

“Platform Double Talk”:

· What message is implied by the two-headed candidate? (The two-headed candidate implies that Eisenhower, or the GOP candidate, told voters whatever they wanted to hear and did not have a firm opinion about most important issues.)

· What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? (Answers will vary but may include the humor, the use of a side-show setting, etc.)

· Do you think this commercial would be successful in convincing viewers to vote for Stevenson?  Why or why not? (Answers will vary.)

Concluding Question:

· Based upon the two sets of commercials, which candidate do you think did a better job of convincing people to vote for him?  Why?  (Answers will vary.)

5. After students have viewed the Stevenson commercials a second time, discuss the answers to their questions.  
6. Explain that Eisenhower defeated Stevenson in a landslide victory, which is largely attributed to the success of his commercials.  Share the following information with students:
· Eisenhower was the first presidential candidate to make significant use of “spot” advertising in his campaign.  These commercials, which generally ran between 20 seconds and a minute, were a departure from typical 30-minute segments that featured campaign speeches.

· Eisenhower ran a series of spot commercials entitled “Eisenhower Answers America” – an idea developed by Rosser Reeves, a Madison Avenue advertising executive who created the M&M “melts in your mouth, not in your hands” campaign.  Each spot featured a different question posed by a voter, followed by Eisenhower’s response.  The purpose of the commercials was to present Eisenhower as a down-to-earth, accessible man with whom voters concerned about the high cost of living and the Korean War could identify.

· On the other hand, Adlai Stevenson was much less comfortable with using television as a campaign medium.  He did incorporate commercials into his campaign, but he expressed contempt for them, comparing them to advertising and acting.   
· Stevenson’s spot advertising was much more simplistic than Eisenhower’s, and he did not appear in his own commercials.  Instead, he relied heavily on 30-minute speeches that aired several times a week but late at night, which reduced the number of viewers considerably.
Source:  The Living Room Candidate (http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/)

7. Conclude the pre-lesson by explaining to students that Eisenhower’s successful use of television commercials in his 1952 bid forever changed the way in which presidential campaigns are run in the U.S.  After the NCC program, students will have an opportunity to look at more commercials that candidates have used over the past 55 years to appeal to voters.
Post-Lesson
Activity #1:  What’s the best way to snag a vote?

Have students watch the following selection of commercials spanning from 1960 to 2008:  “I Love the Gov” (1952); “Sills Family” (1960); “Convention” (1968); “Willie Horton (1988); and “Country I Love” (2008). 
As they watch each commercial, ask them to identify what the candidate uses to attract voters.  After students have watched all of the commercials, invite students to discuss the tactics that each commercial used and which tactics were the most successful.     
For example:  Produced by the National Security political action committee, the 1988 commercial “Willie Horton” portrayed George Bush’s opponent, Michael Dukakis, as a person who supported “weekend passes” for criminals and told the story of Willie Horton, who was imprisoned for stabbing a young boy to death, received multiple furloughs (a temporary leave of absence from prison), and then committed subsequent crimes (kidnapping and rape) while on furlough.  This commercial used fear to attract voters, convincing them that Bush would be tougher on crime than Dukakis would.  Although it only aired one time – and was repudiated by the Bush campaign – the Willie Horton commercial did significant damage to Dukakis’ campaign.
For example:  Barack Obama’s 2008 commercial “Country I Love” appealed to voters’ sense of patriotism and working class values.  Looking directly at the camera and smiling, Obama discussed how his mother and grandparents raised him in America’s heartland (Kansas) with many of the values that Americans hold dear – working hard, getting a good education, and improving the lives of others.  By stressing the fact that he worked to put himself through school and then devoted his time to helping other hard-working Americans, Obama appealed to voters’ devotion to their country.

Activity #2:  Positive or Negative?

During campaigns, candidates use a combination of positive and negative advertising to attract voters.  While some commercials promote positive messages about a candidate – his love of his country, for example, or his concern for hard-working Americans – other commercials promote negative messages, attacking a candidate’s opponent for his misguided policies, his dishonesty, etc.
Have students watch the following four commercials from the 2008 election:  “Celeb” and “Original Mavericks” (McCain campaign) and “Country I Love” and “Embrace.”  Ask them to answer the questions below as they watch each commercial.  These questions can be found on the student worksheet “Positive or Negative?” at the end of the lesson plan.  After students have watched all of the commercials, lead a discussion using these questions as a guide.     
1. How does the commercial either promote the candidate or attack his opponent?  What positive or negative messages does it convey?
2. What specific words does the candidate use to promote himself or attack his opponent?

3. What visual effects contribute to the commercial’s positive or negative messages?
4. As a viewer (and future voter), which commercial worked the best?  Why?  Which commercial worked least well?  Why?

Assessment Options
You be the Director!

Divide students into mixed-ability groups of 3-4 and have each group write and produce a television commercial for either John F. Kennedy or Richard Nixon in the 1960 election.  Assign half of the groups Kennedy and the other half of the groups Nixon.  Distribute copies of the student worksheet You Be The Director! to each group.  The worksheet includes background information about the election and the candidates that will help students develop their commercials.  Additional websites for background information are included under Further Resources.
Explain that each group needs to write a script for a 30-second commercial that either uses positive messages to promote its candidate or negative messages to attack its opponent (or both).  Encourage students to think about some of the themes that television commercials have used in the past to attract voters:  fear, patriotism, hard work, devotion to family, etc.  After students have had enough time to rehearse, have each group perform its commercial in front of the class.
Town Hall Wall

Have students create a Town Hall Wall about whether attack ads should be used in political campaigns.  In a Town Hall Wall display, students respond “yes” or “no” to a specific question, providing reasons for their responses.  Because it is displayed in a public location, as a Town Hall Wall grows, it serves as a tool for encouraging dialogue among individuals about pressing issues.  Sample NCC Town Hall Walls about other current topics can be found at http://constitutioncenter.org/ncc_edu_Town_Hall_Walls.aspx.

For this assessment, pose the question “Should attack ads be used in political campaigns?” on a public display, like a large poster or bulletin board.  Have students answer the question with a “yes” or “no” and reasons for their responses.  Students should write down their reasons and post them on the display.  As the number of responses grows, consider moving the Town Hall Wall to an area of the school in which other students can participate as well.
A sample Town Hall Wall for this question can be found at the end of the lesson plan.  Modeled after other NCC Town Hall Walls, it includes background information and sample responses.

A Commercial’s Worth a Thousand Words

Directions:  As you watch each of the television commercials, answer the questions below.

Eisenhower Campaign

“Ike for President”
1. What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? 
2. How does this commercial make use of political symbols to convey its message?
3. Based upon this commercial, what type of candidate do you think Eisenhower was? 
4. Would you be likely to remember this commercial afterward?  Why or why not? 

“Sturdy Lifeboat” and “Bus Driver”
1. How do these commercials make use of metaphors to convey their message? 
2. What kind of effect do Eisenhower’s body language and tone have on you as a viewer (and potential voter)? 
3. Given that these commercials were part of a series entitled “Eisenhower Answers America,” do you think they would be a successful campaign tool?  Why or why not?

Stevenson Campaign
“Adlai to You”
1. What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? 

2. How does this commercial make use of political symbols to convey its message?
3. Would you be likely to remember this commercial afterward?  Why or why not? 

“Platform Double Talk”
1. What message is implied by the two-headed candidate? 
2. What grabs your attention the most about this commercial? 
3. Do you think this commercial would be successful in convincing viewers to vote for Stevenson?  Why or why not? 
Concluding Question:

1. Based upon the two sets of commercials, which candidate do you think did a better job of convincing people to vote for him?  Why?  
Positive or Negative?

Directions:  As you watch each of the television commercials, answer the questions below.

McCain Campaign

“Celeb”

1. How does the commercial either promote the candidate or attack his opponent?  What positive or negative messages does it convey?

2. What specific words does the candidate use to promote himself or attack his opponent?

3. What visual effects contribute to the commercial’s positive or negative messages?

4. As a viewer (and future voter), which commercial worked the best?  Why?  Which commercial worked least well?  Why?

“Original Mavericks” 

1. How does the commercial either promote the candidate or attack his opponent?  What positive or negative messages does it convey?

2. What specific words does the candidate use to promote himself or attack his opponent?

3. What visual effects contribute to the commercial’s positive or negative messages?

4. As a viewer (and future voter), which commercial worked the best?  Why?  Which commercial worked least well?  Why?

Obama Campaign

“Country I Love” 

1. How does the commercial either promote the candidate or attack his opponent?  What positive or negative messages does it convey?

2. What specific words does the candidate use to promote himself or attack his opponent?

3. What visual effects contribute to the commercial’s positive or negative messages?

4. As a viewer (and future voter), which commercial worked the best?  Why?  Which commercial worked least well?  Why?

“Embrace”  

1. How does the commercial either promote the candidate or attack his opponent?  What positive or negative messages does it convey?

2. What specific words does the candidate use to promote himself or attack his opponent?

3. What visual effects contribute to the commercial’s positive or negative messages?
4. As a viewer (and future voter), which commercial worked the best?  Why?  Which commercial worked least well?  Why?

You Be The Director!
The 1960 Election:  John F. Kennedy vs. Richard Nixon

Background:

The 1960 presidential election took place during a prosperous period in U.S. history.  Although the civil rights movement was beginning to cause ripples at home, life was relatively stable for most Americans, and foreign concerns were limited to the growing threat of the Cold War.  In nearby Cuba, Fidel Castro had assumed power and instituted a Communist form of government.  And in May 1960, an American spy plane was shot down inside the then-Soviet Union.
Democratic Candidate:  John F. Kennedy

· 43 years old (If he won, he would be the youngest man ever elected as president.)

· Senator from Massachusetts

· Attempting to become the first Catholic president

· Supported separation of church and state

· Excellent public speaker

· Delivered a wildly successful speech about the importance of religious tolerance to the Houston Ministerial Association in Texas, a speech that was edited into a 30-minute commercial and aired frequently during the campaign

· Debated successfully against Nixon in September 1960.  Appeared confident and energetic, as opposed to Nixon, who looked pale and tired.

· Tried to present himself as stronger than Nixon on domestic issues, like the civil rights movement

Republican Candidate:  Richard Nixon

· 47 years old
· Senator from California

· As vice-president, was praised for his foreign policy skills because of a televised “kitchen debate” with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev

· Believed he had the maturity and experience to deal with Communists in the developing Cold War

· Tried to present himself as stronger than Kennedy on foreign issues, like negotiating with Communist leaders

· Most voters who listened to the September 1960 debate (as opposed to watching it on television) felt Nixon won

Adapted from The Living Room Candidate (http://www.livingroomcandidate.org)

Further Resources:

http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/JFK+in+History/Campaign+of+1960.htm  (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library & Museum)
http://www.nixonlibrary.gov/index.php (Nixon Library)

http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/johnfkennedy (The White House’s official website)

http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/richardnixon (The White House’s official website)
Town Hall Wall

Should attack ads be used in political campaigns?

In 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower became the first presidential candidate to appear in spot television commercials as part of his campaign.  The most famous series of commercials, “Eisenhower Answers America” featured the candidate’s answers to questions posed by everyday Americans about the Korean War, the economy, etc.  The commercials, which aired frequently after popular television shows, are often credited for his landslide victory over Illinois Governor Adlai Stevenson.  A new era in presidential campaigning was borne. 

Over time, television campaign commercials have changed in style and tone, but their goal has remained largely the same: to capture voters’ interest with a candidate’s views on pressing issues; to draw attention to an opponent’s weaknesses; and to help voters connect with a candidate by making him or her accessible.

During campaigns, candidates use a combination of positive and negative advertising to attract voters.  While some commercials promote positive messages about a candidate – his love of his country, for example, or his concern for hard-working Americans – other commercials promote negative messages, attacking a candidate’s opponent for his misguided policies, his dishonesty, etc.

One of the most famous examples of how attack ads can influence an election’s outcome occurred in 1988 when George Bush defeated Michael Dukakis.  Produced by the National Security political action committee, the 1988 commercial “Willie Horton” portrayed Dukakis as a person who supported “weekend passes” for criminals and told the story of Willie Horton, who was imprisoned for stabbing a young boy to death, received multiple furloughs (a temporary leave of absence from prison), and then committed subsequent crimes (kidnapping and rape) while on furlough.  Although it only aired one time – and was repudiated by the Bush campaign – the Willie Horton commercial did significant damage to Dukakis’ campaign, and the Massachusetts governor lost the election by a wide margin.

Should attack ads be used in political campaigns?

YES





NO

An attack ad often provides voters with 

      Attack ads often stretch the truth
useful information about why a candidate 

      or mislead voters.

is unqualified.

When candidates decide to run for office,                       It’s more important for voters to know 

they should understand that their voting records            why they should vote for a candidate. 

and their lives will be under scrutiny. 


      






Grade(s) Level


9-12





Classroom Time


One 45-minute class period (pre-lesson)


Two or three 45-minute periods (post-lesson)


Handouts


A Commercial’s Worth a Thousand Words student worksheet


Positive or Negative? student worksheet


You Be The Director! student worksheet


Town Hall Wall (sample)


Constitutional Connections


Article II, Section 1





Further Resources





� HYPERLINK "http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/" �http://www.livingroomcandidate.org/� (The Living Room Candidate: Presidential Campaign Commercials, 1952-2008)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/JFK+in+History/Campaign+of+1960.htm" �http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/JFK+in+History/Campaign+of+1960.htm�  (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library & Museum)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.nixonlibrary.gov/index.php" �http://www.nixonlibrary.gov/index.php� (Nixon Library)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/johnfkennedy" �http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/johnfkennedy� (The White House’s official website about John F. Kennedy)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/richardnixon" �http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/richardnixon� (The White House’s official website about Richard Nixon)


� HYPERLINK "http://constitutioncenter.org/ncc_edu_Town_Hall_Walls.aspx" �http://constitutioncenter.org/ncc_edu_Town_Hall_Walls.aspx� (National Constitution Center’s Town Hall Walls page)
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