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Fall 2008 
 
Dear Educator,  
 
the.Gov is the newest feature of the.News. After Election Day, leading up to the Inauguration, the series evolved 
from the.Vote to the.Gov and is now looking at the process of forming a new government as well as identifying 
key issues for the new administration and new Congress. These online video reports provide middle and high 
school students with a valuable exercise in democracy. This video report on “The Transition” (running 4 
minutes, 55 seconds) is the sixth in the series.  
 
Each video report is supported by a social studies and language arts curriculum. All videos and curricula have 
been informed by the.News instructional design that can be found on the website 
www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews. the.Gov is open-captioned. The curriculum includes content-based standards, 
discussion questions, student activities, vocabulary and primary reference sources. A complete transcript of 
each video report includes time codes to assist in isolating specific segments of the video. This material is 
presented as options to fit teachers’ instructional needs. 
 
YOU.edit, to launch early in 2009, gives students an online tool to remix the content of the.Gov reports (as well 
as all the other the.News videos), so they can create their own multimedia presentations. This editing tool will 
reside on our website so that it will be available to all students with an internet connection. It will be password 
protected so that it can serve as a viable educational asset that allows classroom teachers to assign multimedia 
projects within the security and content safety of the.News website.  
 
A companion multimedia feature, YOU.report, will provide an online home for student-generated content. The 
YOU.report feature will include a student competition. Details about the YOU.report competition are on the 
website at http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/youreport/index.php.  The deadline for entries is March 31, 
2009.  
 
Funding for the.Gov has been provided by Adobe through the PBS Foundation.  
 
For more information and questions about this material contact Lisa Denny at ldenny@newshour.org.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Karen W. Jaffe 
Manager, Education Projects, the.News 
MacNeil/Lehrer Productions 
2700 S. Quincy St., Suite 250 
Arlington, VA 22206 
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“The Transition”  
Social Studies Curriculum 

 
This lesson has been designed to support the.News video “The Transition.”  The video can be found online at 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/ and clicking on “The Transition,” down the left side of the page.    
 
Grade Level: Middle School/High School  
 
Content Areas: Civics, social studies, and U.S. Government 
 
Key Concept: Students will understand the importance and 
complexity of the presidential transition process in handing over the 
reins of power from one president to the next. They will then examine 
and evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of candidates for the 
President’s Cabinet and important administrative posts.  

 
Key Vocabulary:  
 

• Advise and consent (also sometimes referred to as Senate confirmation): A legal 
expression in the United States Constitution that allows the Senate to constrain the 
President’s powers of appointment and treaty-making. (www.wordwebonline.com)  

• Interregnum: the period of time between the end of one reign or regime and the 
beginning of the next. (www.encarta.msn.com)  

• Lame duck: An elected official or group continuing to hold political office during the 
period between the election and the inauguration of a successor. (http://www.merriam-
webster.com/)  

• President-elect: An elected or appointed president who has not yet been officially 
installed. (www.encarta.msn.com) 

• President’s cabinet: A group of senior officials appointed by a president, prime minister, 
or other government leader to advise on policy. (www.encarta.msn.com) 

• Sinecures: jobs that provide a regular income but require no work. 
(www.encarta.msn.com) 

• Vetting: to carefully examine or scrutinize someone to determine their suitability for a 
high public office. (www.encarta.msn.com) 

 
Materials: 
 

• Segment 6 of the.Gov: “The Transition” 
• Access to the Internet 
• Student Handout #1: “Obama’s White House Transition Strategy Emerges” (p.8) 
• Student Handout #2: “Candidate Evaluation Chart” (p.9) 
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• Individual slips of paper, each with the name of one of the following government 
departments or agency directors: Agriculture, Commerce, Defense, Education, Energy, 
Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban Development, Interior, Justice, Labor, 
State, Transportation, Treasury, Veterans Affairs, CIA, U.N. Ambassador, and 
Environmental Protection Agency.  

 
Time Frame:   

• Lesson #1: 30-40 minutes 
• Lesson #2:  

o Chart completion: 30-40 minutes (could be done as homework assignment with 
brief discussion) 

o Chart presentations: one class period depending on the number of groups 
 
Background: Core Subjects and 21st Century Themes 

- Civic Literacy (Literacy for the 21st 
Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Understanding the local and global implications 
of civic decisions 

 
The U.S. presidential transition process is most 
likely one of the most unique in the world. In 
many countries, change in political direction 
occurs when the legislature loses confidence in 
a leader, or through a political or military coup. 
In the United States the opportunity for a 
change in political direction is scheduled every four years and is prompted by a vote of the 
people. The 2008 presidential election is a case in point. The American people elected Barack 
Obama over John McCain to be their agent of change in a difficult time of political and social 
division, a depressed economy, and two foreign wars. The campaign was contentious, but the 
reconciliation swift as both the loser and winner buried their criticisms and pledged to move 
forward.  

 
McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org- Civics: 

Standard 15: Understands how the United States 
Constitution grants and distributes power and 

responsibilities to national and state governments and 
how it seeks to precedent the abuse of power  

Level III (Grades 6-8) 
• Benchmark 3: Understands how the legislative 

branch can check the powers of the executive and 
judicial branches by establishing committees to 
oversee the executive branch's activities; impeaching 
the president, other members of the executive branch, 
and federal judges; overriding presidential vetoes; 
disapproving presidential appointments; and 
proposing amendments to the Constitution. 

While both President Bush and 
President-elect Obama are 
committed to a smooth transition 
of power, the short 77-day 
interregnum (transition) between 
election and inauguration poses 
some very unique circumstances 
for both of them. The outgoing 
president will want to protect his 
policies and accomplishments 
from being reversed and 
possibly will want to complete 
one more task on his agenda. 
The incoming president may 
desire to quickly reverse the 
policies of the previous 
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administration and will want to set up his own shop to move his agenda forward. During this 
time period, the existing government is sometime referred to as “lame duck” meaning that 
Congress and outgoing president are hampered somewhat from 
instituting any sweeping changes for fear of upsetting any new 
initiatives of the incoming administration or not having adequate time to 

implement any new policies. The 
president-elect is also hampered by 
the constitutional mandate that there 
be only one president at a time. So, 
although President-elect Obama will 
spend the time between election and 
inauguration building his administration he can do nothing 
officially to change policy or put the country on a new course 
until noon on inauguration day, January 20, 2009. An example 

of this is his first press conference on November 7, 2008 where he outlined some of his plans for 
addressing the economic crisis. Information on this first press conference can be found at 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/politics/july-dec08/obama_11-07.html and a video of the 
Q&A portion of the press conference can be found at 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/video/module.html?mod=0&pkg=7112008&seg=2.  
 
This lesson activity provides students with a 
background on how the transition process will 
unfold. Students will then track President-elect 
Obama’s nominations for the Cabinet and key posts 
of his administration. They will identify their 
responsibilities, assess their strengths and 
weaknesses, and make recommendations on their 
ability to head their department or agency.  

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org- 
Thinking and Reasoning: Standard 6: Applies 

decision-making techniques 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 

• Benchmark 5: Makes decisions based on 
the data obtained and the criteria 
identified 

 
Lesson #1:  
 

 Information, Media, and Technology Skills - 
Information Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 
• Accessing information efficiently and effectively, 

evaluating information critically and competently and 
using information accurately and creatively for the issue or 
problem at hand. 

1. To help students understand the importance and complexity of setting up a presidential 
administration, first discuss with 
them what they think a president-
elect does in between election and 
inauguration. Have them identify 
some of the issues the new 
president will have to address in 
his first 100 days. What actions 
will he have to take to adequately 
deal with these issues.  
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2. Then have students form small groups of 3-4. Distribute copies of the Student Handout 
#1: “Obama’s White House Transition Strategy Emerges” (p.8) and have students discuss 
the questions from the handout. Review the questions with the entire class.  

 
Lesson #2:  
 

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org- 
Civics: Standard 29: Understands the 

importance of political leadership, public 
service, and a knowledgeable citizenry in 

American constitutional democracy 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 

• Benchmark 1: Understands the functions 
of political leadership and why leadership 
is a vital necessity in a constitutional 
democracy 

Explain to students that one of the most important tasks a president-elect has is to form his or her 
administration. This needs to be done in the time between election and inauguration so that he or 

she is ready to address the difficult problems 
facing the country literally on the first day. 
Some of the key individuals in the Obama 
administration are the Cabinet secretaries who 
head the government’s major departments such 
as Defense, Labor, and Education, and directors 
of key agencies such as the Central Intelligence 
Agency, the Environmental Protection Agency, 
and the Ambassador to the United Nations.  
 
Picking competent people who can do the job is 
important. Remind students that the president-
elect will also need to have these positions 

confirmed by the Senate, as prescribed in the “advise and consent” clause of the U.S. 
Constitution, part of the checks and balances between the branches.  

                
 

1. Have students review the.News feature called the.Gov: “The 
Transition” and ask them the following questions: What qualities 
do you think President Obama is looking for in an Energy 
Secretary? What policies are likely to change with the new 
Department of Energy? How do these changes reflect President 
Obama’s energy plan? How will the department be restructured 
to achieve Obama’s desired outcomes?  

 
2. Divide students into nine small groups. For classes larger than 27 you can create more 

groups.  
 

3. Explain that they are playing the role of Senate staffers “vetting” Obama’s nominees to 
the Cabinet and key agencies for confirmation by the Senate.  
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4. Have each student group draw from a hat or bag two slips of paper marked with the name 
of a Cabinet department or agency. Make sure you have enough slips for the groups you 
formed. It’s ok if some groups review the same agencies. 

 
5. Then distribute the student handout #2 “Candidate Evaluation Chart” (p.9) and review the 

directions.  
 

Learning and Innovation Skills - Critical 
Thinking and Problem Solving Skills   (Literacy 
for the 21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Making complex choices and decisions. 
• Understanding the interconnections among systems. 

6. Have students track the president-
elect’s nominations for these 
positions over the next several 
weeks. Using the news sources 
listed in Resources section below, 
have student fill out the chart.  
President-Elect Obama’s transition 
website (www.change.gov) and The 
White House Transition Project (http://whitehousetransitionproject.org/) are particularly 
good resources for this assignment. 

 
7. When students have finished the chart, have them make reports to the class. Have 

students discuss the following questions during or after the reports: 
a. Review the strengths and weaknesses of the candidate and how you arrived at 

your recommendation. 
b. What effect, if any, does the news 

source of the candidates’ positives 
and negatives have on your 
assessment of their abilities?  

Learning and Innovation Skills - 
Communication and Collaboration 

(Literacy for the 21st Century 
www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Articulate thoughts and ideas clearly and 
effectively through speaking and writing  

c. Which presidential appointments do 
you feel are most important at this 
time and why? 

 
Assessment: Have each student write a briefing 
paper or create a PowerPoint presentation on the two nominees they researched. In their paper or 
presentation, have students identify the two nominees they researched, the responsibilities of 
their departments or agencies and their positions as heads of these departments or agencies, the 
strengths and weaknesses each nominee brings to the position, and the reasons they would 
recommend or not recommend the nominees. 
 
Extension Activity:  Students can play the role of Senators to confirm or reject the nominees 
they researched in Lesson #2. Have all members of the class review one or several of the briefing 
papers or PowerPoint presentations from the Assessment activity. You can also use the 
presentations students made in Lesson #2. They can then compare their decisions with that of the 
various Senate committees that will confirm or reject President-elect Obama’s appointments. 
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Resources: 
 

• “Advise and Consent” Warner Brothers Studios, Otto Premiknger, producer and director, 
1962. A film in which Senate subcommittee meets to confirm a president’s controversial 
nominee for Secretary of State.  

• CNN, http://www.cnn.com/POLITICS/ 
• Change.gov, http://www.change.gov/ 
• Fox News, http://elections.foxnews.com/index.html   
• MSNBC, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/3032553/  
• NewsHour, http://www.pbs.org/newshour/topic/politics/  
• NewsHour report, “President-Elect Obama Sets About Crafting New Administration,” 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/politics/july-dec08/obamatransition_11-0.html. 
• Newsweek, http://blog.newsweek.com/blogs/poweringup/default.aspx. This news report 

provides background on the Obama transition to president.  
• President-Elect Barack Obama’s Energy Plan, 

http://my.barackobama.com/page/content/newenergy    
• White House Transition Project, http://whitehousetransitionproject.org/.  Comprehensive 

site that provides information on the duties and responsibilities of the White House 
officials. 

 
Activity Designer: Greg Timmons  
Greg Timmons is a former social studies teacher now freelance writer and educational 
consultant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cnn.com/POLITICS/
http://www.change.gov/
http://elections.foxnews.com/index.html
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/3032553/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/topic/politics/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/politics/july-dec08/obamatransition_11-0.html
http://blog.newsweek.com/blogs/poweringup/default.aspx
http://my.barackobama.com/page/content/newenergy
http://whitehousetransitionproject.org/
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Student Handout #1: Obama’s White House Transition Strategy Emerges 
 
Directions: Review the NewsHour segment from November 6, 2008 entitled 
“Obama’s White House Transition Strategy Emerges.” You can view the news 
segment online at http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/politics/july-
dec08/transition_11-06.html and read the transcript of the interview. Then discuss 
the questions below with your small group. Be prepared to respond to discussion 
questions with the class.  

 
Beginning the complicated process of transitioning from one president to another 

• From Judy Woodruff’s interview with Norman Ornstein and Stephen Hess, what is the 
importance of President-elect Barack Obama’s appointment of Congressman Rahm 
Emanuel to be his chief of staff? 

 
Obama Must Set Priorities 

• Barack Obama has just a little over two months before he becomes president. Explain the 
wisdom of identifying and prioritizing five major goals (short term and long term) that he 
can get done in his first term as president.  

• Why is it important that he communicate his plans to the American people?  
• Think about the goals you have to set for yourself. How might a similar course of action 

help you?  
 

Choosing senior officials  
• President-elect Obama will be flooded with thousands of resumes from people who want 

a government job. Why is it important that he not give people what Ornstein calls 
“sinecures” – jobs that provide a regular income but require no work – to fill a position 
that doesn’t seem very consequential? 

• Why is it important that he not just pick people from Chicago, where he’s from?  
 
The Importance of Balance  

• Obama admires Abraham Lincoln for appointing political rivals to his cabinet because he 
wanted them to test his ideas on policy. What kind of message will Obama be sending if 
he appoints Republicans to important Cabinet and administration positions? 

• What might be some of the drawbacks if he appoints too many Republicans to key posts?  
 
Complications for Obama 

• When President Obama takes the reins of power in January, he faces an extensive crisis 
in many sectors of the economy, two major wars overseas, and threats to homeland 
security. Describe some of the potential problems that arise when the incoming president 
is elected in November but does not take office until January.  

• What actions can a president-elect take during this time to help make the handover of 
power smooth?  
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Student Handout #2: Candidate Evaluation Chart 
 
Directions:  

1. After you have selected your departments or agencies, write their names in the left-hand column boxes 
2. As they are identified, write the names of the nominees in the next column boxes. 
3. Research and record the responsibilities of the department or agencies and Cabinet secretaries or department heads. List any 

positives or negatives the candidates bring to the position in the appropriate boxes. Be sure to identify the source of your 
information. 

4. Then provide your recommendations on the nominees.  
List 

Department 
or Agency Nominees 

(A)  Responsibilities of 
department or agency 

(B) Responsibilities of head 
position 

Candidate’s Positives and 
Negatives 

(identify your sources) 
Your recommendation 

A:  

 B:    

A:  

 
B: 
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 “The Transition” 

Language Arts Curriculum 
 

This lesson has been designed to support the.News video “The Transition.” the video can be found online at 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/thenews/thevote/  and clicking on “The Transition,” down the left side of the page.    

 
Grade Level: Middle School/High School 
 
Content Areas: Language Arts/Media Literacy 
     
Key Concept: Students will analyze how politicians use language to frame ideas and concepts. 
Students will also explore in depth some of the issues related to the transition from an incumbent 
administration to a newly elected administration. They will use this information to analyze the 
roles of key players in the United States government.  
 
Key Vocabulary:  
 

• Cabinet: The Cabinet includes the Vice President and the heads of 15 executive 
departments.  They advise the President on any subject he may require relating to the 
duties of their respective offices. (http://www.whitehouse.gov/)  

• Contrapuntal: The adjective of counterpoint, a musical term. It is derived from the Latin 
phrase punctus contra punctum, meaning "point against point." (Harmon, William and C. 
Hugh Holman. A Handbook to Literature, Eighth Edition.  Prentice Hall, New Jersey: 
2000.) 

• Incumbent: Currently holding an office; "the incumbent governor." 
(http://wordnet.princeton.edu/)  

• Transition team: A group that supports the orderly transfer of executive power in 
connection with the expiration of the term of office of a sitting President and the 
inauguration of a new President. (www.Change.Gov)  

 
Background:  

Core Subjects and 21st Century Themes - Civic 
Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Participating effectively in civic life through knowing how 
to stay informed and understanding governmental processes 

 
According to www.change.gov, 
President-Elect Obama’s official 
transition website, the phrase 
"Presidential Transition" refers to 
“the activities that support the 
orderly transfer of executive 
power in connection with the expiration of the term of office of a sitting President and the 
inauguration of a new President.” Having already selected Rep. Rahm Emanuel as White House 
chief of staff, and expected to name other members of his administration relatively quickly, 
Obama is setting the tone for the future of the United States government during his term of 
office. 
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With 77 days between the election and the Inaugural prominent names such as Colin Powell, 
John Kerry, and Warren Buffett have been rumored to be in consideration for top Cabinet posts 
such as Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, and Secretary of the Treasury - an appointment 
that may be the most important decision the President-Elect will make considering the current 
economic climate.  

Current Secretary of the Treasury, Henry Paulson, has vowed to work closely 
with Obama, saying, “A methodical and orderly transition is in the best 
interests of the financial markets and Treasury is committed to making sure 
that the incoming team can hit the ground running in January.”  
 
Materials: 
 

• Segment 6 of the.Gov: “The Transition”  
• Computer with a browser access to the Internet 
• Pens and highlighters 
• Scratch paper 
• Handout #1:  “Thomas Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address” (p.16-18) 
• Handout #2:  “Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” (p.19) 
• Handout #3: “Inaugural Address of John F. Kennedy” (p.20-22) 
• Optional: digital camcorder or flip cam 

 
Time Frame:  

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 9 - Uses 
viewing skills and strategies to understand and interpret visual 

media 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 
• Understands a variety of messages conveyed by visual media (e.g. main 

concept, details, themes or lessons, viewpoints) 
• Uses a variety of criteria to evaluate and form viewpoints of visual media 

(e.g. evaluates the effectiveness of informational media such as websites, 
documentaries, news programs; recognizes a range of viewpoints and 
arguments; establishes criteria for selecting or avoiding specific programs) 

Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Understands the effects of visual media on audiences with different 

backgrounds (e.g., age, nationality, gender, class, belief system) 

• Lesson#1: 2 class 
periods  

• Lesson #2: 2 class 
periods 

• Extension Activity: 
2 class periods 

 
Lesson #1: 
 

1. Inaugural Addresses 
are customarily 
delivered by 
presidents on 
Inauguration Day and are considered profound “transitional” moments. These speeches 
are typically conciliatory, emphasize abstract political concepts that can both embrace 
and express optimism about the future of the country. Ask students to analyze several 
historically significant Inaugural and Farewell Addresses and evaluate their effectiveness.  
Examples of past Inaugural and Farewell Addresses can be found at 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/presidents-inaugurals.html. (If you are using this 
lesson after President-Elect Obama has given his Inaugural Address then you can ask 
students to compare and contrast his remarks with previous addresses). 
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Learning and Innovation Skills - Critical 
Thinking and Problem Solving Skills (Literacy 
for the 21st Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Framing, analyzing and synthesizing information in order 
to solve problems and answer questions. 

 

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 9 - 
Uses viewing skills and strategies to understand and 

interpret visual media 
Level III (Grades 6-8) 
• Knows that people with special interests and expectations are the 

target audience for particular messages or products in visual media; 
and knows that design, language, and content reflect this (e.g. in 
advertising and sales techniques aimed specifically towards 
teenagers; in products aimed towards different classes, races, ages, 
genders; in the appeal of popular television shows and films for 
particular audiences). 

Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Understands how style and content of spoken language varies in 

different contexts (e.g. style of different radio news programs, 
everyday language compared to language in television soap operas, 
tones of news bulletins on “serious” and youth-oriented stations) and 
how this influences interpretation of these texts. 

• Understands influences on language use (e.g. political beliefs, 
positions of social power, culture) 

• Understands how images and sound convey messages in visual 
media (e.g., special effects, camera angles, symbols, color, line, 
texture, shape, headlines, photographs, reaction shots, sequencing of 
images, sound effects, music, dialogue, narrative, lighting) 

• Understands effects of style and language choice in visual media 
(e.g., use of long-shots to signify both real and metaphoric isolation; 
rapid editing in a television commercial; juxtaposition of text and 
color in a billboard; words in headlines intended to attract attention) 

2. The Election of 1800 is often 
referred to by historians as “The 
Revolution of 1800” because it was 
the first peaceful transfer of power 
from one political party to another 
in American history. Ask students to read Handout #1: “Thomas Jefferson’s Inaugural 
Address” (p. 16-18), and summarize its key points, analyze its style, use of language and 
tone. Did Jefferson deliver a partisan speech? Did he champion his party’s victory over 
John Adams and the Federalists? Why? Why not? How did Jefferson’s speech embody 
American beliefs about democratic leadership? Interpret in your own words his 
statement, “Every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle. We have called 
by different names brethren 
of the same principles. We 
are all republicans - we are 
all federalists.” Speculate 
about possible rhetorical 
similarities/differences 
between Jefferson’s speech 
in 1801 and Obama’s 
Inaugural Address in 2009.   

 
3. Beyond his famous 1932 

Inaugural Address in which 
he defiantly declared, “The 
only thing we have to fear is 
fear itself,” President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
set the tone for his 
administration by delivering 
“Fireside Chats” which 
endeared him to millions of 
Americans who believed that 
he was acting in their best 
interests during the Great 
Depression. Ask students to 
critically analyze his first 
fireside chat’s theme, mood, 
tone, and organization of thought. Speculate about how you would have reacted to his 
radio address at this time. FDR’s “The Banking Crisis” fireside chat may be found at the 
following web site: http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/fdrfirstfiresidechat.html. 
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Information, Media, and Technology Skills - 
Media Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Understanding how media messages are constructed, for 
what purposes and using which tools, characteristics, and 
conventions 

4. Ask students to read President 
Eisenhower’s Farewell Address. What 
does Eisenhower mean by the 
“military-industrial complex”? Why 
does he warn against it? Was the 
speech designed to educate? 
Motivate? Persuade? Students should 
also write policy statements 
summarizing Eisenhower’s goals for 
the nation. To what degree have his concerns come to fruition? Eisenhower’s Farewell 
Address may be found at the following web site: 
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/dwightdeisenhowerfarewell.html 

 

Information, Media, and Technology Skills - 
Information Literacy (Literacy for the 21st 

Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Accessing information efficiently and effectively, 
evaluating information critically and competently, and 
using information accurately and creatively for the issue 
or problem at hand. 

5. In the fall of 1980, the former actor and Governor of California, Ronald Reagan, won the 
presidency. Throughout his eight years as president, Ronald Reagan was known as “The 
Great Communicator” for his ability to galvanize audiences and convey emotions. In 

President Reagan’s Farewell Address he 
declared that “we’ve made a difference.” 
Ask students to listen to Reagan’s 
speech and to discuss what he believed 
were his greatest accomplishments. 
Analyze his delivery skills and 
techniques - do you think he earned his 
nickname? His Farewell Address may be 
heard at the following web site: 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ronaldreaganfarewelladdress.html 
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Lesson #2:  
 

McRel Learning Objectives www.mcrel.org: Standard 
9 - Uses viewing skills and strategies to understand 

and interpret visual media 
Level IV (Grades 9-12) 
• Makes multimedia presentations using text, images and sound 

(e.g. selects the appropriate medium, such as television 
broadcast, videos, web pages, films, newspapers, magazines, 
CD-ROMS, Internet, computer-media-generated images; edits 
and monitors for quality; organizes, writes and designs media 
messages for specific purposes). 

• Makes formal presentations to the class (e.g., includes 
definitions for clarity; supports main ideas using anecdotes, 
examples, statistics, analogies and other evidence; uses visual 
aids or technology, such as transparencies, slides, electronic 
media; cites information sources). 

In his 1960 Inaugural Address, John F. 
Kennedy spoke eloquently of national 
values and hopes for the future generation 
while also establishing  his cold warrior 
credentials, clearly warning Cuba and the 
Soviet Union that the United States would 
oppose any attempts at aggression or 
subversion in the Americas. In this 
speech, JFK utilized a rhetorical 
technique known as “contrapuntalism,” a 
term derived from the Latin phrase 
punctus contra punctum, meaning “point 
against point.” This rhetorical device is 
characterized by the juxtaposition and 
reversal of ideas - a technique also favored by Abraham Lincoln.  

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/dwightdeisenhowerfarewell.html
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ronaldreaganfarewelladdress.html
http://www.mcrel.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
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• Ask students to identify the use of “contrapuntalism” in JFK’s Inaugural Address 

(Handout #3, p. 20-22, audio of the address can be found at 
http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK
/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm) and Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address 
(Handout #2, p. 19) and analyze its effectiveness.  
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Learning and Innovation Skills - Communication 
and Collaboration Skills (Literacy for the 21st 

Century www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Articulate thoughts and ideas clearly and effectively through 
speaking and writing.  

Information, Media, and Technology Skills - ICT 
Literacy (Literacy for the 21st Century 

www.21stcenturyskills.org) 

• Using digital technology, communication tools and/or networks 
appropriately to access, manage, integrate, evaluate, and create 
information in order to function in a knowledge economy. 

• In addition, students may also view and discuss examples of 
“contrapuntal” construction in President-Elect Obama’s 
Acceptance Speech at the Democratic National 
Convention in 2008. The speech may be found here: 
http://www.demconvention.com/barack-obama/ 

• As a follow-up, ask students to write political speeches on 
current issues that incorporate this rhetorical device. 

 
Extension Activity:  

• Break students into small groups and ask each group to research job descriptions for 
senior White House officials and 
Cabinet members. Students 
should list the qualifications, 
personal characteristics, and 
individual qualities that are 
necessary to be viable 
candidates for each position.  

• As a follow-up, ask each group 
to imagine that they have been 
hired as a team of “head hunters” for President Obama’s transition team. Each group 
should write newspaper want ads, Monster.com-style recruitment advertising or use flip 
cams to develop radio and television spots that capture the essential requirements of each 
Cabinet position.  

• Groups may also develop lists of interview questions and conduct mock interviews to 
identify satisfactory responses 
from prospective candidates.  

• Students should share their 
presentations with the class and 
ask other groups to submit names 
from the world of government and 
politics who they believe would be 
best qualified to fill selected 
positions.   

• Detailed descriptions of the duties and responsibilities of White House officials may be 
found at the White House Transition Project’s web site: 
http://whitehousetransitionproject.org/. 

 

http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm
http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm
http://www.demconvention.com/barack-obama/
http://whitehousetransitionproject.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
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Assessment: 

Evaluate students on both their analysis of famous “transitional” political speeches from 
American history and their successful incorporation of the rhetorical device of “contrapuntalism” 
into their own political speeches. Students should be assessed on their grammar, spelling, and 
depth of details in their speech analysis. 
 
Resources: 
 

• The American Presidency Project at UC Santa Barbara, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/transition2001.php 

• American Rhetoric, The JFK Inaugural Address, 
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/jfkinaugural.htm 

• The Brookings Institution, http://www.brookings.edu/topics/presidential-transition.aspx 
• Change.gov, http://www.change.gov/ 
• The Center for Individual Freedom, 

http://www.cfif.org/htdocs/freedomline/current/in_our_opinion/inaugural-quotes.htm 
• Fordham University, Modern History Sourcebook, 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/presidents-inaugurals.html 
• John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Historical Resources, 

http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK
/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm  

• The Miller Center of Public Affairs at the University of Virginia, 
http://millercenter.virginia.edu/scripps/diglibrary/prezspeeches/reagan/index.html 

 
Activity Designer: Jeffrey Litzke 
Jeffrey Litzke is a curriculum developer and social studies teacher at Connections Academy. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/transition2001.php
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/jfkinaugural.htm
http://www.brookings.edu/topics/presidential-transition.aspx
http://www.change.gov/
http://www.cfif.org/htdocs/freedomline/current/in_our_opinion/inaugural-quotes.htm
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/presidents-inaugurals.html
http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm
http://www.jfklibrary.org/Historical+Resources/Archives/Reference+Desk/Speeches/JFK/003POF03Inaugural01201961.htm
http://millercenter.virginia.edu/scripps/diglibrary/prezspeeches/reagan/index.html
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Handout #1: Thomas Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address 
 
Friends and fellow citizens, called upon to undertake the duties of the first executive office of 
our country, I avail myself of the presence of that portion of my fellow-citizens which is here 
assembled to express my grateful thanks for the favor with which they have been pleased to look 
toward me, to declare a sincere consciousness that the task is above my talents, and that I 
approach it with those anxious and awful presentiments which the greatness of the charge and 
the weakness of my powers so justly inspire. A rising nation, spread over a wide and fruitful 
land, traversing all the seas with the rich productions of their industry, engaged in commerce 
with nations who feel power and forget right, advancing rapidly to destinies beyond the reach of 
mortal eye -- when I contemplate these transcendent objects, and see the honor, the happiness, 
and the hopes of this beloved country committed to the issue and the auspices of this day, I 
shrink from the contemplation, and humble myself before the magnitude of the undertaking. 
Utterly, indeed, should I despair did not the presence of many whom I here see remind me that in 
the other high authorities provided by our Constitution I shall find resources of wisdom, of 
virtue, and of zeal on which to rely under all difficulties. To you, then, gentlemen, who are 
charged with the sovereign functions of legislation, and to those associated with you, I look with 
encouragement for that guidance and support which may enable us to steer with safety the vessel 
in which we are all embarked amidst the conflicting elements of a troubled world.  
 
During the contest of opinion through which we have passed the animation of discussions and of 
exertions has sometimes worn an aspect which might impose on strangers unused to think freely 
and to speak and to write what they think; but this being now decided by the voice of the nation, 
announced according to the rules of the Constitution, all will, of course, arrange themselves 
under the will of the law, and unite in common efforts for the common good. All, too, will bear 
in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that 
will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the minority possess their equal rights, which equal 
law must protect, and to violate would be oppression. Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one 
heart and one mind. Let us restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection without which 
liberty and even life itself are but dreary things. And let us reflect that, having banished from our 
land that religious intolerance under which mankind so long bled and suffered, we have yet 
gained little if we countenance a political intolerance as despotic, as wicked, and capable of as 
bitter and bloody persecutions. During the throes and convulsions of the ancient world, during 
the agonizing spasms of infuriated man, seeking through blood and slaughter his long-lost 
liberty, it was not wonderful that the agitation of the billows should reach even this distant and 
peaceful shore; that this should be more felt and feared by some and less by others, and should 
divide opinions as to measures of safety. But every difference of opinion is not a difference of 
principle. We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all 
Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve this 
Union or to change its republican form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments of the safety 
with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to combat it. I know, 
indeed, that some honest men fear that a republican government can not be strong, that this 
Government is not strong enough; but would the honest patriot, in the full tide of successful 
experiment, abandon a government which has so far kept us free and firm on the theoretic and 
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visionary fear that this Government, the world's best hope, may by possibility want energy to 
preserve itself? I trust not. I believe this, on the contrary, the strongest Government on earth. I 
believe it the only one where every man, at the call of the law, would fly to the standard of the 
law, and would meet invasions of the public order as his own personal concern. Sometimes it is 
said that man can not be trusted with the government of himself. Can he, then, be trusted with the 
government of others? Or have we found angels in the forms of kings to govern him? Let history 
answer this question.  
 
Let us, then, with courage and confidence pursue our own Federal and Republican principles, our 
attachment to union and representative government. Kindly separated by nature and a wide ocean 
from the exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe; too high-minded to endure the 
degradations of the others; possessing a chosen country, with room enough for our descendants 
to the thousandth and thousandth generation; entertaining a due sense of our equal right to the 
use of our own faculties, to the acquisitions of our own industry, to honor and confidence from 

our fellow-citizens, resulting not from birth, but from our 
actions and their sense of them; enlightened by a benign 
religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various 
forms, yet all of them inculcating honesty, truth, 
temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; 
acknowledging and adoring an overruling Providence, 
which by all its dispensations proves that it delights in 
the happiness of man here and his greater happiness 
hereafter -- with all these blessings, what more is 
necessary to make us a happy and a prosperous people? 
Still one thing more, fellow-citizens -- a wise and frugal 
Government, which shall restrain men from injuring one 
another, shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their 
own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not 
take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned. This 
is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to 
close the circle of our felicities.  
 
About to enter, fellow-citizens, on the exercise of duties 
which comprehend everything dear and valuable to you, 
it is proper you should understand what I deem the 
essential principles of our Government, and consequently 
those which ought to shape its Administration. I will 
compress them within the narrowest compass they will 

bear, stating the general principle, but not all its limitations. Equal and exact justice to all men, of 
whatever state or persuasion, religious or political; peace, commerce, and honest friendship with 
all nations, entangling alliances with none; the support of the State governments in all their 
rights, as the most competent administrations for our domestic concerns and the surest bulwarks 
against antirepublican tendencies; the preservation of the General Government in its whole 
constitutional vigor, as the sheet anchor of our peace at home and safety abroad; a jealous care of 
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the right of election by the people -- a mild and safe corrective of abuses which are lopped by the 
sword of revolution where peaceable remedies are unprovided; absolute acquiescence in the 
decisions of the majority, the vital principle of republics, from which is no appeal but to force, 
the vital principle and immediate parent of despotism; a well-disciplined militia, our best reliance 
in peace and for the first moments of war till regulars may relieve them; the supremacy of the 
civil over the military authority; economy in the public expense, that labor may be lightly 
burthened; the honest payment of our debts and sacred preservation of the public faith; 
encouragement of agriculture, and of commerce as its handmaid; the diffusion of information 
and arraignment of all abuses at the bar of the public reason; freedom of religion; freedom of the 
press, and freedom of person under the protection of the habeas corpus, and trial by juries 
impartially selected. These principles form the bright constellation which has gone before us and 
guided our steps through an age of revolution and reformation. The wisdom of our sages and 
blood of our heroes have been devoted to their attainment. They should be the creed of our 
political faith, the text of civic instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of those 
we trust; and should we wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to 
retrace our steps and to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, and safety.  
 
I repair, then, fellow-citizens, to the post you have assigned me. With experience enough in 
subordinate offices to have seen the difficulties of this the greatest of all, I have learnt to expect 
that it will rarely fall to the lot of imperfect man to retire from this station with the reputation and 
the favor which bring him into it. Without pretensions to that high confidence you reposed in our 
first and greatest revolutionary character, whose preeminent services had entitled him to the first 
place in his country's love and destined for him the fairest page in the volume of faithful history, 
I ask so much confidence only as may give firmness and effect to the legal administration of 
your affairs. I shall often go wrong through defect of judgment. When right, I shall often be 
thought wrong by those whose positions will not command a view of the whole ground. I ask 
your indulgence for my own errors, which will never be intentional, and your support against the 
errors of others, who may condemn what they would not if seen in all its parts. The approbation 
implied by your suffrage is a great consolation to me for the past, and my future solicitude will 
be to retain the good opinion of those who have bestowed it in advance, to conciliate that of 
others by doing them all the good in my power, and to be instrumental to the happiness and 
freedom of all.  
 
Relying, then, on the patronage of your good will, I advance with obedience to the work, ready 
to retire from it whenever you become sensible how much better choice it is in your power to 
make. And may that Infinite Power which rules the destinies of the universe lead our councils to 
what is best, and give them a favorable issue for your peace and prosperity.  
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Handout #2: Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address  

"Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, 
conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are 
engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation or any nation so conceived and so 

dedicated can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that 
war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final 
resting-place for those who here gave their lives that that nation 
might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 
But in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we 
cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, living and dead who 
struggled here have consecrated it far above our poor power to add 
or detract. The world will little note nor long remember what we say 
here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living 
rather to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who 
fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be 
here dedicated to the great task remaining before us--that from these 
honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which 

they gave the last full measure of devotion--that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not 
have died in vain, that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom, and that 
government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth."  

 

 

March 4, 1861 Inauguration of Abraham Lincoln 
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Handout #3: Inaugural Address of John F. Kennedy 

Vice President Johnson, Mr. Speaker, Mr. Chief Justice, President Eisenhower, Vice President 
Nixon, President Truman, Reverend Clergy, fellow citizens: 

We observe today not a victory of party but a celebration of freedom--symbolizing an end as 
well as a beginning - signifying renewal as well as change. For I have sworn before you and 
Almighty God the same solemn oath our forbears prescribed nearly a century and three-quarters 
ago. 

The world is very different now. For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish all 
forms of human poverty and all forms of human life. And yet the same revolutionary beliefs for 
which our forebears fought are still at issue around the globe--the belief that the rights of man 
come not from the generosity of the state but from 
the hand of God. 

We dare not forget today that we are the heirs of 
that first revolution. Let the word go forth from this 
time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the 
torch has been passed to a new generation of 
Americans - born in this century, tempered by war, 
disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our 
ancient heritage - and unwilling to witness or 
permit the slow undoing of those human rights to 
which this nation has always been committed, and 
to which we are committed today at home and 
around the world. 

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or 
ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, 
meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any 
foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty. 

This much we pledge - and more. 

To those old allies whose cultural and spiritual 
origins we share, we pledge the loyalty of faithful friends. United there is little we cannot do in a 
host of cooperative ventures. Divided there is little we can do--for we dare not meet a powerful 
challenge at odds and split asunder. 

To those new states whom we welcome to the ranks of the free, we pledge our word that one 
form of colonial control shall not have passed away merely to be replaced by a far more iron 
tyranny. We shall not always expect to find them supporting our view. But we shall always hope 
to find them strongly supporting their own freedom--and to remember that, in the past, those who 
foolishly sought power by riding the back of the tiger ended up inside. 

To those people in the huts and villages of half the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass 
misery, we pledge our best efforts to help them help themselves, for whatever period is required - 
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not because the communists may be doing it, not because we seek their votes, but because it is 
right. If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich. 

To our sister republics south of our border, we offer a special pledge--to convert our good words 
into good deeds--in a new alliance for progress--to assist free men and free governments in 
casting off the chains of poverty. But this peaceful revolution of hope cannot become the prey of 
hostile powers. Let all our neighbors know that we shall join with them to oppose aggression or 
subversion anywhere in the Americas. And let every other power know that this Hemisphere 
intends to remain the master of its own house. 

To that world assembly of sovereign states, the United Nations, our last best hope in an age 
where the instruments of war have far outpaced the instruments of peace, we renew our pledge of 
support--to prevent it from becoming merely a forum for invective--to strengthen its shield of the 
new and the weak--and to enlarge the area in which its writ may run. 

Finally, to those nations who would make themselves our adversary, we offer not a pledge but a 
request: that both sides begin anew the quest for peace, before the dark powers of destruction 
unleashed by science engulf all humanity in planned or accidental self-destruction. 

We dare not tempt them with weakness. For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can 
we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed. 

But neither can two great and powerful groups of nations take comfort from our present course--
both sides overburdened by the cost of modern weapons, both rightly alarmed by the steady 
spread of the deadly atom, yet both racing to alter that uncertain balance of terror that stays the 

hand of mankind's final war. 

So let us begin anew - remembering on both sides 
that civility is not a sign of weakness, and 
sincerity is always subject to proof. Let us never 
negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to 
negotiate. 

Let both sides explore what problems unite us 
instead of belaboring those problems which 
divide us. 

Let both sides, for the first time, formulate serious 
and precise proposals for the inspection and 
control of arms - and bring the absolute power to 
destroy other nations under the absolute control of 
all nations. 

Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of 
science instead of its terrors. Together let us 
explore the stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate 
disease, tap the ocean depths and encourage the 
arts and commerce. 

January 20, 1961 Inauguration of John F. Kennedy
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Let both sides unite to heed in all corners of the earth the command of Isaiah--to "undo the heavy 
burdens . . . (and) let the oppressed go free." 

And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both sides join in 
creating a new endeavor, not a new balance of power, but a new world of law, where the strong 
are just and the weak secure and the peace preserved. 

All this will not be finished in the first one hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first one 
thousand days, nor in the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this 
planet. But let us begin. 

In your hands, my fellow citizens, more than mine, will rest the final success or failure of our 
course. Since this country was founded, each generation of Americans has been summoned to 
give testimony to its national loyalty. The graves of young Americans who answered the call to 
service surround the globe. 

Now the trumpet summons us again - not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need--not as a 
call to battle, though embattled we are - but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, 
year in and year out, "rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation"--a struggle against the common 
enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease and war itself. 

Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, North and South, East and West, 
that can assure a more fruitful life for all mankind? Will you join in that historic effort? 

In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending 
freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility--I welcome it. I 
do not believe that any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other 
generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our 
country and all who serve it--and the glow from that fire can truly light the world. 

And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do 
for your country. 

My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can 
do for the freedom of man. 

Finally, whether you are citizens of America or citizens of the world, ask of us here the same 
high standards of strength and sacrifice which we ask of you. With a good conscience our only 
sure reward, with history the final judge of our deeds, let us go forth to lead the land we love, 
asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work must truly be our 
own. 
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