	[image: image1.png]



	Foreign Policy Research Institute

Marvin Wachman Fund for International Education

	
	Classroom Lessons:
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Teaching the Experiences of American Fighting Men in World War Two 

Through Popular Historical Books and Primary Documents

By Nicholas Walsh

Lesson Objectives 

· To increase students’ understanding of the experiences of American soldiers, marines, and airmen during World War II.

· To provide students with the opportunity to critically examine multifaceted events that took place in the conflict, particularly concerning the Battle of the Bulge, the Air War Over Europe, and the Iwo Jima Campaign.
· To allow students to relate the people and events of World War II to tangible geographical concepts.

Grade Level – Moderate to above average ability secondary students (grades 9-12) in a World or American History course.

Time Needed – Four 60-minute class periods

Materials Needed - One page hand-out explaining military ranks and unit organization
· Band of Brothers HBO – Miniseries DVD; teacher/student resources at http://www.hbo.com/band/classroom/classroom.html

· Flags of Our Fathers (2006), rated R– DVD

· National Geographic Maps: Germany, Sept. 1991; Belgium/France, July 1989; Asia/Pacific, Nov. 1989

· Excerpts from the following books:

Ambrose, Stephen. Band of Brothers, E Company, 506th Regiment, 101st Airborne from Normandy to Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992). 

Ambrose, Stephen.  The Wild Blue, The Men and Boys Who Flew the B-24s Over Germany. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001.
Bradley, James.  Flags of Our Fathers.  New York: Bantam Books, 2000.

MacDonald, Charles.  Company Commander.  New York: History 
Book Club, 2006 (1947, Originally).

Winston, Keith.  V-Mail, Letters of a World War II Combat Medic.  Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books, 1985.  

Methodology 
1) Following the completion of a parental approval slip, due to graphic nature, show 15 minutes of the HBO Miniseries Band of Brothers.  The selected scenes are from Part Six of the series titled “Bastogne”.
2) Pose questions related to the movie clip, such as: 
· Explain the nature of the fighting such as terrain, weapons, and tactics.
· What were some of the challenges undertaken by the soldiers?
· Judging from the dialogue between the men, what was their overall predicament in Bastogne?

· Identify some of the moral conflicts that the soldiers faced (Example: trying to rescue fallen comrades while under fire, motivating men to attack the enemy,  knowing that some will be killed or wounded, and following orders from an incompetent officer.)
3) Students will then read from their textbook a small paragraph covering the Battle of the Bulge.  The section deals with Hitler’s last offensive very briefly.  For example: 

“On December 16, German Tanks broke through weak American defenses along a 75-mile front in the Ardennes.  The push into Allied lines gave the campaign its name-the Battle of the Bulge.  Although caught off guard, the Allies eventually pushed the Germans back.  The Germans had little choice but to retreat, since there were no reinforcements available.” 


- McDougal Littell World History: Patterns of Interaction 
Use this lack of detail as an example of how textbooks often have to focus on the “big picture.”  State that the goal of the next class periods will be to explore certain aspects of World War II in detail through the eyes of the men who fought it.
4) Divide the class into five groups of 3-4 students each.  If the number of students in the class demands more pupils per group, the teacher may adjust, however it is suggested that groups not exceed five members.  Give every student the worksheet with the activity questions and the handout listing military ranks and organization.
5.) Divide the classroom into five different station areas, one for each group.  The stations will contain one article/excerpt and one or two maps related to the reading.  Student groups will spend thirty minutes at each station and then rotate to the next.  
6.) The students should complete their first station on day one.  The next day, students should be through two stations.  On the third day the activity should be completed and the students tasked with being prepared to discuss their findings the next day.
7.) On the fourth and final day of the activity, the teacher will take at least 30 minutes to ask each group what they learned.  This can be done in the form of a roundtable discussion where the teacher directs the conversation or in the form of each group giving a brief 5-minute wrap-up of what they learned.  In either format the teacher should develop, explain, and implement a rubric that determines each group’s grade.
Assessment: Students will be graded on their ability to work as a group, as well as their focus on participating constructively and completing the task at hand.  Regardless of which option the teacher chooses for step 7, it is recommended that the teacher require each student to contribute to the discussion.  Assessment also will be derived from the questions that the groups must answer at each station (see below).  

Station Activities

Station One – Band of Brothers 
Begin by reading the closing chapter “Resting Recovering and Refitting,” pages 173-78.

1.) Describe significant details of the Battle of the Bulge. Explain the overall strategy (big picture) of the German offensive.
2.) Explain the mission of the 101st Airborne.  Looking at the map of France and Belgium, identify how many miles the division had to travel from Mourmelon to Bastogne.  How did Easy Company make this trip?

3.) What is the behavior of the American troops that Easy Company encountered after arriving in the battle zone?  List some of the problems confronting Easy Company.

4.) In your own words explain what the quote from the 2nd Bat. 506th scrapbook implies about the soldier’s morale.
Answer the next questions by reading the next two chapters “They Got Us Surrounded the Poor Bastards,” pp. 179-94 and “The Breaking Point,” pp. 195-212.
5.) Describe features of the terrain in which they were fighting.  How did this contribute to some of the humorous episodes with Winters and Heffron and their encounters with the enemy?

6.) Explain why medics were the most respected men in the outfit. 

7.) Explain some of the hardships that the men of Easy Company had to face as the weather conditions deteriorated.

8.) Describe some of the challenges the soldiers had to face as the made their way to the OP (outpost) position.  According to Lieutenant Peacock, why did the men go out on patrols looking for the enemy?

9.) Beginning on pp 201, what happens to the men of Easy Company on January 3rd?  What happens to Sergeant Compton and why is it ironic in light of his past experiences?

10.) Why is the chapter titled “The Breaking Point”?  At what point had Easy Company arrived?  Explain Easy Company’s predicament and how Major Winters’ comment was personified.
Station Two – The Wild Blue

Answer the following questions using pages 210-29.

1.) Beginning in February 1945, the 741st Squadron began bombing Austria.  Identify the capital of Austria using the map.  What was interesting about the B-24 that joined the group during a mission on February 8th?  How did the squadron solve the issue?
2.) Describe what happened to the German ground-based anti-aircraft defenses as the war progressed.  What were the characteristics of the new German ME-262 fighter?  What happened to Lt. Rendahl as his plane suffered mechanical problems?

3.) What unit does Lt. Rendahl credit to his survival and why was it unique?  Additionally, how were US Army units separated in World War II?

4.) Lieutenant Jefferson of the Tuskegee Airmen relates some disturbing details of the bombing raids and the horrors suffered by American forces. Elaborate on some of those details.

5.) What are some characteristics of the paint job used by the Tuskegee Airmen and why did they choose them?  Additionally, what tactics did they use to protect the bombers?  What is ironic and somewhat humorous about the harsh language used according to McGovern?
6.) How did the German speakers of the American B-24 fool the Germans over the radio (p. 218)? 

7.) One p. 220, how did Lieutenants Grooms and Connelly save their plane?

8.) How did McGovern suggest commanders to keep up the spirits of the aircrews in his article “This Thing Called Spirit”?

9.) What happened to the Dakota Queen on the March 14th raid?  What risks did the men face as they completed their work?

10.) With the crisis averted, describe any feelings of guilt the men Dakota Queen felt.  Were their feelings of shame justified or was the incident simply part of the tragedy of war?
Station Three – Flags of Our Fathers
Use pages 158-67 to answer the following questions

1.) How many miles is Iwo Jima from the Japanese mainland?  Summarize some of the men’s reactions and experiences while landing on Iwo Jima.  Be sure to include some information on Marines Ira Hayes, Turner, Thomas, and Harris.  What is particularly sad and poignant about “Buttermilk Chick”? 

2.) How did Mike Strank keep his men relatively calm?  Explain what characteristics he used to achieve this.

3.) How did Tony Stein win the first Medal of Honor on Iwo Jima?  Explain why the Marines were able to continue their duty.  Use Danny Thomas’s recollection to guide your response.

4.) What did Fredatovich have to say about his encounter with Harlon Block?  What were psychological explanations that Fredatovich offered for Block’s behavior?

5.) After reading the final pages, what Japanese tactics did the Marines encounter and why were they difficult to defend against?  Lastly, how many men were killed and wounded on the first day of Iwo Jima?
Use pages 204-20 to answer the following questions

6.) What did the Marines use for a flagpole once on top of Mount Suribachi?  What was interesting about Lowery’s photograph of the first flag raising?  How did the rest of the Americans on Iwo Jima react to the events?
7.) According to Lindberg and Robeson, how did the Japanese on Mount Suribachi react to the events some days later?  What motivated the Japanese to carry this out?

8.) Why were Mike, Harlon, Ira, and Franklin ordered to go up on the mountain?  What was Rene Gagnon’s job?  Who were the two other Marines involved in the second flag raising?  What did the photograph Joe Rosenthal think about the picture?
9.) Relate the various tones of the letters that the men wrote home after the flag raising.  Why might they have left out some details of their experiences?

10.) How did the American newspapermen, artists, and civilians react to the photograph of the second flag raising?

Station Four – Company Commander
Skim through pp. 80-102 to answer the following questions
1) What was ominous about the “robot bombs” and their frequency on December 16th?  What is significant about the narrator’s (Charles MacDonald) meeting with his colonel? What is the impetus (reason) for the meeting?

2) Looking at your U.S. rank and organization sheet, how many men are in a division?  What type of units do a colonel and a captain respectively command?  What is the number of soldiers in each unit?

3) Relate some of the sights and sounds that the men sense as they get closer to the front lines.  What were some of the confusing elements that they encountered?

4) How many men are in platoon and how many platoons make up a company?  What rank commands a platoon?  How does the colonel’s orders change after the meeting?

5) What type of unit is lost out in front the author’s position?  How many men are in such a unit?  At the beginning of chapter 11, how many men were left from the lost unit?
6) How many times was Company I’s position assaulted?  What enemy units finally change the course of the battle? On page 98, is the author really to blame for the loss of the battle?  Explain your answer.

7) What does the author learn about the “local German attack” on page 102?  How does he feel about the article he had written that was one the destroyed kitchen trucks?

Use pages 127-32 to answer the next three questions:
8) What type of terrain and time of day is the company attacking in?  What are the directional difficulties that the unit has?  Who do they run into just 25 yards away?  What happens to the author?

9) Describe some of the details of the author’s escape back to his own lines.

Station Five – V-Mail: Letters From a World War Two Medic
1.) What are some of the emotions that Keith (the author) is dealing with on Christmas Day 1944?  What was interesting about the German civilians in the area and the holiday?  What does Keith tell his wife about war news?  What can you guess was his wife’s question that she asked in one of her letters?

2.) Explain why Keith finds his wife’s letters interesting on January 5th.  What German counterattack are they referring to?  What does he wish all people back home would realize?

3.) On March 27th, what are the criticisms that Keith offers for the Red Cross?  What does he say about looting and the Americans who are doing it?
4.) In the April 4th letter, what are the sentiments that Keith shares concerning Hitler and fate of the American soldiers?  What happens when the men hear “soft, beautiful music”?

5.) The April 8th letter has Winston commenting on Polish and Russian prisoners that they come across while advancing into Germany.  Provide some details on their ordeal.  Elaborate on how this and other events affected Winston’s tone in this letter.  Lastly, use this letter and others to pinpoint where Winston is at in Germany.  What are the names of the towns and where in Germany are they located?
6.)  What does the author have to say about Bill Mauldin and the Stars and Stripes in his April 10th letter?

7.) What are some of the political events that are going on in his April 28th letter?  How does he feel about the Russians?  
8.) Relate some important details from Keith’s May 7th letter concerning the victory in Europe?  What is the one battle star that he doesn’t want?

9.) What are some of the complications that Keith Winston had to face concerning his discharge from the Army in his May 11th and May 17th letters?  In the May 17th what are some of the details that he relates to his wife about his job?  Lastly, how many days was his outfit on the front line?

10.) In your own words explain Keith Winston’s general tone with his wife in the letters.  As a combat medic, he certainly saw some disturbing things.  Why do you believe he may have left out those parts in his correspondence?  Lastly, is this format a valid form of history concerning the fact that the events are told in the first person?  Keep in mind that they are letters written between a husband and wife.
World War II U.S. Military Ranks 
	Enlisted
Private
E-1

Private E-2

Private First Class E-3

Corporal E-4

Sergeant E-5

Staff Sergeant E-6

Sergeant First Class E-7

First Sergeant E-8

Sergeant Major E-9

Warrant Officers (WO 1 – WO 5)


	Officers
2nd Lieutenant 

1st Lieutenant 

Captain

Major

Lieutenant Colonel

Colonel

Brigadier General 

Major General

Lieutenant General

General

General of the Army




World War II U.S. Military Unit Organization 

	Unit
	Number of Troops
	Commanded by

	Squad
	9 - 10 
	sergeant or staff sergeant

	Platoon
	16 – 44 (2-4 squads)
	lieutenant, with a sergeant second in command

	Company
	62 - 190 (3-5 platoons)
	captain

	Battalion
	300 - 1,000 (4-6 companies)
	lieutenant colonel

	Regiment
	2,000 - 3,000 (2+ battalions)
	colonel

	Brigade
	3,000 - 5,000 (2-5 battalions)
	colonel

	Division
	10,000 - 15,000 (3 brigades)
	major general

	Corps
	20,000 - 45,000 (2-5 divisions)
	lieutenant general

	Army
	50,000- 60,000 (2+ corps)
	general


