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Historical Background
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s dedication to serving his country, leadership skills, and successful mili-
tary career were the result of both opportunities he received and his decisions to make the most 
of them. Eisenhower applied to West Point in 1911, was accepted, and graduated in 1915. His 
graduating class would later be known as the “class the stars fell on” for their collective and indi-
vidual successes in the military, as many of these men rose to high ranking positions during the 
Army’s expansion in World War II (Generals in the United States Army wear stars to signify their 
rank).

Objective
Students will examine primary sources from Dwight Eisenhower’s early life, focusing on his time 
as a cadet at West Point and his early military career. Using these sources students will think 
critically about the role of resilience, Eisenhower’s options, and how these options were shaped 
by the historical context. To investigate these questions, students will analyze primary sources 
and place them on a physical timeline using chronology and sequence to infer conclusions about 
Eisenhower’s life and commitment to public service. Using what they have learned, students will 
write an excerpt from their own future autobiography that focuses on an important decision in 
their lives.

Essential Questions

1. What experiences in Eisenhower’s early life shaped his character?

2. How do we determine our path through life? What opportunities are given to us? What
opportunities do we create for ourselves? How do we understand these opportunities
within a broader historical context?

3. What does it mean to be “resilient”? What role did it play in Eisenhower’s life? What role
does it play in your own life?

Sources
» “West Point, 1911 - The Beginnings of a Life in Service.” Eisenhower Memorial.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdYFZEU0-S8
Teacher Notes:  This short video offers an overview of Eisenhower’s boyhood, as well as his
time at West Point.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdYFZEU0-S8
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Interesting details:
• The video provides background on Eisenhower’s early years as a boy, including

hobbies, chores, and school.
• Describes the pact that Eisenhower and his brother, Edgar, made to raise money for

each other’s college educations.
• Describes the components of Eisenhower’s West Point education, including the initial

indoctrination called “Beast Barracks,” as well as academics, athletics, teamwork and
discipline.

» Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends. Combined Arms Research Digital Library. 
https://cgsc.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p4013coll11/id/1173
Teacher Notes: Memoir excerpts from Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Professional Soldier and 
the Study of History, commemorating the centennial of his birth.
Interesting details:

• This excerpt from Eisenhower’s memoir explains his early fascination with history.
• Eisenhower was especially interested in military leaders from Ancient Greece and 

Rome as well as in U.S. history.

» “1914 Howitzer.” Howitzer. 1914. USMA Library.
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14397
Teacher Notes: An introduction to the West Point cadet yearbook, Howitzer, from 1914. 
Interesting details:

• The text summarizes life at West Point from a cadet’s (“Kaydet”) point of view.
• The writer points out the many regulations and rules cadets must follow.
• The cartoon in the corner shows cadets riding a car with tires labeled “class rank.” 

The car is about to run over tacks—a pun on “tacs” or tactical officers who often 
enforced rules on the cadets.

» “Review of the Season.” Howitzer. 1913. USMA Library.
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10944
Teacher Notes: This Howitzer article reviews the 1913 football season.
Interesting details:

• Eisenhower injured his knee during the season and he never played football for West 
Point again. He even considered quitting school entirely. Have students consider 
what these experiences tell us about Eisenhower’s resilience.

https://cgsc.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p4013coll11/id/1173
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14397
http://www.kansasmemory.org/item/209715/ 
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10944
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• This season featured a famous game between West Point and the Carlisle Indian
School. The Carlisle School and their best player, Jim Thorpe, surprised West Point by
beating the military academy 27-6, which Howitzer calls the “worst defeat we have
had in years.”

» “‘A Skin List’ Friday, April 24, 1914.” Howitzer. 1914. USMA Library.
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14638
Teacher Notes: The “Skin List” was a list of students who had broken various rules at West
Point.
Interesting details:

• This Skin List seems to be a joke version created by students for the yearbook.
• Eisenhower was charged with “Misspelling his own name on chapel permit” which

seems to indicate that the list is a parody.
• Have students compare the Skin List with the 1914 Howitzer introduction above—

both emphasize the number of rules the cadets had to follow. Students should consider
how forcing cadets to pay attention to details might prepare them for future careers as
Army officers.

» “Marksmanship Qualification.” Howitzer. 1915. USMA Library.
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/13878
Teacher Notes: This list shows how West Point cadets scored on their rifle marksmanship test.
Interesting details:

• The designations were Expert Rifleman, Sharpshooter, and Marksman.
• Eisenhower earned the middle designation, Sharpshooter.

» “Cadet Record of Dwight David Eisenhower.” Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library.
Teacher Notes: Eisenhower’s cadet record from West Point contains a one-page summary of
his academic achievements, sports participation, and military training as well as a transcript
of courses he completed.
Interesting details:

• Eisenhower’s class rank was 61 out of 164.
• His best classes were English, History, and Drill Regulations.
• The summary mentions Eisenhower’s football career and his season-ending injury.
• The transcript lists each course Eisenhower completed along with his rank in each

course.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14638
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/13878
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» Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
https://cgsc.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p4013coll11/id/1173
Teacher Notes: An excerpt from Eisenhower’s memoir on how General Fox Conner encour-
aged him to read history and literature when Eisenhower worked under him in Panama.
Interesting details:

• Eisenhower wrote that he had lost his interest in history before meeting General
Conner.

• General Conner asked Eisenhower to read a wide range of history and literature
and then they would discuss it together.

• Students should consider why General Conner thought it was important for Eisen-
hower to understand history.

Materials
» Source Discovery Handout

Preparation
• Cue video “West Point, 1911 - The Beginnings of a Life in Service.” <https://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=TdYFZEU0-S8> to show students.

• Print out copies of sources—enough so that each student receives one.

• Print out copies of the Source Discovery Handout—one for each student.

• Prepare a blank wall or whiteboard space for students to create their timeline.

Procedure
1. Students will begin by watching a short video clip, “West Point: A Life in Service to his 

Country,” from the Dwight D. Eisenhower E-Memorial <https://youtu.be/TdYFZEU0-S8> 
about Eisenhower’s boyhood and decision to apply to West Point. Focus question to write 
on board: What important decisions did Eisenhower face as a young person?

2. Each student receives one of seven different sources. (Teacher may decide to place students 
in groups or have students work individually). Students will investigate what the source 
says about Eisenhower and the choices he made in his life and career using the Source 
Discovery Handout. Students will record basic sourcing information (title, creator, date,

https://cgsc.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p4013coll11/id/1173
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdYFZEU0-S8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdYFZEU0-S8
https://youtu.be/TdYFZEU0-S8
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source type) and also use it to answer the following questions: What does this source de-
pict? What can this source tell us about Eisenhower’s choices? What can this source tell us 
about the time period?

3. As a class, students will share their findings by creating a timeline. Invite students to tape
their sources in chronological order to the board or a blank wall. The timeline will begin
with Eisenhower’s birth in 1890 and end with the U.S. entry into World War II in 1941.
For each source, ask students as a class to explain what the source says about Eisenhower.
What choices did he make? What were the effects of his choices? What other options could
Eisenhower have chosen?

4. Assignment: Students write a page from their own future autobiography that highlights a
childhood passion or interest and how it impacted their life. (For example, Eisenhower’s
early interest in history as revealed in his memoir becomes important later in his develop-
ment as an army officer working under General Fox Conner.)

Differentiation
Students at lower levels of reading ability may be assigned sources with less text. Also more text-
heavy sources, such as the excerpts from the Eisenhower memoir can be further excerpted to 
highlight most relevant material. 

Advanced students may be encouraged to explore the online archives of Howitzer, the West Point 
yearbook, to learn more about the academy in the years that Eisenhower attended. Students 
could also research Eisenhower’s interest in history: What about the subject captured his interest? 
What kind of history was he not interested in?

Assessment 
Students will be assessed on their writing assignment and their use of source material to under-
stand Dwight Eisenhower’s early life and the choices he made. To investigate these questions, 
students will analyze primary sources and place them on a physical timeline using chronology 
and sequence to infer conclusions. Students’ critical thinking can also be assessed through their 
accurate interpretation of the primary sources using the Source Discovery handout. 
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Related Resources
Lesson Plans
» The Molding of a Leader. National Park Service.

https://www.nps.gov/teachers/classrooms/molding-of-a-leader-introduction.htm
A program consisting of five lesson plans for 4th and 5th grade students focusing on
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s leadership ability. Lessons and primary sources focus on the
character traits that helped mold Eisenhower into an effective leader. The lessons also
ask students to consider how to develop and demonstrate those same character traits in
their own lives.

Secondary Sources and Digital Resources
» West Point: A Life in Service to his Country. Eisenhower E-Memorial.

http://eisenhowerfoundation.net/experience/#/west_point
In this pivotal moment, teachers and their students can learn about key events in Eisen-
hower’s early life including sections titled Abilene, Getting into West Point, and Life in the 
Army. The documentary film includes an interview with General Robert L. Caslen, 59th 
Superintendent of West Point.

» West Point Center for Oral History. West Point Center for Oral History.
http://www.westpointcoh.org
This collection is an excellent oral history archive dedicated to the story of the American 
soldier, in both war and peace. Interview subjects currently include veterans of World War 
I, World War II, Korea, Vietnam, Desert Storm, Bosnia, and the recent conflicts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Students can filter the interviews by location and select “West Point” for 
interviews on the topic of the academy itself—a great opportunity to compare West Point 
over the years.

eisenhowerfoundation.net/experience/#/west_point
http://www.westpointcoh.org
https://www.nps.gov/teachers/classrooms/molding-of-a-leader-introduction.htm
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Primary Sources
» USMA Library Digital Collections. United States Military Academy Library.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/
The United States Military Academy library features a wide range of online sources related 
to West Point including the student yearbook, Howitzer, going back to 1897.

» ADRP 6-22: Army Leadership. Department of the Army.
https://caccapl.blob.core.usgovcloudapi.net/web/repository/doctrine/adp-6-22.pdf
The Army leadership manual from 2012 summarizes the Army’s philosophy of leadership. 
The manual emphasizes, in particular, the importance for leaders to demonstrate resilience 
in the face of hardship.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/
https://caccapl.blob.core.usgovcloudapi.net/web/repository/doctrine/adp-6-22.pdf
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 3. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 4. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 5. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 6. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.



NATIONAL EISENHOWER MEMORIAL
EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS

LESSON: WEST POINT & EISENHOWER’S EDUCATION  |   12 

Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 7. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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“1914 Howitzer.” Howitzer. 1914. USMA Library. For further detail, visit http://digital-library.usma.edu/

cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14397.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14397
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/14397
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“Review of the Season.” Howitzer, p. 166. 1913. USMA Library. For further detail, visit http://digital-

library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10944.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10944
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10944
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“Review of the Season.” Howitzer, p. 167. 1913. USMA Library. For further detail, visit http://digital-

library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10945.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10945
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10945
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“Review of the Season.” Howitzer, p. 168. 1913. USMA Library. For further detail, visit http://digital-

library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10946.

http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10946
http://digital-library.usma.edu/cdm/ref/collection/howitzers/id/10946


NATIONAL EISENHOWER MEMORIAL
EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS

LESSON: WEST POINT & EISENHOWER’S EDUCATION  |   17 

“‘A Skin List’ Friday, April 24, 1914.” Howitzer, p. 254. 1914. USMA Library.
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“Marksmanship Qualification.” Howitzer. 1915. USMA Library. 
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“Cadet Record of Dwight David Eisenhower,” p. 1. Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library.
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“Cadet Record of Dwight David Eisenhower,” p. 2. Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library.
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“Cadet Record of Dwight David Eisenhower,” p. 3. Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library.
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“Cadet Record of Dwight David Eisenhower,” p. 4. Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 15. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 16. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 17. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 18. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.
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Excerpt from At Ease: Stories I Tell to Friends, p. 19. Combined Arms Research Digital Library.



NATIONAL EISENHOWER MEMORIAL
EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS

LESSON: WEST POINT & EISENHOWER’S EDUCATION  |   28 

Source Discovery Handout

Title of Source:     

Type (document, image, map):

Who created this source?:

Date or time period (If there is no date explain when you think the source was created and why):

Summary (What does this source say or depict? Be specific.)

What can this source tell us about Eisenhower’s choices? 

What can this source tell us about the time period?




