Lesson 6: Kennedy and the Cold War
Content Expectations: USHG 8.1.2; C4.1.3; C4.2.2

Key Concepts: proxy vs. direct confrontations, security, sphere of influence
Abstract: In 1960 Americans went to the polls and for the first time in their history elected a president who was Roman Catholic.  At 43 years of age, John F. Kennedy was also the youngest man elected to the presidency.  JFK faced a daunting task.  The Cold War was in full swing with a communist regime established on America’s doorstep in Cuba.  There were also domestic tensions as the Civil Rights movement heated up, forcing the United States to confront major contradictions between its professed ideals and the grim realities of segregation.

Begin the lesson by informing students that in 1959 Fidel Castro toppled the corrupt and oppressive regime of Fulgencio Batista in Cuba.  Shortly after he came to power Castro began to implement policies which were “communistic” or, at least, were perceived as such by the United States.  In Europe the Soviets and their communist allies adopted a more belligerent approach to what they perceived as threats to their stability.  Remind students that 1960 was a presidential election year.  Kennedy, a Democrat, opposed Richard Nixon, a Republican.  

Prior to this lesson have students read about the 1960 presidential election in their textbooks or distribute to students copies of the “Election of 1960” located in the Supplemental Materials (Unit 7).  Begin the lesson by showing students a clip from the Kennedy-Nixon debates from United Streaming <http://player.discoveryeducation.com/index.cfm>.  Search for “Richard Nixon’s Sweaty Debate.”  Engage students in a brief class discussion about the 1960 election using the following questions:

· What impact did television have the election?

· Do you think television has made elections more or less democratic? Explain.

After getting a reasonable sample of student opinion, end the discussion by explaining to students that JFK did not enter the presidency with a particularly strong mandate - the election was a close one.  Be sure that students understand what a “mandate” is.  Explain that when a candidate is elected with a significant majority of the votes, he or she is said to have a mandate.  This means that much of the public supports the agenda proposed by the elected official and that the official has the authority to pursue his agenda.                                                                                

