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In 1841, John Quincy Adams publicly
showed his opposition to slavery by
successfully defending the Amistad
slaves before the US Supreme Court.
This group of black Africans was
captured by white Spaniards. However, on their way to Cuba the slaves
revolted and took possession of the
ship they were on, La Amistad.

In the War of 1812, Andrew
Jackson rallied troops to defeat the British at the Battle
of New Orleans. He became
a national hero.

Martin Van Buren was the
first US president not of
British or Irish descent (his
parents were Dutch), the first
president born a United States
citizen, and the first president
from New York State.

Journal prompt:

Do you think being president was Adams’ most significant achievement? Or
do you think he was more
proud of being a successful lawyer and diplomat?
Explain your answer.

Discussion question:

John Quincy Adams was
the son of our second
president, John Adams.
John Quincy Adams had
four children of his own.
Do you think his children
felt pressure to become
president themselves? If
you were president, what
advice would you seek
from your parents?

Research topic:

As a lawyer, Adams defended slaves who rebelled
and took control of the
slave ship La Amistad.
Find out more about this
incident and how it made
Americans feel about
slavery.

Journal prompt:

Write a letter to a friend
or family member telling
them why you’re voting
for Andrew Jackson to be
president. Explain that
your main reason is that
his experience in the War
of 1812 shows he will be a
good leader.

Journal prompt:

Write about your ethnic
background. Van Buren
was the first president not
of English or Irish descent.
Where do your ancestors
come from? If you don’t
know, how could you find
out?

Discussion question:
Discussion question:

Many famous military
commanders have become
US presidents, including
Jackson, Ulysses S. Grant,
Theodore Roosevelt, and
Dwight D. Eisenhower.
Do you think success as a
military commander leads
to success as president?

Research topic:

Jackson’s most famous
nickname was “Old
Hickory.” Find out how he
earned that nickname and
whether it would be good
or bad to be compared to
hickory.

Van Buren’s predecessor and friend, Andrew
Jackson, called him “a true
man with no guile.” What
does the word guile mean?
Is this description a compliment that you would
like to receive from friends
and family?

Research topic:

Martin Van Buren was the
first US president from the
state of New York. Find out
what other presidents have
come from the Empire
State.

William Henry Harrison’s
wife, Anna, did not accompany him to Washington,
DC, because she was too
ill to travel. The Harrisons’
daughter-in-law served as
White House hostess.
Journal prompt:

You have been asked to
throw a party at the White
House. Describe what
the party’s theme is, who
you’re inviting and why,
and create an invitation to
send to family and friends.

Discussion question:

President Harrison died
just a month after taking office. Do you think a
month is enough time to
leave a lasting legacy as
president of the United
States?

Research topic:

Because he died just a
month after becoming
president, Harrison’s presidency is one of the shortest
in our nation’s history.
Find out who served the
longest time in office as US
president.
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Historians consider John
Tyler as the person who established the vice president’s
right to assume the presidency upon the death of a sitting
president.
Journal prompt:

Just as Tyler unexpectedly
took over the presidency,
other people sometimes
have to take over jobs they
don’t expect to have. Has
this ever happened to you?
Describe the circumstances
and how you handled the
change.

Discussion question:

People called John Tyler
“His Accidency” because
he became president due
to President William Henry
Harrison’s sudden death
from pneumonia. Do you
think it would be easy to
take over as leader of the
country in such a situation? Why or why not?

Research topic:

President Tyler was the
first to face an impeachment resolution from Congress. Find out just what
impeachment is and which
other US presidents have
faced impeachment.
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Some historians consider
James K. Polk to be the most
successful US president (second only to George Washington) because he completed so
many of the things he said he
would do.

Though he himself owned more
than 100 slaves, Zachary Taylor
did not put up with southern slave
states’ talk of secession in the
decade before the Civil War. He
said secession would be an act of
rebellion, and he would personally
lead a Union army into the South
to preserve the Union.

President Millard Fillmore
sent US Navy Commodore
Matthew C. Perry on his
fleet’s voyage to the Far East.
This voyage opened US trade
with Japan.

Franklin Pierce was known
as a brilliant speaker, and
he served in the military
and Congress. However,
few people outside of New
Hampshire had heard of him
until he ran for president.

Since he was not married,
Buchanan’s niece, Harriet Lane,
directed social affairs at the White
House, where a near-constant
schedule of receptions and parties
took place. During a party for the
prince of Wales, Buchanan had
to sleep in a hallway to provide
rooms for all the guests.

Journal prompt:

It feels good to get a lot
done, whether it’s all your
objectives as president or
all your homework as a
student. Describe how you
feel when you get a lot of
things done.

Discussion question:

Journal prompt:

Zachary Taylor’s nickname
was Old Rough and Ready.
Create a list of adjectives
that describe your personality. Pick your favorite two
to give yourself a similar
nickname and explain why
it works.

Polk left the White House
after a single term as
president, just as he had
promised four years earlier. Why do you think he
only wanted to serve one
term? Do you think four
years is enough time to get
things done?

Discussion question:

Research topic:

Research topic:

During his term in office,
Polk saw the US acquire
the areas that would
become Oregon and
California. Find out more
about how these two areas
became part of the United
States.

With little political experience, Taylor relied on his
friends and others for
advice. Still, he took this
advice and combined it with
his own feelings to make
decisions. Do you think
this is a good strategy for a
president?

During his year as president, Taylor signed the
Clayton-Bulwer Treaty,
relating to any canal built
across Central America
to link the Atlantic and
Pacific Oceans. Where was
a canal eventually built
and why was that location
chosen?

Journal prompt:

President Fillmore went to
school in one-room schoolhouses. Do you think it
would be interesting to
attend a one-room schoolhouse? Why or why not?

Discussion question:

Despite serving as a US
president, Fillmore declined an honorary degree
from Oxford University
in England, saying he had
done nothing to deserve
the honor. Do you agree
with him?

Research topic:

Through President
Fillmore’s efforts, the US
eventually began trading with Japan. Why is it
important for a country
to have a variety of trade
partners?

Journal prompt:

Imagine that, like Franklin
Pierce, the people who
know you think very highly of you, but you need
to convince strangers you
are a good person. What
would you want strangers
to know about your best
qualities?

Discussion question:

For the first several years
of his presidency, Pierce’s
wife, Jane, kept to herself
in an upstairs bedroom of
the White House. Why do
you think this might have
been? What roles does the
president’s wife typically
play, and why are they
important?

Research topic:

Pierce signed a trade
treaty with Japan. This was
possible because Commodore Matthew C. Perry
had sailed a US Navy fleet
to the Far East. Who was
Matthew C. Perry and
what was his journey like?
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Journal prompt:

Are events such as parties
and receptions important
for a president to hold?
Why or why not? What
might they achieve that
a meeting might not
achieve?

Discussion question:

As the Union broke apart
just before the start of the
Civil War, Buchanan did
not declare war on the
Confederacy, in hopes that
Northern and Southern
states would compromise
and come back together.
Do you think this was a
good idea?

Research topic:

One of the biggest rifts
that developed between
the North and South was
over admitting Kansas to
the Union. Find out why
Kansas played such a key
role in driving the United
States to Civil War.

