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Take a Seat at The President’s Desk!
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Did you ever wonder what it is like to sit behind the desk of the highest 
office holder in the land? You and your students, and visitors to the 
Library’s website may sit virtually at President Kennedy’s Oval Office 

desk and explore the objects he kept around him—and the stories they tell. 
Created in conjunction with the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the 
Kennedy administration, The President’s Desk helps to bring JFK’s biography and 
presidency to life for learners of all ages. During this 60th anniversary year, the 
interactive exhibit has been digitally remastered for desktop and mobile formats 
and features new enhancements including a 360* view of the Oval Office.

The President’s Desk home page is based on an archival image of JFK’s Oval 
Office and features seven interactive modules. Highlighted objects—including 
the President’s White House diary (official appointments book), telephone, 
secret taping button, a piece of scrimshaw from his collection, a picture frame, 
a campaign button, and the coconut husk paperweight containing the message 
that helped to save him and his PT-109 crew in WWII—open to reveal unique 
multimedia presentations. 

The President’s Desk home page is based on an archival image of JFK’s Oval Office and features seven  
interactive modules that can be accessed through highlighted objects. 
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Coming Soon!
Searchable Database  
of Educational Resources 
for Teachers 

The Kennedy Library is thrilled to 
announce the new and improved 
Curricular Resources webpage! 

The new searchable database will 
allow you to explore classroom 
offerings through a more accessible 
and robust hub for curricular 
resources. You will be able to 
search, filter, and sort through  
140+ lesson plans, activities, media 
galleries, guided programs, online 
exhibits, resource guides, and more! 

The database will provide the 
option to find materials by different 
categories, including resource type, 
grade, subject area, topic, time 
required, and curricular standards.  
It will be easy to compare a wide 
variety of resources to pinpoint  
the best materials to complement 
student learning styles and enhance 
their classroom experience!

Visit jfklibrary.org/EducationENews, 
to sign up for the E-news list  
and be notified when this new 
database is available. H



★

2 New Frontiers

Digitized resources ranging from recorded meetings in the Oval Office to family 
home movies populate the site and provide an engaging and fascinating glimpse 
into the Kennedy White House and JFK, the man. More than 1,000 primary 
sources are spotlighted in this exhibit. 

The mode of presentation for each object is different, but all offer the chance 
to explore a variety of original sources. Students may, for example, dial up 
conversations with ten different people from JFK’s rolodex. They can listen 
in on discussions with Attorney General Robert Kennedy about a Gallup Poll 
following the Bay of Pigs invasion, or Major Gordon Cooper after splashdown 
following his spaceflight. Younger students may explore the road to the White 
House through the 1960 election campaign button, or find out more about 
JFK’s boyhood through the family album featured in the picture frame module. 
Older students may press the secret taping button and open the vault to 
recordings of meetings held in the Oval Office or Cabinet Room. They can play 
a recording on a reel-to-reel tape player, and in a “you are there” experience sit 
side-by-side with JFK as he and his top advisors discuss such pressing issues as 
Vietnam or the Cuban Missile Crisis. Students of all ages can learn more about 
JFK’s personal interests and connections with the sea by selecting the piece of 
scrimshaw he kept on his desk. Clicking on this object unveils a map of Cape 
Cod. By sailing his boat Victura from port to port, students can explore JFK’s 
maritime collections as well as view home movies filmed in Hyannisport. Take  
a seat at The President’s Desk at JFKPresidentsDesk.org.

As a teaching tool, The President’s Desk has applications to classroom learning 
and homeschooling ranging from civil rights and the “Space Race” to the 
Cuban Missile Crisis and Vietnam. To help teachers maximize its use, we 
created The President’s Desk: A Resource Guide for Teachers, Grades 4-12. 
In this Guide, you will find a variety of creative strategies to help students gain 
a deeper understanding of what it is like to hold the highest office in the land. 
In addition to providing an overview of the online exhibit, it has been updated 
to include twenty new learning opportunities for a total of more than fifty-five 
curriculum-relevant lesson plans and activities with ties to national standards 
and the Massachusetts History and Social Science Framework. During this 
60th anniversary year, we invite you and your students to take a seat at The 
President’s Desk and explore these additional resources featuring speeches and 
jingles, and even a memorandum critiquing JFK’s performance in his first debate 
with Richard M. Nixon that bring these and other stories to life for generations 
unfamiliar with this era. It is available at jfklibrary.org/PresidentsDeskGuide 
and a print copy is available to teachers upon request. H

The exhibit and The President’s Desk: A Resource Guide for Teachers,  
Grades 4-12 were made possible with generous support from Edward Hoff  
and Kathleen O’Connell, Shari E. Redstone, and The Blanche and Irving  
Laurie Foundation.

Take a Seat at The President’s Desk!
continued from page 1 Tips for using The 

President’s Desk
H Explore this interactive site for 
resources that best fit your 
instructional goals for students. 

H Don’t miss the Secret Recording 
Button on the front of the desk  
that leads to a vault with recordings 
of meetings on topics ranging from 
civil rights to the Limited Nuclear  
Test Ban Treaty. 

H Explore the Oval Office from 
President Kennedy’s perspective by 
clicking and dragging your mouse.

H Visiting the Campaign Office? Click 
and drag to see other items in the room.

H Click the question mark to get tips 
specific to the page you are viewing.

H Peruse the PT-109 slideshow at  
your own pace by clicking the pause 
button and using the onscreen arrow 
buttons to navigate through this 
compelling story!

H Navigate the “hot entries” in the 
White House Diary for 1961-1963 by 
month or year.

H Checking out the President’s daily 
schedule in the White House Diary? 
Click “View Appointments” to see  
the primary source. 

H What else was happening? 
Contextualize the President’s daily 
schedule in the White House Diary  
by clicking “In the News.”

H Looking for audiovisual resources? 
Click on the Phone, Secret Recording 
Button, White House Diary, Scrimshaw 
or Campaign Room.

H Play and pause the telephone and 
secret recording button discussions 
and have students compare their 
understanding with and without 
transcripts.

H Check out The President’s Desk:  
A Resource Guide for Teachers, 
Grades 4-12 for more than fifty-five 
curriculum-relevant learning 
opportunities connected to seven 
different modules on the Desk.

H Scan the Guide for an overview  
of the site and classroom-ready 
primary sources H
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 New Frontiers 3

Many young Americans of all backgrounds 
volunteered for military service in World War II, 
including young John F. Kennedy who enlisted 

in the US Navy in 1941. Commanding the USS PT 109  
(patrol torpedo boat), Lieutenant, Junior Grade, John F. 
Kennedy and his crew participated in the early campaigns 
in the Allies’ long struggle to roll back the Japanese from 
their conquests throughout the island chains of the Pacific 
Ocean. The role of the small but fast PT boats was to attack 
the Japanese destroyers known as the “Tokyo Express” that 
supplied Japanese troops in the islands, and to support the 
US Army and Marine Corps attacking the Japanese on shore.

On August 2, 1943, as PT 109 was running silent to avoid 
detection, it was struck by the Japanese destroyer Amagiri. 
Traveling at 40 knots, the destroyer cut PT 109 in two.  
The entire crew of thirteen was thrown into the dark 
waters; two of the men were never found. Kennedy towed 
injured crew member Patrick McMahon 3.5 miles to a 
small island to the southeast. All eleven survivors made it  
to the island after having spent a total of fifteen hours in 
the water. After seven days on the island, with the help of 
local islanders who carried a message Kennedy carved on  
a coconut husk to an Australian coast watcher spying on 
the Japanese, they were finally rescued on August 8th.

After the war, the Kennedy family had the coconut husk 
encased in wood and plastic, and JFK used it as a paperweight 
on his senate desk and in the Oval Office. The artifact is 
one of the most treasured objects at the John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library and Museum and is displayed, along 
with Kennedy’s Navy and Marine Corps Medal and Purple 
Heart, in the Young Jack exhibit.

Goals:

Students research an artifact using primary and secondary 
sources and use the information to determine the object’s 
historical significance.

Essential Question: 

What is an artifact and what makes it historically 
significant?

Objectives: 

Students will be able to:

•  examine a primary source and generate questions for 
further research.

•  investigate photographs, documents, and captions to 
gather evidence.

•  synthesize research findings to determine an object’s 
historical significance.

Materials: 

• Photograph of the coconut husk artifact

•  World War II Media Gallery (https://www.jfklibrary.org/
learn/about-jfk/media-galleries/world-war-ii)

•  The President’s Desk interactive exhibit  
(https://www.jfkpresidentsdesk.org)

Procedure: 

In this lesson, students examine a photograph of a “mystery 
artifact” (the coconut husk) and generate questions about 
the object. They investigate photographs in the World War 
II Media Gallery to gather evidence about the artifact and 
then view a slideshow on The President’s Desk interactive 
exhibit for additional information. After reflecting on 
the artifact’s historical significance, they create their own 
slideshow for first- and second-grade students to introduce 
them to the artifact and its story. 

1.  Explain that museums are selective in choosing objects for 
their exhibits. They collect and preserve artifacts that are 
historically significant, that tell important stories about the 
past. They will be examining a photograph of an object 
related to John F. Kennedy and then conducting research 
to learn more about the artifact and to determine whether 
or not it is historically significant, whether or not it 
provides important information about his life.

2.  Have students examine the photograph of the “mystery 
artifact” and elicit their observations and ideas. Explain 
that historians use questions to guide their research and 
prompt them to suggest questions about the object.

LESSON PLAN H  Elementary and Middle School, Grades 3–8

Solve the JFK History Mystery: What is this Object? 

•  National History Standards: 
Historical Thinking Standards: 
2. Historical Comprehension 
3. Historical Analysis and 
Interpretation 4. Historical 
Research Capabilities

•  Common Core State 
Standards: ELA College and 
Career Readiness Anchor 
Standards for Reading, 
Writing, Speaking and 
Listening, and Language

•  C3 Framework for Social 
Studies State Standards

•  Massachusetts History and 
Social Science Framework:  
K.T1 Civics: Classroom 
Citizenship 

•  Massachusetts English 
Language Arts Framework: 
Reading, Writing, Speaking 
and Listening, and Language

Lesson aligns with the following standards:

continued on page 4
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4 New Frontiers

3.  Explain that to find answers to their questions, 
historians examine primary sources such as documents, 
photographs, and artifacts for more information. Provide 
the link to the World War II Media Gallery and 
have them investigate the photographs and captions 
for possible answers to their questions. For a more 
challenging activity, use hard copies of the photographs 
and documents without captions.

4.  Regroup as a class or in small groups and discuss their 
findings. Help students synthesize the information, 
including the message on the coconut husk. If they  
do not bring up the exact transcription of the message, 
share it and discuss its meaning: 

  NAURO ISL…COMMANDER…NATIVE KNOWS 
POS’IT…HE CAN PILOT…11 ALIVE…NEED  
SMALL BOAT…KENNEDY

5.  Explain that historians also use secondary sources in 
their historical research. Reliable secondary sources are 
created by people who have used primary sources to help 
them understand a person or event in history. They offer 
an interpretation, or explanation of an historical event. 
Secondary sources include books, articles, documentaries, 
websites, podcasts, slideshows, and videos. Explain that 
they will be viewing a slideshow that includes photographs 
and documents (primary sources) and a narrative  
(a secondary source) to gather more evidence about the 
artifact. As a class, in small groups, or individually, have 
students view the PT109 slideshow on The President’s  
Desk interactive exhibit. (Click on the coconut artifact  
on The President’s Desk to access the slideshow.)

6.  Discuss what students learned. 
Use these suggested questions to 
help students reflect on the object’s 
historical significance:

 •  What does the coconut help to  
reveal about John F. Kennedy?

 •  How would you describe him  
as a leader?

 •  What skills and qualities did he  
use to help his crew to survive?

 •  Do you think the object is 
historically significant?  
Why or why not?

Assessment

Have students create their own slideshow for first- and 
second-grade students to introduce them to the story of the 
coconut husk artifact, what it helps to reveal about John F. 
Kennedy, and why it is displayed in the John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library and Museum. H

LESSON PLAN H  Elementary and Middle School, Grades 3–8

Solve the JFK History Mystery: What is this Object?
continued from page 3

Lieutenant John F. Kennedy carved this coconut husk with a message and  
gave it to two Solomon Island coastwatchers to deliver to a US Navy base so  
he and his crew would be rescued. The Kennedy family later had the coconut 
husk encased in plastic on a wood base and used it as a paperweight on his  
desk in the Oval Office.

John F. Kennedy and crewmen of the PT-109.  Back Row (L-R) Allan Webb, Leon Drawdy, Edgar Mauer, 
Edmund Drewitch, John Maguire, Lt. (jg) John F. Kennedy (standing, far right). Front Row (L-R) Charles Harris, 
Maurice Kowal, Andrew Kirksey, and Lenny Thom. Solomon Islands. 1943.
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 New Frontiers 5

continued on page 6

LESSON PLAN H  High School, Grades 9–12

Whose Law?: State Sovereignty and the Integration of the 
University of Alabama

In 1954, the Supreme Court handed down a decision 
on Brown v. Board of Education stating that separate-
but-equal education was unconstitutional. For this 

ruling, the Court drew upon the 14th Amendment to the 
Constitution of the United States: “No state shall make 
or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or 
immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any 
state deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without 
due process of law; nor deny to any person within its 
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”

Governors in some states, particularly in the South, 
responded to the Supreme Court’s ruling by calling it unjust. 
They referred to the 10th Amendment to the Constitution 
(“The powers not delegated to the United States by the 
Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved 
to the States respectively, or to the people.”) to justify defying 
the Court’s decision. The decision, they said, was unjust 
because the federal government had not been given control of 
education in the Constitution and, therefore, public schools, 
by law, were the responsibility of individual states.

The president, on the other hand, was bound to follow the 
rulings of the Supreme Court. The Constitution includes a 
Supremacy Clause (Article VI, Clause 2), which states that 
the “Constitution, and the Laws of the United States … shall 
be the supreme Law of the Land.” According to this clause, 
states must follow federal law when conflicts arise. As Chief 
Executive of the United States, President Kennedy’s role was 
to enforce the orders of the federal courts.

George Wallace took his first oath of office as governor 
of Alabama on January 14, 1963. Elected by mostly 
segregationist white voters (African Americans were 
disenfranchised in the South in the early 1960s), his 
inaugural address stressed his opposition to integration.  
His segregationist stance would come to a crisis point at the 
University of Alabama. The governor made it clear that he 
would stand in the schoolhouse door and block the entrance 
of any African American students, should they be accepted.

On April 25, 1963, accompanied by Assistant Attorney 
General Burke Marshall and the Department of Justice’s 
Director of Public Information Edwin Guthman, Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy met with Wallace in Montgomery, 
Alabama. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the 
integration of the University of Alabama. Governor Wallace 
began the meeting by asking whether Attorney General 
Kennedy had any objections to his taping the conversation, 
making it clear to Robert Kennedy that what he said in 

the meeting could be used to the governor’s advantage—
particularly if it showed Alabamans that the federal 
government had plans to send troops into their state. No 
progress was made at this meeting in resolving the conflict 
over school integration.

Less than a month later, President Kennedy addressed this 
issue at a press conference. As in his brother’s discussion of the 
University’s integration, Kennedy used the temperate language 
of law and order to address an issue that evoked great passion.

On June 11, 1963, after months of preparation, Governor 
Wallace stood at the doorway of Foster Auditorium at the 
University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa to prevent two African 
American college students, Vivian Malone and James 
Hood, from registering for classes. After President Kennedy 
federalized the Alabama National Guard, the two students 
were admitted to the University without bloodshed. That 
night, President Kennedy addressed the nation about civil 
rights, calling it a moral issue and stating his plan to present 
a comprehensive civil rights bill to Congress.

In this lesson, students do a close reading of an excerpted 
transcript of the April 25th meeting between Governor 
Wallace and Attorney General Kennedy and President

•  National History Standards: 
US History, Era 9: Postwar 
United States (1945 to early 
1970s) (3) (4)

•  Common Core State Standards
•  C3 Framework for Social 

Studies State Standards 

•  Massachusetts History and 
Social Science Framework: 
USII.T4; GOV.T2; GOV.T3

•  Massachusetts English 
Language Arts and Literacy 
Framework

•  National Council of Teachers 
of English: Standards 1, 3, 5, 6

Lesson aligns with the following standards:
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Vivian Malone, one of the first African Americans to attend the University of 
Alabama, walks through a crowd that includes photographers, National Guard 
members, and Deputy US Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach to register for 
classes. June 11, 1963.
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6 New Frontiers

LESSON PLAN H  High School, Grades 9–12

Whose Law?: State Sovereignty and the Integration of the University of Alabama
continued from page 5

Kennedy’s May 22nd 
press conference. Students 
analyze the arguments made 
by Governor Wallace to 
prevent the integration of 
the University of Alabama, 
and by the Kennedy 
administration to enforce a 
court order to desegregate 
the University.

Objectives 

Students will:

•  analyze primary sources.

•  consider the idea of just 
and unjust laws.

•  discuss the 10th and 14th Amendments to the 
Constitution of the United States and how they were 
invoked in civil rights conflicts of the early 1960s.

•  analyze the arguments made by Governor Wallace to 
prevent the integration of the University of Alabama.

•  analyze the arguments made by the Kennedy 
administration to enforce the court order to desegregate 
the University of Alabama.

•  consider why Governor Wallace, Attorney General 
Kennedy, and President Kennedy might have chosen  
to use the language they used to make their points.

Materials

All materials are available with the complete lesson plan  
at www.jfklibrary.org/learn/education/teachers/ 
curricular-resources/high-school-curricular-resources/
whose-law-state-sovereignty-and-the-integration-of-the-
university-of-alabama

•  Reading: “Whose Law?: State Sovereignty and the 
Integration of the University of Alabama” 

•  Handout: “States’ Rights and Federal Law” 

•  April 25, 1963 excerpted transcript of the meeting 
between Attorney General Kennedy and Governor 
Wallace (pages 8-15) (https://civilrights.jfklibrary.org/
media-assets/the-university-of-alabama.html#State-vs-
United-States). 

Excerpt from the transcript of an April 25, 1963 meeting between Alabama Governor George Wallace and Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy (portions of pages 8 and 9 of 53 pages).
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•  Excerpt of JFK’s May 22, 1963 press conference  
(https://civilrights.jfklibrary.org/media-assets/the-
university-of-alabama.html#State-vs-United-States). 

Procedure

1.  For homework, have students read: “Whose Law?:  
State Sovereignty and the Integration of the University  
of Alabama” and answer the Questions to Consider.

2.  In class, discuss the answers to the three Questions to 
Consider. Tell students they are going to be looking at 
two primary sources that will allow them to hear the 
arguments made by Governor Wallace, Attorney General 
Kennedy, and President Kennedy to support their positions 
in this conflict. Provide students with the handout “States’ 
Rights and Federal Law” and the excerpted transcript of 
the April 25, 1963 meeting between Attorney General 
Kennedy and Governor Wallace, and go over the items to 
be covered in the handout. Remind students that all the 
participants at the meeting knew they were being taped 
by Governor Wallace and, therefore, knew their remarks 
might be heard by the public.

3.  Put students into small groups to read the transcript 
out loud. Have one student in each group read Attorney 
General Kennedy, another read Governor Wallace, and 
the others take notes—underlining quotations that might 
help the group fill in the handout. After each group 
has read through the transcript, students in each group 
should discuss the answers to the handout and begin 
filling in their own handout. Provide students with the 



 New Frontiers 7

transcript of the excerpt from President Kennedy’s  
May 22, 1963 press conference and tell them you  
will play the recording of the Q&A for the entire class. 
Tell students that, as they are listening to the recording, 
they should underline sentences from Kennedy’s response 
that might help them additionally fill in their handouts.

4.  After you have played the recording from the press 
conference for the students, have them return to their 
small groups to finish filling in the handout.

5.  Have all the students come together to discuss their 
responses in their completed handouts with the full  
class. Discuss with students the fact that these primary 
sources were all recorded comments and have them 
consider how that fact might have influenced how  
these leaders articulated their beliefs.

Assessment

For homework, have students make use of their handout 
and the class discussion to write a two- to three-page  
essay responding to the following questions:

•  In what ways did Governor Wallace and the Kennedy 
administration invoke the rule of law in their clash over 
the integration of the University of Alabama? (Consider 
how the men talked about just and unjust laws and the 
rights and responsibilities of state and federal leaders.)

•  What are some reasons that Governor Wallace may  
have chosen to talk about just and unjust laws?

•  What are some reasons President Kennedy and the 
attorney general may have focused on the roles and 
responsibilities of the governor and the president’s  
office (including the Department of Justice), instead  
of focusing on just and unjust laws?

Students must use at least three quotes from the primary 
sources in their essays.

Have students who are visual learners create political 
cartoons examining the integration of the University of 
Alabama from the perspectives of Governor Wallace and 
Attorney General Kennedy, focusing on either just and 
unjust laws or the roles and responsibilities of state and/or 
federal leaders. H

Collections Corner

While closed to the public this 
past year, curatorial and 
exhibit staff have continued 

to work on a new exhibit at the John 
F. Kennedy Presidential Library and 
Museum. First Children: Caroline and 
John Jr. in the Kennedy White House 
features over 100 never-before displayed 
objects, photos and films from the 
collection. First Children looks at the 
public’s fascination with the youngest Kennedys, as well as the First 
Lady’s efforts to create a “normal” childhood for them in the midst  
of world attention. 

Among the state gifts for the children is a toy sailboat that the 
Italian President Antonio Segni presented to President Kennedy 
for John F. Kennedy Jr. on July 1, 1963 at the Quirinale Palace in 
Rome. President Kennedy’s lifelong connection to sailing and the sea is represented by this gift. While this gift was 
especially meant for John Jr., it was also enjoyed by Caroline and by President Kennedy himself. 

You can give this artifact a closer look by visiting First Children between now and December 2022. Visit  
jfklibrary.org to confirm the latest admission hours and conditions due to the ongoing public health emergency. H

President John F. Kennedy and Caroline watching the launch of 
the toy sailboat on the waters of Cape Cod in 1963. 

This model of a schooner sailboat with two masts with green and 
red mainsails, and two forward jibs with yellow and blue sails 
measures 57-inches wide and 48-inches tall. John Jr.’s name is on 
the life preserver of the model boat—come inspect it for yourself 
when you visit the exhibit.  
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Columbia Point, Boston, 
Massachusetts 02125

T  JFK/UMass 
617.514.1600 

www.jfklibrary.org

Don’t Miss Upcoming Kennedy Library Forums!
View these virtual Forums, as well as past programs, at jfklibrary.org/Forums. Please check that page for the  
most up-to-date Forums information, or e-mail jfkforums@nara.gov to join our Forums e-mail list.   

Fighting Hunger

Monday, Oct. 4, 6:00 p.m. - 7:30 p.m. 

David Beasley, Executive 
Director of the World Food 
Programme, and José Andrés, 
chef and founder of 
World Central Kitchen, 
discuss current actions  
and responses to hunger  
and malnutrition.

King Richard: Nixon and Watergate:  
An American Tragedy

Monday, Nov. 1, 6:00 p.m. - 7:30 p.m. 

Michael Dobbs, author and 
former longtime reporter  
for The Washington Post, 
discusses his new book,  
King Richard: Nixon and 
Watergate: An American 

Tragedy, which draws on thousands of 
hours of newly released taped recordings. 

Additional support for the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum’s history and civic education programs is provided by  
Ed and Patsy Fogarty and Family in honor of Richard and Kathleen Fogarty, and:

The Kennedy Library Forums are  
generously supported by:
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