
Politics in Media 

Learning Objectives 

Students will: 

1.    Investigate how different types of media have (historically) presented images of the president. 

2.    Identify stereotypes, as generated by the media, of former presidents and the current president. 

3.    Analyze how the current president is portrayed by popular media. 

4.    Improve upon their media literacy skills. 

Standard(s): RH.9-10.9: Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary 

sources. RH.9-10.6: Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or similar 

topics, including which details they include and emphasize in their respective accounts. RH.9-10.2: Determine 

the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of how key 

events or ideas develop over the course of the text. 

 

Overview 

Whether watching presidential speech blunders on The Late Show with David Letterman or opening a tabloid to 

discover the president of the United States is secretly in contact with aliens, it’s clear that students see images of 

the president as a popular culture icon—not simply the current commander in chief. This lesson allows students 

to study, from both historical and contemporary views, how presidential images are created or reinforced by 

different types of media. 

 

Key Questions: 

1.    How has the portrayal of presidents changed over time?  

2.    In what ways do various types of media portray presidents differently? 

3.    Keeping the Lincoln film in mind, are certain presidents "bigger" pop culture icons than others? What 

defining characteristics do these presidents have? How are they portrayed in the media? 

4.    Can you identify stereotypes of presidents in the media? Are the stereotypes consistent throughout the 

different forms of media? 

Pacing/Estimated Time Required: one fifty minute class period. 

 

 

Resources:  

Access to the Pop Culture Universe database, including the following entries:  

•    JFK (film) [Entry ID 1366197] 

•    Poster for Frost/Nixon [Entry ID 1486527] 

Access to the American History database, including the following entries:  

•    Political Cartoon of Abraham Lincoln and George McClellan in election of 1864 [Entry ID 1130306] 

•    Emancipation Proclamation political cartoon [Entry ID 1130390] 

•    Richard Nixon Interviewed [Entry ID 1299964] 

•    Twenty-second Amendment political cartoon [Entry ID 293242] 

•    Cartoon on court-packing [Entry ID 1462494] 

•    Democratic Party liberalism [Entry ID 293619] 

•    James Madison and King George III, and Enterprise vs. Boxer [Entry ID 288485] 

Access to the American Government database, including the following entries:  



•    "More Trouble for the International Policeman" [Entry ID 533623] 

Anticipatory Set 

Ask students to either discuss aloud or write a one-page journal entry answering the following questions:  

1.    In the past year, how have you seen the president portrayed on television, film, or in magazines?  

2.    Name at least one specific example that you can recall. Was the president portrayed positively or 

negatively? 

3.    Is it a good thing that comedians constantly poke fun at the president? Why or why not?” 

Directions 

Students will work in groups to investigate a type of media and its historical role in portraying U.S. presidents. 

Place students into small groups and assign each group one of these topics: 

•    Political Cartoons 

•    Film 

Have each group research and analyze a media piece in their topic. The source material will be located in the 

research list provided on the Support Site. 

Groups will be responsible for answering the following questions for each piece of media they analyze: 

1.    Who is the author/artist/director/creator of this piece of media?  

2.    When was the media produced? What was the historical background/what was happening at this time? 

3.    Who is the intended audience? Is it intended for a specific age group, gender, etc.? 

4.    What is the overall message of this piece of media? 

5.    Can you identify any bias that this piece has? Is it negatively or positively portraying the president(s) in 

question? 

6.    Are the facts presented in this piece of media true? Or false? 

7.    Can you identify any stereotypes presented about the president(s) in this piece of media? 

 

Closure/Assessment 

After completing the worksheet, the groups will present their findings to the class, sharing some of the 

information they gained by analyzing their media piece. 
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Context 
Whether watching presidential speech blunders on The Late Show with David Letterman, reading memes of 

presidents online, or opening a tabloid to discover the president of the United States is secretly in contact with 

aliens, it’s clear that we see images of the president as a popular culture icon—not simply the current 

commander in chief.  

Overview 

This lesson allows us to study, from both historical and contemporary views, how presidential images are 

created or reinforced by different types of media. You will be placed in a group that will focus on one of two 

specific areas of popular culture and coverage of the president—political cartoons and films. Be prepared to 

present your findings to the class. 



Directions 

Prepare: 

Write about an example you can think of where a president was portrayed in the media and consider the 

following questions. Which president was featured? Was it a positive or negative portrayal? Was it accurate or 

exaggerated for comedic effect? What was the intent of this particular piece of media? 

 

Investigate: 
Answer the following questions based on your assigned topic. All material is from Pop Culture Universe, 

American History, and American Government databases. 

1.    What pop culture area have you been assigned or chosen to research? 

2.    While researching the background for your type of media, keep in mind that you need to present the 

information you learn to the class. 

3.    Answer the following questions for each individual piece of media your group examines: 

•    Who is the author/artist/director/creator of this piece of media? 

•    When was the media produced? What was the historical background/what was happening at this time? 

•    Who is the intended audience? Is it intended for a specific age group, gender, etc.? 

•    What is the overall message of this piece of media? 

•    Can you identify any bias that this piece has? Is it negatively or positively portraying the president(s) in 

question? 

•    Are the facts presented in this piece of media true? Or false? 

•    Can you identify any stereotypes presented about the president(s) in this piece of media? 

4.    Your research gave focused on past presidencies, think about the current president. Can you come up with 

any examples of how your topic relates to the current president? If so, how? 

 

Check: 
With your group, present your findings to the class and compare the differences of presidential portrayals in the 

various media types. 
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