
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

FROM THE ARCHIVES 
ELECTIONS – DEBATES 
 



 
From the Archives brings primary source documents and exploration into the classroom. These educational resources, 

carefully curated by our Education team, are meant to enhance historical discussions around relevant topics of today in 
history, civics, geography, and economics. 

 

Overview:  
“Debates” is a series of documents related to the Reagan campaign’s efforts to prepare for the Presidential Debates in 
September and October of 1980. The first debate, which featured Governor Reagan and Congressman John B. Anderson 
but did not feature President Carter, took place on September 21, 1980 in Baltimore, MD. The second debate, which was 
between Governor Reagan and President Carter, took place on October 28, 1980 in Cleveland, OH, just a week before 
Election Day. Primary Source A is a memo from Richard Wirthlin to key members of President Reagan’s staff, about 
strategy for the debate against John B. Anderson. It speaks about what Governor Reagan should attempt to 
demonstrate in the debates, and some of the general style that Governor Reagan should aim to emulate. Primary Source 
B is a critique of the first debate, outlining the goals achieved in the debate, how Governor Reagan did in various 
categories and what he can do to improve for the next debate. Primary Source C is another memo from Richard Wirthlin, 
outlining more general strategy for the second debate, this time with President Carter. It lists several of President 
Carter’s potential attack strategies, and how Governor Reagan should respond if those attacks are used. The general 
goal of this debate for the Reagan campaign was to reinforce the idea that Governor Reagan wanted to serve the 
American people, and that he will bring the nation back to “its proper bearings”. Finally, Primary Source D is another 
document which contains several tips and hints for Governor Reagan going into the second debate. It includes five 
points, including Symbols, the Economy, War and Peace, Framing the Pre-Debate and Framing the Post-Debate. This 
document especially shows the care that went into the planning before the debates and how much the Reagan-Bush 
campaign cared about effectively communicating to the American people. 
 

Suggested Classroom Activities:  
1. What Should a Candidate Demonstrate in a Debate? 

 Using Primary Source A, C, and D, instruct students to make a list of things that they think are important for a 
candidate to demonstrate in a Presidential debate. In addition to Primary Source A, show the students a few 
clips from past Presidential Debates and allow the students to take notes on what is effective and what is not. 

o Highlights of 2012 Debate (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NAi4wCfcCPU) 
o Make or Break Debate Moments (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Y8SZDH3B_4) 
o 2012 Debate Body Language (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FiDsAATpmjY) 

 Many of the items in the primary sources are specific to the 1980 Presidential Election, but students will be able 
to make broad connections between themes of the campaign’s debate strategy. This classroom activity is good 
preparation for the debate in which students participate in the “Road to the White House” curriculum. 

2. Summary Critique of Presidential Debates 

 Using Primary Source B, students will critique the performance of a specific candidate in a Presidential debate. 
Review the choices from the links below, and allow the students to choose one. Alternatively, students may use 
any other video of a Presidential debate that they can find. 

o Reagan/Anderson 1980 Debate (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wiAf2Ch9QbM) 
o Reagan/Carter 1980 Debate (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8YxFc_1b_0) 
o Reagan/Mondale 1984 Debate #1 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OGvBFQQPRXs) 
o Reagan/Mondale 1984 Debate #2 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF73k5-Hiqg) 
o Clinton/Dole 1996 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TFw18HhBs5U) 
o Romney/Obama 2012 Debate #1: (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=62vqSb4YQOE) 
o Romney/Obama 2012 Debate #2: (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BTk2bKJ6uI) 

 After they have watched the debate, students should critique the debate, modeling their analysis on the format 
found in Primary Source B. The students will list achievements by the candidate in that debate, how the debate 
could have hurt the candidate, and what they could do to improve in the future. 
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About Us 
The Walter and Leonore Annenberg Presidential Learning Center (APLC) at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation is 
committed to engaging the future leaders of America in the study of our nation’s democratic process with the aim of 
developing proactive informed, educated, and conscientious citizens and leaders.  

Programs 
• Speaker Series for Students: The Speaker Series for Students is designed to bring students into contact with leading 

thinkers, practitioners, and heroes in the field of civic engagement. Past events have included a Veteran’s Day panel, Buzz 
Aldrin, Medal of Honor recipients and Justice Sandra Day O'Connor. 

• Educator Programming: The APLC develops project based, backwards designed curriculum, and distributes this to 
educators at no cost. By creating and distributing free curriculum resources, the APLC shares information about both its 
programming and the current state of civics education. This classroom curriculum is available for free on our website: 
www.reaganfoundation.org/lesson-plans-overview.aspx 

• Professional Development: Over the years we’ve collaborated with some of the finest professional development 
organizations in the country to offer high quality training and resources to teachers. We’ve worked with the National 
Constitution Center, Gilder-Lehrman, Constitutional Rights Foundation, the National Writing Project, and the California 
History-Social Science Project. We offer free professional development sessions for educators from Elementary through 
High School. With the goal of embedding civic learning in the classroom, our Educator Professional Development sessions 
tackle important skills such as developing student writing and communication skills. Professional Development is offered 
both onsite and on-line. 

• Leadership and the American Presidency: The Leadership and the American Presidency is a program designed to facilitate 
leadership development among undergraduate students through the unique lens of the American presidency. The 
accredited course is grounded in real history as students critically examine the leadership journeys of presidents in 
relation to their own lives. Students hear from real leaders in the fields of business, government, and the nonprofit 
sectors learning lessons on leadership, while simultaneously applying all of these skills in the real world in an internship 
setting and in an authentic culminating course assessment. Utilizing Washington DC as a classroom, presidential sites will 
be leveraged to capitalize upon power of place and result in a meaningful and transformative leadership experience for 
students.  

Scholarships and Awards 
The Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation has awarded more than $1,000,000 in scholarships to students across the nation. 
We aim to recognize students whose leadership, communication, drive, and citizenship reminds us of our 40th President. 

• GE-Reagan Scholarship Program 
• Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation 

Scholar Program 

• Great Communicator Debate Series 
• Ronald Reagan Student Leader Award 

Program 

Learn about these opportunities to recognizing outstand students on our website: www.reaganfoundation.org/scholarships 

Class visits to the Discovery Center 
The Discovery Center allows students to face the responsibilities and challenges faced by the Executive Branch, military, and 
media. Students have the opportunity to role play in a realistic, interactive environment. Learn more about the Discovery 
Center and how to visit here: www.reaganfoundation.org/DISCOVERY-CENTER.aspx 
 

Contact Us: 40 Presidential Drive, Simi Valley, California 93065 • 805.522.2977 • aplc@reaganfoundation.org 
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