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With this lesson, students will learn about the events that led to the United States entering 
World War II. With each of the eight events, students will examine the character profile of an 
individual (there are both fictional and real profiles) who might have lived during that time. 
They will then determine how that individual might have felt about each of the eight events. 
The students will also assess the events that turned the U.S. from an isolationist stance to an 
interventionist stance.  

Great for grades 8 - 11!

1. How did Americans 
react to the events that 
led to the U.S 
intervention in World 
War II?

2. How did the U.S 
gradually transition from 
an isolationist stance to 
an interventionist 
stance?

Students will learn about 
the key events that led to 
the United States towards 
intervention in World War 
II. They will also analyze 
the reactions of typical 
Americans relating to 
those events. 

8.6b - From 1939 to 1941, 
the United States 
government tried to 
maintain neutrality while 
providing aid to Britain but 
was drawn into the war by 
the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor. The United 
States fought a war on 
multiple fronts. At home, 
the economy was 
converted to war 
production, and essential 
resources were rationed to 
ensure adequate supplies 
for military use.

Student Sources:

● A copy of the handout (there are two different versions - one with text and one 
without). 

Teacher Sources:

● Link the printed version of the resource in Google Slides - This handout 
contains the text of the presentation along with an exit ticket (an answer key is 
included here also).

● Link to the slideshow for use with the Printed Version 
 
I utilized many resources in the creation of this resource. They include but are not limited to 
the following:

● https://www.nationalww2museum.org/
● America’s History, James Henretta
● Give Me Liberty!, Eric Foner
● https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/neutrality-acts

Review the lesson. There is a version of the handout that include the text of each event and 
there is a version that only includes the dials. I do not have a completely digital version of this 
lesson, however, teachers might made the slideshow completely digital through a program like 
Pear Deck or Nearpod. 

The amount of time allotted for each section will depend on the age and ability level of 
the students. It is also based on class periods of 40 minutes.

Day 1 - Pass out the handout to students. Using the slideshow (slide 1), explain the 
terms isolationist and interventionist. Then, pass out the character profiles to students. 
Give them a couple of minutes to read through the profiles and make sure they write the 
character names at the top. Then, present slides 2 and 3 to students and have them raise 
their hands if their character fits any of the descriptors. (10 min.)

(Important Note - These profiles are not first person. Students are basing their reasons 
from the perspective they have been assigned, but they are not “becoming” that person.)

Work through the first of the events. Pause after each even to discuss which characters 
might be the most concerned, and HOW the U.S. was gradually becoming more 
interventionist. (30 min.)

Day 2 - Pass back profiles if necessary. Then, have students work through the remaining 
events. Give students time to answer the exit ticket questions. (40 min.)

(Depending on student questions there might be a little extra time on day 2 - teachers 
can show the following -  
https://www.thirteen.org/programs/the-roosevelts-an-intimate-history/roosevelts-education-clip-world-war-ii-begins/

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/neutrality-acts
https://www.thirteen.org/programs/the-roosevelts-an-intimate-history/roosevelts-education-clip-world-war-ii-begins/
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Name ___________________________
Social Studies

In 1935, the United States government 
enacts the first Neutrality Act. This law 
states the United States is not allowed to 
export arms or ammunition to any nation at 
war. Americans are warned that they if they 
travel into war zones, they are doing so at 
their own risk. 

U.S. leaders see that fascism is spreading in Europe. Americans are now banned from traveling 
on ships owned by countries at war and U.S. merchant ships are not allowed to carry arms - even 
if they had been produced outside of the U.S.

HOWEVER - As long as the countries at war 
pay for “non-arms” items in cash and carry 
them on non-U.S. ships - then trade will be 
allowed. Countries like Great Britain and 
France still have cash, and they can make 
good use of the supply of oil. This is known 
as “cash and carry.”

Roosevelt grows increasingly concerned as 
war spreads in Europe with the invasion of 
Poland by Germany. Polls indicate that 90% 
of Americans are still overwhelmingly 
opposed to war.

Regardless, with the Neutrality Act of 
1939, Roosevelt convinces Congress to now 
allow the sale of arms to nations at war.

Your Character? The U.S.?

Your Character? The U.S.?

Your Character? The U.S.?

Roosevelt is more and more worried about 
the potential for war. The Nazis have 
overtaken most of France. Britain has been 
bombarded in the London Blitz. After 
months of negotiation, Roosevelt agrees to 
give 50 American destroyers to the British 
in exchange for 99 year leases on some 
British bases.

Your Character? The U.S.?

Character name _____________________


