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2.2	 FOUR AMERICAN PRESIDENTS AND THE BERLIN WALL

How do walls, both physical and ideological,  
divide communities, nations, and the world?

C3 Framework Indicator D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique 
circumstances of time and place.

D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past.

Staging the Compelling Question Students will learn about the visits of four American Presidents to the city of Berlin, and 
the speeches each gave about the symbolic role Berlin carried during the Cold War in the 
heart of Europe.

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

How did Berlin’s physical location set the 
stage for it to be a ‘battleground’ of Cold 
War ideologies?

What messages about the Berlin Wall 
did U.S. presidents share on their visits to 
Berlin?

What impact did the Berlin Wall have on 
families who were divided?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

Students will highlight the events that they 
believe best indicate Berlin’s role in the 
Cold War prior to the building of the Berlin 
Wall in August 1961. 

After reading one speech by one American 
President, students will determine which 
messages about the Berlin Wall were 
communicated at that time and why.

Students individually will read one of 
the articles below and write a paragraph 
summarizing how the Berlin Wall divided 
one family.

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: Timeline on the History of Berlin 
and the Berlin Wall (1945-1990) (Handout 
2.2.1)

Source B: Wikipedia

Source C: Berlinmap360

Source D: dreamstime.com

Source A: Ich bin ein Berliner! President 
Kennedy Speech (Handout 2.2.2)

Source B: Tear Down This Wall! President 
Reagan Speech (Handout 2.2.3)

Source C: Berlin is Free! President Clinton 
Speech (Handout 2.2.4)

Source D: Candidate Obama Speech 2008 
(Handout 2.2.5) 

Source E: President Obama Speech 2013 
(Handout 2.2.6)

Source F: U.S. Presidential Speeches in 
Berlin—Excerpts (Handout 2.2.7)

Source G: Speech Analysis Worksheet 
(Handout 2.2.8)

Source A: The Guardian

Source B: NPR

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension: Students will scan the East Side Gallery murals, and select one mural that they 
believe visually communicates the concept of ideological differences.

Taking Informed Action Understand: Consider which misconceptions you had about Berlin and the Berlin Wall before.

Assess: Determine the top 10 misconceptions you have about the Berlin Wall. 

Act: Create a bulletin board or a series of 10 posters that clarify and set the record 
straight.
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COMPELLING QUESTION

•	 How do walls, both physical and ideological, divide communities, nations, and the world?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW

This inquiry focuses on the visits of American Presidents Kennedy, Reagan, and Clinton, as well as Barack Obama as a Presidential 
candidate (2008) and as President (2013) to the city of Berlin, and the speeches each gave about the symbolic role Berlin car-
ried during the Cold War in the heart of Europe. The Berlin Wall can be viewed both as the physical representation of a divided 
Europe (and world) into the democratic West and the communist East, and also the symbol of divisive ideologies. Students will 
explore the role that Berlin played as the ‘battleground’ of Cold War ideologies—as a geographical location, as well as the stage 
on which tumultuous events unfolded. 

TEACHER BACKGROUND

Students should be familiar with the division of Europe following World War II, as well as the division of Berlin into four sectors. 

In order to fully appreciate the role of U.S. Presidential ad-
dresses related to Berlin, the Cold War, and the foreign policy 
of the United States, students need to become familiar with 
the division of Europe after World War II, the importance of 
Berlin as an ‘island’ in the heart of East Germany, as well as its 
role as a ‘battleground’ of Cold War ideologies. 

The building of the Berlin Wall served as a physical represen-
tation of the so-called “Iron Curtain”—the ideological divide 
between the Western Bloc and the Eastern Bloc. Following 
the end of World War II, Berlin was divided into four sectors. 
Travel between the different parts of Berlin was permitted. 
A communist administration was formed in East Germany 
in 1946. General discontent grew there as the East German 
regime tightened control over its citizens. Throughout the 1950s and into the early 1960s, thousands of people from East Ger-
many traveled to West Berlin to reunite with their families and to move via West Berlin to West Germany. In 1961, the govern-
ment of East Germany made a surprise move to stop the flow of people from east to west. During the night of August 12th to 
13th, East German soldiers completely encircled West Berlin with barbed wire fencing (which over time became more fortified) 
and armed guards. East Germans could no longer travel to West Berlin, and anyone who happened to be on the other side of 
the city that night suddenly faced a new reality. 

Following the collapse of the Eastern Bloc in 1989, the Berlin Wall was torn down. Because of the wall’s significance and sym-
bolism during the Cold War, fragments of the wall were shipped all over the world, with remnants found in museums and 
other places of interest. Because it was heavily guarded, the eastern side of the Berlin wall did not have any graffiti on it—no 
East Berliners were allowed to get that close to the wall. Parts of the Berlin Wall that had original graffiti were on the inner circle 
facing West Berlin. 

The East Side Gallery is an open-air gallery in Berlin. It consists of a series of murals painted by artists in 1990 on a 1316-meter-long 
remnant of the Berlin Wall. The gallery has official status as a Denkmal, or heritage-protected landmark. According to the Kün-
stlerinitiative East Side Gallery e.V., an association of the artists involved in the project, “The East Side Gallery is understood as a 
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monument to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the peaceful negotiation of borders and conventions between societies and peo-
ple,” and has more than three million visitors per year.1

	➤ Further background information

•	 “The building of the Berlin Wall.” YouTube, uploaded by Mr Allsop History, 17 May 2015, https://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=IZvP5BxqZsw.  

•	 “Walled In!—The inner German border.” YouTube, uploaded by DW News, 30 June 2009, http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY. (For 28 years, a barrier kept people from fleeing East Germany. But then, the dramatic 

night of November 9, 1989, saw the fall of the Wall that divided Germany. This realistic computer animation reveals the 

vast security system of Germany’s inner border and the Berlin Wall, both of which were recreated virtually in great detail.)  
•	 Timeline on the History of Berlin and the Berlin Wall (1945-1990) (Handout 2.2.1)

•	 “Berlin Airlift.” History.com, 9 March 2011, https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/berlin-airlift. 

•	 Field Trip to Berlin DVD (24 min.) Available for teachers at no cost from the Transatlantic Outreach Program: 
http://www.goethe.de/top

TIME: 4–5 45 minute classes

CONCEPTS LIST

1	 East Side Gallery, http://www.eastsidegallery-berlin.de/data/eng/index-eng.htm

•	 Cold War

•	 Iron Curtain

•	 Ideology

•	 Brandenburg Gate

•	 Western Bloc

•	 Eastern Bloc / Soviet Bloc

•	 Berlin Wall / die Berliner Mauer

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 Timeline on the History of Berlin and the Berlin Wall (1945-1990) (Handout 2.2.1)

•	 Ich bin ein Berliner! President Kennedy Speech (Handout 2.2.2)

•	 Tear Down This Wall! President Reagan Speech (Handout 2.2.3)

•	 Berlin is Free! President Clinton Speech (Handout 2.2.4)

•	 Candidate Obama Speech 2008 (Handout 2.2.5)

•	 President Obama Speech 2013 (Handout 2.2.6)

•	 U.S. Presidential Speeches in Berlin—Excerpts (Handout 2.2.7)

•	 Speech Analysis Worksheet (Handout 2.2.8)

•	 East Side Gallery Mural Analysis (Handout 2.2.9)

•	 Field Trip to Berlin DVD (24 min.) Available for teachers at no cost from the Transatlantic Outreach Program: http://www.
goethe.de/top 

•	 “Berlin Airlift.” History.com, 9 March 2011, https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/berlin-airlift. 

•	 Corner, Lena. “The Berlin Wall kept me apart from my baby son.” The Guardian, 6 November 2009, https://www.theguardian.
com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul. 

•	 Divided Berlin, https://www.dreamstime.com/stock-image-divided-berlin-image18070951. 

•	 “East Side Gallery.” Google Arts and Culture, https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp. 

•	 “East Side Gallery.” Official website of the East Side Gallery, E.V., http://www.eastsidegallery-berlin.de/data/eng/index-eng.htm. 

•	 “Jigsaw instructions.” The Teacher Toolkit, last updated January 2018, http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/
jigsaw. 

•	 Map of Allied-occupied Germany, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allied-occupied_Germany. 

•	 Map of Berlin Wall with Gates, https://berlinmap360.com/berlin-wall-map#.XIFMUn9Ya70. 

All handouts 
can be found at 
www.goethe.de/
germanyinfocus

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIfJfa23TIA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIfJfa23TIA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/berlin-airlift
http://www.goethe.de/top
http://www.eastsidegallery-berlin.de/data/eng/index-eng.htm
http://www.goethe.de/top
http://www.goethe.de/top
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/berlin-airlift
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul
https://www.dreamstime.com/stock-image-divided-berlin-image18070951
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp
http://www.eastsidegallery-berlin.de/data/eng/index-eng.htm.%20Accessed%2023%20March%202019
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allied-occupied_Germany
https://berlinmap360.com/berlin-wall-map#.XIFMUn9Ya70
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
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•	 Nielsen, Jennifer A. A Night Divided. Scholastic Press, 2015.

•	 Sarhaddi-Nelson, Soraya. “Berlin‘s Palace Of Tears,‘ A Reminder Of Divided Families, Despair.” NPR.org, 10 November 2014, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2014/11/10/362294465/near-old-border-of-east-germany-a-reminder-of-despair. 

•	 “The building of the Berlin Wall.” YouTube, uploaded by Mr Allsop History, 17 May 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=IZvP5BxqZsw. 

•	 “Walled In!—The inner German border.” YouTube, uploaded by DW News, 30 June 2009, http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY. 

INTRODUCTORY DISCUSSION

Throughout history walls have been built to keep people in and to keep people out. As a class, brainstorm the types of walls 
that exist, both physical and ideological. Discuss the reasons walls exist.

SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

How did Berlin’s physical location set the stage for it to be a ‘battleground’ of Cold War ideologies?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Ask students to examine a current map of Europe and locate Germany. Then, using an historical map, they should identify the 
occupied zones of Germany after WWII. As a class, discuss the location of Berlin in the center of the Soviet zone. Then explore 
an historical map of Berlin divided into four sectors. Use Handout 2.2.1 “Timeline on the History of Berlin and the Berlin Wall” 
(1945-1990) and highlight the events that they believe best indicate Berlin’s role in the Cold War prior to the building of the 
Berlin Wall in August 1961. 

Project a map of the division of Germany, and also show a map of Berlin for students to see the various sectors, and the wall that iso-
lated West Berlin (see resources).

	➤ Resources

•	 Timeline on the History of Berlin and the Berlin Wall (1945-1990) (Handout 2.2.1)

•	 Map of Allied-occupied Germany, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allied-occupied_Germany.   

•	 Map of Berlin Wall with Gates, https://berlinmap360.com/berlin-wall-map#.XIFMUn9Ya70.  

•	 Divided Berlin, https://www.dreamstime.com/stock-image-divided-berlin-image18070951.  

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

What messages about the Berlin Wall did U.S. presidents share on their visits to Berlin?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Students read one of the speeches given in Berlin by a U.S. President. They will then determine which messages about the 
Berlin Wall were communicated at that time and why. Students respond to the prompts on Handout 2.2.8 “Speech Analysis 
Worksheet”. Discuss answers to the question above. 

For this jigsaw activity assign each student one of the speeches listed in resources. Next, divide the class into 5 groups. These 
will be the ‘home groups.’ 

Have students with the same assigned reading either read the speech silently to themselves or together as a group, then discuss 
it as a group. After the reading and discussion, each student should complete the Handout 2.2.8 “Speech Analysis Worksheet”.

https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2014/11/10/362294465/near-old-border-of-east-germany-a-reminder-of-despair
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIfJfa23TIA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIfJfa23TIA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OwQsTzGkbiY
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allied-occupied_Germany
https://berlinmap360.com/berlin-wall-map#.XIFMUn9Ya70
https://www.dreamstime.com/stock-image-divided-berlin-image18070951
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Students then regroup into their home groups. Each student teaches what they learned about their assigned speech to their 
home group. 

As a class, discuss evidence from the speeches that answers the question posed in supporting question #2.

Options: 

•	 Read Handout 2.2.2 “Ich bin ein Berliner! President Kennedy Speech” as a class and complete the Handout 2.2.8 “Speech 
Analysis Worksheet” together. Then assign the other 4 speeches and continue the jigsaw activity.

•	 Using Handout 2.2.7 “U.S. Presidential Speeches in Berlin—Excerpts”, assign each student a speech excerpt and continue 
the jigsaw activity. 

*Note: “Jigsaw instructions.” The Teacher Toolkit, last updated January 2018, http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.
php/tool/jigsaw.  

	➤ Resources

•	 Ich bin ein Berliner! President Kennedy Speech (Handout 2.2.2)

•	 Tear Down This Wall! President Reagan Speech (Handout 2.2.3)

•	 Berlin is Free! President Clinton Speech (Handout 2.2.4)

•	 Candidate Obama Speech 2008 (Handout 2.2.5) 

•	 President Obama Speech 2013 (Handout 2.2.6)

•	 U.S. Presidential Speeches in Berlin—Excerpts (Handout 2.2.7)

•	 Speech Analysis Worksheet (Handout 2.2.8)

SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

What impact did the Berlin Wall have on families who were divided?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Students individually will read one of the articles below and write a paragraph summarizing how the Berlin Wall divided one 
family. 

	➤ Resources

•	 Corner, Lena. “The Berlin Wall kept me apart from my baby son.” The Guardian, 6 November 2009, https://www.
theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul.  

•	 Sarhaddi-Nelson, Soraya. “Berlin‘s Palace Of Tears,‘ A Reminder Of Divided Families, Despair.” NPR.
org, 10 November 2014, https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2014/11/10/362294465/
near-old-border-of-east-germany-a-reminder-of-despair.  

SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

How do walls, both physical and ideological, divide communities, nations, and the world?

Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and 
relevant evidence from historical or contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/jigsaw
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2009/nov/07/berlin-wall-sigrid-paul
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2014/11/10/362294465/near-old-border-of-east-germany-a-reminder-of-despair
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2014/11/10/362294465/near-old-border-of-east-germany-a-reminder-of-despair
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EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK

Students should scan the East Side Gallery murals that artists painted on the Berlin Wall in 1990, and select one mural that they 
believe visually communicates the concept of ideological differences. They will then present the images they selected and 
describe what they believe the images depict. 

Provide students with a background on the East Side Gallery. Students will access images of the gallery at https://artsandculture.
google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp and examine the images of the gallery artwork. 

	➤ Resources

•	 East Side Gallery Mural Analysis (Handout 2.2.9)

•	 Google Arts and Culture, East Side Gallery, https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp  

*Note: Preview all of these images in advance. You may find some artwork inappropriate for use with your students. 

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND Consider which misconceptions you had about Berlin and the Berlin Wall before (geographical loca-
tion, construction, perimeter/shape, guard towers, where graffiti was, etc.). Create a list of common misunderstand-
ings you believe (young) people have about this topic.

ASSESS Work as a class to determine the top 10 misconceptions you believe your fellow students have about Berlin 
and the Berlin Wall. 

ACT Create a bulletin board or a series of 10 posters that clarify and set the record straight about the Berlin Wall. Invite 
feedback using a QR code and a survey for other students to engage in dialogue with you about the Berlin Wall. 

	➤ Modification

While your students are studying the Berlin Wall, collaborate with their English Language Arts teachers as they read A Night Di-
vided by Jennifer A. Nielsen, a “stunning thriller about a girl who must escape to freedom after the Berlin Wall divides her family 
between East and West.” 

	➤ Resources

•	 Nielsen, Jennifer A. A Night Divided. Scholastic Press, 2015.

https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQAJocMp

