
Activity: Decisions in Postwar America: 
Remembrance of our Nation’s Fallen Heroes 

Guiding question: 
What options did families have in honoring the loss of loved ones 
after World War II and what were the costs of these options?

DEVELOPED BY CHRIS JOHNSON
Grade Level(s): 	 9-12
Subject(s): 	 Social Studies 
Cemetery Connection:	 Luxembourg American Cemetery 
Fallen Hero Connection:	 Staff Sergeant Charles F. Simcox  

http://www.nhd.org/
https://chnm.gmu.edu/
http://abmc.gov
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Overview
Students will have an opportunity to understand the 
choice American families had regarding the burial of 
servicemembers lost in World War II. After introducing 
students to the options available to families of those killed 
during the war, students will consider the pros and cons of 
different options. Then they will look at primary sources from 
the era to help them consider the choices available and why 
families made the choices they did. Finally, they will see what 
information exists today to help them evaluate the relative 
options in hindsight.

Historical Context
World War II cost the lives of more than 400,000 Americans. 
For those who died in World War II for whom remains could 
be found and identified, families had a choice between 
repatriation of their loved ones’ bodies for burial in national 
or private cemeteries in the United States or burial overseas 
at an American military cemetery. For servicemembers who 
immigrated to the U.S., families could choose to have the 
remains returned to a home country. This was an important and difficult choice for next of kin. 
However, this decision allowed them the choice to honor the sacrifice of Americans in the lands 
they helped to liberate in the 1940s.  

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Identify the various costs and benefits involved in the burial of U.S. Armed Forces 
personnel in Europe following World War II; and 

•	 Empathize with the difficult decision next of kin had to make regarding the disposition 
of remains of Americans who were lost in the war. 

“A commonly used U.S. 
History textbook tells us that 
‘only the Civil War involved 
a comparable commitment 

of military service from 
a generation.’ When 

determining the final resting 
place of their loved ones, 

families made an important 
choice that helped our nation 

remember the sacrifice of 
Americans who died far 

from home.”  
—Chris Johnson

Johnson teaches at Central Bucks High 
School East in Doylestown, Pennsylvania.
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Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
An Act to Provide for the Evacuation and Return of the Remains of Certain Persons who Died and 
are Buried Outside the Continental Limits of the United States, August 5, 1947 
Library of Congress  
loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/80th-congress/session-1/c80s1ch497.pdf

★ "American Military Cemeteries in Europe," American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A
History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt)
American Battle Monuments Commission

★ Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead
American Battle Monuments Commission

Film, Decision, 1946  
National Archives and Records Administration (111-M-1317) 
youtube.com/watch?v=_TVuqaEinlM

Secondary Sources
★ American Battle Monuments Commission
abmc.gov/

★ Cemeteries and Memorials Map
American Battle Monuments Commission
abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/cemeteries-memorials-map

★ "Decision"
American Battle Monuments Commission
youtube.com/watch?v=2ZvVM6DPPiM

Materials
• Computer with internet capability and speakers
• Information Regarding Overseas Burials Summary Sheet

https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/80th-congress/session-1/c80s1ch497.pdf
https://abmceducation.org/sites/default/files/activity/BlueBookExcerpt.pdf 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TVuqaEinlM
https://abmc.gov 
https://abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/cemeteries-memorials-map
http://youtube.com/watch?v=2ZvVM6DPPiM
https://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/interactive/interactive_files/WW2/index.html 
https://www.abmc.gov/
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Lesson Preparation
•	 Preview the Information Regarding Overseas Burials Summary Sheet. 
•	 Review the information found in the pamphlet entitled Disposition of World War II Armed Forces 

Dead.
•	 Teachers can review information regarding the cemeteries available today at the ABMC website 

(abmc.gov/), including the Cemeteries and Memorials Map to learn more about the cemeteries 
and memorials today.

•	 Preview the excerpt from American Armies and Battlefields in Europe.
•	 Select resources for activity two based on the needs of your students and print copies or share 

electronically.

Procedure
Activity One: Introducing the Decision: Service and Sacrifice (5 minutes) 

•	 Ask students, When discussing World War II, a U.S. history textbook author mused that “only the 
Civil War involved a comparable commitment of military service from a generation.” How do you 
react to this statement?

•	 Lead a discussion and push students to reflect on what sacrifices World War II entailed for the 
American people. 

•	 Ask students to consider what tasks were necessary for government and the people at the end 
of the war (burial of the dead and memorialization).

•	 Conclude this part of the lesson by asking students to brainstorm benefits and drawbacks of 
overseas burial.

Activity Two: Memory from the Home Front (10 minutes)
•	 Clarify for students the four options available to next of kin. Remind students that practices for 

World War II were similar to that of World War I, but different from the Civil War and conflicts 
since World War II.

•	 Make available to students information consistent with what next of kin had available in the 
World War II era. This will help students understand what difficulty they might have had making 
such a decision. Teachers can make any or all of the following information available for students 
to examine and discuss:
	◦ Share images of one or two ABMC World War I cemeteries, reminding students that such 

cemeteries would be examples the next of kin at that time would likely be aware. The ABMC 
website makes such photos available. Recommended cemeteries include Meuse-Argonne 
American Cemetery and Flanders Field American Cemetery. 

	◦ Share the excerpt from American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and 
Reference Book.

https://abmc.gov/
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	◦ Share images of one or two national cemeteries, reminding students that fallen heroes from 
World War I were also buried at home in national cemeteries and that families would have 
known of these. 

•	 Lead students in dialogue about the benefits and drawbacks for burial overseas from the 
families’ point of view. 

•	 Conclude this part of the lesson by engaging in dialogue with the students about what families 
most often chose.  Ask:
	◦ The majority chose repatriation. Why might that have been the case? 

	◦ What does this help us understand about the sacrifice made by those who chose overseas 
interment? 

Activity Three: Decision (30 minutes) 
•	 Introduce 1946 short film, Decision. Establish context by identifying year of production (1946) 

and authorship (the U.S. War Department). 
•	 Play the film.
•	 Debrief from video. Encourage discussion regarding the following topics: 

	◦ Why did the creators of this film choose the characters in this film? 

	◦ What elements of the story or characters seem realistic to that time period? 

	◦ Is there a choice students perceive the film wants its audience to take? 

•	 Share summary with students regarding what families chose to do. Majority of families with 
the choice opted for repatriation. Also, share figures about cost to the U.S. government for 
repatriation as well as overseas burial. 

•	 Turn the discussion to the role of the cemeteries today.  Lead a discussion regarding the 
benefits and drawbacks of these memorials today. 
	◦ How did the families who chose to have their loved ones interred here contribute to the 

memorialization of the war and America’s contributions to victory? 

•	 Ask students to revisit the benefits and drawbacks identified in the first part of the lesson. How 
has the passage of time changed or modified the answers on that list? 

•	 Ask students to reflect on what role the cemeteries overseas have in honoring the service and 
sacrifice of the nation in World War II. Also, ask students to consider the role families back then 
played in shaping memory of the war today. 
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Assessment
• Assign students to select one of the following questions to respond to in written form. If

preferred, teachers can select a question based on the level of his/her students.
◦ What decision might you have made if you were next of kin to a fallen hero in World War II?

◦ Might families have made different decisions regarding burial overseas if they knew what these
cemeteries serve as today?

◦ What is the most important role our nation’s overseas cemeteries play today?

 Methods for Extension:
• Teachers can use the video commentary featuring Dr. Christopher Hamner analyzing the film,

Decision.

• The American Battle Monuments Commission maintains U.S. military cemeteries overseas.
These cemeteries are permanent memorials to the fallen, but it is important that students know
the stories of those who rest here. To learn more about the stories of Americans who made the
ultimate sacrifice, visit abmc.gov/education and NHDSilentHeroes.org.

• Teachers can enhance students’ interest in the role of the World War II homefront by exploring
these related lesson plans:
◦ Industry’s Role in the Strategic Bombing Campaign
◦ A Japanese American Family’s Experience During World War II: A Living DBQ
◦ Race and Tragedy on the Homefront: The Forgotten Port Chicago Disaster
◦ Sacrifice, Loss, and Honor: A Simulation of the Homefront in World War II

Adaptations:
• Teachers can focus more on visual or textual sources based on the needs of their students.
• Teachers can turn the final assessment into a presentation or podcast if desired.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ZvVM6DPPiM
https://abmc.gov/education
http://NHDSilentHeroes.org
https://nhd.org/en/resources/industrys-role-in-the-strategic-bombing-campaign/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/a-japanese-american-familys-experience-during-world-war-ii-a-living-dbq/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/race-and-tragedy-on-the-homefront-the-forgotten-port-chicago-disaster/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/sacrifice-loss-and-honor-a-simulation-of-the-homefront-in-world-war-ii/
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Options Available to Families: 

•	 Burial in a permanent American military cemetery overseas.
•	 Repatriation: Return of remains to U.S. for burial in a private cemetery or in a national cemetery.
•	 Return of remains to a foreign country which was the homeland of the deceased or next of kin.  
•	 These options are very similar to those available to next of kin in World War I.
•	 In conflicts after World War II the remains of all servicemen and servicewomen are 

repatriated to the United States for interment.
 
Legislation Regarding Repatriation: 

•	 Signed into law in 1946
•	 Allowed for repatriations until end of 1951
•	 Cost: $200 million
•	 Each repatriation cost an estimated $700.00
•	 Families could have as much as $50 of burial cost paid for by U.S. government 

 
The Burial of Our Fallen Heroes:

•	 There are 14 ABMC commemorative cemeteries for World War II dead. Six of them are 
in France. Two each are in Belgium and Italy. Britain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the 
Philippines, and Tunisia each have one.

•	 There are 92,958 individuals from World War II buried overseas in ABMC cemeteries. 
•	 Next of kin requested the return of 171,539 remains.

 
America’s Overseas Military Cemeteries Today: 

•	 A visitor welcome center is part of every commemorative cemetery. 
•	 Facilities at military cemeteries include a chapel, memorials, and often murals, mosaics, 

maps, and other artwork that interpret the course of the war in the region in which the 
cemetery is located and honor the fallen. 

•	 In fiscal year 2018 the agency’s total expenditures equaled $87.6 million. 

http://abmceducation.org
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 457 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 458 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 459
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 460
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 461
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 462 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 463
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 464 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 465 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 466
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 467 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 468 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 469 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 470 
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American Armies and Battlefields in Europe: A History, Guide, and Reference Book (excerpt) 
"American Military Cemeteries in Europe," Page 471 
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An Act to Provide for the Evacuation and Return of the Remains of Certain Persons who 
Died and are Buried Outside the Continental Limits of the United States, August 5, 1947
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Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead 
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