
Activity: Leadership Characteristics and 
Considerations in the Pacific War

Guiding question: 
What makes a great leader in war?

DEVELOPED BY WALT DAVIS
Grade Level(s): 9-12
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Overview
Using maps, and primary and secondary source analysis, 
students will determine leadership strategies taught and 
used during the Pacific Theater of World War II. Cooperative 
groups will read and discuss excerpts from the 1942 primary 
source, Leadership for American Army Leaders, to determine 
preferred leadership techniques during the war. Students 
will also discuss leadership in the context of a combat 
scenario involving an amphibious landing at Peleliu. By 
examining the memoirs of a young officer at Peleliu, Andrew 
Haldane, they will assess the overall value of tactical 
leadership at the line officer level.

Historical Context
As in any war, tactical leadership was a critical factor in World 
War II. Peleliu was crucial in the Palau Islands chain because 
of its airfield and its strong concentration of Japanese troops. 
Peleliu was on a geographic flank of the Philippines and 
the Allies could not allow Japanese forces to interfere with 
the upcoming invasion of the Philippines. Beginning in 

September 1944, the Allies invaded this island in an operation expected to require only a 
few days. However, because of an extensive network of tunnels on the island’s rocky terrain 
and a willingness to fight to the death, Japanese forces were able to hold key portions of the 
island for over two months and inflict a 40% casualty rate on the Allied forces.

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

• Describe the role of leadership education in the Pacific Theater of World War II;

• Evaluate the leadership principles taught to officers headed to the Pacific; and

• Participate in a simulation that will require students to apply these principles in action.

 “Leadership is the 
primary factor impacting 

organizational effectiveness. 
In wartime, it can save or 
cost lives. I believe history 
curricula tend to overlook 

the impact of tactical 
leadership at the line officer 
or noncommissioned officer 

levels. This lesson is intended 
to address this gap and 

teach practical leadership 
skills that are integral in our 

JROTC program goals for 
our cadets.”

— Lt. Col. (Ret.) Walt Davis

Davis teaches Air Force JROTC at Edisto 
High School in Cordova, SC.

Lynne O'Hara
maps and (delete comma)
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Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt)
Combined Arms Research Library
cdm16040.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4013coll8/id/3384/rec/5

Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt)
Combined Arms Research Library
cdm16040.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4013coll8/id/2733/rec/2

Edward L. Munson, Leadership for American Army Leaders, 1942 (excerpt)
U.S. Army

Secondary Sources
Kid Wongsrichanalai, “Dark Places of the Earth, Storming the Pacific,” The Bowdoin Orient, 
April 18, 2003
Internet Archive
archive.org/stream/Bowdoin_Orient_v.132_no.1-24_2002-2003#page/n353/mode/1up

Map, Assault on Peleliu 15-23 September 1944
U.S. Marine Corps Historical Center

Video, "To lay so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom" , 2017 ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
youtu.be/3DJf5yy2lIs
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http://cdm16040.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4013coll8/id/2733/rec/2
https://archive.org/stream/Bowdoin_Orient_v.132_no.1-24_2002-2003#page/n353/mode/1up
https://archive.org/stream/Bowdoin_Orient_v.132_no.1-24_2002-2003#page/n353/mode/1up
http://cdm16040.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4013coll8/id/3384/rec/5
http://cdm16040.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4013coll8/id/2733/rec/2
https://youtu.be/3DJf5yy2lIs
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Materials
• Leadership Training Packet
• Peleliu Leadership Considerations Sheet
• Leadership Case Study Instructions and Rubric
• Computer with projector and speakers to access "To lay so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of

freedom" video.

Lesson Preparation
• Activity One:
◦ Computer with internet capability and projector to access "To lay so costly a sacrifice upon 

the altar of freedom" video.
• Activity Two:
◦ Divide students into groups of two or three students each.
◦ Make (or share digitally) one Leadership Training Packet for each group of two or three 

students.
• Activity Three:
◦ Stack desks to create amphibious tractors for each group to work from (if desired).
◦ Divide students into groups of five or six students each.
◦ Make one copy of the Peleliu Leadership Considerations Sheet for each group.

• Assessment:
◦ Make one copy of the “Dark Places of the Earth, Storming the Pacific” article and Leadership 

Case Study Instructions and Rubric for each student.
• Test all online resources before class.

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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Procedure
Activity One: Warm-Up (15 minutes)

• Play the short video, "To lay so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom" for students.
• Lead a discussion by asking students, What motivates a soldier to “lay a costly sacrifice” in the face 

of horrendous physical and emotional risk?
◦ Teacher Tip: Motivation for fighting through risk is influenced by leadership. This could 

include leadership of officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs). Consider the personal 
characteristics of leadership that influen e people to achieve a task as part of a team.

Activity Two: Primary Sources on World War II Tactical Leadership  (30 minutes) 
• Explain to students that during World War II there was  a large need for both commissioned and

non-commissioned officers in the U.S. military.
◦ Teacher Tip: Officers needed to be taught leadership skills quickly in order to assume their

duties on the front lines. Today students will be reading excerpts from Munson’s Leadership
for American Army Leaders, a 1942 book used to teach young officers key principles of lead-
ership. Students will also read excerpts from two Combat Lessons, documents created to
share lessons learned in combat with officers who did not have this experience. Both were
published in 1944.

• Divide students into groups of two or three students each.
• Give each group one Leadership Training Packet.
• Direct students to divide and read their excerpts, share what they have learned, and respond to

the Leadership Training Questions as a group.
• Monitor students and respond to questions as a group.
• Allow groups time to respond to the questions on the front of the packet.
• Lead a whole-class discussion using those responses.

Activity Three: Leadership on a Beach Landing - A Combat Scenario (15 minutes) 
• Stack desks in a rectangle to simulate approximate size of amphibious tractor. Cardboard boxes

could also be used. The approximate dimensions are:
◦ length: 26 feet
◦ width: 10 feet
◦ height: 10 feet

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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• Divide students into groups of five or six students each.
◦ Assign each group to a tractor and have student groups interact from inside the confined

space.
◦ Teacher Tip: A teacher may choose to use photographs, sound, or video from World War II

to enhance the scenario and add noise and confusion to the scenario.
• Offer the following scenario to students, You are a squad leader on an amphibious tractor

heading for the reef at beach Orange One at Peleliu. There are explosions, bullets, rockets, fire,
smoke, and one of your Marines is vomiting on the tractor floor.

• Distribute one copy of the Peleliu Leadership Considerations Sheet to each group.
• Ask each group to discuss how they need to be a leader in this situation. Prompt them to rank

their priorities at each of the following points in time:
◦ What are your primary considerations at this time?
◦ What do you need to do before you land on the beach?
◦ What do you need to do when you land on the beach?
◦ What do you need to do once you have reached cover at some point off the beach?

• Allow students to discuss this scenario with their groups and share with the larger class.
• Lead a debrief, asking students to make connections between their theory of leadership and

the leadership documented by officers on Peleliu.

Assessment (45 minutes)
• Distribute one copy of the article, “Dark Places of the Earth, Storming the Pacific” to each 

student. Ask each student to read the article independently.
• Ask students:
◦ What leadership characteristics did Haldane exhibit?
◦ How important were these characteristics to the U.S. Marines at Peleliu?
◦ How does Haldane’s experience compare to the Combat Lessons and excerpts from the Munson 

book we read earlier?
• Distribute the Leadership Case Study Instructions and Rubric to each student. Ask students to 

synthesize their learning by responding with an extended paragraph answering the following 
prompt: Andrew Haldane was a trained military officer who experienced combat. Based on his 
training and his experience, write an essay addressing the following points:
◦ What leadership characteristics did Haldane exhibit?

◦ How did these traits manifest themselves at Peleliu?
Use specific examples from the primary and secondary sources to support your response.

• The Leadership Case Study Rubric can be used to score this assessment.

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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Methods for Extension
• Students with more interest in the role of leadership in World War II may research other leaders in

other campaigns across the Pacific.
• Students may come up with their own ideas of a set of desirable or effective leadership traits in a

collaborative digital tool like Padlet and/or Thinglink. These traits may include issues like integrity,
drive, self-confidence, intelligence, knowledge, and desire.

• Students may research an overview of basic leadership styles (e.g. autocratic, democratic, laissez-
faire, Mouton Grid) and assess for a particular campaign or leader in the Pacifi

• Students may produce a Google slideshow on their chosen World War II figure that they may share
in an oral presentation to the class.
◦ Presentations may include who, what, when, where, why of their leader.
◦ Presentations may include primary source data like census records, where they are interred,

and obituaries.
◦ Presentations may include a reflection on how the individual’s specific leadership qualities

contributed to the war effort.
• 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 World War II and leadership by exploring these related
lesson plans:
◦ Confidence and Concerns: Allied Advances into Germany

◦ Making a Difference: Service & Sacrifice at the Battle of Midway

◦ Operation Invasion: Reaching the Japanese Mainland

Adaptations
• Teachers may adapt the project to one-on-one coaching with a student during project time,

designed around his/her specific challenges.
• Teachers may assign peer teachers inside cooperative groups with students who need

additional help to assist instruction and relate pertinent information.
• Teachers may allow more time outside classroom block to complete activity for students that

need additional help.
• Activity Two may be completed without any multimedia to limit distractions for some students

with special needs.

https://abmc.gov/education
http://NHDSilentHeroes.org
https://nhd.org/en/resources/confidence-and-concerns-allied-advances-into-germany/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/making-a-difference-service-sacrifice-at-the-battle-of-midway/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/operation-invasion-reaching-the-japanese-mainland/
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Leadership Training Packet
Directions: Divide the readings. Read your selection and share what you have learned with your 
group. Respond to the following questions as a group.

1. According to the U.S. Army, what are the qualities of a good leader?

2. Why are these traits important?

3. Which do you think is the most important of these characteristics? Why?

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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4. Did the U.S. Army see one particular way of leadership being the best or did it recognize
individual leadership styles?

5. In what type of situation would leadership matter most?

6. What types of challenges would military officers face in the Pacific Theater? Do these documents
help address these challenges?

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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Leadership Training Packet

Edward L. Munson, Leadership for American Army Leaders, 1942 (excerpt
U.S. Army 

“Too much wise-cracking on the part of the leader will also inevitably result in wise-crack replies from his 
troops. The American soldier is too used to that kind of talk to resist coming back with it if he thinks he can 
get away with it. He will have reason to think he can get away with it if he is habitually on the receiving end 
of such remarks.” (page 15) 

“Timidity due to lack of experience is the chief cause of this lack of decision, especially in younger officers. 

Haste is no remedy for such timidity. A decision must be thought out. A habit of rushing ahead blindly 
merely to be doing something is stupid - and stupidity in battle almost always leads into needless danger 
and loss. Only by observation, and plenty of practice and effort, and by some intelligent self-analysis, can a 
leader develop the self-confidence he needs.” (page 25) 

“A man who builds up his own self-confidence -- the courage of his convictions, and faith in his ability to 
carry out what he thinks needs doing -- is rarely possessed of doubt.” (page 25)

“In final analysis, leaders and the troops they lead must above all things have constant practice in the devel-

opment of initiative so that when the unexpected happens, as it is always doing in war, they will be used to 
the idea of having to sum things up and having to act with the utmost speed.” (page 32) 

“The value of learning lies in its application to future action; the true purpose of training, then, is to prepare 
for a rapid and efficient adjustment to any new situation of war. The discipline, citizenship, and vocational 

training to be gained in military service are unquestionably of high value to the soldier and to the nation - 
but these things must either be inherent in military training or else by-products of it. For the ultimate goal 
of military training is to increase the proportion of the known to the unknown in preparing for the situations 
that will be encountered in battle. Military training itself is an effort to secure desired responses when future 

military conditions are presented.” (page 74) 

“Training thus confers an ability to be more or less mechanical in the execution of acts. It makes the hor-rors 
and hardships of war much less noticeable as a result of mental concentration on a fixed purpose. It gives 
confidence, in that the soldier vaguely recognizes that if his mind becomes confused in combat he has 

nevertheless so habituated himself to a large variety of experiences that his trained muscles and trained 
nervous system will still permit him to carry on the task and thus enable his aggressive and defensive powers 
to continue.” (page 75)

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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“First of all, an instructor must know his subject himself, thoroughly and completely. If he is poorly prepared 
or partially informed he will fool nobody; he will lose prestige in the eyes of his men - and their attention will 
unquestionably wander from the subject under discussion to the unpreparedness and lack of knowledge of 
the instructor himself. Worse, this lack of knowledge will deeply affect his own enthusiasm, and his manner 
will become self-conscious and diffid t rather than interested, alive, and vital, as his manner must be if he 
hopes to put his training over.” (page 77) 

“It is perfectly true that in our expanding Army there are thousands of leaders who will realize, as they read 
the paragraph just preceding, that they have not yet had the time or the training to gain a full knowledge of 
the many things they must know. Before giving instruction, it is up to such leaders to do everything in their 
power to acquire all the knowledge they can. This naturally means that they must squeeze in every possible 
extra hour at night and over week-ends, with the officia manuals and other aids, to keep at least one jump 
ahead of the troops they are instructing.” (page 77)

“In final analysis, then, a leader’s job is not alone one of housekeeping, of training, of example, of command; 
it enters just as completely into his men’s thinking as into their physical existence. He is their guide, their 
director, their chief -- their chief in everything from military discipline to, if need be, the final exhortation to 
the extreme activity, effort, and sacrifi e of battle.” (page 96)

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), Cover and 
acknowledgements
Combined Arms Research Library

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), p.1-2
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), p.3-4
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), p.5-6
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), p.7-8
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 5, 1944 (excerpt), p.9-10
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), Cover
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.1
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.2
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.3
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.4
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.5
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.6
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.7
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.8
Combined Arms Research Library
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Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.9
Combined Arms Research Library

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day



Activity: Leadership Characteristics and Considerations in the Pacific War | Handouts

Combat Lessons, Number 6, 1944 (excerpt), p.10
Combined Arms Research Library
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Peleliu Leadership Considerations Sheet
You are a squad leader on an amphibious tractor heading for the reef at beach Orange One at 
Peleliu. There are explosions, bullets, rockets, fire, smoke, and one of your Marines is vomiting 
on the tractor floor.

• What are your primary considerations at this time?
• What do you need to do before you land on the beach?
• What do you need to do when you land on the beach?
• What do you need to do once you have reached cover off the beach?

Rank the order of possible considerations from most important to least important at each stage of 
the invasion. Prioritize what needs to be addressed first, second, and so on.

What are your 
primary 
considerations at 
this time?

What do you need 
to do before you 
land on the beach?

What do you need 
to do when you 
land on the beach?

What do you need 
to do once you 
have reached cover 
of the beach?

Establish a 
casualty 
collection point 
location.

Determine the 
location of 
mines, obstacles, 
booby traps, and 
improvised 
explosive 
devices.

Determine the 
location of units 
in contact with 
the enemy.

Count how much 
ammunition you 
have remaining.

Figure out the 
location of 
threat 
personnel, 
vehicles, and 
weapons.
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Locate other 
friendly units.

Determine the 
location of all 
squad members.

Determine the 
direction of 
movement for 
enemy 
personnel.

Determine the 
availability of 
supporting fi es 
(mortars and 
artillery).

Determine one’s 
location relative 
to other 
personnel.

Determine one’s 
location relative 
to other 
personnel.
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Leadership Case Study Instructions 
Prompt: Andrew Haldane was a trained military officer who experienced combat. Based on his train-
ing and his experience, write an extended paragraph addressing the following points:

• What leadership characteristics did Haldane exhibit?
• How did these traits manifest themselves at Peleliu?

Use specific examples f om the primary and secondary sources to support your response.

Leadership Case Study Rubric 
Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Synthesis of
Arguments

Paragraph addresses 
multiple aspects of 
leadership, showing 
both strengths and
weaknesses.

Paragraph addresses 
multiple aspects of 
leadership.

Paragraph addresses 
only one or two aspects 
of leadership.

Paragraph fails to 
address aspects of 
leadership.

Historical
Evidence

Paragraph includes 
at least four 
identifiable 
references to the 
sources provided.

Paragraph includes 
at least three 
identifiable 
references to the 
sources provided.

Paragraph includes 
at least two 
identifiable
references to the 
sources provided.

Paragraph includes 
one or no identifiable
references to the 
sources provided.

Accuracy Paragraph reveals a 
deep understanding 
of the leadership 
characteristics of 
Captain Haldane. There 
are no factual errors or 
major omissions.

Paragraph reveals a 
strong understanding 
of the leadership 
characteristics of 
Captain Haldane. There 
are few  factual errors 
and/or major omissions.

Paragraph reveals a 
general understanding 
of the leadership 
characteristics of 
Captain Haldane. There 
are some factual errors 
and/or major omissions.

Paragraph reveals a 
minimal understanding 
of the leadership 
characteristics of 
Captain Haldane. There 
are several factual 
errors and/or major 
omissions.

Professional
Product

Response follows 
the format of the 
assignment with a high 
degree of creativity. 
Your work is coherent 
and convincing with no 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

Response follows 
the format of the 
assignment with some 
degree of creativity. 
Your work is coherent 
and convincing 
with few spelling or 
grammatical mistakes.

Response follows 
the format of the 
assignment. Work 
may contain some no 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

Response does not 
fully follow the format 
of the assignment, and 
work lacks coherence. 
There are multiple 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes that impede 
understanding.
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