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Comparing Soldiers in World War II
Objectives: Students will examine primary sources and information in the bibliography to compare and 
contrast  the white soldiers of World War II to African American and other ethnic groups of soldiers of World 
War II. Using information from text books, handouts, and bibliography information students will understand the 
similarities and differences of American soldiers during World War II. 

The Comparing Soldiers in World War II lesson plan is adaptable for grades 8-12.
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Grade 8 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; W 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9; SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 2, 
3, 4; RH 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9; WHST 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8

Grades 9-10 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8; W 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9; SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 
2, 3, 4; RH 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9; WHST 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9

Grades 11-12 RI 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; W 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9; SL 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; L 1, 2, 
3, 4; RH 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9; WHST 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9
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Minority Studies 1, 2, 3b, 4a
African American Studies 1a, 1c, 1d, 2a, 5b, 6b
U.S. History from Post-
Reconstruction to the Present 

2a, 3b, 3c, 4, 5a, 5b, 7a, 7c, 7e

U.S. Government 5c, 6b, 6c, 7a, 7 c
Mississippi Studies 3, 4a, 4b, 4c, 5a, 5c, 6a
World History from the Age of 
Enlightenment to the Present 

3c, 4c, 4d, 8c

	

“Mr. Chauncey Spears’ [Mississippi Department of Education] 
statement meant a lot to me: ‘ask the right questions instead of 

relying on adequate answers.’ He was inspiring and had excellent 
information. All the staff was very helpful and I could not have 

completed any of this without all of their help.”

Denise Sbravati is the head of the history department at Brookhaven Academy in Brookhaven, Mississippi. Her course 
load ranges from eighth to eleventh grade; teaching Mississippi Studies, orld Geography, American History up to 

Reconstruction, and American History of Reconstruction to the Present. Denise is a former soccer coach for both boys 
and girls. She was chosen twice each as Teacher of the Year and Star Teacher. Denise also established the Junior Historical 
Society at Brookhaven Academy. She is a founding member of the MDAH’s Teacher Advisory Group and attends “as many 

events hosted by MDAH as possible.” She was a participant in MDAH’s first annual Summer Teachers School in 2015.
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Materials: Photographs (14); Venn Diagram; World War II: Whites and Ethnic Soldiers in WWII; Vocabulary 
Quiz; George Owens Oral History Excerpt; Wereth Eleven Newsclip; Daniel Inouye Article; “Proving Their 
Mettle;” Bibliography.

Procedures:

Activity One: First Impressions
1.	 Distribute images of white and African American soldiers in uniform or project them on the wall for the 

class.
2.	 As a class, discuss student’s first impressions of the images.
3.	 Working as a class or in small groups have students use the Venn Diagram to identify similarities and 

differences between the white and African American soldiers. Remind students to analyze background 
scenes and environments, facial expressions, uniforms and equipment. 

Activity Two: Drafted!
1.	 Distribute to students World War II: Whites and Ethnic Soldiers in WWII handout.
2.	 Have students read independently, in small groups, or as a class. As a class, discuss contents of the handout. 
3.	 Review the section entitled “The Draft,” divide class into three groups, and assign them one of the following 

topics:
•	Identify how the draft expanded before and during World War II; make a chart to show time periods and 

changes.
•	When the United States declared war in 1941, military service was extended and the age bracket was 

increased to include more males. If the U.S. needed more soldiers, why did the Selective Service not 
chose more African Americans or other ethnic Americans?

•	What would you think if you had been eligible for the draft (or your father, brother, boyfriend, etc.) during 
this time period? 

Have students write a short essay on their topic and then share their findings and opinions with the class.
4.	 Identify and understand vocabulary words listed. If desired, distribute Vocabulary Quiz to students.
5.	 Distribute and complete a second Venn Diagram focusing on the difference between being a white soldier 

in World War II and being an African American or ethnic minority soldier. Points considered can include 
combat positions, promotion opportunities, and patriotism.

Activity Three: The Impact of Discrimination
1.	 Discuss with students the impact of discrimination on African and Japanese American service members 

during the war.
2.	 Use the George Owens Oral History Excerpt, Wereth Eleven Newsclip, and the Daniel Inouye Article as 

examples of challenges African and Japanese Americans faced while in the military in World War II.
3.	 Have students identify an individual soldier and in small groups or individually, have them understand 

and write how individuals were impacted by their World War II experience and the adverse events that 
challenged and possibly changed the chosen soldier. 

Extension Activities:
1.	 Use the article excerpt “Proving Their Mettle” by Don Vaughan from Military Officer Magainze (May 2012) 

or the Bibliography to locate additional resources related to the topic.
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2.	 View additional images from the bibliography and discuss and understand events in each picture including 
what is being depicted or portrayed by individuals in the images. 

3.	 Access additional World War II classroom resources from the MDAH website, including the six-lesson 
teaching unit The World War II Home Front in Mississippi and the single-day lesson How the African 
American Experience in World War II Helped End Jim Crow at http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/
classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/. 

4.	 Have students view a documentary about the African American experience in World War II such as:

•	 The Wereth Eleven: Using interviews, archival photographs and film footage, and modern reenactments, 
the story of a little-known massacre of African American soldiers during the Battle of the Bulge is told. 
All southerners, three of the men were from Mississippi. After being separated from their unit, the soldiers 
were discovered by the SS and although they surrendered, they were tortured and killed outside Wereth, 
Belgium. The film concludes with a summary of the war crime trials held after the war, the charges 
against the SS officers responsible for the massacre, and the recent memorials erected to the Wereth 
Eleven. Produced by Janson Media, 2011. 60 minutes, color, middle school – adult.

•	 A Fighting Force: African Americans in the Military, disc one: 1. AMERICA’S BLACK WARRIORS: 
TWO WARS TO WIN A brief overview of African American military service from the Revolutionary War 
through the Gulf War of the 1990s, including the significance of specific units such as the Buffalo Soldiers 
and the Tuskegee Airmen. Produced by A&E Home Video, 2008. 2. FIRST TO FIGHT: THE BLACK 
TANKERS OF WWII This documentary chronicles the experiences of the 761st Tank Battalion, the first 
African American tank unit used in combat. Veterans relate their part in the Battle of the Bulge, their 
discovery of concentration camps in Eastern Europe, and their return to the Jim Crow South of the United 
States after completing their service. Produced by A&E Home Video, 2008. 3. A DISTANT SHORE: 
AFRICAN AMERICANS OF D-DAY Veterans relate their wartime experiences, from the time when they 
decided to enlist or were drafted, through their role in the D-Day invasion, the first instance of black and 
white American troops fighting alongside each other. Produced by A&E Home Video, 2008. 46 minutes 
each, color, middle school – adult.

•	 A Fighting Force: African Americans in the Military, disc two: 1. BLACK AVIATORS: FLYING FREE 
This documentary looks at the history of African American pilots in the U.S. military. From World War I 
hero Eugene Bullard and the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II, through Guion Bluford, the first African 
American in space, the contributions and accomplishments of these Americans are reviewed. Produced by 
A&E Home Video, 2008. 2. HONOR DEFERRED Fifty years after their military service, seven African 
American veterans are awarded the Medal of Honor for acts of valor under fire. Featuring interviews 
with the sole surviving winner, family members, and historians, their acts of valor are recreated in this 
documentary. Produced by A&E Home Video, 2008. 46 minutes each, color, middle school – adult.

These films can be borrowed free of charge from the Mississippi History on Loan Collection. Go to http://
www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/ or contact 
the Outreach Programs Coordinator at 601-576-6997.

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/lesson-plans-and-teaching-units/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/new/learn/classroom-materials/mississippi-history-on-loan-film-collection/
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MDAH Archives and Records Services.
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NAME ___________________________________________________________ DATE ___________________

Venn Diagram
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World War II: Whites and Ethnic Soldiers in WWII

The Draft
When the U.S. entered the war in 1941, fewer than 4,000 African Americans served in the military. Oftentimes 
African Americans were passed over by all-white draft boards. The Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 
was passed by Congress on September 16, 1940, which stated, ‘In the selection and training of men under this 
act, there shall be no discrimination against any person on account of race and color.’ In October, however, 
the White House issued a statement saying that while ‘the services of Negroes would be utilized on a fair and 
equitable basis,’ the policy of segregation in the armed forces would continue.

The Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 established the first peacetime conscription in United States 
history. It required all males between the ages of 18 to 35 to register with Selective Service. It originally 
conscripted all males aged 21 to 36 for a service period of twelve months. In 1941, the military service period 
was extended to eighteen months. Later that year the age bracket was increased to include males aged 18 to 45. 
In 1942, following the early December, 1941, declarations of war by the U.S. against Japan and then against 
Germany, all men aged 18 to 45 were made subject to military service, and all men aged 18 to 65 were required 
to register. The service period was later extended to last the duration of the war plus a six-month service. 

Army Inductions by Race: 
July 1, 1944 to December 31, 1945 United States and Territories  

Accumulative to
 June 30, 1944

July to 
December

1944

January 
to June 

1945

July to 
December 

1945

Accumulative to 
December 31, 1945

All Races Number 7,041,087 393,392 518,127 272,747 8,225,353 
 Percent 100 100 100 100 100 
White Number 6,139,589 348,060 457,460 236,675 7,181,784 
 Percent 87.2 88.5 88.3 86.7 87.3 
Negro Number 797,444 30,882 46,123 27,447 901,896 
 Percent 11.3 7.8 8.9 10.1 11.0 
Japanese Number 11,260 3,483 2,933 2,404 20,080 
 Percent 0.2 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.1 
Puerto Rican Number 32,344 8,109 8,005 2,980 51,438 
 Percent 0.5 2.1 1.5 1.1 0.6 
Others Number 60,450 2,858 3,606 3,241 70,155 
 Percent 0.8 0.7 0.7 1.2 0.9 

 Table from http://www.history.army.mil/documents/wwii/minst.htm.
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Lieutenant General Leslie J. McNair, chief of the U.S. Army ground forces, was the main supporter of allowing 
African Americans to serve in armored units. He believed his nation could not afford to exclude such an 
important source of manpower. The African American press, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, and the Congress of Racial Equality also placed growing pressure on the War Department and 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration to allow African American soldiers to serve on an equal footing 
with white soldiers. On June 25, 1941, FDR issued Executive Order 8802, creating the Fair Employment Practices 
Committee to enforce a new rule — that “there shall be no discrimination in the employment of workers in 
defense industries or government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.” 

The numbers of African Americans in the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard grew 
dramatically over the next three years. At the war’s outset, 2.5 million African American men registered for the 
draft. By 1945, 1.2 million African Americans had served in uniform at home or abroad. African American 
William H. Hastie, Civilian Aide to the Secretary of War, registered many complaints of the discriminatory 
actions and mistreatment of African American soldiers, until he finally resigned. Hastie protested the use of 
segregated facilities and the unequal job assignments between whites and African Americans. 

Some active duty African Americans became well-known during the early 1940s. The famous African American 
Aviation Squadron was trained in Tuskegee, Alabama. These men, who were the fighter pilots of the 332nd 
Pursuit Group (the 99th, 100th, 301st, and 302nd fighter squadrons) and the 477th Bombard Group (the first 
African American bomber group), were better known as the Tuskgee Airmen. But many African American 
soldiers performed unskilled, odd jobs of common labor that white soldiers were never assigned and had little 
or no responsibility. In Tuskegee there were separate eating, living and toilet areas for African Americans and 
whites.

Reasons African Americans Joined the Military 
Just as white Americas did, African Americans and other ethnic groups fought in the war to prove their 
patriotism and love for their country. They considered themselves Americans, and were proud to fight for their 
country. Whites and African Americans thought the military would be a decent and sound job opportunity. 
Some African Americans joined the military because they thought that when they returned as veterans the U.S. 
would do away with racial discrimination and segregation. 
    
Despite these high ideals, African Americans and other minority groups faced much discrimination while in the 
military. Even though segregation was the norm in many places in the United States, soldiers of color did not 
expect the U.S. government to continue it. The discrimination and segregation that people such as  Medgar Evers 
and Aaron Henry experienced in the military during WWII helped fuel the Civil Rights Movement after the war.     

Racial Tension and Discrimination
African American soldiers were subject to local prejudices of civilians and law enforcement at duty stations 
around the world. Some were also treated harshly by white soldiers. One of the most serious social problems 
that occurred during the war years was racial tension. Most of the military installations experienced problems 
when African Americans from outside the Deep South were confronted with racist Jim Crow rules that governed 
African Americans in Mississippi. None of the camps experienced a more serious situation than Camp Van 
Dorn when African American soldiers from the 364th Infantry Division were assigned there in 1943. Within 
hours after their arrival, citizens of nearby Centreville and members of the 364th had heated confrontations. An 
African American private was shot and killed in an altercation with military police and the local sheriff. Troubles 
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continued throughout the summer of 1943. Once, angry members of the 364th broke into the arms room and 
threatened a riot. Calm was not restored at the camp until after the regiment was transferred to the Aleutian 
Islands. Today, Army historians hold that there were problems due both to poor command decisions and Jim 
Crow laws.

Recent information has shown that during World War II the U.S. government tested mustard gas on African and 
Japanese Americans, as it was the government’s theory that dark skin would tolerate the effects of mustard gas 
better than white skin. 

As discrimination continued one of the nation’s largest African American newspapers, The Pittsburgh Courier, 
launched its “Double V” campaign”— “Victory at Home, Victory Abroad”—that encouraged African Americans 
to support the war as well as fight for civil rights. African American military members were greatly aware of 
this double standard, and thus began the Double V campaign for a “Double Victory:” a victory against Fascism 
abroad and a victory against racism at home. The African American soldiers fought for equal citizenship and 
better job opportunities. W.E.B. DuBois  declared that in order to successfully win World War II abroad, we must 
also win the “War for Racial Equality” at home.

Ethnic Heroes
Despite barriers, African Americans and other ethnic groups fought courageously throughout the war. These are 
only a few examples: 

•	 During the attack on Pearl Harbor an African American mess-attendant, Dorie Miller, left his station to fire 
at attacking Japanese planes.

•	 African Americans were on the front lines during the Invasion of Normandy.

•	 In December, 1944, during the Battle of the Bulge, some 80,000 G.I.s were killed, captured or wounded—
more than in any battle in U.S. history.  2,500 African American troops participated in the engagement, 
with many fighting side by side with their white counterparts. The all-black 333rd and 969th Field Artillery 
Battalions both received heavy casualties as they were supporting the (white) 101st Airborne in the defense 
of Bastogne and the 969th was later awarded a Distinguished Unit Citation, the first ever presented to an 
African American outfit. 

•	 Eleven African American soldiers of the 333rd Field Artillery Battalion were captured by SS troops and were 
tortured and executed. This event was later called the Wereth Eleven Massacre, also known as the Malmedy 
Massacre. Three Mississippi men were part of the Wereth Eleven Massacre, including Mager Bradley, Thomas 
Forte and James Leatherwood. 

•	 Special American units such as the Tuskegee Airmen served with distinction in combat, and they contributed 
to the eventual integration of the U.S. armed services, with the U.S. Air Force leading the way.  

•	 The 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion was America’s first African American paratrooper unit.   

•	 The 761st Tank Battalion known as the Black Panthers landed in France and General Patton used them to 
move into Berlin, telling them  “I don’t care what color you are as long as you go up there and kill those 
Kraut[s].” 
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•	 “Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, U.S. Third Army commander, pins the Silver Star on Private Ernest A. Jenkins for 
his conspicuous gallantry in the liberation of Chateaudun, France.

 
•	 In May, 1943, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team began training at Camp Shelby outside Hattiesburg. 

The unit was composed of Japanese Americans, mainly from internment camps, and became the most 
highly decorated unit of its size in U.S. military history during its service in North Africa, Italy, and Europe. 
Japanese 

Vocabulary

African American Aviation Squadron: separately trained African American pilots and technical personnel 
during World War II.
Civil Rights: rights a society are supposed to have, such as the right to vote or to receive fair treatment from the 
law. 
Conscription: commonly known as the draft, it is the compulsory enrollment of men for military service.
Double V Campaign: called for a victory against the Axis powers and their tyranny and a victory against racism 
at home in the U.S.
Executive Order 8802: Issued by President Roosevelt that no discrimination was allowed in the employment of 
workers in defense industries or government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.
Fascism: ideology that favors dictatorial government, centralized control of private enterprise, repression of all 
opposition, and extreme nationalism.
Jim Crow Laws: were state and local laws about racial segregation enacted after the Reconstruction period in the 
Southern U.S. They fortified racial segregation in all public facilities in the South.
Mustard Gas: type of poison gas used in chemical warfare; it burns the skin and causes fatal respiratory damage. 
Racism: prejudice or animosity against people who belong to other races.
Selective Service: an independent agency of the United States government that keeps information on those 
possibly subject to military conscription.
W.E.B. DuBois: one of the co-founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People; was 
disappointed in U.S. Government’s treatment of African Americans in the military and urged change.
Wereth Eleven: eleven African American soldiers of the 333rd Field Artillery Battalion brutally executed by SS 
troops after the artillerymen had surrendered.  
William H. Hastie: former dean of the Howard University School of Law who worked as a civilian aide to the 
Secretary of War from 1940 to 1942. He strongly supported the equal treatment of African Americans in the 
military and their unlimited use in the war effort.
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NAME ___________________________________________________________ DATE ___________________

Vocabulary Quiz

Complete the following questions. 

A.	 Selective Service

B.	 Double V Campaign

C.	 Racism

D.	 Mustard Gas

E.	 Conscription

F.	 African American 
	 Aviation Squadron

G.	 Civil Rights

H.	 Executive Order 8802

I.	 William H. Hastie

J.	 Jim Crow Laws

K.	 W.E.B. DuBois

L.	 Fascism

M.	 Wereth Eleven

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

______

1.	 Issued by President Roosevelt that no discrimination was 
allowed in the employment of workers in defense industries or 
government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.

2.	 Type of poison gas used in chemical warfare; it burns the skin 
and causes fatal respiratory damage.

3.	 One of the co-founders of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People; was disappointed   in U.S. 
Government’s treatment of African Americans in the military 
and urged change.

4.	 Prejudice or animosity against people who belong to other 
races.

5.	 Commonly known as the draft, it is the compulsory enrollment 
of men for military service.

6.	 Called for a victory against the Axis powers and their tyranny 
and a victory against racism at home in the U.S.

7.	 Eleven African American soldiers of the 333rd Field Artillery 
Battalion brutally executed by SS troops after the artillerymen 
had surrendered. 	

8.	 Were state and local laws about racial segregation enacted after 
the Reconstruction period in the Southern U.S. They fortified 
racial segregation in all public facilities in the South.

9.	 Rights a society are supposed to have, such as the right to vote 
or to receive fair treatment from the law.

10.	Ideology that favors dictatorial government, centralized control 
of private enterprise, repression of all opposition, and extreme 
nationalism.

11.	An independent agency of the United States government 
that keeps information on those possibly subject to military 
conscription. 

12.	Separately trained African American pilots and technical 
personnel during World War II.

13.	Former dean of the Howard University School of Law who 
worked as a civilian aide to the Secretary of War Henry Stimson 
from 1940 to 1942. He strongly supported the equal treatment 
of African Americans in the military and their unlimited use in 
the war effort.
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Vocabulary Quiz Answer Key

Complete the following questions. 

A.	 Selective Service

B.	 Double V Campaign

C.	 Racism

D.	 Mustard Gas

E.	 Conscription

F.	 African American 
	 Aviation Squadron

G.	 Civil Rights

H.	 Executive Order 8802

I.	 William H. Hastie

J.	 Jim Crow Laws

K.	 W.E.B. DuBois

L.	 Fascism

M.	 Wereth Eleven

H

D

K

C

E

B

M

J

G

L

A

F

I

1.	 Issued by President Roosevelt that no discrimination was 
allowed in the employment of workers in defense industries or 
government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.

2.	 Type of poison gas used in chemical warfare; it burns the skin 
and causes fatal respiratory damage.

3.	 One of the co-founders of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People; was disappointed   in U.S. 
Government’s treatment of African Americans in the military 
and urged change.

4.	 Prejudice or animosity against people who belong to other 
races.

5.	 Commonly known as the draft, it is the compulsory enrollment 
of men for military service.

6.	 Called for a victory against the Axis powers and their tyranny 
and a victory against racism at home in the U.S.

7.	 Eleven African American soldiers of the 333rd Field Artillery 
Battalion brutally executed by SS troops after the artillerymen 
had surrendered. 	

8.	 Were state and local laws about racial segregation enacted after 
the Reconstruction period in the Southern U.S. They fortified 
racial segregation in all public facilities in the South.

9.	 Rights a society are supposed to have, such as the right to vote 
or to receive fair treatment from the law.

10.	Ideology that favors dictatorial government, centralized control 
of private enterprise, repression of all opposition, and extreme 
nationalism.

11.	An independent agency of the United States government 
that keeps information on those possibly subject to military 
conscription. 

12.	Separately trained African American pilots and technical 
personnel during World War II.

13.	Former dean of the Howard University School of Law who 
worked as a civilian aide to the Secretary of War Henry Stimson 
from 1940 to 1942. He strongly supported the equal treatment 
of African Americans in the military and their unlimited use in 
the war effort.
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22Military Officer Magazine, May 2012. MDAH Archives and Records Services. Used with the permission of Military 
Officer and author Don Vaughan.
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MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY LESSON PLANS
TEACHER EVALUATION

COMPLETE BOTH SIDES AND PLEASE MAIL OR FAX TO THE ADDRESS ON THE NEXT PAGE. THANK YOU!

TEACHER NAME  ___________________________________________________________________________

SCHOOL NAME & ADDRESS  _________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

EMAIL (OPTIONAL) _________________________________________________________________________

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS_____________           GRADE LEVEL _________________________________

LESSON TITLE  Comparing Soldiers in World War II                                                                                                               

1.	 In your opinion, did this unit elicit better than average student response; if so, how?

2.	 Which segments of the unit exceeded your students’ attention span?

3.	 Will this unit be of assistance to you in developing future classroom activities; if so, how?

4.	 How did this unit add to your earlier teaching on the same subject?

5.	 Would this teaching unit be handier to use as a:
___multi-day unit		  ___multi-week unit 		 ___other

6.	 Were the activities and lessons appropriate for your students?  How?
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Please rate the following lesson materials and activities by circling the appropriate number.
4=excellent, 3=good, 2=average, 1=inadequate

Directions and Notes								        4	 3	 2	 1
Curricular Connections							       4	 3	 2	 1 
Student Worksheets								        4	 3	 2	 1
Interactive Activities								        4	 3	 2	 1
Historic Images 								        4	 3	 2	 1
References and Resources							       4	 3	 2	 1

Activity One: First Impressions				    4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Two: Drafted!						     4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Three: The Impact of Discrimination			  4	 3	 2	 1
Extension Activities						      4	 3	 2	 1

	 Overall Unit							       4	 3	 2	 1

We would appreciate any additional comments on this teaching unit and any suggestions for 
improvement. Comments may be entered in the space below. 
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