
U.S. PRESIDENCY LEADERSHIP LESSONS  
 

GOAL:  To impart to U.S. Ci zens a realiza on of the challenges and opportuni es of leadership 
learning as evidenced historically by three great U.S. presidents. 

 

“It was the best of mes, it was the worst of mes,  it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness,  it was the epoch of belief,  it was the epoch of incredulity,  it was the season of 
light,  it was the season of darkness,  it was the spring of hope,  it was the winter of despair...In 
short, the period was so far like the present period…” 

                                                                      Charles Dickens  

 

So, it is- the pendulum swings between the great happenings and the foreboding leadership 
challenges. 

Many leaders think they know the quali es of leadership; however, observing leadership behavior 
nowadays can be mesmerizing, and o en, we see evidence of supposed leadership and shake our heads 
in disbelief as to what we see, hear, and the outcome of supposed leadership decisions.   

Historically, we review the following U.S. leaders.   Time has not erased the immense history of U.S. 
presiden al leadership challenges.  Even though the personal and presiden al lives of the following 
three historical presidents differ, their contribu ons to the essence of great leadership behaviors are 
similar.   

Perhaps our next considera on of determining a leader could be consciously predicated on historical 
evidence of U.S. leadership excellence and the search for evidence of poten al intellect related to 
psychological astuteness, cri cal thinking, and common sense (The Three Amigos).  Otherwise, quali es 
within a person are not governed by any set metable, age, specifically known experience, or even U.S. 
presiden al confirma on.  To each qualified poten al leader, there was historically (and is currently) an 
addi onal inherent leadership spirit, including personal behaviors of ambi on, mo va on, sociability, 
and other quali es that iden fy a leader with a sense of leadership ability within themselves.  

The documented three U.S. leaders’ success represents some of the finest leadership behaviors in U.S. 
history.  Each of the three leaders is different; however, they succeeded in their leadership (presiden al) 
posi ons.  Each brought a unique personal history that led to leadership success that even today 
exemplifies the expected role of excep onal leadership behaviors. 

 

 

 



ABRAHAM LINCOLN (ABE)—16TH PRESIDENT OF THE U.S.   

(3-4-1861 TO 4-15-1865) WHIG PARTY & LATER A REPUBLICAN 
               

              Abraham Lincoln’s ambi ous traits were noted at an early age.  Riding his horse through the town of the 
na on’s capital to faithfully a end to his presiden al du es, he proudly wore his top hat.  On more than 
one occasion, he observed a new bullet hole in the elevated por on of his top hat; however, he con nued 
to ride his horse daily toward his presiden al office, where he a ended to his presiden al du es.  He was 
mo vated, commi ed, friendly, able to use effec ve conversa on, possessed excep onal language skills, 
and was well-known for being an appropriate storyteller.  He was recognized as possessing a ributes of 
successfully managing inordinately prideful, ambi ous, quarrelsome, jealous, supremely gi ed men to 
support his ambi ous leadership endeavors.  To improve the capacity of people to govern themselves, he 
pieced together an unusual cabinet—Whigs, an slavery proponents, conserva ves, moderates, radicals, 
conciliators, moderates, radicals, and hard-liners— “others to share with me the burden.”  His governing 
team was independent, strong-minded, experienced in public life, and even more educated than himself!  
His responsibili es were so great that he proclaimed, “I would not have believed it possible to survive 
them.” With a temperament devoid of pessimism and ques onable rhetoric yet brightened by his wit and 
humility in his ability to lead, he studied every aspect of important subjects.  He considered numerous 
vantage points at a single me.  As a result of his studies, he set forth a futuris c legal 6-month order 
known as the Emancipa on Proclama on.    

              The legal no ce (Emancipa on Proclama on) proclaimed that on a future date (January 1, 1863), as the 
na on approached its third year of a bloody civil war, all persons held as enslaved people within any state 
or states wherein the cons tu onal authority of the U.S. shall not be prac cally recognized, submi ed 
to, and maintained shall then, henceforward, and forever, be free.  In essence, it was their last chance to 
end the war and return to the union before forfei ng their slaves—and forfei ng their slaves would result 
in work not done, money not acquired from slave work, and the integra on of enslaved people into the 
normal flow of the American lifestyle and ac vi es.  Lincoln admi ed it took me to accomplish the 
suppor ve rhetoric of the Emancipa on Proclama on.  Occasionally, he added or changed a line within 
the document, touching it up while anxiously watching the progression of events.  The Emancipa on 
Proclama on was a restrained legal no ce subject to court examina on and ruling laws.  Once it was in 
place, Abraham Lincoln accepted there was no return from such a pivotal moment in history.   

  Abraham Lincoln’s leadership behaviors for today’s leaders: 

1. Develop a natural tendency to relate, communicate, and truly care for other people—no ma er 
their situa on in life, circumstances, gender, socio-economic situa on, or physiological 
characteris cs. 

2. Use communica on skills and abili es to inform others of the expecta ons regarding the exis ng 
situa on(s) to increase understanding of the expected process and how it relates to their current 
situa on.  This skill includes an excep onal ability to listen carefully to cons tuent messages. 

3. Share your futuris c planning and cons tuent warnings prematurely regarding intended future 
desired or upcoming changes to promote cons tuent acceptance of the change as it occurs. 



4. Take the necessary me to read and contemplate thoughts, words, and possible outcomes to 
help assure accuracy, appropriate changes, and predictable unforeseen outcomes. 

5. Expect a firm futuris c adherence to final decisions and futuris c behaviors. 
6. Use posi ve thinking and rhetoric to support and guide expected behaviors. 
7. Exhibit the same psychological energy cons tuents expect when working together to accomplish 

organiza onal goals. 
8. Problem-solve and intellectually consider problems and their outcome(s) from many viewpoints 

before making a final decision.  (This intellectual problem-solving is one of the many purposes of 
councils, boards, and other group gatherings for posi ve support and compliance to change.) 

9. Make your crea ve storytelling purposeful to reiterate evidence of goodness and kindness 
toward humanity. 

10. Promote fairness toward all humankind.   

 

THEODORE (TEDDY OR T.R.) ROOSEVELT---26TH PRESIDENT OF 
THE U.S. (9-14-01 TO 3-4-09) REPUBLICAN  

 

His recogni on of leadership desires and his ability to be a leader were belated.  However, astute 
observers felt his emi ed charisma and had seen his unique leadership poten al, intense willpower, 
liveliness, and an interes ng range of interests.  He also had a unique ability to connect with people of all 
ages, backgrounds, interests, and controversial opinions.  There was evidence of striking leadership 
a ributes.   

Despite his debilita ng health problems, Theodore led a robust lifestyle indica ve of a cowboy persona.  
He was homeschooled before a ending Harvard College.  As a conserva onist, he established na onal 
parks, forests, and monuments that preserved the na on’s natural resources.  He was also interested in 
foreign policy and focused on helping construct the Panama Canal.   

In 1906, at age 42, the youngest U.S. president, Theodore Roosevelt, demonstrated successful efforts to 
broker the end of the Russo-Japanese War, which won him the recogni on of being the first American to 
win the Nobel Peace Prize.  He promoted the Pure Food and Drug Act to promote food safety guidance 
and reinforce leadership abili es.  He accomplished social and economic jus ce using governmental 
regula ons and promoted the conserva on movement of natural resources.  Through his expansion of 
the Navy, the Navy was sent forth to project the Navy’s great power.  Theodore Roosevelt became a very 
popular president by appealing to the public for support. 

 

 

 

 

 



Theodore Roosevelt’s symbolic leadership behaviors for today’s leaders:  

1. Recognize in others the early quali es, perhaps preliminary and suppor ve behavioral signs that 
will eventually develop into true leadership quali es.    

2. Reward verbally posi ve leadership behaviors—especially leadership that promotes a posi ve 
connec on with others.   

3. Assure cons tuents that leading others and maintaining lawful behavior supports established 
goodness within a society. 

4. Encourage seeking anything kind and noteworthy for the be erment of all humankind. 
5. Share the truth that strength, support, and recogni on of leadership goodness come from 

service to the public. 
6. Make opportuni es for individuals to prac ce leadership skills.   
7. Take me to build a poten al leader’s ability to “choose the right” from several choices. 
8. Encourage leaders to enhance the exis ng and current resources and their appropriate use to 

promote desired outcomes. 
9. Promote tranquility by establishing effec ve and stabilizing guidelines of behavior.  Understand 

that greatness is not always recognized early; it is o en developed and must be reinforced 
posi vely. 

10. Teach that being a leader of all people is rewarding—regardless of their age. 
11. Support superb educa on by suppor ng that the place/loca on of leadership educa on may not 

be as important as the quality of leadership educa on. 
12. Set precedence in establishing and maintaining the best of what is available to increase future 

quality for all par cipants within an organiza on. 
13. Par cipate as a leader in posi ve ac vi es for the be erment of society and peaceful existence 

within society and the world. 
14. Show pride by developing the best and most significant resource for the be erment of 

humankind.  
15. Teach humility and respect even to the least of those for whom a leader is responsible. 
16. Teach that being a first responder to posi ve problem-solving, for goodness’ sake, is considered 

the epitome of the leadership role. 
17. Encourage the reten on, apprecia on, and all that is good for the be erment of all humankind 

now and in the future. 
18. Teach methods of being the first to recognize problems and iden fy a solu on. 
19. Set examples of leadership, goodness, and greatness so that your example will encourage 

goodness and greatness.    

 

 

 

 
 



FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT (FDR)- 32ND PRESIDENT OF THE U.S. 
                         (3-4-33 TO 4-12-45) DEMOCRAT 

 

With his dominant personality, Franklin D. Roosevelt was one of the most important figures in the history 
of the U.S., with a fierce inten on and desire to succeed.  Friends were o en invited to the White House 
to stay “for a while” and share in the president’s storytelling and friendship.  Being an advocate of stamp 
collec ng, he was inducted into the American Philatelic Society Hall of Fame in 1945.  He was a cousin to 
Theodore Roosevelt, and Eleanor (FDR’s wife) was also a close rela ve—hence, her maiden name was 
Roosevelt, with no change in her last name upon marriage to FDR.   

FDR was the only president to serve more than two terms as president of the U.S.  His presiden al 
abili es were tested as he was president during two pivotal crises--the Great Depression (first and 
second terms) and World War II (third term and start of his fourth term).  He died when he was 
preparing to run for this fourth term at age 63.  He was known as a Transforma ve Leader who guided 
the na on through difficult mes.  His legacy le  a las ng posi ve impression on American governance.   

A er the longevity of three-plus terms FDR as president of the U.S., the U.S. Congress ruled that two 
terms for President of the U.S. would, subsequently, be the maximum terms.   

Due to paralysis because of Polio, FDR was less physical and less demonstra ve of physical strength, 
observed energy, and athle c ability.  He used a wheelchair and had a physical condi on much different 
than the leaders, as men oned earlier.  Being disabled and his environment reflec ng such elements of 
disability, he reflected a quiet demeanor and less torren al energy than his preceptors.  Even as a 
student of the considered high-powered educa onal ins tu ons, he remained a somewhat quiet leader 
with a history of a conserva ve privileged class of leadership involvement and behaviors.  Unlike 
Abraham Lincoln (Abe) and Theodore Roosevelt (Teddy), Franklin Roosevelt (FDR) was not known by his 
cons tuents as outwardly intelligent with a strong work ethic or a sense of purpose.  However, when 
offered an opportunity to run for a governmental office, an unrecognizable eagerness emerged—
excitable presiden al energy unrecognized by his disabled self and others.   

Being a university-educated man, he prac ced law in New York City.  As governor of New York State, FDR 
focused on tax relief for farmers and public u li es.  His leadership resulted in the Lend-Lease Act 
providing allied na ons military aid.  A er the Pearl Harbor a ack, he rallied the country and declared 
war on Japan.    

His history showed excep onal prepara on for the presidency as governor of New York from 1929 to 
1933, where he promoted programs to combat the Great Depression.  His implementa on of the New 
Deal coali on promoted economic recovery through federal ac vism to control agricultural produc on, 
stabilize wages and prices, and create a public works program for the unemployed.  He provided relief 
programs for the farmers and unemployed by seeking economic recovery through the Na onal Recovery 
Administra on.  These accomplishments showed a tenacious eagerness for leadership adventure. 

 

 



The 1960s brought about the beginning of the Disability Rights Movement, which spurred on the 
recogni on of Sec on 504 of the Rehabilita on Act of 1973---sta ng:   

No otherwise qualified disabled individual in the U.S. shall solely on the 
basis of his handicap, be excluded from the par cipa on, be denied the benefits 

of, or be subjected to discrimina on under any program or ac vity receiving 
federal financial assistance. 

Historically, let it be noted that the above-stated Rehabilita on Act of 1973 was not the first a empt to 
raise awareness of American’s disability rights.  For example, the Civil Rights Act occurred in 1964, and 
the Americans with Disabili es Act (ADA) was passed in 1973. 

 

Franklin Roosevelt’s Symbolic Leadership Behaviors for Today’s Leaders: 

1. Define leadership goodness by kindness, psychological astuteness, cri cal thinking skills, and 
common sense---not by physical strength or the lack of or existence of a personal physical 
disability! 

2. Understand that experiencing trials and tribula ons in leadership teaches lessons that cannot be 
learned in more comfortable situa ons. 

3. Seek a be er lifestyle for humankind that is produc ve for improved living as part of the 
leadership role. 

4. Recognize that “stepping stones of experience” may lead to successful and significant leadership 
of humankind.  

5. Seek happenings that bring about the greatest good for humankind. 
6. Take faith as a leader that many of our “difficult mes” in life and as a leader bring about the 

refining of the spirit of excep onal and posi ve leadership. 
7. Presen ng a quiet leadership behavior is o en more impressive than behavior represen ng “a 

beat of a drum.” 
8. Recognize that “leadership” is a way of life—not a specific happening! 
9. Maintain friendships and close rela onships during difficult leadership mes, as it brings solace 

to the spirit and support from those who know the true spirit of the leader. 
 

In closing:  This report on just three of the many leaders of our great land should bring a sense of 
personal gra tude for their spirit of leadership.  In their difficult mes and trials, they were always about 
us as Americans—and I wonder if we truly understand and appreciate their leadership efforts on our 
behalf based on the goodness of their souls, their love of country, and their desire to elevate humanity.  
May we never forget their leadership contribu ons and lessons of successful leadership in making our 
great land—The United States of America.  May we imulate their goodness! 

The heights by great men, reached and kept, were not a ained by sudden flight, but they, while their 
companions slept, were toiling upward in the night. 

                                                             Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

Carolyn Taylor, Ed.D. M.N. R.N. 


