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I n their treatments of the presi-
dency, American Government text-
books routinely provide direct eval-
uations of the 40 individuals who
have held the office. Although in-
troductory textbooks represent a
huge portion of the books pub-
lished on American politics, they
have been mostly ignored as
sources of data on presidential
evaluations. The few scholarly
analyses of the approaches fol-
lowed by the authors of texts have
focused on depictions of the presi-
dential institution, rather than on
assessments of the individuals who
have occupied the White House.

In reviewing 40 books on Ameri-
can government published during
the past seven years, I have fo-
cused exclusively on comments
directly evaluating individual chief
executives.1 All mentions of a pres-
ident were catalogued according to
the judgment expressed by the au-
thor, and the findings are summa-
rized in the tables appearing below.

The total numbers reveal an
overwhelmingly negative appraisal
of the 41 men who have worked in
the Oval Office. Of 5,882 evaluative
references to specific presidents,
only 2,265 are positive, a paltry
approval rate of 38.5%.2 The num-
bers are even more discouraging
when only modern presidents are
judged. Of 4,465 comments about
the post-World War II presidents,
only 33% (1,463) are favorable. In
short, readers of these books are
left with the unmistakable impres-
sion that the American presidency
has been in the hands of largely
inept public officials.

As one may anticipate in political
science texts, most of the examples
cited by the authors are drawn
from recent presidents (see Table
One). Presidents that I assigned to
Group One (Franklin Roosevelt
through Bill Clinton) account for a
whopping 82% of all references—
nearly one half of the evaluative
statements are addressed to the
three most often mentioned presi-
dents (Ronald Reagan, Richard

TABLE ONE
Presidents Ranked According to
Frequency of Comments
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Richard Nixon.
Jimmy Carter
George Bush
Lyndon Johnson
Franklin Roosevelt-
John Kennedy
Dwighl Hiscnhower.
Gerald Ford
Harry Truman
Bill Clinton

GROUP TWO
George Washington
Woodrow Wilson
Thomas Jefferson
Abraham Lincoln
Andrew Jackson
Theodore Roosevelt
James Madison

GROUP THREE
Andrew Johnson _ _ _ _ _
Warren Harding
Herbert Hoover
John Adams
James Garfield
Ulysses Grant
James Polk
Grovcr Cleveland.
Calvin Coolidge
John Tyler.
William McKinley
Rutherford Hayes
John Quincy Adams.
Benjamin Harrison
William H. Harrison.
James Monroe
Martin Van Buren
William H. Taft
Chester Arthur
James Buchanan
Franklin Pierce
Zachary Taylor.

23 Millard HMmore.
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Nixon, and Jimmy Carter). Since
most modern presidents are
roundly criticized, this preponder-
ance of contemporary references
contributes to the distressingly low
overall statistics (see Table Two).

Group Two is comprised of those
historical figures generally assigned
to the pantheon of presidential
greatness (see Table Three). The
average rating here is 65%, and it
would be substantially higher (73%)

without Woodrow Wilson, the only
president in Group Two with re-
sounding negatives. Although Wil-
son is routinely assigned "great"
or "near great" status in polls by
historians and political scientists,
he is excoriated in the American
government texts for his inability to
secure Senate ratification of the
Treaty of Versailles.

James Madison is another name
in Group Two which requires clari-
fication. Madison heads the list
with a rating of 83% even though
presidential experts have never
listed him higher than "average."
Practically all of the accolades that
the texts heap on Madison refer not
to his presidency, but to his role at
the 1787 Constitutional Convention
as well as to his contributions to
The Federalist Papers.3

The remaining 23 presidents are
listed in Group Three (see Table
Four). Men with relatively obscure
reputations and modest accomplish-
ments, these individuals are seldom
remembered in the texts. As with
recent presidents, those in Group
Three who are strongly rebuked for
their performances are mentioned
with more frequency than the oth-
ers: Andrew Johnson (the only
president ever impeached), Warren
Harding (with the most corrupt ad-
ministration in history), and Her-
bert Hoover (still associated with
the Great Depression).

One oddity among the Group
Three presidents is the perfect rat-
ing for James Garfield, the second
president to be assassinated.4 The
28 references to his death practi-
cally proclaim Garfield a martyr
whose death opened the way for
the creation of the federal civil ser-
vice system. The least mentioned
chief executive is Millard Fillmore;
cited only twice, Fillmore remains
"the unknown president."5

In the most extensive analysis of
how textbooks treat the presi-
dency, Thomas Cronin concluded
that the picture of the president
which emerged from the texts was
highly unrealistic.6 Writing more
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TABLE TWO
Evaluative References to Presidents in Group One

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11

F. Roosevelt
D. Eisenhower
J. Kennedy
L.Johnson
B. Clinlon
G. Bush
H. Truman
R. Reagan
G. Ford
J. Carter
R. Nixon

Total

Total
References

349
205
332
401

85
414
135

1307
137
62ft
823

4814

Positive
References

230
130
204
206
32

154
50

416
35

139
97

1693

Percentage

66
63
61
51
38
37
37
32
26
22
12

35

TABLE THREE
Evaluative References to Presidents in Group Two

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

J. Madison
G. Washington
T. Roosevcll
A.Jackson
T. Jeiferson
A. Lincoln
W. Wilson

Total

Total
References

75
140
79
82

105
94

12ft

701

Positive
References

62
104
58
60
71
62
37

454

Percentage

83
74
73
73
68
66
29

65

than 20 years ago, Cronin noted
that "textbook presidents" were
deemed far more powerful than the
actual officeholders. A subsequent
revision of Cronin's data by Doug-
las J. Hoekstra demonstrated that
textbooks were still creating unreal-
istic expectations of the president
by listing the many "roles" which
he was expected to play.7 By antic-
ipating presidents to fulfill such an
ambitious assortment of duties, the
texts were condemning them to in-
escapable failure.

My findings support the thesis
that textbooks are continuing to
grade presidential performance ac-
cording to unreasonable standards.
Most books still furnish students
with an imposing checklist of roles.
To cite a typical example, a 1995
text offers the following eight
"roles": Chief of State, Chief Dip-
lomat, Commander-in-Chief, Chief
Administrator, Chief Legislator,
Party Leader, National Opinion
Leader, and Manager of the Econo-
my.8 With "powers" allegedly at-
tached to these roles, the books
create the image of a dominating
officeholder who towers over the

entire political system. When mea-
suring the effectiveness of modern
presidents against such inflated pre-

scriptions, it is hardly surprising
that very few individuals emerge
with favorable notices.

Paradoxically, these extensive
lists of titles and powers have not
yielded a uniform method of gaug-
ing presidential greatness. Readers
are simply told that Washington
and Lincoln were among the very
best presidents, but little substan-
tive information is offered to vali-
date their lofty status. Historical
events are rattled off as successes
or failures without any amplifying
analysis of the situation to highlight
the president's involvement and the
options that he considered imple-
menting before reaching a final
judgment.

Of those in Group One who have
positive evaluations (Franklin
Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower,
and John Kennedy), only the refer-
ences to FDR's years in office in-
clude specific accomplishments.
Both Eisenhower and Kennedy
earn high marks for the personal
impact that their charisma made on
the office, but textbook authors do
not seem willing to accept Eisen-
hower's "hidden hand" leadership
style. Pardoxically, Eisenhower is
taken to task for his lukewarm sup-
port of civil rights at the same time

TABLE FOUR
Evaluative References to Presidents in Group Three

1
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12
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22
23

J. Garficld
J. Monroe
W. McKinley
C. Arthur
G. Cleveland
W. H. Harrison
J. Tyler
Z. Taylor
J. Polk
M. Van Burcn
C. Coolidge
A.Johnson
J. Q. Adams
J. Adams
H. Hoover
R. Hayes
U. Grant
W. Harding
B. Harrison
M. Fillmore
F. Pierce
J. Buchanan
W. H. Taft

Total

Tolal
References

28
9

15
6

16
9

16
4

18
9

16
ss
12
28
35
14
18
39
II
2
4
5
8

367

Positive
References

28
7

11
4

10
5
8
2
7
3
3

10
2
4
5
2
2
4
1
0
0
0
0

118

Percentage

100
78
73
67
62
56
50
50
39
33
19
18
17
14
14
14
11
10
9
0
0
0
0

32
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that he is praised for his enforce-
ment of the Brown decision in Lit-
tle Rock. As for Kennedy, the aura
of Camelot has proved remarkably
resilient in light of his meager
record of actual attainments. There
are still more descriptions of
Kennedy's youth and perceived
enthusiasm than of concrete policy
initiatives.

The critical slings and arrows are
particularly sharp when dealing
with the most recent presidents.
Few mistakes, gaffes, or oversights
go unnoticed. Ronald Reagan, the
only president in the last 40 years
to have served two full terms, is
mentioned more than 1,300 times,
and fewer than one-third of those
allusions are commendatory. Such
ranking places Reagan eighth
among the last 11 chief executives,
ahead only of Gerald Ford (an acci-
dental president), Jimmy Carter
(the man Reagan defeated in 1980),
and Richard Nixon (an unindicted
felonious co-conspirator).9

Contemporary presidents are also
handicapped by the relative disre-
gard that most texts show for for-
eign policy. Some books include a
brief discussion of international
politics only under the president's
roles as "chief diplomat" and
"commander-in-chief," while texts
that devote an entire chapter to
foreign policy normally relegate it
to the end of the book. The termi-
nation of the Cold War has further
encouraged the public as well as
textbook authors to focus on do-
mestic concerns. Since even presi-
dents with extensive domestic
agendas (Lyndon Johnson and Bill
Clinton, for example) may be
judged by their handling of inher-
ited international crises, a general
neglect of foreign policy would
seem to lower appraisals of a presi-
dent's effectiveness.

Finally, most authors of intro-
ductory textbooks have adopted a
"bottom line" approach to policy
evaluation. If a presidential initia-
tive does not garner Congressional
support, it is automatically pro-
nounced a failure. This approach
understates the importance of a
legislatively innovative president
who deserves credit for forcing the
system to address a particular issue
theretofore neglected. For example,

texts are already describing the
Clinton administration's health care
proposal as a "failure" because it
was not approved by Congress; lost
in these postmortem dissections of
the White House strategy is the
fact that Clinton was the first presi-
dent to place national health on the
public policy agenda.

In conclusion, undergraduate stu-
dents relying on these introductory
texts will be given the impression
that most of the men who worked
in the Oval Office have fallen far
short of the competence level ex-
pected by scholars in the field.
While the books reserve the spe-
cific term "failure" only for the
likes of Warren Harding, Ulysses
Grant, or Andrew Johnson, their
remarks about contemporary presi-
dents are not encouraging. In fact,
the negatives of Nixon, Ford,
Carter, Reagan, and Bush outweigh
their positives by a four to one ra-
tio. Nothing in the early returns
suggests that Bill Clinton (38%) will
break this disturbing pattern.

With negative advertising, term,
limits, and the strong anti-govern-
ment undercurrent of the "Contract
With America," there seems to be
a widespread feeling that the Amer-
ican political system, at least at the
federal level, is no longer function-
ing as it was designed to do. The
anger and cynicism expressed by
the electorate in its 1994 rejection
of "government as usual" certainly
is not assuaged by the information
contained in these texts. In fact,
their calamitous assessments may
be creating a new American politi-
cal myth: trusting voters are being
let down by untalented national
leaders. Or as Ellis and Wildavsky
put it: "The historical reading of
America as a land particularly fa-
vored by providence," may be re-
placed with a portrait of Americans
"as an unlucky people done in by
unworthy presidents."10

positive or negative conclusion about the
president in question.

3. Madison's case illustrates one of the
methodological problems associated with a
project of this nature. I have included refer-
ences to a president's activities prior to ser-
vice in the White House under the assump-
tion that undergraduate students, the
primary audience for these texts, would be
less likely to independently distinguish an
individual's historical contributions from his
record as president. To some extent, the
ratings of George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson are also inflated by the plaudits
they earn for activities that preceded their
elections to the presidency.

4. Oddly, only six books point out that
one of the "greats," Lincoln, was the first
of four presidents to be murdered.

5. Beson Lee Gray son, The Unknown
President: The Administration ofMillard
Fillmore. University Press of America
(Washington), 1981.

6. Thomas Cronin "The Textbook Presi-
dency and Political Science." Stanley Bach
and George T. Sulzner (eds.) Perspectives
on the Presidency. D.C. Heath (Lexington,
MA), 1974.

7. Douglas J. Hoesktra, "The 'Textbook
Presidency' Revisited." Presidential Studies
Quarterly, vol. 12 (Winter 1982).

8. Walter E. Volkomer, American Gov-
ernment (7th ed.). Prentice Hall, (Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ) 1995, pp. 195-210.

9. The rehabilitative efforts of some
presidential scholars notwithstanding, the
reputations of Carter and Nixon have yet to
be revised.

10. Richard Ellis and Aaron Wildavsky.
"'Greatness' Revisited: Evaluating the Per-
formance of Early American Presidents in
Terms of Cultural Dilemmas." Presidential
Studies Quarterly, vol. 21 (Winter 1991), pp.
31-32.
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Local News, Presidential Campaigns, and Citizenship Education:
A Reform Proposal

Robert N. Roberts and Anthony J. Eksterowicz, James Madison University

The 1992 presidential election
campaign highlighted the ability of
national campaigns to bypass expe-
rienced national political reporters.
Both the Bush and Clinton cam-
paigns used the latest technology to
send their messages to local media
markets across the country. Satel-
lite hookups permitted campaign
spin doctors to tailor their mes-
sages to local audiences and to in-
teract with local news personalities.

Equally important, the candi-

dates participated more frequently
in participatory news and talk pro-
grams. George Bush and Bill
Clinton appeared on television talk
shows like Larry King Live, The
Phil Donahue Show, and radio
call-in shows such as Immus In the
Morning and Rush Limbaugh
(Rideout 1993, 712).

Despite the excellent political
coverage in many daily newspa-
pers, the decline in newspaper
readership makes citizens more de-

pendent upon television and radio
for political information (Robinson
1980, 219). When politicians tailor
political campaigns to local audi-
ences, they heighten the role per-
formed by local news people and
talk-show mavens in interpreting
the message sent to potential
voters.

The ability of politicians to go
over the heads of national and local
media has raised serious questions
regarding the media's ability to pro-
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