
I N  T H E  C L A S S R O O M

Reporting War
Begin by asking students: What types of information do you think news outlets 
have a responsibility to report to the public? Why?

In large part, particularly in the early years of the Vietnam War, news reports focused on 
major military developments as the war progressed, such as the March 1965 New York Times 
article featured on slide 1 that details the deployment of Marines to Da Nang. In late 1966 
and early 1967, Harrison Salisbury of The New York Times was the first reporter from a major 
news publication who travelled to North Vietnam to capture in-depth reports. The result was 
a series on the damage of US bombing to civilian areas in North Vietnam. Read aloud the 
excerpt of Salisbury’s article included on slide 2. Ask students: Would you interpret the 
language of the headline and lede as being critical of the war or any particular group? Why or 
why not?  Is the tone of the story fair and appropriate to the topics under discussion?  

January - February 1968 marked the Tet Offensive, a series of 
attacks by North Vietnam and the National Liberation Front (NLF) in South Vietnam. With this 
major blow, which involved heavy US casualties, came a shift in attention of major news 

outlets toward a perspective alternate to the standard information shared by the 
Department of Defense. For example, the 1968 article from the Chicago Tribune included on 
slide 3 features the headlines “South Vietnamese Caught Napping,” implies that perhaps 
America’s ally was not as prepared as official views might state. The article, however, is quick 
to deflect blame from American troops—“Despite warnings from the United States military 
command that large scale attacks were imminent.” Read the article with the class and ask 
students: Would you interpret the article as (overall) being critical of the war or any particular 
group(s)? Why or why not?  Is the tone fair and appropriate to the subject?

Former Marine Eddie Adams served as a photographer for the 
Associated Press in Vietnam and took the now iconic photo on slide 4 of South Vietnamese 
police chief General Nguyen Ngoc Loan killing NLF/Viet Cong suspect Nguyen Van Lem in 
Saigon in 1968 in the wake of the Tet Offensive. The image appeared in The New York Times, 
and through it American citizens were able to see the brutality of war, perhaps forming a new 
view of South Vietnam.

As the public’s discontent with the war grew, so did opportunities to 
report on public criticism of the war, largely expressed through demonstrations. The 

November 1969 Los Angeles Times article 
included on slide 5 showcases the growth in 
news reports on the war that focused on topics 
outside of military developments as relayed by 
officials—like public opposition in response to 
President Nixon’s address to the nation on the 
war.  Similarly, on slide 6 is a Chicago Tribune 
report of a well-publicized demonstration 
organized by Vietnam Veterans Against the War 
in 1971, in which veterans returned their service 
medals at the steps of the Capitol. 

One news story which similarly 
gave a new perspective to the 
progress of the war was the 
reporting of the 1968 My Lai 
massacre, which was the mass killing of 
South Vietnamese civilians by US Army soldiers. The image on 
slide 7, taken by US Army photographer Ronald Haeberle, shows 
some of the civilian casualties of the My Lai massacre. This 
iconic image, which was first published in 1969 in The Plain 
Dealer, a newspaper based in Cleveland, Ohio, has come to be 
among those most associated with the war. The photos 
published in The Plain Dealer were eventually used as key 
evidence by the US Army to investigate the incident.

In 1969, President Nixon authorized 
strikes against Cambodia, directed at locations that were 
believed to be strongholds of North Vietnam. These strikes were 
not authorized by Congress, leading critics to charge that the 
strikes were illegal under U.S. law. News of the secret strikes 
were first reported by correspondent William Beecher, whose 
breaking story is featured on slide 8. Read the text of the article 
included on the slide. Would you characterize the information 
given and language used as providing a fair perspective? Why or 
why not?

Later on in the course of the war, the landmark 
story that would come to represent a new era of reporting was 
the release of the Pentagon Papers, a study commissioned by 
the Pentagon to examine the origins of US involvement in 
Vietnam. The Pentagon Papers were not intended to be shared 
with the public, in part because many of its conclusions 
suggested that the war’s escalation and continuation were 

questioned by many leaders, sometimes in spite of public language to the contrary. Do you 
think the Pentagon Papers, which came to the attention of the New York Times through an 
illegal leak by a disgruntled official (see slide 9), should or should not have been released for 
public knowledge through the news media? Why or why not? Why do you think the Supreme 
Court ruled that the New York Times and, later, the Washington Post were allowed to publish 
this material?

The news stories of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in many ways 
followed in the footsteps of Vietnam, with coverage of both major military milestones as well 
as reporting on incidents of misconduct by the military. Because of a perception that media 
reporting had become too negative and undercut support for the war in Vietnam, greater 
control over reporting was exercised by the military in later conflicts. When the US invaded 
Iraq in 2003, reporters were embedded within the military, living with soldiers and 
sometimes going on missions. The public now had an expectation of frontline coverage, and 
the military’s system of embedded reporting provided to journalists that frontline coverage. 
Many journalists, however, saw the reports of embedded journalists as providing only a 
microscopic and tightly managed view of reality. For example, during the first two weeks of 
the invasion of Iraq, three out of four sources quoted in news reports were military officials, 
and military successes were emphasized.

Among the major stories of the war in Iraq were the invasion of 
Baghdad in 2003 (slide 10) and the capture of Saddam Hussein (slide 11). In slide 11, you see 
an iconic image of Operation Red Dawn, in which former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein was 
captured by US forces. This image became particularly iconic because the man seen in it was 
an Iraqi civilian translator working with US forces.  This image was taken with the translator’s 
own phone and he has been able to speak to this moment in the conflict and share with 
media outlets without the prior intervention of the military in telling this story. The translator 
has suggested that the release of the photo raised the ire of top-level military officials.

The majority of 
Americans gain their 
understanding of their 
country’s wars through 
the news media.
Since Vietnam, there has been an 
evolution in what types of stories from 
the front make it to major news outlets.
This lesson plan will involve a review of 
the most iconic news reports associated 
with the Vietnam War.  Students will 
analyze and debate the effect of evolving 
types of information coming from the 
news media over the course of the war, 
and consider how and what types of 
information about current military 
conflicts are related to the public through 
the news media.

D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

How Was Vietnam 
Reported in News 
Outlets?
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Perhaps the most 
noteworthy news stories to 
emerge out of the Iraq war were reports 
on cases of torture and abuse at the Abu 
Ghraib prison run by US-led forces in Iraq. 
Watch the 2004 news report on Abu 
Ghraib prison torture and investigation 
included on slide 12. Ask students: What is 
your reaction to this incident? Would you 
characterize the information given and 
language used as providing a balanced 
perspective? Why or why not?  Is the tone 
of the reporting fair to the subject at hand?

The US government exercises far more control over reporting on 
military operations in the twenty-first century than it did half a century 
ago in Vietnam. This has impacted the way that wars are reported, and 
reminds us all of our civic responsibility to remain informed about what 
is happening on both a national and international level.  
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P R E - V I S I T  A C T I V I T Y

News from the Vietnam Era
Divide students into two groups, assigning each group archival news 
coverage related to Vietnam from two different periods: the approximate first half of 
American involvement (1964-1968) and the second half of American involvement 
(1969-1973). The best databases for searching for both national and local archived news 
articles are Lexis Nexis and Proquest. Check to see if your school library has a subscription to 
either.  If not, you can request a limited-time free trial for your school so that your students 
can research articles.

Ask each student to find and read just one article, from any national or regional newspaper, 
from within the group/time period he/she has been assigned. Individually, ask each student 
to reflect on: 1.) what the topic of the article is and 2.) whether it could be construed as critical 
of the war or not.

Then, as a class, discuss and analyze the range of topics covered by the articles chosen by 
the students, as well as students’ interpretations of tone. Are there comparisons that can be 
made in national v. regional news coverage? Are there differences in news coverage from 
group 1 (1964-1968) to group 2 (1969-1973)? Can any kind of overall conclusions be made 
about news coverage across the span of the war, from the articles chosen?
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outlets toward a perspective alternate to the standard information shared by the 
Department of Defense. For example, the 1968 article from the Chicago Tribune included on 
slide 3 features the headlines “South Vietnamese Caught Napping,” implies that perhaps 
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students: Would you interpret the article as (overall) being critical of the war or any particular 
group(s)? Why or why not?  Is the tone fair and appropriate to the subject?

Former Marine Eddie Adams served as a photographer for the 
Associated Press in Vietnam and took the now iconic photo on slide 4 of South Vietnamese 
police chief General Nguyen Ngoc Loan killing NLF/Viet Cong suspect Nguyen Van Lem in 
Saigon in 1968 in the wake of the Tet Offensive. The image appeared in The New York Times, 
and through it American citizens were able to see the brutality of war, perhaps forming a new 
view of South Vietnam.

As the public’s discontent with the war grew, so did opportunities to 
report on public criticism of the war, largely expressed through demonstrations. The 

November 1969 Los Angeles Times article 
included on slide 5 showcases the growth in 
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war.  Similarly, on slide 6 is a Chicago Tribune 
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in 1971, in which veterans returned their service 
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gave a new perspective to the 
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South Vietnamese civilians by US Army soldiers. The image on 
slide 7, taken by US Army photographer Ronald Haeberle, shows 
some of the civilian casualties of the My Lai massacre. This 
iconic image, which was first published in 1969 in The Plain 
Dealer, a newspaper based in Cleveland, Ohio, has come to be 
among those most associated with the war. The photos 
published in The Plain Dealer were eventually used as key 
evidence by the US Army to investigate the incident.

In 1969, President Nixon authorized 
strikes against Cambodia, directed at locations that were 
believed to be strongholds of North Vietnam. These strikes were 
not authorized by Congress, leading critics to charge that the 
strikes were illegal under U.S. law. News of the secret strikes 
were first reported by correspondent William Beecher, whose 
breaking story is featured on slide 8. Read the text of the article 
included on the slide. Would you characterize the information 
given and language used as providing a fair perspective? Why or 
why not?

Later on in the course of the war, the landmark 
story that would come to represent a new era of reporting was 
the release of the Pentagon Papers, a study commissioned by 
the Pentagon to examine the origins of US involvement in 
Vietnam. The Pentagon Papers were not intended to be shared 
with the public, in part because many of its conclusions 
suggested that the war’s escalation and continuation were 

questioned by many leaders, sometimes in spite of public language to the contrary. Do you 
think the Pentagon Papers, which came to the attention of the New York Times through an 
illegal leak by a disgruntled official (see slide 9), should or should not have been released for 
public knowledge through the news media? Why or why not? Why do you think the Supreme 
Court ruled that the New York Times and, later, the Washington Post were allowed to publish 
this material?

The news stories of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in many ways 
followed in the footsteps of Vietnam, with coverage of both major military milestones as well 
as reporting on incidents of misconduct by the military. Because of a perception that media 
reporting had become too negative and undercut support for the war in Vietnam, greater 
control over reporting was exercised by the military in later conflicts. When the US invaded 
Iraq in 2003, reporters were embedded within the military, living with soldiers and 
sometimes going on missions. The public now had an expectation of frontline coverage, and 
the military’s system of embedded reporting provided to journalists that frontline coverage. 
Many journalists, however, saw the reports of embedded journalists as providing only a 
microscopic and tightly managed view of reality. For example, during the first two weeks of 
the invasion of Iraq, three out of four sources quoted in news reports were military officials, 
and military successes were emphasized.

Among the major stories of the war in Iraq were the invasion of 
Baghdad in 2003 (slide 10) and the capture of Saddam Hussein (slide 11). In slide 11, you see 
an iconic image of Operation Red Dawn, in which former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein was 
captured by US forces. This image became particularly iconic because the man seen in it was 
an Iraqi civilian translator working with US forces.  This image was taken with the translator’s 
own phone and he has been able to speak to this moment in the conflict and share with 
media outlets without the prior intervention of the military in telling this story. The translator 
has suggested that the release of the photo raised the ire of top-level military officials.
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Perhaps the most 
noteworthy news stories to 
emerge out of the Iraq war were reports 
on cases of torture and abuse at the Abu 
Ghraib prison run by US-led forces in Iraq. 
Watch the 2004 news report on Abu 
Ghraib prison torture and investigation 
included on slide 12. Ask students: What is 
your reaction to this incident? Would you 
characterize the information given and 
language used as providing a balanced 
perspective? Why or why not?  Is the tone 
of the reporting fair to the subject at hand?

The US government exercises far more control over reporting on 
military operations in the twenty-first century than it did half a century 
ago in Vietnam. This has impacted the way that wars are reported, and 
reminds us all of our civic responsibility to remain informed about what 
is happening on both a national and international level.  

http://www.vvmf.org/userfiles/files/PPT/FINAL%20v1%20News%20Stories%20of%20Vietnam.pptx
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strikes against Cambodia, directed at locations that were 
believed to be strongholds of North Vietnam. These strikes were 
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strikes were illegal under U.S. law. News of the secret strikes 
were first reported by correspondent William Beecher, whose 
breaking story is featured on slide 8. Read the text of the article 
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questioned by many leaders, sometimes in spite of public language to the contrary. Do you 
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illegal leak by a disgruntled official (see slide 9), should or should not have been released for 
public knowledge through the news media? Why or why not? Why do you think the Supreme 
Court ruled that the New York Times and, later, the Washington Post were allowed to publish 
this material?

The news stories of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan in many ways 
followed in the footsteps of Vietnam, with coverage of both major military milestones as well 
as reporting on incidents of misconduct by the military. Because of a perception that media 
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Perhaps the most 
noteworthy news stories to 
emerge out of the Iraq war were reports 
on cases of torture and abuse at the Abu 
Ghraib prison run by US-led forces in Iraq. 
Watch the 2004 news report on Abu 
Ghraib prison torture and investigation 
included on slide 12. Ask students: What is 
your reaction to this incident? Would you 
characterize the information given and 
language used as providing a balanced 
perspective? Why or why not?  Is the tone 
of the reporting fair to the subject at hand?

The US government exercises far more control over reporting on 
military operations in the twenty-first century than it did half a century 
ago in Vietnam. This has impacted the way that wars are reported, and 
reminds us all of our civic responsibility to remain informed about what 
is happening on both a national and international level.  

Opposite:  The My Lai massacre as 
reported by The Plain Dealer

Top:  Coverage of reactions to the 
war at home

Bottom:  Harrison Salisbury's 
in-country reporting early in the war

http://www.nixonlibrary.gov/forkids/speechesforkids/silentmajority/silentmajority_transcript.pdf
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P O S T - V I S I T  A C T I V I T Y

War in Today’s News
Ask students to find and read one news story 
or report on US military involvement in Iraq and Syria against 
ISIS/Da’esh. Through either writing or discussion, ask 
students to evaluate for their chosen article:

•  What are the main points of the article?

•  What types of sources are used (military officials or 
documents, civilian interviews, etc.)?

•  Is social media involved in any way, in either the reporting or 
distribution? Could this report have been made in the 20th 
century?

•  Does the report make any reference to the media’s 
coverage of the situation- the reliance of ISIS/Da’esh on the 
media? If so, describe.

•  Do you think the report gives a fair perspective of the 
situation? Why or why not?

F U R T H E R  
S U G G E S T E D  

R E A D I N G

Four Hours At My Lai. 
New ed.  

Bilton, Michael, and Kevin 
Sim. 

New York: Penguin, 1993.  

The Uncensored War:  
The Media and Vietnam.  

Hallin, Daniel C. 
Berkeley:  University of 
California Press, 1989.  

Vietnam:  Explaining 
America’s Lost War.  

Hess, Gary. 
Malden, Mass.:  Blackwell, 

2009.  

Perhaps the most 
noteworthy news stories to 
emerge out of the Iraq war were reports 
on cases of torture and abuse at the Abu 
Ghraib prison run by US-led forces in Iraq. 
Watch the 2004 news report on Abu 
Ghraib prison torture and investigation 
included on slide 12. Ask students: What is 
your reaction to this incident? Would you 
characterize the information given and 
language used as providing a balanced 
perspective? Why or why not?  Is the tone 
of the reporting fair to the subject at hand?

The US government exercises far more control over reporting on 
military operations in the twenty-first century than it did half a century 
ago in Vietnam. This has impacted the way that wars are reported, and 
reminds us all of our civic responsibility to remain informed about what 
is happening on both a national and international level.  

Left:  The capture of Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein

Opposite:  Coverage of the 
2003 Iraq war

http://www.vvmf.org/education-resources
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S T A N D A R D S  A D D R E S S E D

Common Core Standards College, Career, and Civic Life
(C3) Standards

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.2
Determine the central ideas or information of 
a primary or secondary source; provide an 
accurate summary that makes clear the 
relationships among the key details and 
ideas.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.5
Analyze in detail how a complex primary 
source is structured, including how key 
sentences, paragraphs, and larger portions 
of the text contribute to the whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6
Evaluate authors' differing points of view on 
the same historical event or issue by 
assessing the authors' claims, reasoning, 
and evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9
Integrate information from diverse sources, 
both primary and secondary, into a coherent 
understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1
Cite specific textual evidence to support 
analysis of primary and secondary sources, 
attending to such features as the date and 
origin of the information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2
Determine the central ideas or information of 
a primary or secondary source; provide an 
accurate summary of how key events or 
ideas develop over the course of the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.5
Analyze how a text uses structure to 
emphasize key points or advance an 
explanation or analysis.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.6
Compare the point of view of two or more 
authors for how they treat the same or 
similar topics, including which details they 
include and emphasize in their respective 
accounts.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9
Compare and contrast treatments of the 
same topic in several primary and secondary 
sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1
Cite specific textual evidence to support 
analysis of primary and secondary sources, 
connecting insights gained from specific 
details to an understanding of the text as a 
whole.

D.1.1.9-12 
Explain how a question reflects an enduring 
issue in the field

D1.4.9-12 
Explain how supporting questions 
contribute to an inquiry and how, through 
engaging source work, new compelling and 
supporting questions emerge

D2.Civ.8.9-12 
Evaluate social and political systems in 
different contexts, times, and places, that 
promote civic virtues and enact democratic 
principles

D2.Civ.9.9-12 
Use appropriate deliberative processes in 
multiple settings

D2.His.2.9-12 
Analyze change and continuity in historical 
eras

D2.His.5.9-12 
Analyze how historical contexts shaped and 
continue to shape people’s perspectives

D2.His.10.9-12 
Detect limitations in various kinds of historical 
evidence and differing secondary interpreta-
tions

D2.His.16.9-12 
Integrate evidence from multiple relevant 
historical sources and interpretations into a 
reasoned argument about the past


