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Teacher
Introduction

Teacher Introduction
These Common Core History Assessments are designed to help your students develop key literacy and 
history thinking skills as they learn about the Vietnam War. The assessments are intended to be formative 
more than summative. That is, they are meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing 
you and your students with information at a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can 
be made. 

Similar sets of assessments are available (or planned) for each unit in a typical American History class. 

Historical Thinking and the Challenge of the Common Core
This set includes nine assessments aligned with the first nine Common Core History/Social Studies 
Reading Standards. We have left out the tenth Common Core History/Social Studies Reading 
Standard, which does not lend itself to assessments of the sort provided here. The set also includes 
two writing tasks aligned with two key Common Core History/Social Studies Writing Standards.

These Common Core standards challenge history teachers to develop in students the complex 
literacy skills they need in today’s world and the ability to master the unique demands of working 
with historical primary and secondary source texts. The Common Core standards are supportive of 
the best practices in teaching historical thinking. Such practices include close reading, attending to 
a source’s point of view and purpose, corroborating sources, and placing sources in their historical 
context. These are the skills needed to make history less about rote learning and more about an 
active effort to investigate and interpret the past. 

These assessments are also useful in many ways for ELA teachers. They assess many of the skills 
specified in the College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards, which put a good deal of emphasis 
on the reading of informational texts. The Anchor Standards form the basis for all of the various 
Common Core standards for English Language Arts. 
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Teacher
Introduction

What Are These Assessments Like?
•	 A group of nine reading skills assessments and two writing tasks for each major era of 

American History

Each reading skills assessment is based on one of the key Common Core History/Social 
Studies Reading Standards. Two writing tasks are based on the first two College and 
Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Writing, which are the basis for the Common 
Core History/Social Studies Writing Standards. The two writing standards focus on writing 
arguments to support claims and writing informative/explanatory texts.

•	 Based on primary or secondary sources

In most cases, one primary source is used. In some cases, an assessment is based on 
more than one primary source or on a primary and a secondary source. The sources are 
brief. In most cases, texts have been slightly altered to improve readability but without 
changing meaning or tone.

•	 Brief tasks promoting historical literacy

For each assessment, students write brief answers to one or two questions. The questions 
are not tests of simple factual recall. They assess the students’ mastery of the skills 
addressed by that assessment’s Common Core History/Social Studies Standard.

•	 Two versions of each of the nine reading standards assessments

A BASIC and an ADVANCED version of each assessment are provided. The BASIC 
Assessment addresses the Common Core Standard for grades 6–8. The ADVANCED 
Assessment is based on the Common Core Standard for grades 9–10 and grades 11–12 
combined. Each version uses the same source or sources. In some cases, sources have 
been somewhat shortened for the BASIC version.

•	 Easy to use both as learning and assessment tools

These assessments do not take valuable time away from instruction. The primary sources 
and background information on each source make them useful mini-lessons as well as 
tools to assess student historical thinking skills. The sources all deal with themes and 
trends normally covered when teaching the relevant historical era. 

•	 Evaluating student responses

Brief but specific suggestions are provided defining acceptable and best responses to 
each question asked in the assessment. The suggestions are meant to aid in evaluating 
students, but even more importantly they are a way for teachers to help students better 
understand and master the skills on which the assessment is focused.
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 1	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 1 for grades 6–8

Key Ideas and Details
1. (6–8) Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 1 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 1 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to cite specific textual evidence from two documents. It also challenges students to adapt 
that reading skill to the unique demands of thinking historically as they carefully interpret textual 
evidence in a primary source from a time in the past and a secondary source account of that same 
time in the past.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question should note that both documents describe the 
recommendations for U.S. training of South Vietnam’s forces, more military equipment, U.S. bombing 
of North Vietnam, and increased use of U.S. troops. In Document 2, Ball adds some detail as to what 
the proposed combat soldiers would do, as well as describing the report’s claims that the danger 
of getting into a wider Asian war was “minimal,” and that North Vietnam was “extremely vulnerable 
to conventional bombing.” Acceptable responses to the second assessment question should cite 
details from Document 1’s second paragraph with its background information on Ball. This information 
focuses on aspects of Ball’s career that tended to make him skeptical of efforts to win in Vietnam—
for example, his knowledge of the limits of air power in World War II, and his knowledge of France’s 
inability to defeat North Vietnam in its effort to regain control of its colony. 
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 1

Directions: This exercise asks you to read a secondary source document and a primary source docu-
ment carefully and answer questions about specific details in the documents. In order to better understand 
the documents, read and make use of the source information located just below each document. When 
you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the two assessment questions 
that follow.

CCS Standard 1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.

Document 1: A Secondary Source

In 1961, North Vietnam was stepping up its aid to rebels seeking to overthrow the government of 
South Vietnam. President Kennedy was not sure how best to aid South Vietnam in the face of a wors-
ening situation there. He sent General Maxwell Taylor and presidential aide Walt Rostow to investigate. 
The Taylor-Rostow Report recommended improved U.S. training of South Vietnam’s forces, helicop-
ters and other equipment to help South Vietnam fight the rebels, U.S. bombing of North Vietnam, and 
increased use of U.S. troops. Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy basically backed the report. Other officials, includ-
ing Under Secretary of State George Ball, warned against aiding what they saw as an unpopular and 
repressive South Vietnamese government. Kennedy was not entirely happy with the report, but he did 
agree on greater U.S. military aid to South Vietnam and the introduction of more U.S. soldiers.

Ball had earlier studied the effects of American bombing against Germany during World War II. He 
concluded it was not that effective. As a lawyer working in Paris after the war, he also paid close 
attention to France’s disastrous defeat in the 1950s when it tried to re-conquer Vietnam as a French 
colony. He believed the most important U.S. interests were in Europe and its future, not Asia or other 
parts of the world. All of these factors help explain why he took the stand he did regarding the Taylor-
Rostow report on Vietnam.

Source Information: This is a secondary source document. It deals with a debate about Vietnam within 
the Kennedy administration in 1961. A secondary source is an account of past events written later by 
someone who did not experience or take part in those events. As a secondary source, this document is 
not evidence from this early phase of the Vietnam War itself. It is a later account by someone writing about 
that time. This particular historical account was written in 2013 specifically for use as part of this activity.
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Student Handout
Document 2: A Primary Source

When General Maxwell Taylor and Walt Rostow returned from a mission to Vietnam, they brought 
with them a report advocating that America introduce some military forces into South Vietnam to raise 
national morale, perform logistical tasks, and conduct combat operations in support of the [South 
Vietnamese] military. It concluded that “the risks of backing into a major Asian war by way of South 
Vietnam are present but not impressive,” since among other things, North Vietnam was “extremely 
vulnerable to conventional bombing.” That was Maxwell Taylor’s view which, on the basis of my own 
experience in Europe, I always thought was total nonsense. Here I instinctively took a contrary view 
since I could see no way that an economy as primitive and diffuse, dispersed, as that of Vietnam 
could be materially damaged from the air. But before talking to President Kennedy, I expressed my 
comments to Secretary McNamara and his deputy, Roswell Gilpatrick, saying I was appalled at the 
report’s recommendation. We must not, I said, “commit forces to South Vietnam or we would find 
ourselves in a protracted conflict.” The French had learned, to their sorrow, that the Viet Cong were 
mean and tough, and there was always danger of provoking Chinese intervention, as we had done to 
our sorrow in Korea. 

The following Tuesday, I raised the question with President Kennedy personally when he and I were 
alone together. I told him I strongly opposed the recommendation of the Taylor-Rostow mission. To 
commit American forces to South Vietnam would be, in my view, a tragic error. “Once the process 
started,” I said, “there would be no end to it. Within five years we’d have 300,000 men in the paddies 
and jungles and never find them again. That was the French experience. Vietnam was the worst 
possible terrain, both from a physical and political point of view.” Much to my surprise, however, I 
found the president in no mood to discuss the issue.

Source Information: This document is an excerpt adapted from an article titled “Last Testament of a 
Vietnam Dissenter,” by George Ball, from the Princeton University Library Chronicle, Volume LVI, Spring 
1994, pages 349–350. The article can be accessed online at http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials 
/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Both documents describe Taylor and Rostow’s recommendations. What details about the Taylor-Rostow 

report does George Ball add (in Document 2) that are not in Document 1? Cite specific examples in 
your answer.

2. �Both documents also describe George Ball’s opposition to the Taylor-Rostow recommendations. How 
does Document 1 help you better understand why Ball felt as he did about those recommendations? 
Cite specific details from Document 1. 

http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf
http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 1	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 1 for grades 9–12

Key Ideas and Details
1. (9–10) �Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, 

attending to such features as the date and origin of the information.

1. (11–12) �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. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 1 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 1 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to cite specific textual evidence from two documents. It also challenges 
students to adapt that reading skill to the unique demands of thinking historically as they carefully 
interpret textual evidence in a primary source from a time in the past and a secondary source account 
of that same time in the past. As called for by the Common Core standard for grades 11–12, it also 
prompts students to relate the textual details to “an understanding of the text as a whole.”

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question may vary. However, best responses 
should note that George Ball in Document 2 repeats and then adds details to Document 1’s basic 
description of the Taylor-Rostow recommendations. For example, Ball refers to what the hypothetical 
combat soldiers would do, as well to the report’s claims about the “minimal” danger of getting into 
a wider Asian war and about North Vietnam being “extremely vulnerable to conventional bombing.” 
Acceptable responses to the second assessment question also may vary. Document 1 offers details 
about Ball’s background that might have predisposed him to be skeptical about Vietnam. Ball’s own 
account in Document 2 offers some of his actual reasoning. That is, Document 1 focuses on what Ball 
had learned studying air power in World War II, and France’s failed colonial war in Vietnam, whereas in 
Document 2, Ball explains why he doubts air power can do much in Vietnam and why he thinks U.S. 
soldiers would face a tough foe and get bogged down fighting there.



The Vietnam War  |  Common Core Assessments    9

Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 1

Directions: This exercise asks you to read a secondary source document and a primary source docu-
ment carefully and answer questions about specific details in the documents. In order to better understand 
the documents, read and make use of the source information located just below each document. When 
you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the two assessment questions 
that follow. 

CCS Standard 1: (9–10) Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 
sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of the information. (11–12) 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.

Document 1: A Secondary Source

In 1961, North Vietnam was stepping up its aid to rebels seeking to overthrow the government of 
South Vietnam. President Kennedy was not sure how best to aid South Vietnam in the face of a 
worsening situation there. He sent General Maxwell Taylor and presidential aide Walt Rostow to 
investigate. The Taylor-Rostow Report recommended improved U.S. training of South Vietnam’s 
forces, helicopters and other equipment to help South Vietnam fight the rebels, U.S. bombing of 
North Vietnam, and increased use of U.S. troops. Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, Secretary of 
State Dean Rusk and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy basically backed the report. Other 
officials, including Under Secretary of State George Ball, warned against aiding what they saw as an 
unpopular and repressive South Vietnamese government. Kennedy was not entirely happy with the 
report, but he did agree on greater U.S. military aid to South Vietnam and the introduction of more 
U.S. soldiers.

Ball had earlier studied the effects of American bombing against Germany during World War II. He 
concluded it was not that effective. As a lawyer working in Paris after the war, he also paid close 
attention to France’s disastrous defeat in the 1950s when it tried to re-conquer Vietnam as a French 
colony. He believed the most important U.S. interests were in Europe and its future, not Asia or other 
parts of the world. All of these factors help explain why he took the stand he did regarding the Taylor-
Rostow report on Vietnam.

Source Information: This is a secondary source document. It deals with a debate about Vietnam within 
the Kennedy administration in 1961. A secondary source is an account of past events written later by 
someone who did not experience or take part in those events. As a secondary source, this document is 
not evidence from this early phase of the Vietnam War itself. It is a later account by someone writing about 
that time. This particular historical account was written in 2013 specifically for use as part of this activity.



10    Common Core Assessments  |  The Vietnam War

Student Handout
Document 2: A Primary Source

When General Maxwell Taylor and Walt Rostow returned from a mission to Vietnam, they brought 
with them a report advocating that America introduce some military forces into South Vietnam to raise 
national morale, perform logistical tasks, and conduct combat operations in support of the [South 
Vietnamese] military. It concluded that “the risks of backing into a major Asian war by way of South 
Vietnam are present but not impressive,” since among other things, North Vietnam was “extremely 
vulnerable to conventional bombing.” That was Maxwell Taylor’s view which, on the basis of my own 
experience in Europe, I always thought was total nonsense. Here I instinctively took a contrary view 
since I could see no way that an economy as primitive and diffuse, dispersed, as that of Vietnam 
could be materially damaged from the air. But before talking to President Kennedy, I expressed my 
comments to Secretary McNamara and his deputy, Roswell Gilpatrick, saying I was appalled at the 
report’s recommendation. We must not, I said, “commit forces to South Vietnam or we would find 
ourselves in a protracted conflict.” The French had learned, to their sorrow, that the Viet Cong were 
mean and tough, and there was always danger of provoking Chinese intervention, as we had done to 
our sorrow in Korea. 

The following Tuesday, I raised the question with President Kennedy personally when he and I were 
alone together. I told him I strongly opposed the recommendation of the Taylor-Rostow mission. To 
commit American forces to South Vietnam would be, in my view, a tragic error. “Once the process 
started,” I said, “there would be no end to it. Within five years we’d have 300,000 men in the paddies 
and jungles and never find them again. That was the French experience. Vietnam was the worst 
possible terrain, both from a physical and political point of view.” Much to my surprise, however, I 
found the president in no mood to discuss the issue.

Source Information: This document is an excerpt adapted from an article titled “Last Testament of a 
Vietnam Dissenter,” by George Ball, from the Princeton University Library Chronicle, Volume LVI, Spring 
1994, pages 349–350. The article can be accessed online at http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials 
/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Both documents describe Taylor and Rostow’s recommendations. Which document does a better job 

of describing the recommendations and the reasoning behind them? Include specific details from the 
documents in your answer.

2. �Both documents describe George Ball’s opposition to the Taylor-Rostow recommendations. Which 
document does a better job of explaining why he opposed those recommendations? Answer by citing 
specific details from the documents.

http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf
http://libweb5.princeton.edu/visual_materials/pulc/pulc_v_56_n_3.pdf
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 2	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 2 for grades 6–8

Key Ideas and Details
2. (6–8) �Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an 

accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 2 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 2 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to summarize the central ideas in a source from the text itself without imposing ideas or 
attitudes external to the text. This is not easy to do. This activity assesses the ability to read closely in 
order to build an overall understanding of the source out of the text itself.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question may vary, but choices should demonstrate an 
understanding that the central idea in the resolution is its grant to the president of a virtually unlimited 
authority to use military force against North Vietnam, as in the phrase “to take all necessary measures 
to repel any armed attack.” Answers to the second assessment question should elaborate on the 
answer to the first question by indicating that no real limits are placed on what kinds of military action 
the president may take. It extends the reach of this authority to include most of Southeast Asia. It 
leaves it up to the president to decide when the authority expires. And so on.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 2

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer two 
questions about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a 
historical primary source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document 
itself. When you have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment questions 
that follow.

CCS Standard 2: Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 
an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

A Primary Source Document

Joint Resolution of Congress H.J. RES 1145 August 7, 1964

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in 
Congress assembled, 

That the Congress approves and supports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, 
to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and 
to prevent further aggression.

Section 2. The United States regards as vital to its national interest and to world peace the 
maintenance of international peace and security in southeast Asia. Consonant with the Constitution 
of the United States and the Charter of the United Nations and in accordance with its obligations 
under the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, the United States is, therefore, prepared, as the 
President determines, to take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force, to assist any 
member or protocol state of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance in 
defense of its freedom.

Section 3. This resolution shall expire when the President shall determine that the peace and security 
of the area is reasonably assured by international conditions created by action of the United Nations or 
otherwise, except that it may be terminated earlier by concurrent resolution of the Congress.

Source Information: U.S. officials claimed that, on August 4, 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats 
attacked U.S. destroyers gathering intelligence in the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of North Vietnam. It is 
not clear what happened or whether the attacks actually occurred. Nevertheless, in response, President 
Lyndon B. Johnson asked Congress to pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, H.J. Res. 1145. This document 
includes the entire text of that resolution. The resolution can be accessed online in many places, including 
at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/tonkin-g.asp.

Assessment Questions
1. Choose a single phrase or sentence in this resolution that best expresses its central idea or purpose?

2. �Many historians say the resolution was too sweeping. What in the text of the resolution could lead these 
historians to feel this way?

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/tonkin-g.asp
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 2	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 2 for grades 9–12

Key Ideas and Details
2. (9–10) �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.

2. (11–12) �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. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 2 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 2 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to summarize the central ideas in a source from the text itself without 
imposing ideas or attitudes external to the text. This is not easy to do. Moreover, when it comes to 
the unique demands of thinking historically we do also want students to use knowledge of historical 
context to help them interpret sources. But that sort of contextualizing also demands that students 
suspend their own present-day ideas while studying a source. This activity assesses the ability to read 
closely in order to build an overall understanding of the source out of the text itself.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question should demonstrate an understanding that 
the central idea in the resolution is its grant to the president of a virtually unlimited authority to use 
military force against North Vietnam, as in the phrase “to take all necessary measures to repel any 
armed attack.” No real limits are placed on what kinds of military action the president may take. The 
resolution extends the reach of this authority to include most of Southeast Asia. It leaves it up to the 
president to decide when the authority expires. All of these details could be presented to help explain 
why some historians view the resolution as too sweeping. Some answers could also use the source 
information to indicate that the resolution was based on a very minor clash, the facts of which have 
never been clearly known. Answers to the second assessment question may vary. The resolution 
basically functioned as a declaration of war, but legal scholars still debate whether it is the exact 
legal equivalent. Rate responses not on what answer is given but on how clearly they define what the 
power to declare war really means and how that bears on the nature of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 2

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer two 
questions about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a 
historical primary source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document 
itself. When you have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment questions 
that follow. 

CCS Standard 2: (9–10) 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. (11–12) 
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.

A Primary Source Document

Joint Resolution of Congress H.J. RES 1145 August 7, 1964

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in 
Congress assembled, 

That the Congress approves and supports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, 
to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and 
to prevent further aggression.

Section 2. The United States regards as vital to its national interest and to world peace the 
maintenance of international peace and security in southeast Asia. Consonant with the Constitution 
of the United States and the Charter of the United Nations and in accordance with its obligations 
under the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, the United States is, therefore, prepared, as the 
President determines, to take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force, to assist any 
member or protocol state of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty requesting assistance in 
defense of its freedom.

Section 3. This resolution shall expire when the President shall determine that the peace and security 
of the area is reasonably assured by international conditions created by action of the United Nations or 
otherwise, except that it may be terminated earlier by concurrent resolution of the Congress.

Source Information: U.S. officials claimed that, on August 4, 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats 
attacked U.S. destroyers gathering intelligence in the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of North Vietnam. It is 
not clear what happened or whether the attacks actually occurred. Nevertheless, in response, President 
Lyndon B. Johnson asked Congress to pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, H.J. Res. 1145. This document 
includes the entire text of that resolution. The resolution can be accessed online at many places, including 
at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/tonkin-g.asp.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Many historians say the central idea and purpose of this resolution was too sweeping. What in the text 

could lead these historians to claim this?

2. �The U.S. Congress never formally declared war on North Vietnam. In your view, is this resolution an 
adequate substitute for such a declaration? Why or why not?

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/tonkin-g.asp
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 3	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 3 for grades 6–8

Key Ideas and Details
3. (6–8) �Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history/social studies (e.g., 

how a bill becomes law, how interest rates are raised or lowered).

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 3 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 3 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to follow the way a set of ideas or sequence of events in a text interact together to describe 
a process or develop a central idea. This activity assesses the students’ ability to read closely in order 
to understand various connections between each detail and the next in a text.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the assessment question may vary. Lerp says he went to Vietnam “to tend to the sick and 
wounded,” and that is what he did. However, he found doing this under fire challenging. He found it 
upsetting to have to decide who to treat first and who to give up on. Also, despite his expectations, 
he had to take part in combat. He developed a strong loyalty to “My Marines,” as he puts it, and this 
seems to have made the suffering of his fellow soldiers much harder to witness than he may have 
expected, as his last paragraph makes clear. Before going to Vietnam, he “did not agree with the 
reasoning of the US Government’s involvement in Vietnam.” He was deeply shaken by the brutality 
of the fighting, which may have added to his disagreement with the government’s war policy. On the 
other hand, he formed a very strong bond with the men of his own platoon, and this may have shifted 
his attitude toward the war in a different way.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 3

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer one 
question about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical 
primary source, read and make use of the source information just below the document itself. When you 
have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment question that follows.

CCS Standard 3: Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history/social studies 
(e.g., how a bill becomes law, how interest rates are raised or lowered).

A Primary Source Document

I was assigned to the 2nd Platoon of Golf Company 2nd Battalion 26th Marines. Being 21 years of 
age at the time I was among the oldest members of my platoon. My platoon mates were of an average 
age of 18 years and at first this was somewhat worrisome to me because I was to depend on these 
young people to guide me through a tour of duty. My platoon averaged between 50 and 60 Marines 
and along with one other Corpsman my job was to look after the wounded, to care for the sick and 
enforce sanitary procedures. I went on patrols with the Marines, slept where they slept, ate what they 
ate and in general lived under conditions that were totally opposite of those of other Navy personnel.

The wounded: It was my duty to perform first aid to the Marines that were injured by either enemy 
action or accidents. Furthermore it was my duty to determine the seriousness of their injuries and 
make the decision as to whether or not they were sent to a hospital for treatment. I carried a “Unit 
One” which was the pack that contained medications, bandages, intravenous solutions and other 
equipment. This pack weighted about twenty pounds. On many occasions I performed first aid under 
fire. The toughest thing for me to do was to determine who would be treated first and who was to be 
treated last if more than one Marine was wounded. Our rule of thumb was to first treat the people 
who had life threatening wounds, but had a chance of survival after being treated. Treatment was then 
given to those with minor injuries and lastly to treat those who had little chance of living. This was the 
hardest part of my job.

The sick: We had more people getting sick than wounded. Malaria, fevers, infections and so forth 
were common. My job was to determine who among the sick were to be seen by a Medical Doctor. 
While I did not agree with the reasoning of the US Government’s involvement in Vietnam before going 
to Vietnam, I went over there to tend to the sick and wounded. Navy Corpsman were officially non-
combatants, but after gaining experience in the field I stood watch on ambushes, learned to fire the 
M-60 machine gun and the M79 grenade launcher. Although I was assigned to carry a 45 cal. pistol, I 
carried an M16 rifle. I did all that I could to make sure “My Marines” made it through their tour. In return 
the Marines did all that they could to protect me and make my life easier.

In 1970 I was wounded and assigned to the 1st Medical Marine Hospital in Da Nang and then taken to 
the United States for further treatment. Many of the Marines I served with were killed, and to see death 
come to these young people is a burden I’ll carry for the rest of my life. To this day friends tell me that I 
left a little bit of me in Vietnam. To this I agree, to lose good friends is to lose part of one’s self.
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Student Handout
Source Information: In this document, Naval Corpsman Michael Lerp discusses his Vietnam experience. 
In 1966, he joined the U.S. Navy and trained with its Field Medical Service School in Pendleton, California. 
He then was assigned to provide first aid in the field to a Marine platoon. Lerp’s entire entry can be found 
in the “Interview” section of the “Investigating the Vietnam War” site and can be accessed online at http://
web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm.

Assessment Question
Lerp went to Vietnam with certain expectations of what he would experience. Does this passage show 
that his experience in Vietnam matched his expectations? Explain your answer by citing details from 
the document.

http://web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http:/www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm
http://web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http:/www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 3	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 3 for grades 9–12

Key Ideas and Details
3. (9–10) �Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine whether earlier events 

caused later ones or simply preceded them.

3. (11–12) �Evaluate various explanations for actions or events and determine which explanation best 
accords with textual evidence, acknowledging where the text leaves matters uncertain. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 3 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 3 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to follow the way a set of ideas or sequence of events in a text interact 
together to describe a process or develop a central idea. The activity assesses the students’ ability 
to read closely in order to understand various connections between each detail and the next in a 
complex text. It also asks them to evaluate the explanation offered in the passage and consider how 
adequate it is.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should note that Lerp says he went to Vietnam “to tend to 
the sick and wounded,” and that is what he did. However, he found doing this under fire challenging. 
He clearly found it upsetting to have to decide who to treat first and who to give up on. Also, despite 
his expectations and his disagreement about the reasons for the war, he did take part in combat. 
He developed a strong bond of loyalty to “My Marines,” and found their suffering hard to witness. He 
seems to have been deeply shaken by the brutality of the fighting, but how this affected his views 
about the war itself is not entirely clear. Answers to the second assessment question may vary. It is 
easy to infer that fighting was intense and casualties were plentiful. Lerp refers to conditions of jungle 
warfare with its fevers and malaria, along with sudden ambushes during which he was forced to help 
out with combat duties even though that was not what he was there for. Responses to this question 
have to rely on inference, but the overall insecurity of a platoon out on patrol comes through in 
this passage.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 3

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical primary 
source, read and make use of the source information just below the document itself. When you have 
studied the document and the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 3: (9–10) Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine whether earlier 
events caused later ones or simply preceded them. (11–12) Evaluate various explanations for actions or 
events and determine which explanation best accords with textual evidence, acknowledging where the 
text leaves matters uncertain.

A Primary Source Document

I was assigned to the 2nd Platoon of Golf Company 2nd Battalion 26th Marines. Being 21 years of 
age at the time I was among the oldest members of my platoon. My platoon mates were of an average 
age of 18 years and at first this was somewhat worrisome to me because I was to depend on these 
young people to guide me through a tour of duty. My platoon averaged between 50 and 60 Marines 
and along with one other Corpsman my job was to look after the wounded, to care for the sick and 
enforce sanitary procedures. I went on patrols with the Marines, slept where they slept, ate what they 
ate and in general lived under conditions that were totally opposite of those of other Navy personnel.

The wounded: It was my duty to perform first aid to the Marines that were injured by either enemy 
action or accidents. Furthermore it was my duty to determine the seriousness of their injuries and 
make the decision to as to whether or not they were sent to a hospital for treatment. I carried a “Unit 
One” which was the pack that contained medications, bandages, intravenous solutions and other 
equipment. This pack weighted about twenty pounds. On many occasions I performed first aid under 
fire. The toughest thing for me to do was to determine who would be treated first and who was to be 
treated last if more than one Marine was wounded. Our rule of thumb was to first treat the people 
who had life threatening wounds, but had a chance of survival after being treated. Treatment was then 
given to those with minor injuries and lastly to treat those who had little chance of living. This was the 
hardest part of my job.

The sick: We had more people getting sick than wounded. Malaria, fevers, infections and so forth 
were common. My job was to determine who among the sick were to be seen by a Medical Doctor. 
While I did not agree with the reasoning of the US Government’s involvement in Vietnam before going 
to Vietnam, I went over there to tend to the sick and wounded. Navy Corpsman were officially non-
combatants, but after gaining experience in the field I stood watch on ambushes, learned to fire the 
M-60 machine gun and the M79 grenade launcher. Although I was assigned to carry a 45 cal. pistol, I 
carried an M16 rifle. I did all that I could to make sure “My Marines” made it through their tour. In return 
the Marines did all that they could to protect me and make my life easier.

In 1970 I was wounded and assigned to the 1st Medical Marine Hospital in Da Nang and then taken to 
the United States for further treatment. Many of the Marines I served with were killed, and to see death 
come to these young people is a burden I’ll carry for the rest of my life. To this day friends tell me that I 
left a little bit of me in Vietnam. To this I agree, to lose good friends is to lose part of one’s self.
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Student Handout
Source Information: In this document, Naval Corpsman Michael Lerp discusses his Vietnam experience. 
In 1966, he joined the U.S. Navy and trained with its Field Medical Service School in Pendleton, California. 
He then was assigned to provide first aid in the field to a Marine platoon. Lerp’s entire entry can be found 
in the “Interview” section of the “Investigating the Vietnam War” site and can be accessed online at http://
web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm.

Assessment Questions 
1. �What in Lerp’s Vietnam experience was most surprising or unexpected to him, and how did it affect his 

views? Explain your answer by citing details from the document.

2. �What can you infer from Lerp’s account about the nature of combat in general for U.S. troops in 
Vietnam? Cite details from the document to support your answer.

http://web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http:/www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm
http://web.archive.org/web/19981203014147/http:/www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/vietinterview.htm
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 4	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 4 for grades 6–8

Craft and Structure
4. (6–8) �Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary 

specific to domains related to history/social studies.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 4 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 4 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to recognize that words and phrases must be understood in relation to the meaning of the 
text as a whole. In seeking to understand historical sources, this is an especially important challenge. 
Words and phrases need to be understood as they were used within their historical context. This 
activity assesses the students’ ability to read closely in order to understand terms in these ways.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should be able to define a metaphor as a figure of speech 
in which a word or phrase meaning one thing is used for something else entirely. The metaphor 
calls attention to a quality the two things have in common. The quality is made dramatic or vivid 
by comparing it something concrete. For example, a difficult-to-discuss controversial topic is a 
“hot potato.” Best answers will note that a metaphor may also distort the issue for which it is used. 
Answers to the second assessment question should identify the dominos in “Domino Theory” as 
nations likely to fall under communist control if North Vietnam wins the war, or as McNamara put it, 
“The loss of Vietnam would trigger the loss of Southeast Asia, and conceivably even the loss of India, 
and would strengthen the Chinese and the Soviet position across the world.” In this way, the Domino 
Theory justified a huge struggle in Vietnam even though that country alone might not seem at all 
important to U.S. security.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 4

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer two ques-
tions about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical 
primary source, read and make use of the source information just below the document itself. When you 
have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 
vocabulary specific to domains related to history/social studies.

A Primary Source Document

Interviewer. Moving on to Vietnam now, Mr. McNamara, the theory that the fall of Vietnam would 
threaten the security of the US and the Western world, encapsulated down into a couple of words: the 
Domino Theory. How prevalent was it at the time?

Robert McNamara. It was the primary factor motivating the actions of both the Kennedy and the 
Johnson administrations, without any qualification. It was put forward by President Eisenhower 
in 1954, very succinctly: if the West loses control of Vietnam, the security of the West will be in 
danger—”The dominoes will fall,” in Eisenhower’s words. In a meeting between President Kennedy 
and President Eisenhower, on January 19, 1961, the day before President Kennedy’s inauguration, 
the only foreign policy issue fully discussed dealt with Southeast Asia. And there’s even today some 
question as to exactly what Eisenhower said, but it’s very clear that at a minimum he said that to 
prevent the loss of Laos, and by implication Vietnam, Eisenhower would be prepared to act unilaterally, 
to intervene militarily. And I think that this was fully accepted by President Kennedy and by those 
of us associated with him. And it was fully accepted by President Johnson when he succeeded as 
President. The loss of Vietnam would trigger the loss of Southeast Asia, and conceivably even the loss 
of India, and would strengthen the Chinese and the Soviet position across the world, weakening the 
security of Western Europe and weakening the security of North America. This was the way we viewed 
it; I’m not arguing correctly—don’t misunderstand me—but that is the way we viewed it.

Source Information: Robert McNamara was Secretary of Defense for both John Kennedy and Lyndon 
Johnson. At first, he strongly backed U.S. military involvement in Vietnam. As the war went on, he  
became more skeptical that the war could be won with more troops. In 1968, he left to become head 
 of the World Bank. McNamara was interviewed on CNN for an episode of Cold War in June 1996. This  
passage is adapted from a part of that interview. The transcript of the interview is available online from 
George Washington University’s National Security Archive, and can be accessed at http://www2.gwu 
.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Notice the phrase “Domino Theory” in the interviewer’s question. The term “Domino Theory” here is 

actually a kind of metaphor. Explain what a metaphor is and why it is sometimes convenient or effective 
for an author to express an idea using a metaphor.

2. �Using McNamara’s answer to the interviewer, explain what the “dominos” in this metaphor stand for and 
how the metaphor was used to justify U.S. military action in Vietnam.

http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 4	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 4 for grades 9–12

Craft and Structure
4. (9–10) �Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

vocabulary describing political, social, or economic aspects of history/social science.

4. (11–12) �Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 
analyzing how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term over the course of a 
text (e.g., how Madison defines faction in Federalist No. 10). 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 4 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 4 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to recognize that words and phrases must be understood in relation to 
the meaning of the text as a whole. In seeking to understand historical sources, this is an especially 
important challenge. Words and phrases need to be understood as they were used within their 
historical context. This activity assesses the students’ ability to read closely in order to understand 
terms in these ways.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should be able to identify the “Domino Theory” as a 
metaphor, a figure of speech in which a word or phrase meaning one thing is used for something 
else entirely. In this case, the “dominoes” were the nations likely to fall under communist control if 
North Vietnam won the war. Or as McNamara put it, “The loss of Vietnam would trigger the loss of 
Southeast Asia, and conceivably even the loss of India, and would strengthen the Chinese and the 
Soviet position across the world.” In this way, the Domino Theory justified a huge struggle in Vietnam 
even if that country alone might not seem all that important to U.S. security. Answers to the second 
assessment question should note that while a metaphor may clarify something or express it in a vivid 
way, it may also distort that thing. In this case, critics could say equating other nations in the region 
to dominoes was flawed in many ways. For example, nations are not passive objects, all alike, as with 
dominoes. They are all different and are able to act on their own, thus not easily conquered. And so on.
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 4

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical primary 
source, read and make use of the source information just below the document itself. When you have 
studied the document and the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 4: (9–10) Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including vocabulary describing political, social, or economic aspects of history/social science.  
(11–12) Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including analyzing 
how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term over the course of a text (e.g., how Madison 
defines faction in Federalist No. 10).

A Primary Source Document

Interviewer. Moving on to Vietnam now, Mr. McNamara, the theory that the fall of Vietnam would 
threaten the security of the US and the Western world, encapsulated down into a couple of words: the 
Domino Theory. How prevalent was it at the time?

Robert McNamara. It was the primary factor motivating the actions of both the Kennedy and the 
Johnson administrations, without any qualification. It was put forward by President Eisenhower 
in 1954, very succinctly: if the West loses control of Vietnam, the security of the West will be in 
danger—”The dominoes will fall,” in Eisenhower’s words. In a meeting between President Kennedy 
and President Eisenhower, on January 19, 1961, the day before President Kennedy’s inauguration, 
the only foreign policy issue fully discussed dealt with Southeast Asia. And there’s even today some 
question as to exactly what Eisenhower said, but it’s very clear that at a minimum he said that to 
prevent the loss of Laos, and by implication Vietnam, Eisenhower would be prepared to act unilaterally, 
to intervene militarily. And I think that this was fully accepted by President Kennedy and by those 
of us associated with him. And it was fully accepted by President Johnson when he succeeded as 
President. The loss of Vietnam would trigger the loss of Southeast Asia, and conceivably even the loss 
of India, and would strengthen the Chinese and the Soviet position across the world, weakening the 
security of Western Europe and weakening the security of North America. This was the way we viewed 
it; I’m not arguing correctly—don’t misunderstand me—but that is the way we viewed it.

Source Information: Robert McNamara was Secretary of Defense for both John Kennedy and Lyndon 
Johnson. At first, he strongly backed U.S. military involvement in Vietnam. As the war went on, he became 
more skeptical that the war could be won with more troops. In 1968, he left to become head of the World 
Bank. McNamara was interviewed on CNN for an episode of Cold War in June 1996. This passage 
is a part of that interview. The transcript of the interview is available online from George Washington 
University’s National Security Archive, and can be accessed at http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar 
/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html.

http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/interviews/episode-9/mcnamara1.html
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Student Handout
Assessment Questions 
1. �Notice the phrase “Domino Theory” in the question the interviewer asks. Based on what McNamara 

says, explain what this Domino Theory was and why it was important in justifying U.S. military 
intervention in Vietnam.

2. �Metaphors often clarify more abstract ideas. In this case, critics of the Vietnam War have argued 
that the domino metaphor actually led U.S. policy makers astray in many ways. Explain what these 
historians mean.
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 5	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 5 for grades 6–8

Craft and Structure
5. (6–8) Describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, comparatively, causally).

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 5 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 5 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to pay attention to a text’s “structure”—that is, to the overall pattern or organizational 
arrangement of its headings, sentences, paragraphs, stanzas, and chapters as well as its various 
stylistic features. These formal elements can contribute to a text’s meanings in many ways. This 
activity assesses the students’ ability to read closely in order to understand the impact of the way one 
historical primary source is structured to present its information.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question could refer to such details as the suspicious 
behavior of the boy with his hand behind his back, Pearson’s minimal combat experience at this 
point, the fact that his group was “out ahead” in unfamiliar territory, or the fact that he was hot and 
uncomfortable and in a situation where it was hard to tell actual enemy fighters from ordinary civilians, 
even young ones. As to the second assessment question, answers should note that this passage 
does describe an event as it unfolded over time. These answers should also explain how this text 
structure helps Pearson express his sense of the significance of this episode. By describing his 
encounter with this boy step by step, Pearson enables the reader to experience the initial confusion 
he felt and the pressure he was under to act quickly against a possible threat that he was unable to 
evaluate fully. The text structure, in other words, is one that highlights effectively the moral dilemma 
confronting Pearson and his anguish about it. 
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 5

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical primary 
source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document itself. When you 
have studied the document and the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 5: Describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, comparatively, causally).

A Primary Source Document

We were outside Bac Lieu, out on an eighteen-man patrol with 15 ARVNs [South Vietnamese 
soldiers]. Our orders were to move ahead and seek out, and not hesitate to shoot at anything 
suspicious. We were about ten kilometers from town when there was some shooting. It lasted about 
ten minutes.

My God, how I remember that damned day. Hot and sticky—the mosquitoes were driving me crazy. 
And there was this little boy, about eight or nine. He was climbing out of a tree. I grabbed him and 
blurted out in Vietnamese—what little I knew—“Who are you and what are you doing here?”

He was afraid of me and pulled away. He had his hand opened behind his back, like he was hiding 
something. “Grab him,” someone screamed, “he’s got something.” I made a move for him and his 
hand moved again. “Shoot.”

Because of my training, because I was afraid and this was the first enemy I had come across, I fired 
at him again and again until I emptied my whole M-2 carbine at him. When I looked again, he was cut 
in two, with his guts all around. I vomited. I wasn’t told; I wasn’t trained for that. It was out-and-out 
murder; I can never forgive myself and I can never forget it. They’re the enemy, but they’re fighting for 
their country. Then I told the psychiatrist and the Catholic chaplain, they said I was only doing my duty.

Source Information: Mike Pearson quit high school to join the army. In this document, he describes 
his experience during a battle near Bac Lieu in South Vietnam. The boy he describes turned out to be 
carrying a penknife. Pearson’s account can be found in Murray Polner, No Victory Parades: The Return of 
the Vietnam Veteran (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 1971), pages 81–82. This part of Pearson’s 
comments is reproduced online on the University of Houston’s Digital History site. The passage can be 
accessed at http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit12_6.pdf.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Explain briefly why Mike Pearson felt compelled to do something that would later cause him so much 

anguish and shame.

2. �“Text structure” refers to the way paragraphs and longer texts are organized, with different structures 
serving different purposes. The text structure Pearson used in this passage could be described 
as: Time Order/Chronology: A narrative structure describing how a group of events unfolds 
over time. Explain why this particular text structure adds to the emotional impact of the episode 
Pearson describes.

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit12_6.pdf
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 5	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 5 for grades 9–12

Craft and Structure
5. (9–10) �Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize key points or advance an explanation or 

analysis.

5. (11–12) �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. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 5 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 5 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to pay attention to a text’s “structure”—that is, to the overall pattern or 
organizational arrangement of its headings, sentences, paragraphs, stanzas, and chapters as well as 
its various stylistic features. Students should see how structure is deliberately used to enable the text 
to achieve certain goals. Such formal elements can contribute to a text’s meanings in many ways. This 
activity assesses the students’ ability to read closely in order to understand the impact of the way one 
historical primary source is structured to present its information.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable responses to the first assessment question should identify the passage is an example 
of “time order/chronology” text structure. Pearson recounts his encounter with the boy he killed by 
describing how it unfolded in time, first explaining where he was, the adverse conditions of the day, 
his first observations of the boy’s suspicious behavior, his panic at not being able to tell actual enemy 
fighters from ordinary civilians, and his decision to shoot. Answers should then explain how this text 
structure helps Pearson express his sense of the significance of this episode. By seeing the event 
as it unfolded in time, the reader experiences the initial confusion Pearson felt and the pressure he 
was under to act quickly against a possible threat he was unable to evaluate fully. The text structure 
highlights effectively the moral dilemma as Pearson experienced it. As to the second assessment 
question, answers will vary. This is a matter of judgment and answers should be assessed on 
how well they use Pearson’s textual evidence in explaining their views. There is much room here 
for debate. 



The Vietnam War  |  Common Core Assessments    29

Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 5

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical primary 
source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document itself. When you 
have studied the document and the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow. 

CCS Standard 5: (9–10) Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize key points or advance an 
explanation or analysis. (11–12) 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.

A Primary Source Document

We were outside Bac Lieu, out on an eighteen-man patrol with 15 ARVNs [South Vietnamese 
soldiers]. Our orders were to move ahead and seek out, and not hesitate to shoot at anything 
suspicious. We were about ten kilometers from town when there was some shooting. It lasted about 
ten minutes.

My God, how I remember that damned day. Hot and sticky—the mosquitoes were driving me crazy. 
And there was this little boy, about eight or nine. He was climbing out of a tree. I grabbed him and 
blurted out in Vietnamese—what little I knew—“Who are you and what are you doing here?”

He was afraid of me and pulled away. He had his hand opened behind his back, like he was hiding 
something. “Grab him,” someone screamed, “he’s got something.” I made a move for him and his 
hand moved again. “Shoot.”

Because of my training, because I was afraid and this was the first enemy I had come across, I fired 
at him again and again until I emptied my whole M-2 carbine at him. When I looked again, he was cut 
in two, with his guts all around. I vomited. I wasn’t told; I wasn’t trained for that. It was out-and-out 
murder; I can never forgive myself and I can never forget it. They’re the enemy, but they’re fighting for 
their country. Then I told the psychiatrist and the Catholic chaplain, they said I was only doing my duty.

Source Information: Mike Pearson quit high school to join the army. In this document, he describes 
his experience during a battle near Bac Lieu in South Vietnam. The boy he describes turned out to be 
carrying a penknife. Pearson’s account can be found in Murray Polner, No Victory Parades: The Return of 
the Vietnam Veteran (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 1971), pages 81–82. This part of Pearson’s 
comments is reproduced online on the University of Houston’s Digital History site. The passage can be 
accessed at http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit12_6.pdf.

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit12_6.pdf
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Assessment Questions 
1. �“Text structure” refers to the way paragraphs and longer texts are organized, with different structures 

serving different purposes. Here are three types of text structure: 

•	 Generalization/Specific Examples: A general statement or definition is followed by a series of 
examples illustrating it.

•	 Time Order/Chronology: A narrative structure describing how a group of events unfolds over time.

•	 Problem/Solution: A problem or question is posed and a solution or series of steps in a 
solution follows. 

Explain which option Pearson uses in this passage and why it adds so effectively to the emotional and 
moral impact of the episode he is describing.

2. �At one point in the passage, Pearson says what he did “was out-and-out murder.” Was he being too 
harsh on himself in making this judgment? Why or why not?



The Vietnam War  |  Common Core Assessments    31

Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 6	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 6 for grades 6–8

Craft and Structure
6. (6–8) �Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded 

language, inclusion or avoidance of particular facts).

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 6 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 6 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to note a text’s point of view as expressed by looking closely at details in the text itself. These 
details may take the form of emotional language, distorted or exaggerated descriptions, stereotyped 
labeling, etc. However, even a text with a neutral tone may express bias or point of view by selectively 
emphasizing some facts while omitting others. Therefore, students also need to go outside the text to 
interpret point of view by considering sourcing information such as the author’s background, purpose, 
and audience. In addition, students need to see that when sources express conflicting points of view 
they may still be reliable in certain ways—for example, by what they share in common or by backing 
up their claims with solid evidence.
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Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable answers to the first assessment question should clarify what the term “self-righteous” 
means here. They should see that Rosen was in sympathy with the anti-war movement’s goals, 
but felt it was far too certain of its moral superiority. In support of this claim, she seems to see the 
movement as extreme in its criticism of the rest of American society and its unwillingness to see 
anything wrong with the nation’s enemy in the Vietnam War. She refers to this as “romanticizing the 
enemy” and ignoring the horrors inflicted by the Communists once they came to power. She also sees 
this sense of moral superiority as leading the movement to attack many other aspects of American 
society, so that even though many Americans came to oppose the war, they still resented the attitudes 
of the anti-war movement. Acceptable answers to the second assessment question may vary. Rosen 
might include those who fled to Canada as among the anti-war people she sees as too self-righteous 
and too deeply “alienated,” as she puts it, from all of American society. O’Brien is not defending 
the entire anti-war movement or even all those who fled to Canada. He is just saying they were not 
cowards. He claims they actually had moral courage, the courage to act on their beliefs. Rosen is not 
saying anti-war activists lacked courage, so she might well agree with O’Brien on this point. 
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 6

Directions: This exercise asks you to read two primary source documents carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in them. In order to better understand these documents as historical primary 
sources, read and make use of the source information located just below each document. When you have 
studied the documents and the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 6: Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded 
language, inclusion or avoidance of particular facts).

Document 1: A Primary Source

We came to romanticize the enemy. If the United States was evil enough to destroy Vietnam, we 
naively reasoned, then the Vietnamese must be virtue incarnate. This led many to underestimate the 
grotesque horrors of communism and the anti-democratic intentions of the North Vietnamese.

We were so determined to link every social issue to the movement, to raise the stakes of militancy, to 
express our alienation from American society, we ended up offending much of mainstream America. 
By 1969, we had helped to persuade a majority of Americans that the war was wrong. But an even 
larger majority despised the anti-war movement.

The movement became so factionalized, so filled with self-righteous radicalism, that a political coalition 
against the war became impossible.

Source Information: This passage is from an article by Ruth Rosen in the Los Angeles Times on 
November 16, 1990. The article was titled “Commentary: Perspectives on the New Anti-War Movement.” 
Rosen was a professor of history at the University of California at Davis and a commentator for the Pacific 
News Service. Her article was published during the build up to the 1991 Gulf War, in which the U.S.  
acted to thwart Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Rosen agreed with those who opposed that war. However, in 
this article she warns them not to repeat what she sees as the errors of those who had opposed the 
Vietnam War. The entire article can be accessed online at http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local 
/me-4502_1_vietnam-war.

http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local/me-4502_1_vietnam-war
http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local/me-4502_1_vietnam-war
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Document 2: A Primary Source

I’ve gone to Canada for readings and met people who left the country during the war. A lot of these 
guys are embarrassed by it. They’re asking the question today that they asked back then—did I do this 
because I was opposed to the war or because I didn’t want to die? Was it cowardice or conscience? 
And that plagues all of us—those who went to Vietnam and those who went to Canada and those 
who just got out of it through legal means. It plagues everyone because no one wants to die, even in 
a right war. But there were a lot of us in Vietnam who didn’t want to be there and many of us didn’t 
have the courage to do what the resisters did. It took a lot of courage to cross the border and leave 
behind your family and your hometown and your girlfriend. What looked like an act of cowardice to 
the Reagan-Dole Republicans took a lot more courage than I had. Even though I was opposed to the 
war, I still couldn’t find the courage to walk away. When I was at Fort Lewis before going to Vietnam 
I planned to go to Vancouver. I came as close as you can come without actually doing it. I ended up 
going to Vietnam just to protect my reputation and sense of self-esteem, but the guys who went to 
Canada somehow were able to find the moral courage to make a choice they knew was gonna dog 
them the rest of their lives.

Source Information: This passage is a single paragraph from a longer statement by author Tim O’ Brien, 
as reproduced in Christian G. Appy’s Patriots: The Vietnam War Remembered From All Sides (New York: 
Viking, 2003). In this part of O’Brien’s statement, he refers to young people who moved to Canada to avoid 
being drafted to fight in Vietnam. 

Assessment Questions 
1. �Ruth Rosen (Document 1) criticizes the anti-war movement for what she calls its “self-righteous 

radicalism.” Explain what she means and what evidence she offers to support her charge.

2. �Tim O’Brien (Document 2) thinks the anti-war people who fled to Canada to avoid the draft were morally 
courageous. Do you think Rosen would disagree with him? Why or why not?
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The Vietnam War Assessment 6	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 6 for grades 9–12

Craft and Structure
6. (9–10) �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.

6. (11–12) �Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing 
the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 6 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 6 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to note a text’s point of view as expressed by looking closely at details 
in the text itself. These details may take the form of emotional language, distorted or exaggerated 
descriptions, stereotyped labeling, etc. However, even a text with a neutral tone may express bias or 
point of view by selectively emphasizing some facts while omitting others. Therefore, students also 
need to go outside the text to interpret point of view by considering sourcing information such as the 
author’s background, purpose, and audience. In addition, students need to see that when sources 
express conflicting points of view they may still be reliable in certain ways—for example, by what they 
share in common or by backing up their claims with solid evidence.
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Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable answers to the first assessment question should note that Rosen is not saying anti-war 
activists were wrong to oppose the war; she is saying they were far too sweeping and self-righteous 
in the way they argued their case. O’Brien is not arguing about all those who opposed the war; he is 
only focusing on those who fled to Canada to avoid the draft. He says such people were courageous, 
not cowardly. Responses to this question may vary, but they should see that Rosen and O’Brien 
are arguing about somewhat different matters. The two agree that the war was wrong. They would 
probably also agree that some anti-war people were courageous and others not.  Best answers will 
get from these two points of view a sense of how complex the moral issues involved in opposing the 
war were. Acceptable answers to the second assessment question should note that each author 
selects only one or two aspects of anti-war protest to discuss. Rosen lumps all opponents of the war 
together without distinguishing among various groups and perspectives within the anti-war movement. 
She focuses on the massive violence and human rights abuses by the communists after they defeated 
the United States, as well as on the movement’s deep alienation from many aspects of American 
society. Some may feel she paints with too broad a brush. O’Brien, on the other hand, focuses on one 
small portion of anti-war people, those who went to Canada. Best answers will refer to other aspects 
of the war or the anti-war movement that could support or undercut these two points of view.
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 6

Directions: This exercise asks you to read two primary source documents carefully and answer questions 
about specific details in the documents. In order to better understand the documents, read and make use 
of the source information located just below each document. When you have studied the documents and 
the source information, answer the two assessment questions that follow. 

CCS Standard 6: (9–10) 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. 
(11–12) Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing the 
authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.

Document 1: A Primary Source

We came to romanticize the enemy. If the United States was evil enough to destroy Vietnam, we 
naively reasoned, then the Vietnamese must be virtue incarnate. This led many to underestimate the 
grotesque horrors of communism and the anti-democratic intentions of the North Vietnamese.

We were so determined to link every social issue to the movement, to raise the stakes of militancy, to 
express our alienation from American society, we ended up offending much of mainstream America. 
By 1969, we had helped to persuade a majority of Americans that the war was wrong. But an even 
larger majority despised the anti-war movement.

The movement became so factionalized, so filled with self-righteous radicalism, that a political coalition 
against the war became impossible.

 

Source Information: This passage is from an article by Ruth Rosen in the Los Angeles Times on 
November 16, 1990. The article was titled “Commentary: Perspectives on the New Anti-War Movement.” 
Rosen was a professor of history at the University of California at Davis and a commentator for the Pacific 
News Service. Her article was published during the build up to the 1991 Gulf War, in which the U.S.  
acted to thwart Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Rosen agreed with those who opposed that war. However, in  
this article she warns them not to repeat what she sees as the errors of those who had opposed the 
Vietnam War. The entire article can be accessed online at http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local 
/me-4502_1_vietnam-war.

http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local/me-4502_1_vietnam-war
http://articles.latimes.com/1990-11-16/local/me-4502_1_vietnam-war


38    Common Core Assessments  |  The Vietnam War

Student Handout
Document 2: A Primary Source

I’ve gone to Canada for readings and met people who left the country during the war. A lot of these 
guys are embarrassed by it. They’re asking the question today that they asked back then—did I do this 
because I was opposed to the war or because I didn’t want to die? Was it cowardice or conscience? 
And that plagues all of us—those who went to Vietnam and those who went to Canada and those 
who just got out of it through legal means. It plagues everyone because no one wants to die, even in 
a right war. But there were a lot of us in Vietnam who didn’t want to be there and many of us didn’t 
have the courage to do what the resisters did. It took a lot of courage to cross the border and leave 
behind your family and your hometown and your girlfriend. What looked like an act of cowardice to 
the Reagan-Dole Republicans took a lot more courage than I had. Even though I was opposed to the 
war, I still couldn’t find the courage to walk away. When I was at Fort Lewis before going to Vietnam 
I planned to go to Vancouver. I came as close as you can come without actually doing it. I ended up 
going to Vietnam just to protect my reputation and sense of self-esteem, but the guys who went to 
Canada somehow were able to find the moral courage to make a choice they knew was gonna dog 
them the rest of their lives.

Source Information: This passage is a single paragraph from a longer statement by author Tim O’ Brien, 
as reproduced in Christian G. Appy’s Patriots: The Vietnam War Remembered From All Sides (New York: 
Viking, 2003). In this part of O’Brien’s statement, he refers to young people who moved to Canada to avoid 
being drafted to fight in Vietnam.

Assessment Questions 
1. �Ruth Rosen (Document 1) and Tim O’ Brien (Document 2) make very different judgments about anti-war 

activists. Are their views totally opposed, or are there areas of agreement between them? Explain your 
answer by citing details from the documents.

2. �Notice what each author chooses to emphasize and what he or she ignores or fails to stress. How does 
this selective focus help each to make the best case?
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The Vietnam War Assessment 7	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 7 for grades 6–8

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
7. (6–8) �Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other 

information in print and digital texts.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 7 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 7 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to do something historians must do all the time—integrate evidence found in several primary 
sources presented in a variety of visual and textual formats.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Acceptable answers to the assessment question should note that the map (Document 1) makes 
dramatically clear how widespread the various attacks by Communist rebels were during the Tet 
Offensive. Major cities and many small towns were hit by the rebels throughout all of South Vietnam. 
Document 2 makes clear the dramatic impact of the uprising on American confidence. Walter 
Cronkite, America’s most-watched news anchor, expresses this sense that the war is now a hopeless 
stalemate. Bui Tin (Document 3) acknowledges that in strictly military terms, the Tet Offensive 
was a disaster for the North Vietnamese, yet its objective of affecting American public opinion and 
weakening support for the war was achieved. Thus, this document fits with the others in supporting 
the view of Tet as a major turning point in the war. 
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 7

Directions: This exercise asks you to study three documents carefully and answer one question 
focused on what these sources have in common. In order to better understand the documents and their 
importance as historical evidence, read and make use of the source information located just below or next 
to each document itself. When you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the 
assessment question that follows.

CCS Standard 7: Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with 
other information in print and digital texts.

Document 1: A Visual Primary Source
Source Information: On January 
31, 1968, North Vietnam launched 
a major offensive. Over 80,000 
Vietcong troops attacked more 
than 100 South Vietnamese cities 
and towns. It was during Vietnam’s 
Tet New Year holiday. The attacks 
took the U.S. and its South 
Vietnamese allies by surprise. 
This map shows where the 
battles occurred. The Tet uprising 
was a major turning point in the 
Vietnam War. 
Source: Hedberg, Betsy. Vietnam War. 
Backwards Planning Curriculum Units. Culver 
City, CA: Social Studies School Service, 2009.
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Document 2: A Written Primary Source

Who won and who lost in the great Tet Offensive against the cities? I’m not sure. The Vietcong did 
not win by a knockout, but neither did we. . . . We have been too often disappointed by the optimism 
of the American leaders, both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver linings 
they find in the darkest clouds. . . .

To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who 
have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable 
pessimism. To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, 
conclusion. On the off chance that military and political analysts are right, in the next few months we 
must test the enemy’s intentions, in case this is indeed his last big gasp before negotiations. But it is 
increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, 
but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they 
could. This is Walter Cronkite. Good night.

Source Information: This document is a portion of Walter Cronkite’s famous “We Are Mired in Stalemate” 
broadcast of February 27, 1968. Cronkite was the CBS news anchor and probably America’s most 
watched and trusted news source. This excerpt is included in James H. Willbanks's The Tet Offensive: 
A Concise History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pages 205–206. It can be accessed at 
http://books.google.com/books?id=jy3aJyxIKUsC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 

Document 3: A Written Primary Source

Tet was designed to influence American public opinion. We would attack poorly defended parts of 
South Vietnam cities during a holiday and a truce when few South Vietnamese troops would be on 
duty. Before the main attack, we would entice American units to advance close to the borders, away 
from the cities. By attacking all South Vietnam’s major cities, we would spread out our forces and 
neutralize the impact of American firepower. Attacking on a broad front, we would lose some battles 
but win others. We used local forces nearby each target to frustrate discovery of our plans. Small 
teams, like the one which attacked the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, would be sufficient. It was a guerrilla 
strategy of hit-and-run raids. 

Our losses were staggering and a complete surprise. Giap later told me that Tet had been a 
military defeat, though we had gained the planned political advantages when Johnson agreed to 
negotiate and did not run for re-election. The second and third waves in May and September were, 
in retrospect, mistakes. Our forces in the South were nearly wiped out by all the fighting in 1968. It 
took us until 1971 to re-establish our presence, but we had to use North Vietnamese troops as local 
guerrillas. If the American forces had not begun to withdraw under Nixon in 1969, they could have 
punished us severely. We suffered badly in 1969 and 1970 as it was.

Source Information: Bui Tin served on the general staff of North Vietnam’s army. In 1995, Stephen 
Young conducted an interview with Bui Tin and asked him for his assessment of the Tet uprising and its 
impact. This document is an excerpt adapted from that interview. The entire interview appeared on page 
A8 of The Wall Street Journal on August 3, 1995, with the title “How North Vietnam Won the War.” 
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Assessment Question 
“The Tet uprising was a major turning point in the Vietnam War.” Explain how each of these three 
documents lends support to this statement. In your answer, refer to specific details or features of 
each document.



The Vietnam War  |  Common Core Assessments    43

Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 7	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 7 for grades 9–12

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
7. (9–10) �Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative 

analysis in print or digital text.

7. (11–12) �Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and 
media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a question or 
solve a problem. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 7 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 7 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to do something historians must do all the time—integrate evidence found 
in a wide variety of primary sources presented in many visual and textual formats. It also asks them to 
judge the relative strengths and weaknesses of visual as compared with written sources.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should note that all three documents support the idea 
that Tet was a major event in the war and a significant turning point. The map (Document 1) makes 
dramatically clear how widespread the various attacks by Communist rebels were. The rebels 
attacked urban areas and other targets throughout South Vietnam. Document 2 makes clear the 
dramatic impact of the uprising on American confidence. Walter Cronkite, America’s most-watched 
news anchor, expresses this sense that the war is now a hopeless stalemate. Bui Tin (Document 3) 
acknowledges that in strictly military terms, the Tet Offensive was a disaster for the North Vietnamese, 
yet its objective of affecting American public opinion and weakening support for the war was 
achieved. In this sense, this document fits with the others in supporting the view of Tet as a major 
turning point in the war. Answers to the second assessment question should note that Bui Tin is firm 
in admitting that the uprising was a military disaster for North Vietnam, whereas Walter Cronkite only 
suggests it was not a “knockout victory” for them. Both documents do support the idea that Tet 
undermined American public support for the war. 
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 7

Directions: This exercise asks you to study three documents carefully and answer two questions 
focused on what these sources have in common. In order to better understand the documents and their 
importance as historical evidence, read and make use of the source information located just below or next 
to each document itself. When you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the 
assessment questions that follow. 

CCS Standard 7: (9–10) Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research data) with 
qualitative analysis in print or digital text. (11–12) Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information 
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to 
address a question or solve a problem.

Document 1: A Visual Primary Source
Source Information: On January 
31, 1968, North Vietnam launched 
a major offensive. Over 80,000 
Vietcong troops attacked more 
than 100 South Vietnamese cities 
and towns. It was during Vietnam’s 
Tet New Year holiday. The attacks 
took the U.S. and its South 
Vietnamese allies by surprise. 
This map shows where the 
battles occurred. The Tet uprising 
was a major turning point in the 
Vietnam War. 
Source: Hedberg, Betsy. Vietnam War. 
Backwards Planning Curriculum Units. Culver 
City, CA: Social Studies School Service, 2009.
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Document 2: A Written Primary Source

Who won and who lost in the great Tet offensive against the cities? I’m not sure. The Vietcong did 
not win by a knockout, but neither did we. . . . We have been too often disappointed by the optimism 
of the American leaders, both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver linings 
they find in the darkest clouds. . . .

To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who 
have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable 
pessimism. To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, 
conclusion. On the off chance that military and political analysts are right, in the next few months we 
must test the enemy’s intentions, in case this is indeed his last big gasp before negotiations. But it is 
increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, 
but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they 
could. This is Walter Cronkite. Good night.

Source Information: This document is a portion of Walter Cronkite’s famous “We Are Mired in Stalemate” 
broadcast of February 27, 1968. Cronkite was the CBS news anchor and probably America’s most 
watched and trusted news source. This excerpt is included in James H. Willbanks's The Tet Offensive: 
A Concise History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pages 205–206. It can be accessed at 
http://books.google.com/books?id=jy3aJyxIKUsC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false. 

Document 3: A Written Primary Source

Tet was designed to influence American public opinion. We would attack poorly defended parts of 
South Vietnam cities during a holiday and a truce when few South Vietnamese troops would be on 
duty. Before the main attack, we would entice American units to advance close to the borders, away 
from the cities. By attacking all South Vietnam’s major cities, we would spread out our forces and 
neutralize the impact of American firepower. Attacking on a broad front, we would lose some battles 
but win others. We used local forces nearby each target to frustrate discovery of our plans. Small 
teams, like the one which attacked the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, would be sufficient. It was a guerrilla 
strategy of hit-and-run raids. 

Our losses were staggering and a complete surprise. Giap later told me that Tet had been a 
military defeat, though we had gained the planned political advantages when Johnson agreed to 
negotiate and did not run for re-election. The second and third waves in May and September were, 
in retrospect, mistakes. Our forces in the South were nearly wiped out by all the fighting in 1968. It 
took us until 1971 to re-establish our presence, but we had to use North Vietnamese troops as local 
guerrillas. If the American forces had not begun to withdraw under Nixon in 1969, they could have 
punished us severely. We suffered badly in 1969 and 1970 as it was.

Source Information: Bui Tin served on the general staff of North Vietnam’s army. In 1995, Stephen 
Young conducted an interview with Bui Tin and asked him for his assessment of the Tet uprising and its 
impact. This document is an excerpt adapted from that interview. The entire interview appeared of page 
A8 of The Wall Street Journal on August 3, 1995, with the title “How North Vietnam Won the War.” 
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Assessment Questions 
1. �These three documents all provide evidence about the Tet uprising of 1968. What conclusions about Tet 

do all three documents support? Explain your answer by referring to details in each document.

2. �Do Walter Cronkite and Bui Tin (Documents 2 and 3) agree in their assessment of the impact of the Tet 
uprising? Why or why not? Cite details from these documents to support your answer.
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The Vietnam War Assessment 8	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 8 for grades 6–8

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
8. (6–8) Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 8 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 8 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to pay attention to the way a text reasons about its factual claims and to distinguish between 
these and expressions of opinion. This could mean paying close attention to the factual evidence 
offered or to the reasoning process and logic used to support a claim—as well as an ability to 
distinguish these from the text’s biases or expressions of opinion. This activity assesses the students’ 
ability to read closely in order to understand a text in these ways.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Responses to the first assessment question should note that Nixon first says he has been critical of 
the big build up of U.S. forces in Vietnam. However, he says a sudden withdrawal of all these forces 
would be a disaster for South Vietnam and for the U.S. For the South Vietnamese, it would result in 
massive atrocities and slave labor persecution for hundreds of thousands as the Communists took 
control. For the U.S., it would cause the rest of the world to lose confidence in America and spark 
violence in many other places that depend on the United States for security. Instead, Nixon claims, 
an orderly Vietnamization pushes South Vietnam to reform and become strong enough to defend 
itself. Answers to the second assessment question may vary. However, they should take into account 
the very strong language Nixon does use—as in his prediction that “precipitate withdrawal” will be a 
disaster of “immense magnitude,” leading to atrocities on a massive scale, as well as a “complete” 
collapse of confidence in America and “recklessness” in our adversaries, etc. 



48    Common Core Assessments  |  The Vietnam War

Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Assessment 8

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer two ques-
tions about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical 
primary source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document itself. When 
you have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment questions that follow.

CCS Standard 8: Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text.

A Primary Source Document

Now, many believe that President Johnson’s decision to send American combat forces to South 
Vietnam was wrong. And many others, I among them, have been strongly critical of the way the war 
has been conducted. But the question facing us today is: Now that we are in the war, what is the best 
way to end it?

In January I could only conclude that the precipitate withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam 
would be a disaster not only for South Vietnam but for the United States and for the cause of peace.

For the South Vietnamese, our precipitate withdrawal would inevitably allow the Communists to 
repeat the massacres which followed their takeover in the North 15 years before. They then murdered 
more than 50,000 people and hundreds of thousands more died in slave labor camps. With the 
sudden collapse of our support, these atrocities would become the nightmare of the entire nation 
and particularly for the million and a half Catholic refugees who fled to South Vietnam when the 
Communists took over in the North.

For the United States, this first defeat in our Nation’s history would result in a collapse of confidence 
in American leadership, not only in Asia but throughout the world. Three American Presidents have 
recognized the great stakes involved in Vietnam and understood what had to be done.

For the future of peace, precipitate withdrawal would thus be a disaster of immense magnitude. Our 
defeat and humiliation in South Vietnam without question would promote recklessness in the councils 
of those great powers who have not yet abandoned their goals of world conquest. This would spark 
violence wherever our commitments help maintain the peace in the Middle East, in Berlin, eventually 
even in the Western Hemisphere. Ultimately, this would cost more lives. It would not bring peace; it 
would bring more war.

For these reasons, I rejected the recommendation that I should end the war by immediately 
withdrawing all of our forces. I chose instead to change American policy on both the negotiating front 
and battlefront. 

In the previous administration, we Americanized the war in Vietnam. In this administration, we are 
Vietnamizing the search for peace. The policy of the previous administration not only resulted in our 
assuming the primary responsibility for fighting the war, but even more significantly did not adequately 
stress the goal of strengthening the South Vietnamese so that they could defend themselves when 
we left. We have adopted a plan which we have worked out in cooperation with the South Vietnamese 
for the complete withdrawal of all U.S. combat ground forces, and their replacement by South 
Vietnamese forces on an orderly scheduled timetable.
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Source Information: President Richard Nixon took office in January 1969. In a key speech to the public 
on November 3, 1969, he explained his new approach to the Vietnam War. This new approach went by the 
term “Vietnamization.” In these passages from his speech, Nixon explains his thinking behind this change 
in approach. The speech is found in the Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Richard 
Nixon, 1969, pp. 901–909. The entire speech can be found on Vassar College’s “The Wars for Vietnam” 
and can be accessed online at http://vietnam.vassar.edu/overview/doc14.html.

Assessment Questions 
1. �In this speech, President Nixon called for “Vietnamization,” a gradual turning over of the fighting directly 

to South Vietnam as U.S. combat troops were slowly withdrawn. Explain what Nixon’s reasoning was in 
support of this plan. 

2. �According to one historian, “Nixon uses highly emotional and exaggerated language to make his case 
seem more reasonable than it is.” Explain why you agree or disagree with this statement. In your answer, 
cite specific examples of such language.

http://vietnam.vassar.edu/overview/doc14.html


50    Common Core Assessments  |  The Vietnam War

Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War Assessment 8	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 8 for grades 9–12

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
8. (9–10) �Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text support the 

author’s claims.

8. (11–12) �Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them 
with other information. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 8 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 8 for grades 9–10 and 11–12 
combined. It asks students to pay attention to the way a text backs up or seeks to explain its factual 
claims. This could mean paying close attention to the factual evidence offered in the text as compared 
with expressions of opinion. Or it could mean attention to the reasoning process and logic used to 
support a claim. It may also require students to examine underlying assumptions and bias in order to 
see how they shape or distort the reasoning process presented by the text. This activity assesses the 
students’ ability to read closely in order to understand a text in these ways.
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Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Responses to the first assessment question should identify Nixon’s policy change as “Vietnamization,” 
the decision to turn over more and more of the fighting directly to South Vietnamese forces as U.S. 
combat troops were being withdrawn. Nixon explains this change in policy by saying that while he 
was critical of the big build up of U.S. forces in Vietnam, a sudden withdrawal would be a disaster for 
South Vietnam and for the U.S. For the South Vietnamese, it would result in massive atrocities and 
slave labor persecution for hundreds of thousands as the communists took control. For the U.S. it 
would cause the rest of the world to lose confidence in America and spark violence in many other 
places that depend on the United States for security. Instead, Nixon claims, an orderly Vietnamization 
pushes South Vietnam to reform and become strong enough to defend itself. Answers to the second 
assessment question should note that Nixon does use extreme and possibly exaggerated language 
to depict the disastrous results that he thinks a sudden withdrawal of U.S. forces would produce. 
Some may feel he makes a strong case in this way. Others may wonder why staying in Vietnam would 
not also cause huge problems, such as enabling adversaries to act aggressively while America was 
bogged down there. And so on.
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 8

Directions: This exercise asks you to read one primary source document carefully and answer two ques-
tions about specific details in the document. In order to better understand the document as a historical 
primary source, read and make use of the source information located just below the document itself. When 
you have studied the document and the source information, answer the assessment questions that follow. 

CCS Standard 8: (9–10) Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text support 
the author’s claims. (11–12) Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or 
challenging them with other information.

A Primary Source Document

Now, many believe that President Johnson’s decision to send American combat forces to South 
Vietnam was wrong. And many others, I among them, have been strongly critical of the way the war 
has been conducted. But the question facing us today is: Now that we are in the war, what is the best 
way to end it?

In January I could only conclude that the precipitate withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam 
would be a disaster not only for South Vietnam but for the United States and for the cause of peace.

For the South Vietnamese, our precipitate withdrawal would inevitably allow the Communists to 
repeat the massacres which followed their takeover in the North 15 years before. They then murdered 
more than 50,000 people and hundreds of thousands more died in slave labor camps. With the 
sudden collapse of our support, these atrocities would become the nightmare of the entire nation 
and particularly for the million and a half Catholic refugees who fled to South Vietnam when the 
Communists took over in the North.

For the United States, this first defeat in our Nation’s history would result in a collapse of confidence 
in American leadership, not only in Asia but throughout the world. Three American Presidents have 
recognized the great stakes involved in Vietnam and understood what had to be done.

For the future of peace, precipitate withdrawal would thus be a disaster of immense magnitude. Our 
defeat and humiliation in South Vietnam without question would promote recklessness in the councils 
of those great powers who have not yet abandoned their goals of world conquest. This would spark 
violence wherever our commitments help maintain the peace in the Middle East, in Berlin, eventually 
even in the Western Hemisphere. Ultimately, this would cost more lives. It would not bring peace; it 
would bring more war.

For these reasons, I rejected the recommendation that I should end the war by immediately 
withdrawing all of our forces. I chose instead to change American policy on both the negotiating front 
and battlefront. 

In the previous administration, we Americanized the war in Vietnam. In this administration, we are 
Vietnamizing the search for peace. The policy of the previous administration not only resulted in our 
assuming the primary responsibility for fighting the war, but even more significantly did not adequately 
stress the goal of strengthening the South Vietnamese so that they could defend themselves when 
we left. We have adopted a plan which we have worked out in cooperation with the South Vietnamese 
for the complete withdrawal of all U.S. combat ground forces, and their replacement by South 
Vietnamese forces on an orderly scheduled timetable.
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Source Information: President Richard Nixon took office in January 1969. In a key speech to the public 
on November 3, 1969, he explained his new approach to the Vietnam War. This new approach goes by 
the term “Vietnamization,” In these passages from his speech, Nixon explains his thinking behind this 
change in approach. The speech is found in the Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: 
Richard Nixon, 1969, pages 901–909. The entire speech can be found on Vassar College’s “The Wars for 
Vietnam” and can be accessed online at http://vietnam.vassar.edu/overview/doc14.html.

Assessment Questions 
1. �What is the significant policy change President Nixon argues for here, and what reasoning does he use 

to support this change? 

2. �At one point, Nixon says immediate withdrawal from Vietnam would “be a disaster of immense 
magnitude.” Does he make a reasonable case for this extreme prediction and for his view that 
“Vietnamization” would prevent such a disaster? Why or why not?

http://vietnam.vassar.edu/overview/doc14.html
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The Vietnam War Assessment 9	 Basic Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 9 for grades 6–8

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
9. (6–8) Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic.

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 9 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 9 for grades 6–8. It asks 
students to understand the relationship between primary and secondary sources. This means 
students must know the difference between the two kinds of sources—that primary sources provide 
the evidence for secondary source claims and interpretations. This should lead them to adopt a 
critical approach to secondary sources themselves. That is, such secondary accounts should not 
be regarded as final and complete. They are interpretations of the past, not the past itself. Students 
should learn to weigh secondary source accounts against the relevant primary source evidence.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should note that Weyand says South Vietnam is facing total 
defeat. However, he thinks it can rebuild its strength if it has time and some material help from the 
U.S. He thinks the U.S. owes this because it initially offered the South Vietnamese help and promised 
to stand by them and also because the South Vietnamese seem to want desperately to retain their 
non-Communist system and way of life. Answers to the second assessment question may vary. 
The document suggests Vietnamization was somewhat successful, but it focuses on U.S. political 
problems that helped end any willingness to aid the South Vietnamese government. The document 
does not offer much evidence to support Weyand’s hopes. However, in noting the U.S. denial of funds 
for South Vietnam, it leaves open the possibility that the aid Weyand called for might have helped 
South Vietnam hold off the final defeat.
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 9

Directions: This exercise asks you to read two documents carefully and answer two questions about 
specific details in them. One document is a primary source and the other is a secondary source. In order 
to better understand the documents, read and make use of the source information located just below each 
document. When you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the assessment 
questions that follow.

CCS Standard 9: Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic.

Document 1: A Primary Source

The current military situation is critical, and the probability of the survival of South Vietnam as a 
truncated nation in the southern provinces is marginal at best. The South Vietnamese government 
is on the brink of a total military defeat. However, they are planning to continue to defend with their 
available resources, and, if allowed respite, will rebuild their capabilities to the extent that United States 
support in materiel will permit. I believe that we owe them that support.

We went to Vietnam in the first place to assist the South Vietnamese people—not to defeat the North 
Vietnamese. We reached out our hand to the South Vietnamese people, and they took it. Now they 
need that helping hand more than ever. By every measure we have been able to apply, 20,000,000 
people have told the world they fear for their lives, they cherish values that are closely allied with those 
of non-communist systems, they desperately seek the opportunity to continue their development of a 
way of life different from those who now live under North Vietnamese rule.

The present level of U.S. support guarantees South Vietnam’s defeat. Of the $700 million provided 
for FY 1975, the remaining $150 million can be used for a short time for a major supply operation; 
however, if there is to be any real chance of success, an additional $722 million is urgently needed to 
bring the South Vietnamese to a minimal defense posture to meet the Soviet and People’s Republic of 
China supported invasion. 

Source Information: General Fred C. Weyand was in charge of the withdrawal of all U.S. forces from 
Vietnam. This withdrawal was completed by early 1973. With U.S. aid, South Vietnam’s armed forces 
continued to fight the Communist North after that. Weyand soon became Chief of Staff of the United 
States Army. On April 4, 1975, he sent President Gerald Ford a “Memorandum for the President—Subject: 
Vietnam Assessment.” North Vietnam’s final offensive against South Vietnam had already begun by that 
date. On April 30, Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese and the war was over. This document is an excerpt 
adapted from Weyand’s April 4 memorandum. The entire memorandum can be accessed online at 
http://25thaviation.org/facts/id849.htm.

http://25thaviation.org/facts/id849.htm
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Document 2: A Secondary Source

The Tet Offensive of 1968 made Americans aware of the tenacity of their foe in Vietnam, and at the 
same time it raised painful doubts about the credibility of the U.S. officials who had led the nation to 
war there. From that point on, the U.S. began slowly to extricate itself from Vietnam. However, under 
Richard Nixon, it did so in a complicated and often violent way. The chaos of the Nixon years—with 
detente and trips to China mixed in with Watergate and other scandals—may have distorted the 
way we think of the end of the Vietnam War. Vietnamization was working to a greater degree than 
most people realized. Historians will long debate whether or not it would have succeeded had 
conditions been different. In any case, by 1973, the U.S. Congress had given up on South Vietnam. 
In March 1973, the last American troops left Vietnam. The situation quickly deteriorated. Congress 
soon voted to deny any more funds to South Vietnam’s government. Within less than two years, the 
North mounted its final invasion. This time, there was little the U.S. could do. Over a million South 
Vietnamese who had supported the U.S. fled for their lives. Many took to the sea in rickety boats. 
The U.S. took in hundreds of thousands of these “boat people.” South Vietnam fell to the North 
Vietnamese in 1975.

Source Information: This secondary source is excerpted and adapted from “The Fall and the Aftermath,” 
a lesson about the end of the Vietnam War. 
Source: Burack, Jonathan. Vietnam, Our Longest War: Part 2. History Unfolding. Culver City, CA: MindSparks, 2001.

Assessment Questions 
1. �In Document 1, General Weyand says the U.S. should and still can help South Vietnam prevent a 

complete victory by North Vietnam. Explain why Weyand thinks the U.S. both should and can do this?

2. �Does Document 2 support Weyand’s belief that South Vietnam still could succeed against North 
Vietnam? Why or why not?
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The Vietnam War Assessment 9	 Advanced Level

Teacher Instructions
Based on Common Core Reading Standard 9 for grades 9–12

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
9. (9–10) �Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary 

sources.

9. (11–12) �Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent 
understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources. 

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Assessment 9 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in Common Core History/Social Studies Reading Standard 9 for grades 9–10 and 
11–12 combined. It asks students to understand the relationship between primary and secondary 
sources. This means students must know the difference between the two kinds of sources—that 
primary sources provide the evidence for secondary source claims and interpretations. This should 
lead them to adopt a critical approach to secondary sources themselves. That is, such secondary 
accounts should not be regarded as final and complete. They are interpretations of the past, not the 
past itself. Students should learn to weigh secondary source accounts against the relevant primary 
source evidence.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Answers to the first assessment question should note that Weyand basically recommends more U.S. 
financial and military aid to South Vietnam, not any U.S. troops. He says South Vietnam is facing total 
defeat, but he thinks it can rebuild its strength if it has a little time and if it gets material help from the 
U.S. He says the U.S. still owes the South Vietnamese this help, even as of April 1975—first because 
we offered help initially and promised to stand by them and also because they still want desperately to 
retain their non-Communist system and way of life. Answers to the second assessment question may 
vary. Document 2 suggests Vietnamization was somewhat successful, but it also describes the chaos 
of the Nixon years and the almost complete loss of any will in the U.S. Congress to aid the South 
Vietnamese government. The document does little to support Weyand’s hopes. However, in noting 
the U.S. denial of funds for South Vietnam, it leaves open the possibility that the aid Weyand called for 
might have helped South Vietnam hold off the final defeat.
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The Vietnam War: Assessment 9

Directions: This exercise asks you to read two documents carefully and answer two questions about 
specific details in them. One document is a primary source and the other is a secondary source. In order 
to better understand the documents, read and make use of the source information located just below each 
document. When you have studied the documents and the source information, answer the assessment 
questions that follow. 

CCS Standard 9: (9–10) Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and 
secondary sources. (11–12) Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into 
a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources.

Document 1: A Primary Source

The current military situation is critical, and the probability of the survival of South Vietnam as a 
truncated nation in the southern provinces is marginal at best. The South Vietnamese government 
is on the brink of a total military defeat. However, they are planning to continue to defend with their 
available resources, and, if allowed respite, will rebuild their capabilities to the extent that United States 
support in materiel will permit. I believe that we owe them that support.

We went to Vietnam in the first place to assist the South Vietnamese people—not to defeat the North 
Vietnamese. We reached out our hand to the South Vietnamese people, and they took it. Now they 
need that helping hand more than ever. By every measure we have been able to apply, 20,000,000 
people have told the world they fear for their lives, they cherish values that are closely allied with those 
of non-communist systems, they desperately seek the opportunity to continue their development of a 
way of life different from those who now live under North Vietnamese rule.

The present level of U.S. support guarantees South Vietnam’s defeat. Of the $700 million provided 
for FY 1975, the remaining $150 million can be used for a short time for a major supply operation; 
however, if there is to be any real chance of success, an additional $722 million is urgently needed to 
bring the South Vietnamese to a minimal defense posture to meet the Soviet and People’s Republic of 
China supported invasion. 

Source Information: General Fred C. Weyand was in charge of the withdrawal of all U.S. forces from 
Vietnam. This withdrawal was completed by early 1973. With U.S. aid, South Vietnam’s armed forces 
continued to fight the Communist North after that. Weyand soon became Chief of Staff of the United 
States Army. On April 4, 1975, he sent President Gerald Ford a “Memorandum for the President—Subject: 
Vietnam Assessment.” North Vietnam’s final offensive against South Vietnam had already begun by that 
date. On April 30, Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese and the war was over. This document is an excerpt 
adapted from Weyand’s April 4 memorandum. The entire memorandum can be accessed online at 
http://25thaviation.org/facts/id849.htm.

http://25thaviation.org/facts/id849.htm
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Document 2: A Secondary Source

The Tet Offensive of 1968 made Americans aware of the tenacity of their foe in Vietnam, and at the 
same time it raised painful doubts about the credibility of the U.S. officials who had led the nation to 
war there. From that point on, the U.S. began slowly to extricate itself from Vietnam. However, under 
Richard Nixon, it did so in a complicated and often violent way. The chaos of the Nixon years—with 
detente and trips to China mixed in with Watergate and other scandals—may have distorted the 
way we think of the end of the Vietnam War. Vietnamization was working to a greater degree than 
most people realized. Historians will long debate whether or not it would have succeeded had 
conditions been different. In any case, by 1973, the U.S. Congress had given up on South Vietnam. 
In March 1973, the last American troops left Vietnam. The situation quickly deteriorated. Congress 
soon voted to deny any more funds to South Vietnam’s government. Within less than two years, the 
North mounted its final invasion. This time, there was little the U.S. could do. Over a million South 
Vietnamese who had supported the U.S. fled for their lives. Many took to the sea in rickety boats. 
The U.S. took in hundreds of thousands of these “boat people.” South Vietnam fell to the North 
Vietnamese in 1975.

Source Information: This secondary source is excerpted and adapted from “The Fall and the Aftermath,” 
a lesson about the end of the Vietnam War. 
Source: Burack, Jonathan. Vietnam, Our Longest War: Part 2. History Unfolding. Culver City, CA: MindSparks, 2001.

Assessment Questions 
1. �In Document 1, General Weyand makes some recommendations to President Ford. Describe his 

recommendations and explain why he thinks they are both right and realistic?

2. �In what ways does Document 2 support Weyand’s recommendations and in what ways does it not 
support them? 
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The Vietnam War 	 Writing Assignment 1

Teacher Instructions
The College and Career Readiness Anchor Standard for Writing

1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts using valid reasoning and 
relevant and sufficient evidence. 

[This standard is the basis for the corresponding No. 1 Common Core Writing Standards for Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects.]

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Writing Assessment 1 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in the College and Career Readiness Anchor Standard for Writing 1. The Anchor Standards 
are the basis on which the various Common Core History/Social Studies Standards are based. This 
assessment asks students to write an essay that makes meaningful claims and that develop those 
claims using relevant evidence and sound reasoning. The essay should make clear the strengths and 
limitations of the claims it makes while also considering possible challenges or counter claims.

Evaluating Student Responses to this Assessment
Essays for this assignment should be scored according to these criteria.

•	 How well does the essay state a claim addressing all elements of the prompt?

•	 Does the essay use evidence from all or most of the documents assigned for this task?

•	 Is the evidence explained effectively using careful reasoning and a logical flow of one idea to 
the next?

•	 Does the essay defend the claim in relation to any relevant alternative claims?

•	 Are ideas presented using precise language, effective transitions, and domain-specific vocabulary?

•	 Does the essay include an effective conclusion supporting its claims?

•	 How well does the essay follow rules of usage, spelling, and punctuation? 
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Writing Assignment 1

The Standard: Write a brief essay that presents a well-reasoned argument focused on historical content.

The Question
Using your background history knowledge and the primary source documents listed here, explain why you 
do or do not agree with the following statement: “The Vietnam War may have been a tragic mistake, but it 
was also a noble cause worth fighting for.” 

Documents: Base your essay on your general background knowledge and all of the primary and 
secondary source documents in The Vietnam War Assessments.

Instructions
•	 Write a brief, well-organized essay that includes an introduction, one to three internal paragraphs, 

and a conclusion.

•	 Introduce a specific claim that you can defend in response to the question. 

•	 Support your claim with an argument based on evidence from the documents and sound 
reasoning about that evidence.

•	 Consider other possible claims that may differ from your own. 

•	 Include related outside information based on your background knowledge of history. 

•	 Use transitions and a logical arrangement of ideas to connect all parts of your essay to the claim 
you are making.

•	 Write a conclusion that follows from the argument your essay has made.
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Teacher
Instructions

The Vietnam War	 Writing Assignment 2

Teacher Instructions
The College and Career Readiness Anchor Standard for Writing

2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and information clearly and 
accurately through the effective selection, organization, and analysis of content.

[This standard is the basis for the corresponding No. 2 Common Core Writing Standards for Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects.]

Using this Assessment
These Common Core History Assessments are intended to help your students develop key literacy 
and history thinking skills as they study and master the content covered in their American History 
coursework. The assessments are intended to be formative more than summative. That is, they are 
meant to be part of the instructional process itself, providing you and your students with information at 
a point when timely adjustments in teaching and learning can be made.

The Vietnam War: Writing Assessment 2 is designed to measure students’ ability to master the skills 
described in the College and Career Readiness Anchor Standard for Writing 2. The Anchor Standards 
are the basis on which the various Common Core History/Social Studies Standards are based. This 
assessment asks students to write an essay that uses sources effectively to provide strong support 
and evidence clarifying and explaining a central idea or set of ideas and concepts.

Evaluating Student Responses to Writing Assignment 2
Essays for this assignment should be scored according to these criteria.

•	 How well does the introduction address the prompt with a clear, well-defined central idea and a 
preview of supporting ideas?

•	 Does the essay use evidence from many of the documents assigned for this task?

•	 Is the evidence used effectively to support the essay’s key ideas and concepts?

•	 Does the essay engage in careful reasoning and a logical flow of one idea to the next?

•	 Are ideas presented using precise language, effective transitions, and domain-specific vocabulary?

•	 Does the essay include an effective conclusion supporting its key ideas?

•	 How well does the essay follow rules of usage, spelling, and punctuation? 
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Student Handout
The Vietnam War: Writing Assignment 2

The Standard: Write an informative/explanatory essay clearly describing and explaining historical events 
and trends. 

The Question
Obviously, the Vietnam War affected the hundreds of thousands of soldiers who fought in it. However, 
unlike some smaller wars, it also touched many millions of other Americans in deep and lasting ways. Your 
task here is to write an essay explaining the various ways Vietnam affected Americans deeply during the 
war and since. In your essay, explain the impact the war had by referring specifically to evidence in several 
or all of the sources for this lesson.

Documents: Base your essay on your general background knowledge and on your selection of sources 
from all the primary source documents in The Vietnam War Assessments. 

Instructions
•	 Write a brief, well-organized essay that includes an introduction, one to three internal paragraphs, 

and a conclusion.

•	 Introduce the topic with a clear, well-defined central idea and preview in a general way other key 
ideas your essay will develop. 

•	 Support each of your key ideas with evidence from many of the documents and with sound 
reasoning about that evidence.

•	 Include related outside information based on your background knowledge of history. 

•	 Use transitions and a logical arrangement of ideas to connect the major parts of your essay.

•	 Write a conclusion that follows from and summarizes the main points your essay has made.
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