CELEBRATING
NEA BIG READ

THE THINGS THEY
CARRIED BY TIM O’BRIEN

Teaching Guide/Student Worksheets

This guide supports the reading of The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien and should be
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Florida Standards

The Florida Department of Education defines that the Florida Standards provide a robust
set of goals for every grade. Emphasizing analytical thinking rather than rote memorization, the
Florida Standards will prepare our students for success in college, career and life. The Florida
Standards will reflect the knowledge and skills that our young people need for success in college
and careers.

Building on the foundation of success that has made Florida a national model, The
Florida Standards provide a clear set of goals for every student, parent, and teacher.

For more information on Florida Standards, go to the CPALMS website. CPALMS is the
State of Florida’s official source for standards information and course descriptions:
http://www.cpalms.org.

The reading material and activities in this packet applies to the following Florida Standards for
high school.

Language Arts: LAFS.912.L.1.1; LAFS.912.L.1.2; LAFS.912.1..2.3; LAFS.912.L.3.4;
LAFS.912.L.3.5; LAFS.912.L.3.6; LAFS.912.RH.1.2; LAFS.912.RH.1.3; LAFS.912.RH.2 4;
LAFS.912.RH.2.5; LAFS.912.RH.2.6; LAFS.912.RH.3.8; LAFS.912.RH.3.9; LAFS.912.R1.1.1;
LAFS.912.RI1.1.2; LAFS.912.R1.1.3; LAFS.912.R1.2.4; LAFS.912.R1.2.5; LAFS.912.R1.2.6;
LAFS.912.SL.1.2; LAFS.912.SL.1.3; LAFS.912.SL.2.4; LAFS.912.SL.2.5; LAFS.912.SL.2.6;
LAFS.912.W.1.1; LAFS.912.W.1.2; LAFS.912.W.1.3; LAFS.912.W.2.4; LAFS.912.W.2.5;
LAFS.912.W.2.6; LAFS.912.W.3.7; LAFS.912.W.3.8; LAFS.912.W.3.9; LAFS.912.W .4.10

Newspaper in Education

The Tampa Bay Times Newspaper in Education program (NIE) is a cooperative effort
between schools and the Times Publishing Co. to encourage the use of newspapers in print and
electronic form as educational resources — a “living textbook.” Our educational resources fall
into the category of informational text, a type of nonfiction text.

The primary purpose of informational text is to convey information about the natural or
social world. NIE serves educators, students and families by providing schools with class sets of
the Pulitzer Prize-winning Tampa Bay Times plus award-winning original educational
publications, teacher guides, lesson plans, educator workshops and many more resources — all at
no cost to schools, teachers or families.

In 2018-2019, NIE provided more than 1.4 million print copies and 10 million digital
editions of the Times to area classrooms thanks to our generous subscribers and individual,
corporate and foundation sponsors.

For a PDF of the Newspaper in Education publication, go tampabay.com.com/nie, click
on the curriculum tab, and go to the Language Arts page. For more information about NIE, visit
tampabay.com/nie, call 727-893-8138 or email ordernie@tampabay.com. Follow us on Twitter
at twitter.com/TBTimesNIE. Find us on Facebook at facebook.com/TBTNIE.



PART I — GOING BEYOND THE TEXT

What makes a hero?

In the history of the United States, 3,493 people have been awarded the Medal of Honor,
the highest award for valor in action against an enemy force that can be bestowed upon an
individual serving in the armed services of the United States.

Individually or in pairs, read five Medal of Honor Citations on the Congressional Medal
of Honor Society website at cmohs.org.

What elements of heroism are presented in each? What is required to make a hero?
Create your own list of “heroic” characteristics (bravery, honesty, selflessness, creativity,
kindness, etc.) and share it with the class. Next, write a list of “heroic” situations (situations in
which a person could be called on to act heroically: war, social injustice, grave illness, peer
pressure, etc.), and share it with the class. Using the Trading Card Creator at
readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/ trading-card-creator-30056.html,
create a trading card about one of the Medal of Honor recipients you read about.

[Adapted from: "What Makes a Hero: Studying Heroes in WWII" by the National WWII
Museum Group, the International Institute for Strategic Studies, the New York Times, UNICEEF,
United Nations]

Citizenship in the 22nd century
At various times throughout history, citizenship has been granted or denied based on
criteria such as age, class, property ownership, gender, ethnicity, religion and place of birth.

In Robert A. Heinlein’s Hugo Award-winning novel Starship Troopers, set on a post-
World War III Earth, citizens do not automatically have the right to vote. Instead, they must earn
the right to vote by serving in the military. In Starship Troopers, only veterans may vote or hold
public office, and the majority of the population cannot participate in government. Although they
enjoy all the rights and protections of citizenship, they are barred from arguably its most
important responsibility.

Is military service the only way to serve your country? Do veterans deserve to receive
benefits not enjoyed by all citizens? Is participation in government an “unalienable right?” Is
non-service a good justification for denying some people participation in the government under
which they live? What other reasons might justify denying people the right to vote?

Source: The Heinlein Prize Trust


http://readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/trading-card-creator-30056.html

Women warriors

While women’s roles in the military and during war have changed considerably in the
past decade, women have always had some presence in battle. Whether it is taking care of their
homes and families, making gun powder or rivets, or helping in hospitals or on the battlefield,
women have been involved in war since the inception of the United States. There is little
historical documentation about women in war, though. How much information can you find
about women’s roles in assisting or serving in the military, especially during the Vietnam War?
Research this topic and then compare women’s roles in the military from the past to the present.
Look for articles in the Tampa Bay Times to assist with your research. Write a report based on
your findings. Be sure to document your sources.

A new enemy

What is terrorism? The History Channel notes, that it is difficult to come up with a
definition of terrorism. The root of the word is "terror,” in other words, fear. According to the
History Channel, “An act of terrorism seeks to use fear to compel a group of people or a
government to act in a certain way in response to violence or the threat of violence. Terrorist acts
have been committed by a variety of people representing a wide range of political, religious,
cultural or social viewpoints, ranging from lone individuals to large coordinated groups.

Generally, a characteristic of terrorism is that the victims are often civilians who are not in
any way representative of the object of the terrorism. With your class, discuss the issue of
terrorism. Based on the veteran interviews in the Floridians and War publication, relate the
concept of terrorism to war. How has terrorism changed how battles are fought? Research these
ideas and share your thoughts with your classmates.

Journaling to self awareness

Keeping a journal or writing a blog is a great way to learn more about what you are studying,
the world around you and yourself. Who are you? How do conflict and war affect you and your
family? Why do you do what you do? Do the actions of people in foreign countries affect you?
Do you have strong convictions? Are you able to stand up to others when your ideas are
questioned? In your journal, record your general thoughts as well as your thoughts about articles
you read in the Tampa Bay Times.

To begin your journal, write about something that you have read in the Newspaper in
Education supplement or the Tampa Bay Times that directly affects your life.


https://nieonline.com/tbtimes/downloads/supplements/2015_florida_and_war.pdf

Read like a detective. Write like a reporter.

The Vietnam War was a long war. The Second Indochina War, which took place from
1954 to 1975, evolved out of the long conflict between France and Vietnam. With many outside
influences, the war was influenced by many factors. With a partner, research one of the
following topics that relates to the war and write a research paper about the topic. Be sure to
answer the who, what, when, where, why and how of the topic. Make sure you document all your
sources. After your paper has been written, present what you have learned to your class.

The National Liberation Front Agent orange

Ngo Dinh Diem December 1961 White Paper
Strategic Hamlet Program Gulf of Tonkin Resolution
U.S.S. Maddox Operation Rolling Thunder

Tet Offensive Richard Nixon’s Vietnamization plan
The Paris Peace Agreement French rule in Vietnam

Ho Chi Minh Trail Operation Chopper

Operation Ranch Hand General William Westmoreland
Operation Starlite Battle of the Ia Drang Valley
Operation Crimp Operation Birmingham
Demilitarized Zone Operation Hastings

Operation Attleboro Operation Cedar Falls
Operation Junction City My Lai

Operation Pegasus Operation Menu

Operation Lam Son 71

Positive character traits

Veterans exemplify good character qualities, such as loyalty, courage, responsibility and
respect. With your class, create a list of positive character traits and see if you can list a specific
example for each trait. Next, look for stories in the Tampa Bay Times about people that exhibit
both good and bad character traits. What differentiates an action between good and bad? What
choice did the person in the article make that showed good or bad character? What was the
outcome of the decision? What are the good or bad character traits that he or she exhibited?
What can you learn from the person’s choices and actions? Write down your responses in your
journal. Share your thoughts about this information with your classmates.

Preserving liberties

Many veterans and public servants, such as law enforcement officers, firefighters and
teachers, have made sacrifices to preserve the liberties American citizens hold dear. With your
class, discuss First Amendment rights and other liberties that Americans enjoy daily. Look for
articles in the Tampa Bay Times about other countries where the rights are withheld or are being
violated. Write your thoughts in your journal about what you have read. Then, write an editorial
about what you think should be done to help the people whose rights have been violated.



Serving others

What is the definition of “hero”? Think about what that word means to you and then look up
the definition in a dictionary. Does your definition match the researched one? Write down your
thoughts about what a hero is in your journal. Discuss this idea with your class. Look for articles
that exemplify the idea of a hero in the Tampa Bay Times. What is it about the people in the
articles that shows heroic characteristics? What is it about the person’s service that makes it
stand out beyond being a regular job? What sacrifices may the people in the article have to make
as part of their service? Discuss ways that you and/or your class can serve your school or
community. Look for an article in the Times that identifies a need or problem in your community
and develop a class or school service-learning project to help resolve the issue.

Putting others above self

Veterans have unselfishly made sacrifices for the sake of their country. Some would define
veterans as being heroes. Look through the Tampa Bay Times to find an article about a person
who put someone else’s needs above his or her own. Would you define this person’s act as being
heroic? What were the consequences of the unselfish act? What might have happened if the
person had not acted? Write down your responses in your journal, along with a short summary of
the article. Share your thoughts about this information with your classmates.

Learning new words

When you study new things, you often come up against some tough vocabulary words, such
as "citizenship," "strategies" and "demilitarized." Most vocabulary words are learned from
context clues, but sometimes it is necessary to look up the definition in a dictionary. While you
read this publication, be sure to highlight or circle words you don’t know. Try to figure out the
words’ meanings by looking for clues in the sentences around them.

Write down your best guess, and then look the words up in a dictionary. As a group activity,
make a list of the words your classmates identified and see which ones stumped the class. Next,
use these words for a news scavenger hunt. See if you can find these words in the Tampa Bay
Times. The group that finds the most words wins the game.



Between war and peace

Whenever there is conflict in a nation, there are often detrimental effects on the people who
live in the nation being torn apart by war, conflict or terrorism. Throughout history, the United
States military and the military forces of its allies have provided humanitarian aid to those in
need.

Both the United States Army and the British Army are actively engaged in operational duties
across the globe. From peacekeeping to providing humanitarian aid and from enforcing anti-
terrorism measures to helping combat the international drug and human trafficking trades, these
military agencies often work together to elicit positive changes.

Research the concepts of peacekeeping and humanitarian aid during times of war. Based on
your research, create a timeline and infographic illustrating what you have learned. Share the
information you have learned with the rest of your class.



Levels of Thinking and Reasoning*

From your newspaper, choose a story about conflict in your community that interests and/or involves you
and is likely to appeal to other students in your class. Ask a question on each level and have a classmate
read the story and answer the questions. Also, ask for a critique of the questions.

Headline:
Author:
Newspaper: Date:

Create

Evaluate

Analyze

Apply

Understand

Remember

Follow-up: Did the story appeal to your classmate? Did your classmate offer complete answers to the
questions? Did your classmate recommend any changes to the questions?

(*Bloom’s Taxonomy revised)




Levels of Thinking and Reasoning*

From the novel The Things They Carried, choose a story that interests you and is likely to appeal to other

students in your class. Ask a question on each level and have a classmate read the story and answer the
questions. Also, ask for a critique of the questions.

Chapter title
Author:

Create

Evaluate

Analyze

Apply

Understand

Remember

Follow-up: Did the story appeal to your classmate? Did your classmate offer complete answers to the
questions? Did your classmate recommend any changes to the questions?

(*Bloom’s Taxonomy revised)




Venn Diagram
Directions: Compare one person from the Things They Carried with someone in the news who
is dealing with a conflict.

Follow-Up: What character trait do they share?

10



Venn Diagram
Directions: Compare two characters from The Things They Carried.

Follow-Up: What character traits do they share?

11



KLW Chart

Directions: Before you read fill out the KNOW column with what you already know about the

Vietnam War. As you read fill in what you’ve LEARNED in the center column. After you have
finished reading fill in the WANT column with what you want to know more about.

KNOW

LEARN

WANT TO KNOW

Follow-Up: Conduct research to answer your questions.

12



Cause and Effect

Directions: Select one or more news stories that focus on issues of conflicts — emotional and

physical. Identify causes and effects.

Story Headline:

Cause

Story Headline:

Cause

Story Headline:

Cause

i i
NN

U

Effect

Effect

Effect

13



Cause and Effect
Directions: Select one or more chapters from The Things They Carried that focus on issues of
conflicts — emotional and physical. Identify causes and effects.

Chapter:

Cause Effect
Chapter:

Cause Effect
Chapter:

Cause Effect
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Lesson One

FOCUS:

Biography

Examining an author’s life can inform and expand the reader’s
understanding of a work of fiction. Biographical criticism is the practice of
analyzing a literary work through the lens of an author’s experience. In this
lesson, explore the author’s life to understand the book more fully.

Tim O’Brien grew up in small-town Minnesota and describes himself as a
dreamer, not big enough to compete in sports, who made good grades and
loved magic tricks. In 1968, he was drafted into the Army’s 46th Infantry
and sent to Vietnam. Though politically he was against the war, O’Brien
served as a foot soldier in the Quang Ngai province from 1969 until 1970,
when he was hit by shrapnel from a hand grenade, earning the Purple
Heart and a ticket home.

Discussion Activities

Listen to The Big Read Audio Guide. Students should take notes as they listen. Distribute
the Reader’s Guide essays “Introduction to the Book.” “Major Characters,” and “Tim
O’Brien (b. 1946).” Divide the class into three groups. Assign one essay to each group.
After reading and discussing the essays, each group should present what it has learned.

Fiction writers are often advised to “write what you know.” Tim O’Brien followed this
advice by reflecting on personal experiences and adapting them to create a work of fiction.
Discuss the differences between fiction and nonfiction. How might real-life events evolve
into a fictional story?

Ask students to consider if it is okay for fiction to have elements of “real” events. Is it
acceptable for a nonfiction writer to create moments that never occurred to help expand
or explain the story? Are the standards for “truthfulness” in fiction different from those for
nonfiction? Why or why not?

Writing Exercise

Have students write a three-paragraph essay on an object they carry now, or one from their
childhood. Ask them to describe the object in detail, the mood it evokes, and reasons for its
importance.

Homework

Read Handout One: Tips on Reading a Collection of Linked Short Fiction and “The Things
They Carried.” Ask students to make a list of the soldiers and the special items they carried.

THE BIG READ » NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS
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http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/readers-guide/
http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/readers-guide/#characters
http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/readers-guide/about-the-author/
http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/readers-guide/about-the-author/
http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/media/

Cultural and historical contexts give birth to the dilemmas and themes at
the center of the book. Studying these contexts and appreciating intricate
details of the time and place help readers understand the motivations of the
characters.

Lesson Two The Things They Carried was published in 1990, twenty years after Tim
O’Brien returned from his tour of duty in Vietnam. By most estimates
nearly 9 million men served in the military between 1964 and 1975.

FOCUS: Of that number, approximately 3.5 million men served in the Vietnam
culture and thleziltre of op.eration's. The dr;ilft called more than 2 million men for_

. military service during the Vietnam era. It has also been credited with
HlStory “encouraging” many volunteers to join the armed services rather than risk

being drafted into combat.

(¥4 Discussion Activities

Read Handout Two: Conscription and the U.S. Draft and the Reader’s Guide essay “The
Vietnam War.” As a class, discuss the pros and cons of instituting a draft during a time of
national crisis.

Using the homework assignment, make a list of items that the soldiers in the story carried.
Ask your students the following questions: Which, if any, of the items is specific to the time
period of the Vietnam War? Which items are timeless? Why might Tim O’Brien choose to
give each man specific items in addition to the typical soldier’s gear? What do the items
tell us about each solder’s duties and personality? What do we learn about their hopes and
desires?

Writing Exercise

Ask students to imagine that they are going to war and can only take three personal
items. Have them write a short essay describing each item and the reason why they want
to carry it.

Y] Homework

Read “Love,” “Spin,” and “On the Rainy River.” Have students choose their favorite of the
three stories and write a one-paragraph synopsis. Encourage them to think about the ways
memory unites these stories.

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS e THE BIG READ
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http://neabigread.org/books/thethingstheycarried/readers-guide/historical-context/#war
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The narrator tells the story with a specific perspective informed by his or
her beliefs and experiences. Narrators can be major or minor characters,

or exist outside the story altogether. The narrator weaves her or his point
of view, including ignorance and bias, into telling the tale. A first-person
Lesson Three narrator participates in the events of a work of fiction, using “I.” A
distanced narrator, often not a character, is removed from the action of the
story and uses the third person (he, she, and they). Ultimately, the type of

FOCUS: narrator determines the point of view from which the story is told.
Narrative and The Things They Carried defies many of the categorizations to which

. . readers of literary fiction have become accustomed. Critics debate whether
POII'It Of VIeW the book is a novel or a collection of short stories. The title page offers no

help resolving the dispute, simply declaring the book “a work of fiction.”
Similarly, readers often wonder whether the book is mostly memoir, or
strictly fiction. Mostly narrated by a first-person narrator whose name is
the same as the author’s, the similarities between events that take place in
O’Brien’s writing and his life are evident. Yet, however cleverly The Things
They Carried incorporates elements of memoir, it remains a work of fiction
because the author invented and embellished the stories within its pages.
O’Brien has explained in many interviews that he sees little correlation
between “truth” in literature and what actually happened. Instead, O’Brien
creates stories that lead readers who have not experienced the horrors of war
to an understanding of its emotional and physical toll.

(¥4 Discussion Activities

The first story, “The Things They Carried,” is written in the third-person point of view. Ask
your students how this serves to introduce the rest of the book. Were they surprised when
O’Brien switched to first-person point of view and they realized the narrator was one of the
soldiers?

Ask several students to share their one-paragraph synopses of the stories they read as a
homework assignment. Discuss the ways each of the stories deals with O’Brien’s memories
of times before, during, or after the war.

Writing Exercise

Ask students to write a short essay discussing the differences between memoir and fiction.
They might explore one or more of the following questions: Is it acceptable to invent scenes
or dialogue when writing a memoir? Why or why not? Is it all right to add elements of real-

life events in fiction writing? If so, must the author let the reader know what is factual, and

what is not?

Y1 Homework

Read “Enemies,” “Friends,” “How to Tell a True War Story,” and “The Dentist.” Ask your
students to identify the protagonist of each story.

THE BIG READ » NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS
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Lesson Four

FOCUS:
Characters

L\

The central character in a work of literature is called the “protagonist.”
The protagonist usually initiates the main action of the story and

often overcomes a flaw such as weakness or ignorance to achieve a new
understanding by the work’s end. The protagonist’s journey is enriched by
encounters with characters who hold differing beliefs. One such character
type, a “foil,” has traits that contrast with the protagonist’s and highlight
important features of the main character’s personality. The most important
foil, the “antagonist,” opposes the protagonist, barring or complicating his
or her success.

The Things They Carried does not follow the narrative arc of a typical

novel. Instead, each chapter functions as a separate story that has its own
protagonist, setting, and dramatic force. Because the stories are interrelated,
O’Brien can weave each of the twenty-two separate chapters together to
achieve a unified whole. Though each story has its own main character, it
can be argued that the ultimate protagonist of the book is the narrator, Tim
O’Brien, who struggles to tell the “truth” about war through extraordinary
“acts of remembrance.”

Discussion Activities

Discuss the stories “Enemies,” “Friends,” “How to Tell a True War Story,” and “The
Dentist.” Ask students to identify the protagonist and antagonist in each story.

Break your class into groups. Have each group list the titles of the eight stories the class has
read so far and the names of the prominent characters from each story. Are some characters
emerging as the book’s “major” characters while others have a lesser role? If so, which
characters seem to be the most important and why?

Writing Exercise
In “How to Tell a True War Story,” O’'Brien writes:

In any war story, but especially a true one, it’s difficult to separate what happened from what
seemed to happen. What seems to happen becomes its own happening and has to be told
that way. The angles of vision are skewed. ... The pictures get jumbled; you tend to miss a

lot. And then afterward, when you go to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness,
which makes the story seem untrue, but which in fact represents the hard and exact truth as it
seemed.

Ask students to find an instance where O’Brien’s writing reflects the surreal nature of war
and write a short essay on how he achieves this effect. What kinds of truths can surrealism
reveal?

Homework

Read “Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong.” Ask your students to identify ways O’Brien uses
figurative language such as imagery, simile, and metaphor to enhance the story.

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS e THE BIG READ
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Writers use figurative language such as imagery, similes, and metaphors

to help the reader visualize and experience events and emotions in a story.
Imagery—a word or phrase that refers to sensory experience (sight, sound,
smell, touch, or taste)—helps create a physical experience for the reader and

Lesson Five adds immediacy to literary language.

Some figurative language asks us to stretch our imaginations, finding
the likeness in seemingly unrelated things. Simile is a comparison of two

FOCUS: things that initially seem quite different but are shown to have significant

Figurative resemblance. Similes employ connective Wf)tdS, usually “like,” “as,” ‘_‘tha.n,”
or a verb such as “resembles.” A metaphor is a statement that one thing is

Language something else that, in a literal sense, it is not. By asserting that a thing is

something else, a metaphor creates a close association that underscores an
important similarity between these two things.

[¥4 Discussion Activities

The story Rat Kiley tells in “Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong” is highly implausible. Ask
your class if they feel its lack of believability makes it any less compelling. How much of the
story seems real? Is there a moral to Rat Kiley’s story? How does O’Brien’s use of figurative
language enhance the reader’s experience?

Divide the class into three groups. Assign each group a topic: the topography of Vietnam,
the Green Berets, or Mary Anne’s transformation. Each group should find instances of how
O’Brien uses imagery to appeal to the readers’ senses.

Writing Exercise

Ask students to write a short essay on Mary Anne’s transformation from an innocent high
school girl into a predatory killer. How does her gender change the reader’s expectations
about her reactions to the war? How does she defy those expectations? What does the
story tell us about the nature of the Vietnam War?

1Y Homework

Read “Stockings,” “Church,” “The Man | Killed,” “Ambush,” and “Style.” Students should
review the stories they’ve read, identify at least one object that functions as a symbol, and
come to class prepared to discuss its symbolic importance.

THE BIG READ » NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS
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Lesson Six

FOCUS:
Symbols

Symbols are persons, places, or things in a narrative that have significance
beyond a literal understanding. The craft of storytelling depends

on symbols to present ideas and point toward new meanings. Most
frequently, a specific object will be used to refer to (or symbolize) a more
abstract concept. The repeated appearance of an object suggests a non-
literal, or figurative, meaning attached to the object. Symbols are often
found in the book’s title, at the beginning and end of the story, within

a profound action, or in the name or personality of a character. The life
of a work of fiction is perpetuated by generations of readers interpreting
and re-interpreting the main symbols. By identifying and understanding
symbols, readers can reveal new interpretations of the book.

Discussion Activities

There is a great deal of symbolism in The Things They Carried. Readers are told in the
title story that Henry Dobbins carries his girlfriend’s nylons wrapped around his neck. In
“Stockings,” O'Brien tells the story of how the stockings became a symbol of comfort and
protection.

Ask your class to identify some of the many other symbols in the book (i.e., Kiowa’s
moccasins and feathered hatchet, Mary Anne’s tongue necklace, Lieutenant Cross’s
pebble, the young Vietnamese soldier, Kathleen, Linda, the thumb Norman Bowker carried
in Vietnam, and his desire for the Silver Star Medal.) How does the symbolic value of
items help the reader better understand the personality of the character? If the character
is a symbol, what does that person represent?

Writing Exercise

Ask students to write a short story with a symbol that is central to the plot. Encourage
them to use a symbol that does not already have strong meaning attached to it.

Homework

Read “Speaking of Courage” and “Notes.” Ask students to review the stories they have
read so far and write a short character analysis of Norman Bowker.

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS e THE BIG READ
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Lesson Seven

FOCUS:
Character
Development

Works of fiction trace the development of characters who encounter a series
of challenges. Most characters contain a complex balance of virtues and
vices. Internal and external forces require characters to question themselves,
overcome fears, or reconsider dreams. The protagonist may undergo
profound change. A close study of character development maps, in each
character, the evolution of motivation, personality, and belief. The tension
between a character’s strengths and weaknesses keeps the reader guessing
about what might happen next and the protagonist’s eventual success

or failure.

Discussion Activities

Discuss the evolution of Norman Bowker’s character throughout the book. How does
“Speaking of Courage” show us the complex relationship between one man, his fellow
soldiers, and his family and friends in his hometown? Does learning about Norman
Bowker’s post-war life change the way we feel about his actions during the attack that took
Kiowa’s life? “Speaking of Courage” is the only story other than the title story, “The Things
They Carried,” that is written in the third-person point of view. Why might O’Brien have
chosen this narrative stance?

In “On the Rainy River” O’Brien writes, “Courage, | seemed to think, comes to us in finite
quantities, like an inheritance, and by being frugal and stashing it away and letting it earn
interest, we steadily increase our moral capital in preparation for that day when the account
must be drawn down.” Ask your class if they believe there are any heroes in the book. If
s0, how do they display courage? Does the narrator’s opinion of courage change during the
course of the book?

Writing Exercise

Have students write a two-page essay considering how “Notes” expands the way we read
“Speaking of Courage.” How does the last paragraph of “Notes” demonstrate O'Brien’s
struggle to find the “truth” about the Vietnam War?

Homework

Read “In the Field,” “Good Form,” and “Field Trip.” Read Handout Three: The Quang Naai
Province and the My Lai Massacre.
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The author crafts a plot structure to create expectations, increase suspense,

and develop characters. The pacing of events can make a book either
redictable or riveting. Foreshadowing and flashbacks allow the author to

p g g

defy the constraints of time. Sometimes an author can confound a simple

Lesson El ght plot by telling stories within stories. In a conventional work of fiction, the

peak of the story’s conflict—the climax—is followed by the resolution or
denouement, in which the aftereffects of that climactic action are presented.

FOCUS: O’Brien mentions the deaths of several of the soldiers before he gives

The Plot detailed accounts of how and when they died in later stories. Reading “In
the Field” and “Field Trip” expands the reader’s understanding of Kiowa’s

StrUCtu re death and the narrator’s reaction to the events that took place in the field.

Yet, in some ways, O’Brien undermines the drama by placing “Good
Form” between these two stories. This search for a nebulous and shifting
truth provides continuity between the stories and, in some ways, increases
the reader’s tension by forcing us to question what is real.

[#4 Discussion Activities
Discuss Handout Three: The Quang Naai Province and the My Lai Massacre.

O’Brien writes, “It’s time to be blunt. 'm forty-three years old, true, and I'm a writer now,
and a long time ago | walked through the Quang Ngai Province as a foot soldier. Aimost
everything else is invented. But it’s not a game. It’s a form.” Ask your class the following
questions: What is the relationship between truth and fact in The Things They Carried? Why
are facts important? How much factual information do we need to understand the truth?
How might knowing all the factual information about O’Brien’s service in Vietnam hinder us
from understanding the book? How does the search for truth enhance the book’s plot?

Writing Exercise

Ask students to choose one of the soldiers in the field the night Kiowa dies and write a
condolence letter from that character to Kiowa’s family. Ask students to consider why they
choose to include some information and leave out other facts.

1Y) Homework

Read “The Ghost Soldiers.” Have students identify at least three themes explored in The
Things They Caried.
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Themes are the central, recurring subjects of a book. As characters grapple
with circumstances such as racism, class, or unrequited love, profound
questions will arise in the reader’s mind about human life, social pressures,
and societal expectations. Classic themes include intellectual freedom versus
Lesson Nln e cenf(?rsh%p, the relation§l}ip bet\.zveen one’s pf.:rsonal rnqral che and. larger
political justice, and spiritual faith versus rational considerations. Literature
often reconsiders these age-old debates by presenting them in new contexts

FOCUS: or from new points of view.

Themes Of The Things They Carried explores the social pressures the soldiers faced,
both in choosing whether or not to serve in Vietnam and in the way

the BOOk they conducted themselves while on patrol. It also examines each soldier’s

personal moral code and, more subtly, the politics surrounding the Vietnam
War. Throughout the book, O’Brien challenges the reader to consider what
constitutes truth and whether a well-told story can transcend the limits

of fiction.

Discussion Activities and Writing Exercise

Use the following questions to stimulate discussion or provide writing exercises. Discuss the
themes identified during the previous night’s homework. Then, as a writing assignment or
group activity, explore the following themes:

N

Social Pressure

Many of the soldiers’ actions are the result of social pressure: O’Brien’s unwillingness to
dodge the draft by fleeing to Canada even though he opposed the war, the dark humor the
unit displays in the villages, and the fact that they would kill and die “because they were
embarrassed not to.” Ask your class to identify instances where social pressure affects a
character or the unit as a whole. Is this pressure positive or is it a negative influence? Have
students support their answers with passages from the text.

Personal Moral Code

Divide students into small working groups. Assign each group a character and ask them to
write a short analysis of the character’s individual moral code by quoting passages from the
book. Have each group share its findings. How do the characters’ morals differ from one
another? How are they the same?

Truth

O’Brien plays with the line between fact and fiction throughout the book. “By telling stories,
you objectify your own experience. You separate it from yourself. You pin down certain
truths. You make up others. You start sometimes with an incident that truly happened . . .
and you carry it forward by inventing incidents that did not in fact occur but that nonetheless
help to clarify and explain.” Ask your class to discuss ways 0’Brien blurs the lines between
reality and imagination. How does this contribute o our understanding of the war?

4 Homework
Read “Night Life” and “The Lives of the Dead.”
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Lesson Ten

FOCUS:
What Makes
a Book Great?

Great stories articulate and explore the mysteries of our daily lives in the
larger context of the human struggle. The writer’s voice, style, and use of
language inform the plot, characters, and themes. By creating opportunities
to learn, imagine, and reflect, a great book is a work of art that affects
many generations of readers, changes lives, challenges assumptions, and
breaks new ground.

The Things They Carried is widely regarded as one of the most significant
works of literature about the Vietnam War. Robert Harris, book editor for
the New York Times, wrote:

Only a handful of novels and short stories have managed to clarify, in any
lasting way, the meaning of the war in Vietnam for America and for the
soldiers who served there.

Tim O’Brien captures the war’s pulsating rhythms and nerve-racking
dangers. But he goes much further. By moving beyond the horror of the
fighting to examine with sensitivity and insight the nature of courage and
fear, by questioning the role that imagination plays in helping to form our
memories and our own versions of truth, he places 7he Things They Carried
high up on the list of best fiction about any war.

Discussion Activities

Ask students to make a list of the characteristics of a great book. Write these on the board.
Do they agree with Robert Harris’s review of The Things They Carried? A great writer can

be the voice of a generation. What kind of voice does Tim O’Brien create in The Things They
Carmied? What elevates a work of fiction to greatness?

Ask them to discuss, within groups, other books they know that include some of these
characteristics. Do any of these books remind them of The Things They Carried? |s this a
great book? Why or why not?

Writing Exercise

Ask students to write a short essay exploring their personal reactions to 7he Things They
Carmied. Students should go beyond expressing like or dislike. Ask them to make a list of
emotions they felt while reading the book, and to examine why. Which characters and
scenes did they relate to, and which remained strange or difficult to comprehend? Was the
resolution of the book satisfying? Comforting? Disturbing? Why?

Homework

Have students choose from the list of Essay Topics. Ask students to come to the next class
with a draft of their essay.
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HANDOUT ONE

Tips on Reading a Collection of

Linked Short Fiction

A critical success since its publication in 1990, 7he
Things They Carried is considered one of the most
valuable contributions to Vietnam War literature.
Readers often disagree on the genre of the book. It
is sometimes regarded as a group of interconnected
short stories instead of a novel. Certainly each
story—or chapter—stands alone successfully.
Several of the stories were originally published

in such magazines as Esquire, The Massachusetts
Review, Playboy, and Gentleman’s Quarterly. Yet the
book also works as a longer narrative, with each

section contributing to a unified whole.

The Things They Carried is told mainly from the
first-person point of view of a narrator named Tim
O’Brien who shares many of the same experiences
as the author. There are two stories in the book
that are not told from this perspective. As you
read the book and notice a shift in the narrative
perspective, ask yourself why the author might

have chosen to alter the point of view.

Each story in the book has its own protagonist

and conflict. Readers should ask themselves whose
story is being told. What does the protagonist
desire more than anything else? What stands in his
or her way? Make notes about the characters who
appear in each story and how their roles change

over the course of the book.
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Setting also plays an important role in
understanding the individual stories and how

they fit together. Setting can affect the tone and
mood of a work of fiction. Much of the action of
The Things They Carried takes place in Vietnam.
Readers should be aware of changes in setting and
how those changes vary even within a single story.
Be aware of how the narrator describes the setting
and what emotions those descriptions are intended

to evoke.

O’Brien uses recurring characters, places, and
objects as symbols throughout 7he Things They
Carried. Readers should note each place where
these symbols appear in the text and consider how
they contribute to a story’s meaning, If a symbol is
used in more than one story, it's important to note
how the symbolic value of the object affects the

book as a whole.

Once readers have read and appreciated the stories
as separate pieces of writing, they can begin to
discover how they work together to create a unified
whole. Characters, settings, and events recur
throughout the book, giving readers additional
perspective on the way the Vietnam War affects
the soldiers in Alpha Company.
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HANDOUT TWO

Conscription and the U.S. Draft

Although the United States Constitution does not
directly mention the word “draft” (or even the older
term— ‘conscription”), it does give Congress certain
power. Article I, Section 8, states that Congress
shall have the power to declare war; raise and
support armies; maintain a navy; and provide for

organizing, arming, and disciplining a militia.

In both peacetime and periods of conflict, men have
been drafted to fill specific needs in our country’s
armed forces. The draft in the United States is
administered by the Selective Service System. On
September 16, 1940, President Franklin Roosevelt
signed the Selective Training and Service Act, which
created the country’s first peacetime draft and
formally established the agency. Even today, men
ages 18 through 25 are required to register with the
Selective Service. This provides a way for Congress
to fill vacancies in the armed forces which cannot

be filled through voluntary means.

During the Vietnam War, there were not enough
volunteers to staff the military. A lottery was held on
December 1, 1969, to determine the order of call for
men of draft age. Three-hundred-sixty-six capsules
containing birth dates were placed in a large glass
container and drawn by hand to establish the order
in which men would be drafted. The first birth date
was assigned the number 1, meaning the men with
that birth date would be called first. The drawing
continued until all days of the year had been paired
with numbers. Families across the country hoped

their young men would get a high number.
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Conscription has always been controversial,

but during the Vietham War draft evasion and
resistance reached levels that hampered the war
effort and ultimately helped end the conflict. Many
draft resisters filed for conscientious objector status.
A conscientious objector can declare that military
service or combat duty is counter to his religious or
moral beliefs, but must be able to demonstrate that

the objection is long-lasting and sincere.

Some men facing the draft fled to Canada. As
antiwar protests took hold on college campuses,
students began burning their draft cards as acts of
defiance. Though resisting the draft can carry stiff
fines and even prison sentences, during the Vietnam
War there were far too many people to punish.

In 1977, President Carter granted amnesty to all

those who had fled abroad in defiance of the draft,
allowing them to return to the United States.

Although the U.S. does not currently have an active
draft, young men must register so that, should a
draft ever be instituted, the Selective Service will
have lists of those eligible to serve. Since September
11, 2001, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have
kept the idea of reinstituting the draft in the public’s
mind, but Congress has rejected all bills that call for
conscription, and all the troops serving in the U.S.
military have enlisted voluntarily.
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HANDOUT THREE

The Quang Ngai Province and

the My Lai Massacre

The Quang Ngai Province, located on the south
central coast of Vietnam, was targeted early in

the Vietnam War because U.S. military officials
suspected it of being a Viet Cong stronghold. By
the end of 1967, most of the homes in the province
had been destroyed and many thousands of

civilians were homeless.

On March 16, 1968, the soldiers of Charlie
Company, 11th Brigade, Americal Division,
entered the Vietnamese village of My Lai six

miles northeast of Quang Ngai. The company

had sustained many casualties in the area over the
previous weeks and emotions ran high. The troops,
under the leadership of Lt. William Calley, entered
the village firing although there were no reports of
enemy fire. Eyewitnesses reported seeing old men
bayoneted, women raped, and unarmed villagers—

including children—shot in the back of the head.

Tim O’Brien served in Vietnam well after the
horrific events of My Lai had taken place, but 7%e
Things They Carried examines the desensitization and
brutality many troops experienced. In 1994, O’Brien
accepted an assignment from the New York Times to
return to Vietnam and write an article about it. “The
Vietnam in Me” described O’Brien’s experiences in
the Quang Ngai province as a member of the 46th
Infantry, and his reaction to the massacre at My Lai.

In the article, O’Brien writes:

What happened, briefly, was this. At
approximately 7:30 on the morning of March

16, 1968, a company of roughly 115 American
soldiers were inserted by helicopter just outside
the village of My Lai. They met no resistance. No
enemy. No incoming fire. Still, for the next four
hours, Charlie Company killed whatever could

be killed. They killed chickens. They killed dogs
and cattle. They killed people, too. Lots of people.
Women, infants, teen-agers, old men. [...]

Eventually, after a cover-up that lasted more than
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ayear and after the massacre made nationwide
headlines, the Army’s Criminal Investigation
Division produced sufficient evidence to charge
30 men with war crimes. Of these, only a single
soldier, First Lieut. William Laws Calley Jr., was
ever convicted or spent time in prison. Found
guilty of the premeditated murder of “not less
than” 22 civilians, Calley was sentenced to life at
hard labor, but after legal appeals and sentence
reductions, his ultimate jail time amounted to
three days in a stockade and four and a half
months in prisonl...]

Calley aside, only a handful of men faced formal
court-martial proceedings, either for war crimes
or for subsequent cover-up activities, with the end
result of five acquittals and four judicially ordered
dismissals. [...]

Now, more than 25 years later, the villainy of that

Saturday morning in 1968 has been pushed off

to the margins of memory. In the colleges and

high schools I sometimes visit, the mention of My

Lai brings on null stares, a sort of puzzlement,

disbelief mixed with utter ignorance.
Americans first learned of My Lai in November
1969, when journalist Seymour Hersh published
a story in the St. Louis Post Disparch based on his
conversations with Ron Ridenhour. A Vietham
veteran, Ridenhour learned of the events from
members of Charlie Company. He had immediately
appealed to Congress, the White House, and the
Pentagon, asking them to investigate the matter.
In September 1969, as a result of a military
investigation, Lt. Calley was charged with murder

in the deaths of 109 Vietnamese civilians.

When Hersh’s story hit the press two months later,
it had even farther-reaching effects. As the shocking
details of the massacre reached the public, support
for the war began to wane, more draftees began to
file for conscientious objector status, and U.S. draft
policy was reexamined. A military commission
found widespread failures of leadership and
discipline among the troops of Charlie Company.
For his story, Seymour Hersh won a Pulitzer Prize
in 1970 for international reporting.
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