
How the Vietnam War Still Touches Us - A High School Field Trip to The Wall 

By Lindy G. Poling 

For three days each spring semester, my students and I are nowhere to be found on 

the Millbrook High School campus in Raleigh, North Carolina. Our cadre of about 30 high 

school seniors, several chaperones (including local veterans), myself and another 

courageous teacher leave behind the classroom, our families and busy routines for an 

escape to our nation's capitol. It is here in Washington, DC, crouched close to The Wall 

(Figure 1), that students in my Lessons of Vietnam (LOV) class are touched in ways they 

have not experienced in the classroom. We have many veterans visit our classroom 

throughout the semester who share their personal stories and experiences (poling, 2000). 

But, it is here, at The Wall, that emotions are stirred within my students that they will 

never forget. It is a defining experience, perhaps as powerful as when immigrants to our 

nation fust cast their eyes on the Statue of Liberty. The adults are also moved. A parent 

wrote at the end of the 1999 LOV class field trip: 

"I was like a child seeing history come alive! The Wall moved me to tears, 
especially when my roommate did a rubbing of someone she knew. I kept thinking, 
'How did intelligent men get us into this?'" 

Understanding the hard truths 

What better way is there to help students comprehend the sacrifices of war than 

expose them to the 58,226 names engraved on The Vietnam Veterans Memorial? It is an 

experience that causes them to question our government's commitment of nearly 2.7 

million American men and women to a war in Southeast Asia that was the longest in our 

nation's history. High School seniors who have just turned 18 are doubly impacted when 

they learn that the average age of those who served was 19 years old. One student 

reflected, 

"You learn that it was people my age who were killed, and you realize death is 
forever." 



and special meals. You should also get the support of your administration right from the 

start. They can often provide budget support for substitute teacher(s) as well as advise you 

on various policies that govern school field trips (liability issues, parental consent forms, 

etc.). 

Echoes from The Mall is a new Teacher's Guide developed by the VVMF for class 

visits to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the Korean War Memorial. The guide 

introduces you to the memorials in order of their dedication and contains a variety of 

activities to use before, during and after your field trip to these memorials. You may wish 

to also download Teacher Guidelines for Linking Students to the Vietnam Era 

(www.wcpss.netlcommunity in the classroom/vietnam!), as well as our MRS LOV Class 

web page which includes our nationally recognized quarterly newsletter, "Bridges"; 

http;llschools.wcpss.netlMillbrookHighidepartmentslsocialstudieslMsPoling/MsPoling.htrn 

These curriculum guidelines show how to make the most of community resources in 

teaching the Vietnam era. 

Conclusion 

As classroom educators, we can help students master essential curricula, but let us 

not forget our other responsibility of providing a well balanced education - an education 

that considers a student's potential in the broader sense of nurturing their intellectual 

curiosity, civic responsibility and character. I have learned that a field trip to The Wall can 

be a defining life experience for high school seniors. It is here that they see and touch 

history, and many of them start the process of connecting our nation's past with their 

foture. 
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Christos, and I go up against all of this to take 30 to 40 high school seniors on a three-day, 

two-night field trip to Washington, DC? We do it because we believe that a visit to the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial is one of the most powerful ways we have for helping 

students connect the past with their foture. At The Wall, our students cannot hear the 

mortar fire, or see the anguished faces of the dying, but they can better understand the 

enduring costs of the Vietnam War by helping a veteran-chaperone rub the name of a lost 

buddy (Figure 2). As one student commented following this experience of rubbing names: 

"I got a deeper understanding of the reality. You can hear '58,000 people died' all 
day long, but it really makes an impact when you see it. It hits hard!" 

Figure 2. Helping a veteran-chaperone rub the name of a lost buddy. 

Another student who particularly appreciated the 2000 LOV class's visit to 

Arlington National Cemetery (Figure 3), wrote afterwards: 

"I cannot even explain what this trip meant to me. I will remember it above 
anything I did in all four years of high school. .. including spring break and parties. 
It has taught me the true lessons of life, good and bad ... 1t taught me the value of 
life." 

3 



of the financial costs associated with the field trip (about $200 per student), and I also let 

them know that participation in the field trip is encouraged, but not a course requirement. 

What I teach my students about the Vietnam era will not count for much if they do 

not know how to act respectfully towards our congressional delegation, special tour guides, 

parent and veteran chaperones, teacher coordinators, and each other. Before loading a 

group of high school seniors on a charter bus for a trip to our nation's capitol, it is 

important to spend quality time with your students to make sure that they understand your 

expectations of appropriate behavior. I devote some time in the classroom and in after 

school meetings, assisted by my co-coordinator and chaperones, to discuss the 

importance of being polite, courteous, and inclusive of others. Immature behavior on the 

part of just one or two students in a congressional policy briefing will not only leave a bad 

impression on a congressman, but "the welcome mat" for a return visit by future classes 

may be also be removed. It is essential to have each student and hislher parent or guardian 

read and sign a summary statement of "expectations of good conduct" for the field trip. 

Ibis signed form should be included in each student's information packet which also 

contains the program itinerary and background information on historical sites . 

. This careful preparation, or "trust-building", as Ms. Christos and I call it, enables 

our students to "get the most" out of our special itinerary which also includes: dinner at a 

Vietnamese restaurant; a candlelight ceremony at The Wall honoring fallen soldiers from 

Wake County, NC; visits to the Korean War, Lincoln, and FDR Memorials; a guided tour 

of Arlington National Cemetery; and a "free afternoon" to visit the various Smithsonian 

Museums, the White House, FBI Building, Holocaust Museum, or National Gallery of Art, 

etc. We have a philosophy of "not umpiring the game too closely" at times. We have 

learned from student evaluations that the second most popular activity (rubbings at The 

Wall is #1) is having "free time to tour Washington, DC." Many of our students have 

never been to our nation's capitol, and during this free afternoon they can visit historic 

sites and national museums of their choice (Figure 4). 

5 



of the financial costs associated with the field trip (about $200 per student), and I also let 

them know that participation in the field trip is encouraged, but not a course requirement. 

What I teach my students about the Vietnam era will not count for much if they do 

not know how to act respectfully towards our congressional delegation, special tour guides, 

parent and veteran chaperones, teacher coordinators, and each other. Before loading a 

group of high school seniors on a charter bus for a trip to our nation's capitol, it is 

important to spend quality time with your students to make sure that they understand your 

expectations of appropriate behavior. I devote some time in the classroom and in after 

school meetings, assisted by my co-coordinator and chaperones, to discuss the 

importance of being polite, courteous, and inclusive of others. Immature behavior on the 

part of just one or two students in a congressional policy briefing will not only leave a bad 

impression on a congressman, but "the welcome mat" for a return visit by future classes 

may be also be removed. It is essential to have each student and hislher parent or guardian 

read and sign a summary statement of "expectations of good conduct" for the field trip. 

This signed form should be included in each student's information packet which also 

contains the program itinerary and background information on historical sites . 

. This careful preparation, or "trust-building", as Ms. Christos and I call it, enables 

our students to "get the most" out of our special itinerary which also includes: dinner at a 

Vietnamese restaurant; a candlelight ceremony at The Wall honoring fallen soldiers from 

Wake County, NC; visits to the Korean War, Lincoln, and FDR Memorials; a guided tour 

of Arlington National Cemetery; and a "free afternoon" to visit the various Smithsonian 

Museums, the White House, FBI Building, Holocaust Museum, or National Gallery of Art, 

etc. We have a philosophy of "not umpiring the game too closely" at times. We have 

learned from student evaluations that the second most popular activity (rubbings at The 

Wall is #1) is having "free time to tour Washington, DC." Many of our students have 

never been to our nation's capitol, and during this free afternoon they can visit historic 

sites and national museums of their choice (Figure 4). 

5 



Christos, and I go up against all of this to take 30 to 40 high school seniors on a three-day, 

two-night field trip to Washington, DC? We do it because we believe that a visit to the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial is one of the most powerful ways we have for helping 

students connect the past with their foture. At The Wall, our students cannot hear the 

mortar fue, or see the anguished faces of the dying, but they can better understand the 

enduring costs of the Vietnam War by helping a veteran-chaperone rub the name of a lost 

buddy (Figure 2). As one student commented following this experience of rubbing names: 

"I got a deeper understanding of the reality. You can hear '58,000 people died' all 
day long, but it really makes an impact when you see it. It hits hard!" 

Figure 2. Helping a veteran-chaperone rub the name of a lost buddy. 

Another student who particularly appreciated the 2000 LOV class's visit to 

Arlington National Cemetery (Figure 3), wrote afterwards: 

"I cannot even explain what this trip meant to me. 1 will remember it above 
anything I did in all four years of high school... including spring break and parties. 
It has taught me the true lessons of life, good and bad .. .It taught me the value of 
life." 

3 



- > 

and special meals. You should also get the support of your administration right from the 

start. They can often provide budget support for substitute teacher(s) as well as advise you 

on various policies that govern school field trips (liability issues, parental consent forms, 

etc.). 

Echoes from The Mall is a new Teacher's Guide developed by the VVMF for class 

visits to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the Korean War Memorial. The guide 

introduces you to the memorials in order of their dedication and contains a variety of 

activities to use before, during and after your field trip to these memorials. You may wish 

to also download Teacher Guidelines for Linking Students to the Vietnam Era 

(www.wcpss.net/community in the c1assroomlvietnmnf), as well as our MHS LOV Class 

web page which includes our nationally recognized quarterly newsletter, "Bridges"; 

http;/lschools.wcpss.netlMillbrookHighidepartments/socialstudieslMsPoling/MsPoling.htrn 

These curriculum guidelines show how to make the most of community resources in 

teaching the Vietnam era. 

Conclusion 

As classroom educators, we can help students master essential curricula, but let us 

not forget our other responsibility of providing a well balanced education - an education 

that considers a student's potential in the broader sense of nurturing their intellectual 

curiosity, civic responsibility and character. I have learned that a field trip to The Wall can 

be a defining life experience for high school seniors. It is here that they see and touch 

history, and many of them start the process of connecting our nation' s past with their 

foture. 

7 



How the Vietnam War Still Touches Us - A High School Field Trip to The Wall 

By Lindy G. Poling 

For three days each spring semester, my students and I are nowhere to be found on 

the Millbrook High School campus in Raleigh, North Carolina. Our cadre of about 30 high 

school seniors, several chaperones (including local veterans), myself and another 

courageous teacher leave behind the classroom, our families and busy routines for an 

escape to our nation's capitol. It is here in Washington, DC, crouched close to The Wall 

(Figure 1), that students in my Lessons of Vietnam (LOV) class are touched in ways they 

have not experienced in the classroom. We have many veterans visit our classroom 

throughout the semester who share their personal stories and experiences (poling, 2000). 

But, it is here, at The Wall, that emotions are stirred within my students that they will 

never forget. It is a defining experience, perhaps as powerful as when immigrants to our 

nation first cast their eyes on the Statue of Liberty. The adults are also moved. A parent 

wrote at the end of the 1999 LOV class field trip: 

"I was like a child seeing history come alive! The Wall moved me to tears, 
especially when my roommate did a rubbing of someone she knew. I kept thinking, 
'How did intelligent men get us into this?'" 

Understanding the hard truths 

What better way is there to help students comprehend the sacrifices of war than 

expose them to the 58,226 names engraved on The Vietnam Veterans Memorial? It is an 

experience that causes them to question our government's commitment of nearly 2.7 

million American men and women to a war in Southeast Asia that was the longest in our 

nation's history. High School seniors who have just turned 18 are doubly impacted when 

they learn that the average age of those who served was 19 years old. One student 

reflected, 

"You learn that it was people my age who were killed, and you realize death is 
forever." 


