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A Letter From Liam Neeson 

Working in films such as Michael 
Collins and Schindler’s List, I’ve 
seen the power of film not only 
to entertain, but also to change 
the way audiences see themselves 
and the world. When I first 
met Joanne Ashe, herself the 
daughter of Holocaust survivors, 

she explained to me her vision for a new educational 
program called Journeys in Film: Educating for Global 
Understanding. I grasped immediately how such a program 
could transform the use of film in the classroom from a 
passive viewing activity to an active, integral part of learning. 

I have served as the national spokesperson for Journeys in 
Film since its inception because I absolutely believe in the 
effectiveness of film as an educational tool that can teach 
our young people to value and respect cultural diversity and 
to see themselves as individuals who can make a difference. 
Journeys in Film uses interdisciplinary, standards-aligned 
lesson plans that can support and enrich classroom programs 
in English, social studies, math, science, and the arts. Using 
films as a teaching tool is invaluable, and Journeys in Film 
has succeeded in creating outstanding film-based curricula 
integrated into core academic subjects. 

By using carefully selected documentary and international 
films that depict life in other countries and cultures around 
the globe, combined with interdisciplinary curricula to 
transform entertainment media into educational media, we 
can use the classroom to bring the world to every student. 
Our film program dispels myths and misconceptions, 
enabling students to overcome biases; it connects the future 
leaders of the world with each other. As we provide teachers 
with lessons aligned to Common Core Standards, we are also 
laying a foundation for understanding, acceptance, trust, and 
peace. 

Please share my vision of a more harmonious world where 
cross-cultural understanding and the ability to converse 
about complex issues are keys to a healthy present and a 
peaceful future. Whether you are a student, an educator, 
a filmmaker, or a financial supporter, I encourage you to 
participate in the Journeys in Film program. 

Please join this vital journey for our kids’ future. They are 
counting on us. Journeys in Film gets them ready for the 
world. 

Sincerely, 

3 

JOURNEYS IN FILM   I   www.journeysinfilm.org



 
 
 
 
 

    
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

                       

A Letter From Steven Spielberg 

Dear friends, 

After the U.S. Constitution was 
created, it became clear that in 
order to ensure democracy in this 
fledging, experimental country, 
amendments were needed to 
the original document. First, 
although checks and balances 

were technically in place among the three branches of 
government, it was felt that a “fourth estate” should exist — 
a free press, which would report about the government itself. 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 

abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press… 

Katharine “Kay” Graham’s pivotal decision to publish the 
Pentagon Papers in the Washington Post may have happened 
in 1971, but the story about the crisis of conscience that led 
her to do so is timeless — and timely. We live in an age when 
our press is attacked for doing its job. After I read Liz Hannah 
and Josh Singer’s screenplay about Kay’s story, I knew it had 
to become a film. So much so that I interrupted my work on 
Ready Player One to film it. 

The Pentagon Papers provided undeniable proof of a vast 
government conspiracy to cover up the truth about the 
Vietnam War. Publishing them did exactly what the First 
Amendment asks for — the freedom of the people to learn 
truths about its government, however unpalatable the truths 
might be. 

Although she’d worked at the Post, which her father had 
purchased decades earlier, Kay never imagined she would 
one day run the paper. And she certainly never envisioned 
herself publishing a nation-shocking exposé — especially 
since its source was a story about the Pentagon Papers that 
came from a rival, the New York Times. The White House 
had banned the Times from publishing anything further on 
the subject. Consequently, Kay’s decision to publish text 
from the actual Pentagon Papers was extraordinary, since 
doing so put the reputation of the Post, and that of everyone 
working there, in the crosshairs. 

I was fortunate in assembling a dream cast and crew to bring 
this story to life in The Post. Not only are Meryl Streep, Tom 
Hanks, Janusz Kaminski, Rick Carter, Ann Roth and the 
rest of the team some of our finest working talents today, 
but a number of them lived through the era during which 
the film is set. The meticulous care they took to embody the 
characters they portrayed and to recreate the look and feel of 
the 1970s, is evident. 

Besides caring about this courageous woman’s journey, 
those of us involved in making The Post hope it stands as 
a testament to the dignity, power and importance of a free 
press. I’m honored that The Post is included in your course 
of study. 

Respectfully, 

Steven Spielberg 

4 

JOURNEYS IN FILM   I   www.journeysinfilm.org



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                       

Introducing The Post 

Containment. 

The domino theory. 

Mutually assured destruction. 

These catchwords from the post-World War II era still 
defined the foreign policy of the United States in 1971. The 
world was divided into the First World (the United States 
and other Western-style democracies), the Communist 
World (the Soviet Union, China, and their satellite nations), 
and the Third World (every other nation on Earth, seen by 
the first two as territory to be dominated.) The long-running 
war in Vietnam was part of this struggle for dominance. 

That war in Southeast Asia had actually begun immediately 
after the surrender of Japan, when France tried to reassume its 
control over its prewar colonies. With the French surrender 
at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and the split of Vietnam into a 
Communist North and non-Communist South, it appeared 
to the Eisenhower administration that another domino was 
about to fall. U.S. advisors in increasing numbers moved in 
to support the government of South Vietnam. The number of 
troops increased very dramatically under Lyndon Johnson. The 
Tet Offensive of 1968 and the ongoing military draft combined 
to create resistance, especially among young Americans; by 
1971 protest marches were a common phenomenon. 

In this explosive situation, the New York Times lit the fuse. 
Daniel Ellsberg, a researcher with the RAND Corporation, 
secretly photocopied a top-secret military report, amounting 
eventually to 47 volumes of historical analysis and government 
documents, that came to be called simply “the Pentagon 
Papers.” Failing to get members of Congress to release it, he 
turned to the media, hoping to show how the government had 
deceived Americans in its desire to win the war. The Times 
published stories based on excerpts, and the government 
moved in, securing an injunction to prevent the newspaper 
from further publication of anything based on the stolen 
report. Ellsberg, who had acted out of a sense of conscience 
and was willing to accept the consequences, was charged with 
conspiracy, espionage, and theft of government property. 

This is where things stand at the beginning of the film The Post. 
Ben Bradlee (Tom Hanks), editor of the Washington Post, is 
ready, even eager, to pick up the story from the newspaper’s 
silenced competitor. Publisher Katharine Graham (Meryl 
Streep) is sympathetic, but also reluctant to incur the hostility 
of the White House. She has inherited her role after the deaths 
of her father and her husband; she is new to her position as 
publisher; she is trying to strengthen the paper’s financial 
viability by taking it public; most of all, she is a woman in a 
world dominated by strong men. In the Georgetown social set 
which has been her life to this point, she is even a friend of 
Robert McNamara, architect of the Vietnam policy. 
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This story, set almost fifty years ago, is still terribly relevant 
today. The traditional media of television, radio, newspapers, 
and newsmagazines now compete with cable channel 
pundits and social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and more. Americans tend to listen to media that 
reflect their own political stance, so that we move further into 
our “silos” and consequently farther apart. Our social media 
can be manipulated by those who publish false news stories 
and doctored images, which then spread exponentially. 
Mainstream media outlets have been attacked for doing 
their job, and reporters from those outlets have been labelled 
“enemies of the people.” The Post stands as a bulwark 
against these trends, showcasing the hard work, intelligence, 
conscientiousness, and honor of those committed to bringing 
the truth to the American people. 

Film credits 

TWENTIETH CENTURY FOX 
DREAMWORKS PICTURES 
and RELIANCE ENTERTAINMENT 
Present 
An AMBLIN ENTERTAINMENT / PASCAL PICTURES 

Production 
A STEVEN SPIELBERG Film
 MERYL STREEP
 TOM HANKS 
“THE POST” 
SARAH PAULSON, BOB ODENKIRK, TRACY LETTS 

BRADLEY WHITFORD, BRUCE GREENWOOD, 
MATTHEW RHYS 
Casting by ELLEN LEWIS

 Costume Designer ANN ROTH 
Music by JOHN WILLIAMS 
Film Editors MICHAEL KAHN, ACE, 
SARAH BROSHAR
 Production Designer RICK CARTER 
Director of Photography JANUSZ KAMINSKI
 Executive Producers 
TIM WHITE 
TREVOR WHITE 
ADAM SOMNER 
TOM KARNOWSKI 
JOSH SINGER 
Produced by AMY PASCAL, p.g.a. 
STEVEN SPIELBERG, p.g.a. 
KRISTIE MACOSKO KRIEGER, p.g.a. 
Written by LIZ HANNAH and JOSH SINGER 
Directed by STEVEN SPIELBERG 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

Why is a Free Press So Important? 

Enduring Understandings 

• Throughout American history, citizens have defended 

their right to freedom of the press.

• The press greatly influences public opinion and thus 

must be free to inform citizens of the truth.

• There are attacks on the press all around the world 

and challenges persist.

Essential Questions 

• What freedoms are central to our identity as a nation?

• What is the rationale behind the guarantee of a free 

press?

• What are the effects of a censored or restricted press 

on a country?

Notes to the Teacher 

In December 1791, ten amendments to the Constitution 
were ratified and became known as the Bill of Rights. The 
first eight amendments spell out the personal liberties some 
of the new states had required as a condition for ratifying 
the Constitution. The First Amendment guarantees citizens’ 
rights to freedom of religion, speech, the press, and political 
activities like assembly and petitioning the government. 

The United States Constitution is the oldest written 
national constitution still in use. It is a “living” document, 
capable of meeting the changing needs of Americans. One 
reason for this capability lies in Article I, Section 8, which 
gives Congress the power to “make all laws which shall be 
necessary and proper for carrying into execution” the powers 
that the Constitution enumerates. This clause is referred 
to as the “elastic clause” because it stretches the power of 
the government. The framers of the Constitution included 
these implied powers in order to allow the authority of the 
government to expand to meet unforeseen circumstances. 

Throughout history the Constitution has been looked to 
when questions of freedoms and the democratic process 
have arisen. Democracy itself in this country is nonexistent 
without the rights outlined in the Constitution; none 
is more important than freedom of the press. In 1823, 
Thomas Jefferson said, “The only security of all is in a free 
press. The force of public opinion cannot be resisted when 
permitted freely to be expressed. The agitation it produces 
must be submitted to. It is necessary, to keep the waters 
pure.” Citizens must be informed by a free press in order to 
participate effectively in democracy; without press freedom, 
there is simply an illusion of democracy. 
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In June 1971, former Defense Department worker Daniel 
Ellsberg leaked what became known as the Pentagon 
Papers. The 7,000-page document, written for Defense 
Secretary Robert McNamara, revealed among other things 
that the government had drawn up plans for entering the 
Vietnam War even as President Lyndon Johnson promised 
that he would not send large numbers of American troops 
to Vietnam. Furthermore, the papers showed that there 
was never any plan to end the war as long as the North 
Vietnamese persisted. For many Americans, the Pentagon 
Papers confirmed their belief that the government had not 
been honest about its war intentions. 

The film The Post shows how the American press stood 
up against the government to deliver truth to its citizens 
by publishing the Pentagon Papers. The film displays the 
unique and critical role that the press has in relation to the 
government, the magnitude of the responsibility held by 
journalists, and the power and ability of the Constitution to 
protect our freedoms. These concepts are especially relevant 
today, given our changing technological climate and the 
tensions between the current administration and the press. 
It is important for students to be able to make connections 
between history and the present. 

In the first part of this lesson, students begin by examining 
the rationale behind the First Amendment guarantee of a free 
press using multiple resources: several articles about press 
freedom and online videos. They discuss the role of the press 
and its relationship to government. You should assign the 
readings to be done before the lesson starts and you will need 
a projector for the videos. 

In the second part, students research press freedom in other 
countries and the outcomes of censored press. They compare 
the press freedom available in a number of representative 
countries. Be sure you are familiar with the Reporters 
Without Borders website before you begin Part 2. 

Lastly, students will write editorials on the current challenges 
to freedom of the press to be curated and shared with their 
school community. An editorial should have an introduction, 
several body paragraphs and a conclusion. The editorial 
writer’s point of view should be clear. The editorial should 
contain facts and statistics to support its contentions. A 
good editorial will also recognize arguments on the other 
side, either acknowledging their (partial) validity or refuting 
them. The language used should lean toward formality and 
professionalism. It should end with a summary and a call 
to take appropriate action. An interesting PowerPoint on 
editorial writing from the University of Texas that your 
students might like is at http://www.uiltexas.org/files/

academics/aplus/editorial-writing-tips.pdf. 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

Some additional resources that may be of 

interest are listed below. 

A panel discussion with the director and cast of The Post 
about its relevance today 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gBy3DKdJMhY 

The First Amendment Center at the Newseum in 
Washington, D.C. 
http://www.newseuminstitute.org/first-amendment-center/ 

Freedom of the Press Foundation website 
https://freedom.press 

The American Civil Liberties Union page on press freedom 
https://www.aclu.org/issues/free-speech/freedom-press 

Freedom House’s 2017 Freedom of the Press Report 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-

press-2017 

USC’s “Top Secret” play website 
http://topsecretplay.org 

Vox review of The Post 

https://www.vox.com/2017/12/6/16682926/the-post-review-

spieberg-streep-hanks-pentagon-nixon 

Time article on free press in America 
http://time.com/5133507/press-freedom-united-states/ 

Common Core Standards addressed by this lesson 

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

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

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 
Initiate and participate effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9-10 
topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1.D 
Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives, summarize 
points of agreement and disagreement, and, when 
warranted, qualify or justify their own views and 
understanding and make new connections in light of the 
evidence and reasoning presented. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.4 
Present information, findings, and supporting evidence 
clearly, concisely, and logically such that listeners 
can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, 
development, substance, and style are appropriate to 
purpose, audience, and task. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.9-10.1.D 
Establish and maintain a formal style and objective tone 
while attending to the norms and conventions of the 
discipline in which they are writing. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.9-10.2.B 
Develop the topic with well-chosen, relevant, and sufficient 
facts, extended definitions, concrete details, quotations, or 
other information and examples appropriate to the 
audience’s knowledge of the topic. 
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Duration of Lesson 

3–4 class periods 

Assessments 

Class discussions Completion 

of Handouts 1-3 Editorial 

submission 

Materials needed 

Handout 1: Why Is a Free Press So Important? 

Handout 2: Press Freedom around the World 

Handout 3: Outlining an editorial 

Access to the following online sources: 

“The First Amendment and Freedom of the Press” 
at https://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/media/freepr/ 
essay1.htm 

“Want a free press? Then protect – and celebrate – 
whistleblowers.” at https://www.washingtonpost. 
com/news/made-by-history/wp/2018/01/29/want-a-
free-press-then-protect-and-celebrate-
whistleblowers/?utm_term=.3358ca9a7e81

“Freedom of the Press: Crash Course Government 
and Politics” at https://youtu.be/Vtpd0EbaFoQ 

“Trevor Timm TED Talk – How Free is our Freedom 
of the Press?” at https://youtu.be/A-OvJjAw2Jo 

“Freedom of the Press Tanked in 2016” at https:// 
youtu.be/LmtIZs94ozg 

Procedure 
Part 1: Examining American press freedom 

1. The day before the lesson, ask students to read and take
notes on key information from the following web pages:

“The First Amendment and Freedom of the Press” by 
James Goodale 
https://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/media/freepr/essay1. 

htm 

“Want a Free Press? Then Protect—and Celebrate— 
Whistleblowers” by By Kaeten Mistry and Hannah 
Gurman 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/ 

made-by-history/wp/2018/01/29/want-a-free-

press-then-protect-and-celebrate-whistleblowers/?utm_ 

term=.3358ca9a7e81. 

2. On the day of the lesson, distribute Handout 1: Why Is a 

Free Press So Important?

3. Show the following videos and ask students to fill in the 
first box on the handout as they watch. (The videos will 
take a total of about 20 minutes.)

a. “Freedom of the Press: Crash Course Government and 
Politics” at https://youtu.be/Vtpd0EbaFoQ

b. “Trevor Timm TED Talk – How Free is our Freedom of 
the Press?” at https://youtu.be/A-OvJjAw2Jo

c. “Freedom of the Press Tanked in 2016” at https://youtu. 

be/LmtIZs94ozg
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

4. Ask students to recall important information from
the James C. Goodale essay and the Washington Post
article. Give students time to complete the last two
sections of the handout, based on their reading and the
videos. Then facilitate a class discussion using these
prompts:

a. What role does the press play in society? What is the
rationale behind the First Amendment’s guarantee
of freedom of the press?

b. Should governments control the press? Why or why
not?

c. How can press freedoms come into conflict with
other societal needs and priorities?

d. What is your favorite newspaper or news site? Why?
e. How is technology changing the way we access and

consume information?
f. What are some examples of press freedom in the

U.S.? What are some examples of attacks on press
freedom? What current events are similar to the
story presented in The Post?

g. What do you know about press freedom in other
countries?

Part 2: Exploring press freedom around the world 

1. Display the Reporters Without Borders website at https://

rsf.org/en on the projection screen and show students
how to navigate the website. Be sure to display the 2017
World Press Freedom Index and review the United States,
Egypt, Norway, and the Democratic Republic of Congo
to acclimate students to the site while also discussing the
information shown.

2. Distribute Handout 2: Press Freedom around the
World and instruct students to explore the Reporters 
Without Borders website on their own. After exploring, 
they should choose three countries (other than the ones 
above in Step 1) to focus on and complete the handout. 
Completion of the handout will require students to find 
additional sources as well.

Part 3: Editorial on challenges to freedom of 

the press 

1.  Begin class by explaining the elements of an editorial essay, 
using the information in Notes to the Teacher.

2.  Distribute Handout 3: Outlining an Editorial. Students 
will use their notes from the previous class period to 
prepare an outline and write an editorial on the current 
challenges to freedom of the press. Tell students that they 
should submit their notes from Handout 2 with their 
editorial.

3. Instruct students to submit their editorials to you both 
digitally and in print. Compile all of the editorials into a 
special edition magazine to share with the school librarian 
for display or on a blog that could be posted to the school’s 
website.
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  1 Why Is a Free Press So Important? 

Name: _____________________________________________________ Date: _________________________

United States Constitution—Amendment I 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 

freedom of speech, or the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress 
of grievances. 

New information you learned from your readings 

Your personal reflections on this information 

What questions do you still have about this topic? 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  2  • p . 1 Press Freedom around the World 

Directions: 

Choose three countries to focus on and take notes on relevant facts as well as key challenges regarding press freedom. After 
taking notes first from the Reporters Without Borders website, you must gather information from at least two additional 
sources per country. One must be from a major newspaper like the Washington Post (www.washingtonpost.com). The third 
source is your choice to make, but be sure that it is a reputable, unbiased source. Be sure to research press climate, censorship, 
and the relationship between the government and the press for each country. 

My three countries are: 

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Region: ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Form of government: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Region: ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Form of government: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Region: ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Form of government: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  2  • p . 2 Press Freedom around the World 
Country 1: ______________________________________ 

Notes: 

Reference 1 (from Reporters Without Borders): 

Notes: 

Reference 2 (from a major newspaper): 

Notes: 

Reference 3 (from a third reputable source): 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  2  • p . 3 Press Freedom around the World 
Country 2: ______________________________________ 

Notes: 

Reference 1 (from Reporters Without Borders): 

Notes: 

Reference 2 (from a major newspaper): 

Notes: 

Reference 3 (from a third reputable source): 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  2  • p . 4 Press Freedom around the World 
Country 3: ______________________________________ 

Notes: 

Reference 1 (from Reporters Without Borders): 

Notes: 

Reference 2 (from a major newspaper): 

Notes: 

Reference 3 (from a third reputable source): 
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L e s s o n (SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  3  • p . 1 Outlining an Editorial 
Name: _____________________________________________________ Date: _________________________

Introduction 
(including 
background 
information and 
current press climate 
in focus regions) 

Identify key 
challenges (with 
specific details) 

Why do these 
challenges exist? 
How have they 
impacted the 
countries? 
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L e s s o n SOCIAL STUDIES,  ENGLISH,  JOURNALISM) 

H a n d o u t  3  • p . 2 Spotting Fake News 

Suggestions for future 
policy, research, and 
strategies to address 
stated challenges 

Conclusion (including 
summary of main 
points and a statement 
on the future of press 
freedom) 
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