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VIETNAM WAR

G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N :

How did air power play a role in 
the Vietnam War?

O V E RV I E W:
The Vietnam War (1955–1975) was one of 
the first conflicts where air power played a 
dominant and highly visible role. The United 
States relied heavily on advanced aircraft to 
fight a guerrilla war in difficult terrain. This 
lesson will educate students on the variety of 
airplanes used during the Vietnam War as well 
as how air power played a role in major military 
operations. 

SUBJECT(S): WWII Veteran: DURATION:
Social Studies Paul Wagner 60 minutes

eternalsalute.org
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WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM WAR
DEVELOPED BY: ERIN COGGINS

O V E RV I E W:

H I S T O R I C A L  C O N T E X T:

O B J E C T I V E S :
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be 
able to
•	 Identify major warplanes used during the 

Vietnam War 
•	 Explain the roles of different aircraft (fighter, 

bomber, helicopter, reconnaissance) 
•	 Analyze how air power influenced the 

outcome of the war 
•	 Evaluate the advantages and limitations of air 

warfare in Vietnam 

S TA N DA R D S :

CCSS: 11:26:
Identify key events and technology developments 
of the Vietnam War. 

“So the fighters are pretty agile, but the aren’t that agile. So, this one 
bomber came a little bit too fast and hit my boom and crushed it.”
 				  
								         Vietnam Veteran Paul Wagner

The U.S. began supporting South Vietnam in 
the1950s by providing aircraft and advisers. By 
the early 1960s, specialized missions like Ranch 
Hand were conducting defoliation and spraying 
agents. 

The U.S. used modern jet aircraft to drop more 
bomb tonnage than was dropped by all sides in 
World War II. The introduction of lasers and 
television-guided bombs later in the war enabled 
precise targeting of difficult infrastructure 
targets. The helicopter also played a major role in 
war for the first time. 

The Vietnam War (1955–1975) was one of the 
first conflicts where air power played a dominant 
and highly visible role. The United States relied 
heavily on advanced aircraft to fight a guerrilla 
war in difficult terrain. This lesson will educate 
students on the variety of airplanes used during 
the Vietnam War as well as how air power played 
a role in major military operations. 
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WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM WAR
DEVELOPED BY: ERIN COGGINS

MATERIALS & DOCUMENTS
Paul Wagner HVL Video 
Teacher Lecture Notes (Doc A)
Student Handout (Doc B)
Teacher Answer Key (Doc C)
Warplane Research Handout (Doc D)

PROCEDURES

ACTIVITY 01
•	 Show students the Paul Wagner HVL Video.  
•	 Ask students to write down any mentions of 

aircraft Mr. Wagner makes in the video. After 
the video, ask students to call out what they 
wrote down. Discuss. 

ACTIVITY 02
•	 Teacher will conduct a mini-lecture on the 

following: The Vietnam War (1955–1975) 
was one of the first conflicts where air power 
played a dominant and highly visible role. 
The United States relied heavily on advanced 
aircraft to fight a guerrilla war in difficult 
terrain.

•	 See Teacher Lecture (Doc A). Instruct stu-
dents to take notes on their own paper and 
in Sections 1 and 2 on the Student Handout 
(Doc B). NOTE: The lecture notes can be 
used to create a presentation. 

ACTIVITY 03

•	 Students will conduct their own research 
about each of the following: fighter, bomber, 
helicopter, attack aircraft, reconnaissance. 

•	 Students will use the directions on Warplane 
Research Handout (Doc D). 

•	 After 15-20 minutes, call on students to 
present their findings for each of the aircraft. 
Discuss. 

ACTIVITY 04
•	 Students will complete Section 3 and 4 on 

Student Handout (Doc B) and turn it in as 
their Exit Slip. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x5sbLqJN0O8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x5sbLqJN0O8
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WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM WAR
TEACHER LECTURE NOTES DOC A

Introduction:

The Vietnam War (1955–1975) was one of the first conflicts where air power played a dominant and 
highly visible role. The United States relied heavily on advanced aircraft to fight a guerrilla war in difficult 
terrain.

Operation Rolling Thunder
Duration: Began March 2, 1965, and lasted until November 2, 1968, making it the most intense air 
campaign of the Cold War.
Objectives: The campaign intended to boost South Vietnamese morale, stop the flow of troops/supplies 
into the South, and destroy North Vietnam’s transportation, industrial base, and air defenses.
Strategy and Limitations: It was designed as a “gradual escalation” rather than a swift, decisive strike, 
with President Johnson imposing strict limits on targets to avoid triggering Chinese or Soviet interven-
tion.
Impact: The U.S. dropped over 640,000 tons of bombs, damaging economic and military targets. How-
ever, North Vietnam successfully countered with effective air defense systems, and the campaign failed 
to break the will of the North.
Outcome: The operation was considered a failed effort to compel North Vietnam and was halted in 
October 1968 due to rising domestic political pressure and poor results. 

Operation Linebacker
Operation Linebacker I (May – October 1972): Initiated in response to North Vietnam’s “Easter Offen-
sive,” this campaign focused on destroying infrastructure, fuel storage, and rail lines to cut off supply to 
the south. It famously utilized laser-guided bombs (smart bombs) to destroy strategic bridges.
Operation Linebacker II (December 18–29, 1972): Often called the “Christmas Bombings,” this was 
an intense 11-day campaign ordered after peace negotiations broke down. B-52 Stratofortress bomb-
ers launched heavy attacks on Hanoi and Haiphong, targeting military and industrial sites to pressure 
North Vietnam back to the table.
Impact: Linebacker I helped halt the communist offensive, while Linebacker II was highly effective in 
compelling North Vietnam to resume negotiations, leading directly to the signing of the Paris Peace 
Accords in early 1973.
Defenses & Costs: Despite massive U.S. air superiority, North Vietnam’s Soviet-supplied surface-to-air 
missile (SAM) defenses managed to shoot down 15 B-52s during Linebacker II. 
Outcome: Successfully compelled North Vietnam to return to the negotiations table in Paris. It resulted 
in a January 1973 ceasefire and the return of 591 American POW’s. Linebacker differed from earlier 
campaigns like Rolling Thunder by having fewer geographical restrictions on targets and utilizing su-
perior, precision-guided technology.
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Vocabulary Terms

Fighter jet 
A fast, highly maneuverable military aircraft designed primarily to engage and destroy enemy aircraft in 
air-to-air combat. Many modern fighter jets can also attack ground targets. 
 
Bomber 
A military aircraft built to carry and drop bombs on ground or sea targets, often over long distances. 
Bombers are typically larger and less maneuverable than fighter jets. 
 
Close air support (CAS) 
Air support provided by aircraft (like jets or helicopters) to assist ground troops who are in close prox-
imity to enemy forces. The goal is to strike enemy targets while minimizing risk to friendly troops. 
 
•Reconnaissance 
A military mission focused on gathering information about enemy forces, terrain, or positions. This can 
be done using aircraft, drones, satellites, or ground units. 
 
Napalm 
A flammable, gel-like substance used in warfare as an incendiary weapon. It sticks to surfaces and burns 
intensely, causing widespread fire damage. 
 
Agent Orange 
A powerful chemical herbicide used during the Vietnam War by the U.S. military to remove forest cover 
and destroy crops. It later became known for causing serious health problems and environmental dam-
age. 
 
Sortie 
A single mission or operational flight by a military aircraft. For example, one takeoff to complete a task 
(such as bombing or reconnaissance) counts as one sortie.

Warplanes

F-4 Phantom II
Tandem-seat, twin-engine, all-weather, long-range supersonic jet fighter-bomber. Primarily used by the 
U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force in Vietnam, it was defined by its massive power, high speed, and 
versatility, operating as an interceptor, fighter-bomber.
LINK TO PHOTO

MiG-21
A Soviet-designed supersonic, single-seat “tailed delta” fighter-interceptor used extensively by North 
Vietnam during the Vietnam War. Known for high speed (Mach 2+), maneuverability, and a small, hard-
to-hit profile, it was used for high-speed “hit and run” ambush tactics against American aircraft.
LINK TO PHOTO

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/McDonnell_Douglas_F-4_Phantom_II#/media/File:QF-4_Holloman_AFB.jpg
https://historynet.com/arsenal-mig-21-hanois-aerial-equalizer/
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 B-52 Stratofortress
A long-range, heavy bomber used for conventional, high-altitude carpet bombing between 1965 and 1973. 
LINK TO PHOTO

UH-Huey
A multi-role utility helicopter that became the iconic symbol of U.S. air mobility in Vietnam.
LINK TO PHOTO

A-1 Skyraider
A rugged, single-seat, piston-engine American attack aircraft used for close air support and rescue efforts.
LINK TO PHOTO

RF-101 Voodoo
The world’s first supersonic photo-reconnaissance aircraft that specialized in high-speed, low-altitude, 
and high-altitude reconnaissance missions (recon-scouting) to capture intelligence imagery of enemy 
logistics and defenses.
LINK TO PHOTO

https://www.moaa.org/micro/vietnam-unchronicled/vietnam-b-52/
https://www.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/104464/uh-1n-huey/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_A-1_Skyraider#/media/File:Douglas_A-1_Skyraider_(AD-4NA,_126965)_(7911148090).jpg
https://vintageaviationnews.com/warbird-articles/flying-barrel-explaining-f-101-voodoo.html
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WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM WAR
STUDENT WORKSHEET DOC B

Section 1: Vocabulary

Fighter Jet:_______________________________________________________________________

Bomber:_________________________________________________________________________

Close Air Support:_________________________________________________________________

Reconnaissance:___________________________________________________________________

Napalm:_________________________________________________________________________

Agent Orange:____________________________________________________________________

Sortie:___________________________________________________________________________

Section 2: Matching Aircraft to Roles
Match each aircraft to its correct role:

A. F-4 Phantom II
B. MiG-21
C. B-52 Stratofortress
D. UH-1 Huey
E. A-1 Skyraider
F. RF-101 Voodoo

_____ 1. Helicopter used for troop transport
_____ 2. Heavy bomber used for carpet bombing
_____ 3. Reconnaissance aircraft
_____ 4. U.S. multi-role fighter jet
_____ 5. North Vietnamese fighter jet
_____ 6. Close air support aircraft
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Section 3: Short Answer

1. What was the main role of helicopters in the Vietnam War?

2. Why was the B-52 important to U.S. Strategy?

3. How did the MiG-21 challenge U.S. aircraft?

4.What is reconnaissance and why is it important in war?

Section 4: Critical Thinking

Why didn’t advanced U.S. air power guarantee victory in Vietnam?
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Section 2: Matching
1. D (UH-1 Huey)
2. C (B-52 Stratofortress)
3. F (RF-101 Voodoo)
4. A (F-4 Phantom II)
5. B (MiG-21)
6. E (A-1 Skyraider)

Section 3: Sample Answers
1. Helicopters transported troops, evacuated wounded soldiers, and provided support.
2. The B-52 carried out large-scale bombing campaigns to weaken enemy positions.
3. The MiG-21 was fast and maneuverable, allowing it to challenge larger U.S. jets.
4. Reconnaissance is gathering information about enemy forces; it helps plan missions.

Section 4: Sample Response
Air power was limited by jungle terrain, guerrilla tactics, and difficulty identifying targets.

WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM WAR
TEACHER ANSWER KEY DOC C



WARPLANES OF THE VIETNAM 
WARPLANE RESEARCH ACTIVITY DOC D

Directions: Conduct research to answer the following questions on each of the aircraft listed below. 

Type of Aircraft Describe aircraft’s role Identify strengths and
weaknesses 

Impact on the war. 

Fighter Jet

Bomber

Helicopter

Attack Aircraft

Reconnaissance
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