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1960’s America was deeply divided. The civil rights movement 
and severe poverty upset the established order. The Cuban 
Missile Crisis brought us to the brink of nuclear war, and the 
fear of Communism across the world swept through Middle 
America like wild fire, giving rise to the US intervention in 
Vietnam. 

Then President Kennedy launched the inspirational race to 
the moon--a quest for mankind to conquer technological dif-
ficulties and explore space. The massive cost--at a time when 
millions of Americans lived below the poverty line--was justi-
fied to take the first step to meaningful exploration of space, 
understanding our universe and breaking free from 
our small but beautiful planet to live among the stars.

The Apollo moon landings promised much; ultimately it was 
a “false dawn.” Recently released transcripts of White House 
meetings support the theory that the President only supported 
moon missions to detract attention from the escalating do-
mestic and international situation and prove that communism 
was inferior.

The first decade of the New Millennium has brought the 
tragedy of 9/11, the war on terrorism, multi-national forces in 
Iraq and Afghanistan in a deeply unpopular “occupation” and 
mounting tensions over Iran. 

The US Space Program has again been put at the forefront 
of the political agenda by President George W. Bush’s “New 
Vision for Space” advocating a return to the moon and beyond 
by 2010. Is this another “false dawn?” 

The debate starts here.

Discussion Guide
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Notes

www.nationalfilmnetwork.com • 1-800-431-4586 The Promise of Apollo

False DawnDiscussion Guide

Audience
The general public

Age/Grade  9th and above

Instructions/Advice
Ask students what they already know about the Apollo program or the space race and record their an-
swers on a chart or other graphic organizer.  Then ask students if they think the following issues could 
have affected the space program during the 1960s and how.  For middle school students a review of 
the following issues may be helpful.

Issues to consider:  cold war political climate, Cuban missile crisis, Vietnam conflict, civil rights move-
ment, poverty in America, the assassination of President Kennedy  

Preliminary Remarks
Ask students to keep in mind their class discussion and be ready to expand on the discus-
sion after viewing False Dawn:  The Promise of Apollo.  Students may also want to take 
notes regarding any questions or comments they may have. 

Also ask students to consider the title of the film. Why did the writer choose this title?  
How does it reveal the writer’s attitude toward the Apollo program?  Do you agree with the 
writer’s position? 

Important Features

Vocabulary
Civil Rights Movement
Cold War
Cosmonaut
Cuban Missile Crisis
EVA – Extra-Vehicular Activity
EDT – Eastern Daylight Time
NASA – National Aeronautics and Space Administration
VAB – Vehicle Assembly Building
Vietnam Conflict

Cautionary Remarks
There are some moderate images of war, race riots and nuclear explosions. 
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Understanding
Key events in order of film presentation:

1.  	 Saturn V moon rocket--most powerful machine ever built

2.  	 Photograph of “Earth Rise”--changed the way humans visualize the earth

3. 	 Poverty in America during the 1950s and early 1960s 

4.  	 Race Riots in Alabama and Los Angeles

5.  	 Conflict in Vietnam

6.  	 Russians launch Vostock I,  Yuri Gargarin is the first human to go into space

7. 	 President Kennedy’s increased interest in manned flight

8.  	 Medical concerns regarding manned flight--effects of weightlessness on the human body

9. 	  Alan Shepard, first American in space, May 5, 1961

10.  President Kennedy seeks increase in funding for Apollo program

11.  President Kennedy address at Rice University: “We choose to go to the moon in this decade and 	
	 do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard...”   

	 In the address, President Kennedy explains the practical benefits of space exploration--artificial 
	 satellites assist nautical navigation and increase knowledge of severe weather; increase our 
	 knowledge of the universe, development of new technology, creation of new jobs especially in 
	 science and engineering.           

12.  Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962--explains the threat to the United States and its effect on the 	
	 space race.

13.  November 21, 1962--presidential meeting with James Webb, NASA Administrator.  
	 Discuss the importance and concerns regarding manned space flight.

14.  President Kennedy is assassinated, November 1963 

15. 	Secretive Soviet space program v. public American program

16.  Gemini mission objectives

17.  First EVA by Cosmonaut Alexi Leonov, March 18, 1965

18.  Political challenges faced by President Johnson--Vietnam conflict and war protests, national 		
	 economic and educational issues

19.  The effects of the Apollo program on the people involved in the operational tasks 

20.  Technological Triumphs--Creation of the VAB  (Vehicle Assembly Building), one of the largest 
	 buildings in the world and the mobile launch platform used to transport the Saturn V rocket.

21.  Apollo XI mission, launch July 16, 1969, with astronauts Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Mike 
	 Collins.  Discusses global enthusiasm for the mission.

22.  Last manned moon mission, December 7, 1972 

23.  Skylab manned mission, public interest in space program declines.

24.  Problems with the shuttle fleet, Space Shuttle Challenger and Columbia, prompt greater interest 
	 in automated missions.
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Understanding (cont.)
25.  Space programs in other countries (India, Japan, China) and corporate interests in space 
	 technology

26.  Implications of 9/11 on use of space-creation of Counter Communication and Counter 
	 Surveillance Reconnaissance Systems

Books
Reaching for the Moon by Buzz Aldrin and Wendell Minor (HarperCollins, 2005)
(Outstanding Science Trade Books for Students K-12 (Awards))

The Man Who Ran the Moon: James E. Webb, NASA, and the Secret History of Project Apollo 
by Piers Bizony (Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2007)

Apollo 13 (also published as Lost Moon) by Jeffrey Kluger and James Lovell (Mariner Books, 1994)

Apollo: The Definitive Sourcebook by Richard W. Orloff and David M. Harland (Springer, 2006)

The Right Stuff by Tom Wolfe (Bantam, 2001)

OTHER RESOURCES

Films
Apollo 13 (1995)

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)

The Right Stuff (1983) 

For All Mankind (1989)

From The Earth To The Moon (1998) (Mini)

Internet
Canadian Space Agency
http://www.space.gc.ca/asc/eng/default.asp

China National Space Administration
http://www.cnsa.gov.cn/n615709/cindex.html

European Space Agency
http://www.esa.int/esaCP/index.html

Indian Space Research Organization
http://www.isro.org/

Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency
http://www.jaxa.jp/index_e.html

National Aeronautics and Space Administration
http://www.nasa.com

Russian Federal Space Agency
http://www.roscosmos.ru/index.asp?Lang=ENG


