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To The Teacher
This Discovery Guide for Frost/Nixon has been developed 
as a prompt-book appropriate for grades nine through 
12. The specific learning activities in Theatre Arts can be 
readily integrated with other content areas, particularly 
Language Arts and History/Social Sciences, to accelerate 
teaching and learning. 

The Discovery Guide is a starting point. Please adapt the 
material and extend the learning activities to meet the 
needs of your students. Our hope is that the structure 
and content of this guide will be functional and inspiring, 
and that teachers and students will share the joy of learn-
ing through Theatre Arts.

how To Use The Discovery GUiDe
The Discovery Guide is not designed as an independent 
workbook. It is a resource for learners to develop skills 
in storytelling, literary analysis and collaboration that are 
essential in Theatre Arts, Language Arts, History/Social 
Sciences and other content areas. Oral discussion and 
writing prompts are designed so that students may relate 
key ideas to their personal experiences and the world 
around them. Teachers may adapt or extend the prompts 
as best fits the class. 

wriTinG applicaTions
Many of the prompts in the Guide are easily adaptable to 
match your current writing objectives. Written responses 
to the prompts may range from short expository answers 
in complete sentences to formal, five-paragraph persua-
sive essays.

The activities are designed to be completed sequentially, 
but feel free to adapt the guide to best suit the needs of 
your class. The activities on pages 4 – 13 are designed 
to be completed before the students see the production 
of Frost/Nixon. The discussion and writing prompts on 
pages 14 – 15 and the resources on page 16 are intended 
to stimulate reflection, analysis and further inquiry after 
students attend the play.

Vocabulary: Introduce the key vocabulary words on each 
page as they occur. Help students pronounce the words 
correctly, and provide opportunities to use the words in 
complete sentences.

 “when the president does it, that means that it is not illegal.”
—Richard M. Nixon, interview with David Frost, May 19, 1977

How to Use these  
Teaching instructions

The Goals
The themes and questions, charted below, are di-
vided into issues that are specific to Frost/Nixon and 
expanded in the second column into larger ques-
tions. They can be discussed before and after the 
students’ experience at the performance.  

Themes in 
Frost/NixoN

social, hisTori-
cal  
anD liTerary 
Themes

 
It’s not the crime,  
it’s the cover-up. 

The medium shapes  
the message.

 
How can we ensure 
ethical government?

What is each person’s 
responsibility to  
society?

How does theatre 
address abuses of 
power?

Why does society  
find it easier to forgive 
a transgression than 
the denial of that 
transgression?

 
How is seeing a 
story on television 
different than 
reading about it in a 
newspaper, hearing 
it on the radio, 
reading a blog or 
watching a play?

How can we 
distinguish between 
fact and opinion  
in the news media?
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The sTanDarDs 

english-language arts
Writing Strategies: Organization and Focus
1.1 Establish a controlling impression or coherent thesis that conveys a clear and  
distinctive perspective on the subject and maintain a consistent tone and focus  
throughout the piece of writing.
Writing Applications 
2.3 Write reflective compositions.
2.4 Write persuasive compositions.
Listening and Speaking Strategies: Comprehension
1.1 Formulate judgments about the ideas under discussion and support  
those judgments with convincing evidence.
Organization and Delivery of Oral Communication
ALL
Speaking Applications
2.3 Apply appropriate interviewing techniques.

history/social science
Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills: 
Historical Literacy: Develop research skills and a sense of historical empathy.
Ethical Literacy: Understand that the ideas people profess affect their behavior.
Realize that concern for ethics and human rights is universal and represents the  
aspirations of men and women in every time and place.
Cultural Literacy: Recognize that literature and art shape and reflect the inner life of a people.
National Identity: Recognize the status of minorities and women in different times in American history. 
Participation Skills: Develop group interaction skills. 

Theatre
Artistic Perception: Development of the Vocabulary of Theatre
1.1 Students observe theatrical productions and respond to them, using the  
vocabulary and language of the theatre.
Historical & Cultural Context: Role and Cultural Significance of Theatre
3.1 Describe the ways in which American history and culture is reflected in theatre. 
Connections, Relationships, Applications: Connections and Applications
5.1 Students apply what they learn in theatre, film/video, and electronic media across subject areas.  

How to Use these  
Teaching instructions
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page 2: welcome to Frost/Nixon

rationale: Students will be able to 
optimize their learning if they have a 
clear understanding of the layout of 
the Discovery Guide and objectives of 
the exercises contained in the unit. 

exercise: Read and discuss the 
“Welcome to Frost/Nixon” section of 
the Discovery Guide with the class. 
Review the goals of the guide. By a 
show of hands, determine familiarity 
(if any) with the Watergate scandal. 

exercise: Have the students identify 
the name of the Discovery Guide 
writer and graphic designer. 

pages 4 – 6: Filling in the Background

rationale: The play will be  
better understood and appreciated if 
something is known of the historical 
context in which it takes place and 
how that time is similar to and  
different from today. 

exercise: Read the Jim Reston quote. 
What does it say about Nixon? What 
do you expect a play about this man 
to be like?

exercise: Read and discuss the  
sections on the 1970s. As you can 
see, the decade has been organized 
by broad categories. This list is not 
meant to be definitive or  
comprehensive, but is merely a 
jumping-off point for further research 
and discussion. Each section can  
be used to organize group or  
individual projects. (See “Then and 
Now” exercise on page 6.)

exercise: Talk about today’s energy 
challenges (gas prices, dependence 
on foreign oil, etc.), and compare 
them to those in the 1970s. How are 
things better, worse or the same?  
Do the same, time permitting, with 
the other headings in the section. 
For example, what are the parallels 
between the war in Iraq and the  
Vietnam War? What are the  
differences? As you read about the 
1970s, what strikes you as familiar? 
What has changed?

exercise: Discuss the legacy of 
Watergate. In what ways are we still 
affected by the scandal?
 
Other discussion questions:
• Will President Obama, whose  
candidacy was based on the slogans 
of “Hope” and “Change,” undo some 
of the damage of Watergate? How will 
he do that? What will it take to restore 
Americans’ faith in government? 
Should it be restored, or is skepticism 
healthy?
• What do you need, personally, to 
have confidence in your government? 
How can we restore our reputation in 
the world?

exercise: Nixon will always be  
associated with Watergate, but the 
scandal is not the sum of his  
presidency. Ask your students to 
research the Nixon Administration 
(1968 – 1974). What did Nixon do 
well? What are the positive  
accomplishments of his presidency? 

Before the Play

WELCOME TO FROST/NIxON: Page 2

FILLING IN THE BACkGROUND : Page 4
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exercise: Ask your students to  
research the life and career of Richard 
M. Nixon, who was also an attorney, 
a congressman and vice president. 
Discuss their findings in class.  
Discuss if the man can be considered 
separately from his presidency.

alternate exercise: Bring a handout 
that summarizes the life and career  
of Richard Nixon. Distribute and  
discuss. 

Resources:
http://www.whitehouse.gov/history/
presidents/rn37.html

http://encarta.msn.com/encyclope-
dia_761563374/richard_nixon.html

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/char-
acter/essays/nixon.html

http://www.britannica.com/
EBchecked/topic/416465/Richard- 
M-Nixon/214051/Early-life-and- 
congression 

optional exercise: Research and  
discuss the career of David Frost. 

See:
http://www.biogs.com/famous/ 
frostdavid.html

http://www.wma.com/sir_david_
frost/bio/sir_david_frost.pdf

http://www.brightcove.tv/title.jsp?title
=1420186696&channel=301939273

optional exercise: Rent the 1995  
film Nixon (see the Resources section 
at the end of the Discovery Guide) 
and screen portions of the film in 
class. The actual Frost interviews  
of Nixon are also available on  
videotape and DVD.

exercise: Then and now
Ask the students to choose an  
aspect of ’70s history or culture  
that really interests them. Ask for  
suggestions to focus the categories 
more narrowly. For example, “sports” 
is a broad topic. Which particular 
sports interest your students?  
Would the basketball players enjoy 
researching Dr. J (Julius Erving)?  
In the category of hair styles, maybe 
an aspiring hairdresser would like to 
give someone a Farrah Fawcett ’do. 
Encourage your students to think  
creatively and bring something to 
class that will be interesting and 
memorable. 

optional exercise: After researching 
the 1970s, create a scene using  
a conflict from the time period  
(ex. the draft). Research the slang, 
styles, etc. and create a dialogue. 
Teachers may wish to assign a  
different conflict to each small group. 
Present the scenes to the class and 
bring the ’70s to life.

Before the Play

FILLING IN THE BACkGROUND : Page 5

FILLING IN THE BACkGROUND : Page 6
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pages 6 – 9: what’s a watergate?

rationale: Frost/Nixon is a play that 
depends on familiarity with the 
Watergate scandal and its aftermath. 
Without that understanding, the  
play is unlikely to engage the viewer. 
The scandal was one of the most 
important occurrences in modern 
American history, and a grasp of  
our society and government would  
be incomplete without a basic  
understanding of the events and  
issues we collectively call Watergate.

exercise: Review each entry in the 
timeline with the class. Read the time-
line aloud, or have your students take 
turns reading aloud. Stop as needed 
to provide additional clarification.

exercise: There are several terms 
in the timeline, such as indictment, 
subpoena, Camp David, etc., that may 
require explanation. Explain unknown 
terms while going through the time-
line, or ask your students to look up 
terms and provide definitions later. 

optional exercise: There are several 
aspects of the Watergate scandal  
that are not included in the timeline, 
such as “Deep Throat” and the role 
of television in bringing down  
Richard Nixon. Here is a list of 
Watergate subtopics that will yield 
interesting research for oral or written 
reports:
• “Deep Throat”: The code name for 
the high-level informant who secretly 
advised Washington Post reporters 
Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein. 
His identity was the subject of  
decades of speculation. He was 
recently revealed to be former FBI 
Deputy Director W. Mark Felt. 
• Saturday Night Massacre:  
Research and report on the role  
of a Special Prosecutor. Why was 
Archibald Cox, the Watergate Special 
Prosecutor, fired by Nixon? Why did 
Attorney General Elliot Richardson 
and Deputy Attorney General William 
Ruckelshaus resign? 
• Televised hearings: Watergate did 
not capture the public’s attention 
until the congressional hearings  
commenced and were televised to  
the nation. Discuss: Was this the 
beginning of the end of the primacy 
of printed information?
• Whistle-blowing: Nixon might have 
gotten away with the cover-up if  
Alexander Butterfield had not  
revealed the existence of the  
White House tapes. What are other 
examples of “whistle-blowing” at high 
levels of government?
• Executive privilege: Nixon claimed 
that the principle of “executive 
privilege” (or as he said, “When the 
president does it, that means that 
it is not illegal”) excused him from 
turning over the tapes. The Supreme 

Before the Play

WHAT’S A WATERGATE?: Page 6

WHAT’S A WATERGATE?: Page 7
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Before the Play

Court disagreed. George W. Bush 
used executive privilege more widely 
than any president to justify a refusal 
to furnish information to Congress. 
Research and discuss the history 
of executive privilege, starting with 
George Washington. 

Here are some resources:
http://writ.news.findlaw.com/
dorf/20020206.html

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Execu-
tive_privilege

http://hnn.us/articles/470.html

http://historyunfolding.blogspot.
com/2007/08/executive-privilege.
html

http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/secrecy/
RL30319.pdf

exercise: Discuss the themes and 
questions raised by Watergate:

• How can one tell that we are (or  
are not) a country of laws, not men?
• Do you think the Obama  
Administration will strengthen or 
weaken this basic principle? Why?
• Do you agree that “It’s not the 
crime, it’s the cover-up?” Why or  
why not?

optional exercise: Hand out copies 
of the U.S. Constitution, or copies  
of Article Two, Section One, which 
defines the role of the president. 
Read and review. 

optional exercise: Review the 25th 
Amendment to the Constitution.  
Discuss how Gerald R. Ford came to 
be vice president and then president. 

optional exercise: Discuss the three 
branches of government; executive, 
legislative and judiciary. Review the 
responsibilities of each branch and 
how they work together to ensure 
“checks and balances.”

exercise: Read “A Brief History of 
Campaign Dirty Tricks.” Note that  
it is not illegal to advertise false  
information. Discuss what candidates 
did and now do to get elected.  
Are any of the listed examples –  
or others the students may be  
familiar with – acceptable? Where  
is the line? How important is ethical 
or honorable behavior? 

exercise: Design a national agenda 
Start by using the list on 
http://whitehouse.gov/. Click on 
“Agenda” to see how the Obama 
team has organized its priorities. 
Make a list of categories on the 
board, such as Energy/Environment, 
Health Care, Defense, Infrastructure, 
etc. (Choose the categories that 
are appropriate for your class.) 
Ask your students to list the 
categories in order of importance 
and include their own, if they choose. 
They can start their research with 
the above-referenced web site, to 
see how policy is thought out and 
worded. They can affirm the Obama 
plan as written, or change it, but 
they must explain their rationale for 
either choice. 

optional exercise: Design a dream 
agenda. How would you govern the 
country if you could do anything, 
without political opposition or 
budget constraints? Ask for specifics 
and details.

WHAT’S A WATERGATE?: Page 8

WHAT’S A WATERGATE?: Page 9
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Before the Play

pages 10 – 11: synopsis

rationale: The synopsis provides 
theatrical terms, which will help the 
students understand the way in 
which the story is told. It will  
familiarize them with several well-
known theatrical conventions and 
prepare them for viewing the play. 

exercise: Read the synopsis aloud, 
or have a student do so. Read the 
Author’s Note from playwright Peter 
Morgan. Discuss what makes a work 
fact or fiction. 

exercise: Discuss the idea of the 
fourth wall in theatre. Ask students  
if they have seen a play that breaks 
the fourth wall. What effect did it 
have when the character addressed 
the audience directly? Why might 
the playwright have chosen to use 
this technique in this play? Revisit  
this question after your class has 
seen the play. 

exercise: exploring motivation
Both David Frost and Richard Nixon 
have clear reasons – motivations – 
for participating in this interview. 
The actors portraying the characters 
must understand the overarching 
motivation as well as the specific 
motivation(s) within each scene.  
Discuss the idea of motivation in  
general and Frost’s and Nixon’s  
motivations in particular. Explore 
motivation in class using  
improvisation. Break the class into 
pairs or trios. Assign conflicting goals 
to the actors in each scene. Goals 
may be taken from the play (Don’t 
admit you did anything wrong –  
Make him/her take responsibility  
for wrongdoing) or be completely 
unrelated.

exercise: Read the quote from  
Richard Nixon. What does it say 
about him and his view of himself?

optional exercise: All the characters 
in Frost/Nixon are based upon real 
people. Ask your students to research 
the character names and bring their 
findings to class. 

optional exercise: Discuss the 
concept of dramatic conflict. Have 
you read anything else during the 
semester based on a conflict between 
protagonist and antagonist? In Frost/
Nixon, which character is which? This 
answer may be unknown until after 
the play has been seen. Ask them 
to view the play with an eye toward 
answering that question. 

SYNOPSIS: Page 10
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exercise: conducting an interview
rationale: This exercise will give your 
students the chance to focus on a 
topic and formulate questions to elicit 
previously unknown information and 
insights. This skill set is transferable 
to many types of research, business 
situations (e.g. job interviews) and 
journalistic practice. 

Discuss with the class what or who 
are they excited to know more about. 
What ideas, events and controversies 
spark their interest? Who could they 
talk to to find out more? Ask your 
students to submit a list of three  
possible interviewees and topics 
in order of preference. This can be 
done in writing or orally. Help your 
students decide upon a suitable 
candidate for an interview. Discuss 
the kinds of questions that get people 
talking: “Why did you, what would 
you, if you could,” etc. List the  
questions on the form in the  
Discovery Guide. Have students  
conduct the interviews and bring 
back an article or taped session as 
described in the Guide. 

When all students have completed 
the interview, discuss their experience 
of the process. Were their subjects 
forthcoming and open? Were they 
reticent and guarded? Did they  
wander off the subject or stay on 
topic? What type of questions elicited 
the most useful and enlightening 
answers? Develop a list on the board 
of interview tips from your class.

optional exercise: Divide the class 
into pairs and ask them to interview 
each other for a segment on the  
History Channel. The same principles 
for formulating questions listed above 
apply. Have them take notes, and 
write a brief article with quotes. 

optional exercise: The same as 
above, only pretend the interview is 
for E! Entertainment Television, or 
some other popular culture outlet. 
How is this interview different from 
the History Channel interview?

Before the Play

SYNOPSIS: Page 11
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pages 12 – 13: meet the press

rationale: This is an exercise in media 
literacy. To be well-informed, it’s 
essential to be a rational, analytical 
consumer of information.

exercise: Read the section aloud.  
Ask your students if they pay attention 
to current events. If not, why not?  
If so, where do they get their  
information? Why do they choose 
those outlets? Discuss the importance 
of being well-informed as a student, 
citizen, future worker/professional/
business owner/taxpayer and  
consumer. 

exercise: Make a list on the board 
of the news sources to which your 
students pay attention. Discuss their 
relative merits. (Example: Is the 
Chocolate News or “Weekend Update” 
on Saturday Night Live more or less 
informative than the ABC Nightly 
News? Is entertainment gossip the 
same thing as news? Are the sports 
pages news?)

exercise: Discuss the differences 
between opinion pieces and news 
reports. Ask your students to bring 
examples of “pure” editorializing  
or reporting. 
                                                              
exercise: Ask your students to bring 
examples of a mixture of reporting 
and editorializing. Read or view  
with the class. Stop to discuss the 
statements that seem to mix fact  
and opinion. 

exercise: Read the quote from John 
F. kennedy. Have students select a 
politician that they have seen on TV 
– Obama, Villaraigosa, Nancy Pelosi, 

etc. What images or impressions 
of them did the students get from 
TV? Ask them to research the man/
woman. How does their record, their 
stand on issues and their character 
relate to students’ first impressions? 
Are each of these areas (voting record, 
stated beliefs and character) of equal 
importance?

optional exercise: Research the  
history of newspapers from the past, 
such as The Los Angeles Herald-Exam-
iner and The Christian Science Monitor, 
the latter of which now appears only 
online. 

exercise: consider the source
rationale: This is a practicum in  
media analysis and literacy,  
requiring critical thinking and  
persuasive writing. 

Talk about current events and list a 
few examples on the board. Ask your 
students to pick a story and observe 
how it is handled by newspapers  
(including online editions), the  
blogosphere and television. Their 
report should be organized, clear and 
make use of quotes and examples. 

exercise: Discuss, research and  
report on the differences between 
broadcast network news (ABC, CBS, 
NBC and Fox) and cable news  
(CNN, MSNBC, et al.)

optional exercise: Discuss, research 
and report on televised news and/
or reporters from previous decades 
using YouTube clips and today’s news 
programs for comparison. (Examples: 
Walter Cronkite, Harry Reasoner)

Before the Play

MEET THE PRESS:  Page 12

MEET THE PRESS:  Page 13
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page 14: politics in a celebrity culture

rationale: We live in a celebrity 
culture. Understanding one’s milieu 
is essential to an effective study of 
civics, history, government, etc. 

exercise: Read the short article in 
class, either silently or aloud.  
Discuss the issues presented.  
Examples:
• How much do we really need to 
know about public figures?
• Do we need celebrities?  
Why or why not?
• Should we believe what we read  
or hear about public figures? Why or 
why not?
• Who are your favorite public figures? 
What do you know about them, and 
how do you know it? Are your sources 
of information trustworthy? Why or 
why not?

exercise: class Discussion
rationale: The discussion will pull 
together many of the prior exercises 
and assist the students in integrating 
their learning. 

exercise: Read Jim Reston’s quote 
about the “first and greatest sin of 
television.” Do students agree? Ask 
them: How do you feel TV informs or 
misinforms? What are the strengths 
or advantages of television? What 
are its limits or disadvantages? What 
is something you have learned from 
TV? How does TV impact your life?

exercise: Request names of popular 
politicians, such as Antonio  
Villaraigosa and Barack Obama.  
Ask your students what they know 
about these people and their  
policies. Where is the information 
from? The students should take notes 
on what people think they know 
about the politicians and what the 
source was, research the politicians’ 
actual careers and stances on issues 
and then report back. What sources 
are reliable? What information is 
most pervasive?

exercise: Discuss the nature of fame. 
Ask: Would you rather be famous or 
wealthy? Why? Would you rather be 
famous or influential? Why?

optional exercise: Make a list of  
celebrities. Discuss why each person 
is famous. Is their fame deserved? 
Why or why not?

optional exercise: Make a list of  
historical figures. Discuss: Are all 
well-known people celebrities, or  
are there different categories of fame? 
Which historical figures were  
celebrities in their day? Which ones 
still are? 

After the Play

POLITICS IN A CELEBRITY CULTURE: 
Page 14



P.L.A.Y. Teaching Instructions Frost/Nixon    12

page 15: The all-spin,
 all-the-Time Zone

rationale: This will give your  
students insight into the workings  
of a presidential administration and 
how information is packaged for  
public consumption. 

exercise: Determine whether the  
students have seen a press  
conference or know what one is.  
Use the YouTube clips suggested  
in the Guide, or Google some others. 
After your students have seen some 
examples of press conferences,  
proceed to the questions in the 
Guide. 

exercise: Now that your students 
know that press secretaries spin the 
facts, how can they determine what’s 
really going on? Where should they 
go for information? Is one source 
adequate? Why or why not?

exercise: Research and report on 
press secretaries. Who was the first? 
How did the job evolve?

optional exercise: Research and 
report on the relationship between 
the press corps and past presidents. 
Would today’s press corps have 
concealed FDR’s paralysis from polio? 
What was Nixon’s relationship with 
the press prior to Watergate?

optional exercise: Research and 
report on how the British press corps 
reports on Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown. Is it different from our own 
way of doing things? How so?

exercise: what i really want  
to Know is…
If you have any debaters in your 
class, they would be good candidates 
to play press secretary and report-
ers. Ask your students to prepare by 
watching file footage (YouTube) of the  
Watergate hearings and various press 
conferences from the era.

exercise: Make up a fictional town 
and a mayor who’s in trouble. (Ask 
the students to invent a scandal and 
decide on what is currently known 
and unknown.) Divide into teams: 
The mayor’s team will strategize how 
to “spin” the situation. The press 
team will strategize how to get the 
real story. Hold a press conference. 
Discuss which team was the most 
effective and why. What could the 
other team have done to strengthen 
its strategies?

After the Play

THE ALL-SPIN, ALL-THE-TIME zONE: 
Page 15


