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Student Worksheet 

Syria’s Use of Chemical Weapons Could Be “Game Changer” 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/04/syrias-use-of-chemical-weapons-could-be-game-changer/ 

 

New allegations that the Syrian regime has used chemical weapons against its people has forced 

President Barack Obama to reconsider whether or not to intervene militarily in the civil war that 

has already killed over 70,000 Syrians. 

 

“The U.S. intelligence community assesses with some degree of varying confidence that the Syrian 

regime has used chemical weapons on a small scale in Syria, specifically, the chemical agent 

sarin,” said U.S. Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel last week. 

On Friday, President Barack Obama told reporters that the U.S. is working with the United 

Nations and countries in the region to quickly assess the situation. He said the "preliminary" 

intelligence reports left "varying degrees of confidence about the actual use." 



 

Page 2                   http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra 

Determining whether or not the regime has used chemical weapons is important in planning a 

possible U.S. response. "I've been very clear publicly, but also privately, that for the Syrian 

government to utilize chemical weapons on its people crosses a line that will change my calculus 

and how the United States approaches these issues," said the president. “To use potential 

weapons of mass destruction on civilian populations, that is going to be a game changer.” 

Should the U.S. send troops to Syria? 

While members of Congress agree that the U.S. must respond if Syria uses chemical weapons, 

there is no consensus about what action to take. 

Republican Senator John McCain of Arizona supports arming the rebels and imposing a no-fly 

zone, but not sending in U.S. troops. 

"The American people are weary. They don't want boots on the ground. I don't want boots on the 

ground," McCain said during an appearance on NBC's Meet the Press. "The worst thing the United 

States could do right now is put boots on the ground on Syria." 

However, his colleague Republican Senator Lindsay Graham of South Carolina says that sending in 

U.S. troops is necessary to secure chemical weapons supplies. 

“If we keep this hands-off approach to Syria, this indecisive action toward Syria, kind of not 

knowing what we’re going to do next, we’re going to start a war with Iran because Iran’s going to 

take our inaction in Syria as meaning we’re not serious about their nuclear weapons program,” 

Graham said on the CBS News program Face the Nation. 

The White House has refused to speculate on its response until the intelligence has been 

confirmed, but a letter to Congress warned that “no option is off the table.” 
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What is sarin gas? 

According to the United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA), modern chemical 

weapons first came into use during World War I. Chlorine, phosgene (a choking agent), mustard 

gas (which inflicts painful burns on the skin) and other chemicals killed over 100,000 people. 

This led to the 1925 Geneva Protocol, which banned the use of chemical weapons in warfare. 

Later, the 1993 UN Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) outlawed the production, stockpiling 

and use of chemical weapons. However, Syria is one of eight nations who have not signed the 

treaty. 

The chemical that Syria is accused of using is sarin gas. Sarin is a colorless, odorless liquid known 

as a “nerve agent” that can shut down the body’s nervous system when inhaled in gas form or 

absorbed through the skin. 

In 1988, the Iraqi government used sarin gas and other chemical weapons on the city of Halabja in 

Northern Iraq and killed an estimated 5,000 people. Sarin was used again in 1995 when a 

Japanese cult released the gas into the Tokyo subway killing 13 people and injuring a thousand 

others. 

– Compiled by Allison McCartney for NewsHour Extra 

  

http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Chemical/
http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Bio/1925GenevaProtocol.shtml
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 READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

 
1. About how many people do estimates say have been killed so far in the Syrian civil war? 

 

2. Who is Chuck Hagel? 

 

3. What chemical do officials think has been used as a weapon in Syria? 

 

4. Which side is accused of using chemical weapons, the regime or the rebel? 

 

5. How would Sen. John McCain and Sen. Lindsay Graham respond differently to the use of 
chemical weapons? 

 

6. What did the White House say about its potential response in a letter to Congress? 

 

7. When was the Geneva Protocol passed, and what did it do? 

 

8. What happened in the Tokyo subway in 1995? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed) 

1. Why do you think chemical weapons, even if used on a small scale, are considered a red line by 
government officials? 

 

2. Do you think the U.S. should intervene in Syria now? If so, how?  

 

3. Why do you think other countries have not sent troops to help overthrow the Syrian regime? 

 

 

 

Extension Activity  
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send your 
completed editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays might be 
published on our Web site.  
 
  



 

Page 6                   http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra 

Using NewsHour Extra Feature Stories 

Syria’s Use of Chemical Weapons Could Be “Game Changer” 
 April 29, 2013 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/04/syrias-use-of-chemical-weapons-could-be-game-changer/ 

Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension 

 

PROCEDURE 

1. WARM UP 
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students know. 
 
2. MAIN ACTIVITY 
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading comprehension and 
discussion questions on the student handout. 
 
3. DISCUSSION 
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in the story affect 
their lives and express and debate different opinions. 
 

INITIATING QUESTIONS 

1. Are there rules to war?  
 
2. What is a civil war? 
 
3. What is going on right now in Syria? 
 

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1. About how many people do estimates say have been killed so far in the Syrian civil war? 
About 70,000 
 
2. Who is Chuck Hagel? 
The U.S. Secretary of Defense 
 
3. What chemical do officials think has been used as a weapon in Syria? 
Sarin  
 
4. Which side is accused of using chemical weapons, the regime or the rebel? 
The regime 
 
5. How would Sen. John McCain and Sen. Lindsay Graham respond differently to the use of chemical 
weapons? 
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Sen. McCain would arm the rebels and impose a no-fly zone, while Sen. Graham would send in U.S. troops 
to secure chemical weapons supplies.  
 
6. What did the White House say about its potential response in a letter to Congress? 
“No option is off the table” 
 
7. When was the Geneva Protocol passed, and what did it do? 
It was passed in 1925, and it banned the use of chemical weapons in warfare 
 
8. What happened in the Tokyo subway in 1995? 
A Japanese cult released sarin gas into the subway, killing 13 people and injuring a thousand others 
 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed) 

1. Why do you think chemical weapons, even if used on a small scale, are considered a red line by 
government officials? 
 
2. Do you think the U.S. should intervene in Syria now? If so, how?  
 
3. Why do you think other countries have not sent troops to help overthrow the Syrian regime? 
 
 

Extension Activity  
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send your completed 
editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays might be published on our Web 
site.  

 


