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Senators Question Kennedy’s Account of Samoa

Vaccine Trip

A new inquiry asks whether the health secretary misled Congress—and what oversight
should look like when public health and politics collide.

An empty hearing room table shows a folder, microphone, and vaccine vial, symbolizing a congressional inquiry into public health testimony.

Two Democratic senators have opened an in-
vestigation into whether Health Secretary
Robert F. Kennedy Jr. gave Congress a false ac-
count of why he traveled to Samoa in 2019, ac-
cording to Associated Press reporting published by
PBS NewsHour. The question is not only what
Kennedy did years before he entered the Cabinet.
It is also how much honesty the Senate can de-
mand from people it confirms to powerful public
offices, and how much a congressional investigation
can be trusted when it targets a political opponent.

Kennedy now leads the Department of Health and
Human Services, the federal agency that oversees
major health programs and public health policy.
During his confirmation process last year, senators
asked about his 2019 visit to Samoa, which took
place before a measles outbreak there. Measles is
a highly contagious viral disease that can be pre-
vented by vaccination but can be especially dan-
gerous for young children. Kennedy repeatedly told
senators the trip had “nothing to do with vaccines.”

The AP and The Guardian reported in August that a
letter Kennedy sent before the trip appears to con-
tradict that account. In the letter, addressed to
Samoa’s then-prime minister, Kennedy used the
words vaccine or vaccination eight times. He wrote

about wanting to study Samoa’s use of the MMR
vaccine, which protects against measles, mumps
and rubella. The AP reported that Kennedy raised
the possibility that deaths in Samoa might be linked
to issues with vaccine lots, and that his team want-
ed to use health data to examine the question.

The new Senate inquiry was announced by Sen.
Ron Wyden of Oregon and Sen. Angela Alsobrooks
of Maryland. They sent a letter Wednesday to Chil-
dren’s Health Defense, a nonprofit group known for
anti-vaccine activism that Kennedy formerly
chaired. Anti-vaccine activism refers to organized
efforts that question, discourage or oppose vacci-
nation, sometimes against the conclusions of main-
stream medical research. The senators asked the
group for documents connected to Kennedy’s
Samoa travel, his 2024 presidential campaign and
his Senate confirmation process. They set a Dec. 4
deadline.

The senators argue that the issue matters because
Congress relies on truthful answers when deciding
whether to confirm someone for a federal office. A
confirmation hearing is a Senate process in which

nominees for major government jobs answer ques-
tions before senators vote on whether to approve

them. Kennedy was not under oath during his hear-
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ing, meaning he was not formally sworn in the way
a witness may be in court. But the AP notes that
knowingly giving material false testimony to Con-
gress can still be a crime. Material means impor-
tant enough to affect Congress’s work, not a minor
mistake or forgotten detail. Such cases are rarely
prosecuted.

Kennedy’s department has rejected the accusation.
The Department of Health and Human Services has
maintained that the Samoa visit was unrelated to
vaccines and, in response to AP questions in Au-
gust, called claims that Kennedy lied false and
defamatory. Defamatory means damaging to some-
one’s reputation in a way that is claimed to be un-
true. Spokespeople for the department and for
Children’s Health Defense did not immediately re-
spond to AP requests for comment Thursday.

The dispute is sharpened by what happened in
Samoa after Kennedy’s visit. The country later suf-
fered a measles outbreak that killed 83 people,
most of them children under 5. Critics have said
Kennedy’s visit helped fuel anti-vaccine sentiment
there. The AP also reported that, while in Samoa,
Kennedy met with anti-vaccine activists, including
one who helped arrange the trip with a U.S. Em-
bassy employee. Public health experts have said
anti-vaccine activists made it harder to respond to
the outbreak. The letter reported by the AP and
The Guardian, however, did not specifically discuss
anti-vaccine activism.

That last point is part of the tension. The senators
do not need to prove that Kennedy caused
Samoa’s outbreak in order to ask whether he de-
scribed his trip honestly. But the public health con-

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

text makes the question more serious. If a top
health official downplayed a past role in vaccine-re-
lated advocacy, senators may argue they were de-
nied information relevant to judging his fitness for
the job. On the other hand, Kennedy’s defenders
can argue that an old trip is being reframed by po-
litical opponents and that a letter about studying
vaccine data does not prove the trip’s purpose was
anti-vaccine activism.

The investigation is also part of a larger shift in
Washington. Democrats regained control of the
House and Senate in the midterm elections, and the
AP reports that a wide array of investigations into
the Trump administration is planned. That timing
cuts both ways. Congressional oversight is one of
the tools the Constitution gives lawmakers to
check the executive branch, including Cabinet offi-
cials. But when control of Congress changes hands,
investigations can also look like payback or parti-
san theater, especially when the target is already a
controversial political figure.

The core question is what standard should apply
when public officials answer Congress. If the stan-
dard is too loose, nominees can avoid hard ques-
tions and still gain power over agencies that affect
millions of people. If the standard is treated as a
weapon, every ambiguous statement can become a
scandal, and oversight loses credibility. In this case,
senators are asking for documents that could show
whether Kennedy’s account matches the paper
trail. The fight over those documents will test
whether the inquiry clarifies what happened or
mostly deepens distrust among people who al-
ready disagree.

High school - Friday, November 13, 2026



THINK IT THROUGH

1. When should Congress investigate a public official’s past statements, and what evidence should be
required before that investigation is seen as legitimate rather than partisan?

2. How should lawmakers treat a statement that may be technically defensible in one narrow sense
but misleading in a broader public context?

3. In public health debates, how much should a leader’s past advocacy affect whether the public
trusts that leader’s current decisions?
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Senators Question Kennedy’s Account of Samoa Vaccine

Trip
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Senators Question Kennedy’s Account of Samoa Vaccine
Trip

4 5 6
7
8
10
ACROSS DOWN
6 Lawmakers' power to monitor 1 Official fact-finding investigation of
government agencies and officials possible wrongdoing
8 Falsely damaging to someone's 2 Organized effort to support or oppose a
reputation social or political cause
9 Highly infectious viral illness preventable 3 Evidence given in answers to lawmakers
by vaccination or in court
10 Elected members of Congress's upper 4 Sudden rise in disease cases within a
chamber who vote on major community or region
appointments 5 Government branch that carries out laws
and manages federal departments
7  Significant enough to affect an official
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour
“Senators probe RFK Jr.'s reason for Samoa trip after letter refuting his testimony published”

Published Thursday, November 12, 2026
Read by us on Friday, November 13, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/senators-probe-rfk-jr-s-reason-for-samoa-trip-after-letter-refuting-his-testimony-publi
shed

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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