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Behind the Screen: Critically Analyzing Nazi
History Documentaries
Welcome, Aria! This lesson will help you dive deeper into your interest in Nazi history documentaries.
We'll explore how these films are made, what messages they convey, and how to watch them with a
critical eye. We'll also think about the important responsibility filmmakers have when covering such
a sensitive and impactful period of history. The goal isn't just to learn facts, but to understand how
history is told and to creatively express your own insights.

Materials Needed for Both Sessions:
Selected age-appropriate documentary on Nazi Germany (parental review and selection is
crucial to ensure suitability)
Notebook and pen/pencil
Internet access for research (with appropriate parental guidance and safe search filters)
Materials for chosen creative project (e.g., paper, drawing tools, computer for
writing/storyboarding)
Access to view carefully curated examples of historical propaganda (parental guidance and
selection essential)

Session 1: Setting the Stage & First Look (Approx. 1.5 - 2
hours)

Activity 1: Pre-Viewing Exploration (20-30 minutes)

Let's talk before we watch:

What do you already know or think about Nazi Germany from documentaries you've seen?
What are some common ways this period is shown in films or documentaries?
Why is it important to be critical and careful about where we get information on this topic?
What questions do you hope a good documentary about this era might answer?

Activity 2: Guided Documentary Viewing & Analysis (60-75 minutes,
including pauses)

We'll watch segments of the chosen documentary. As you watch, use a 'Documentary Analysis
Guide' (or just your notebook) to jot down answers to these questions. Pause the documentary as
needed to discuss or make notes.

Documentary Analysis Guide Questions:

Content: What specific events, people, or themes are highlighted? What key information is
presented?
Sources: What types of footage are used (e.g., archival film, photographs, interviews with
survivors/historians, re-enactments)? How credible do these sources seem?
Narration & Tone: Who is narrating? What is the narrator's tone (e.g., objective, emotional,
critical)? Does the narrator seem to have a particular point of view?
Music & Sound: How is music or sound used? How does it affect the mood or your
interpretation of what's being shown?
Perspectives: Whose voices and stories are included? Are there any perspectives that seem
to be missing? Why might that be?
Impact: What is the main message or feeling the documentary leaves you with? How did it
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make you feel? What questions does it raise?

Activity 3: Post-Viewing Debrief (15-20 minutes)

Let's discuss what you noted:

What were the most impactful parts of the documentary for you, and why?
Did you notice any potential biases or specific viewpoints being promoted by the filmmaker's
choices?
How did decisions about footage, narration, and music shape your understanding or reaction?
Did the documentary answer any of your initial questions? Did it raise new ones?

Session 2: Deeper Dive & Creative Response (Approx. 1.5 -
2 hours, plus project time)

Activity 4: Propaganda and Ethical Storytelling (20-30 minutes)

Documentaries aim to tell true stories, but all media involves choices that shape the message.
During the Nazi era, propaganda was a powerful and destructive tool used to manipulate public
opinion. Let's discuss:

What is propaganda? How might documentary techniques (even unintentionally) resemble
propaganda if not handled with extreme care and transparency?
What are the ethical responsibilities of a filmmaker creating a documentary about sensitive
historical events like the Holocaust or Nazi atrocities? (Consider accuracy, respect for victims,
avoiding sensationalism, providing complete context).
How can we, as viewers, become better at spotting manipulation, bias, or misinformation in
historical media?

Activity 5: Creative Application Project (60-90 minutes for planning & initial
work; more time may be needed outside lesson for completion)

Now it's your turn to apply what we've discussed! Choose one of the following projects. The goal is
to think critically and creatively about how history is presented and understood, moving beyond
simple recall of facts to active interpretation and creation.

Project Options:

The Counter-Narrative Storyboard: The documentary we watched, like any media, made1.
choices about what to include and exclude. Create a storyboard (a sequence of drawings or
descriptions of shots with accompanying text for narration/dialogue) for a 2-3 minute segment
that would present a 'missing piece,' an alternative perspective, or challenge a specific
interpretation from the viewed documentary. Explain your creative and ethical choices.
"Voice from the Past" - A Different Kind of Journal: Research a specific type of individual2.
whose perspective might be less commonly explored in mainstream documentaries about Nazi
Germany (e.g., a member of a non-Jewish persecuted group, a citizen in a neutral country
observing events, a child of a perpetrator struggling with their family's past – with parental
guidance on research topics). Write 2-3 detailed journal entries (approx. 500-750 words total)
from their imagined perspective, reacting to historically plausible events. Focus on emotional
truth, ethical representation, and historical context.
Filmmaker's Ethical Pitch for a New Documentary: You've been asked to pitch a short3.
documentary (5-10 minutes) about a nuanced aspect of Nazi Germany aimed at educating
your peers (13-15 year olds) in a responsible way. Write a proposal (1-2 pages) outlining:

Your chosen specific topic and why it needs careful exploration.
Your target audience and how you will engage them respectfully.
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The key insights or questions you want your audience to grapple with.
The types of sources you would use and how you'd ensure their credibility.
A detailed explanation of how you would address the ethical challenges of representing
this topic, ensuring accuracy, sensitivity, and the avoidance of harmful stereotypes or
sensationalism.

Propaganda Deconstruction - Modern Relevance: Find an example of Nazi propaganda4.
imagery or film (with parental guidance for source selection). Create a multimedia
presentation (e.g., a short video essay, an annotated slideshow, or a detailed poster with
explanatory text) that deconstructs it. Your presentation should:

Show or describe the propaganda piece.
Identify its intended audience at the time.
Explain the overt and covert messages.
Analyze the techniques used (e.g., visual symbolism, loaded language, emotional
appeals, scapegoating).
Discuss its intended impact and potential real-world consequences.
Conclude by reflecting on how similar techniques might be seen in some forms of
modern media or disinformation campaigns.

Assessment Focus for your Project: Your project will be evaluated on your ability to:

Demonstrate a nuanced understanding of how documentaries (and media in general) construct
narratives.
Apply critical thinking to historical information and its presentation.
Engage thoughtfully with the ethical complexities of representing this historical period.
Showcase creativity and originality in your chosen response format.
Communicate your ideas clearly and effectively.

Activity 6: Sharing and Reflection (Time as needed when project is
complete)

When your project is ready, you'll share it. We'll discuss:

What did you discover or learn through the process of creating your project?
What aspects were most challenging? Which were most rewarding?
How has this lesson influenced the way you might approach watching historical documentaries
or other media in the future?

Conclusion
Excellent work, Aria! By critically examining historical documentaries and creatively engaging with
how these difficult stories are told, you are building vital skills for understanding not only the past
but also the complex media landscape of today. Remembering this history responsibly and learning
from it requires active, thoughtful, and ethical engagement.


