The Nürnberg Trials
By Ruby Smart

Essential Question:

Were the Nürnberg trials truly democratic?

California State Standards:

Grade Ten:

10.9 Students analyze the international developments in the post–World War II world.

Grade Eleven:

11.9 Students analyze U.S. foreign policy since World War II.

1. Discuss the establishment of the United Nations and International Declaration of Human Rights, … and their importance in shaping modern Europe and maintaining peace and international order.

National Standards:

NSS-WH.5-12 ERA 9: The 20th Century Since 1945: Promises and Paradoxes

The student in grades 5-12 should understand

· How post-World War II reconstruction occurred, new international power relations took shape…

· The search for community, stability, and peace in an independent world.

Materials Needed:

· Background essay copies for each student

· Hook activity copies for each student

· Video Nuremberg (Alliance) or the PBS video on the Nuremberg Trials

· 5 sets of copies of documents for analysis

· Copies of analysis worksheet (from NARA website)

· Copies of readings on current issues on war crimes, or crimes against humanity.

· Direction worksheets for cummulation activity – students are a reporter at the Nurnberg Trials or current humanitarian crimes.

Length of Lesson:


* 3-4 days; 55-minute periods

Part One - 

Teacher is to introduce the topic of war crimes, and build a vocabulary of terms, and phrases needed for comprehension.  Teacher can write on the board, or project words and have student’s copy.  The class can have discussion of what each term means.

Next, teacher is to introduce the lesson unit with a Hook activity.

“Today we are going to read an article, and will need to answer several questions based upon the article.”

Teacher has the option for students to do this by themselves, or out loud, and then answering the questions by themselves in groups of 2.  Give students approximately 15 minutes to read and then answer questions. If read-aloud are done, then you will need 20 minutes.

Once finished, begin class discussion with stating that the article is false.  However, if this news was real what are the student’s answers to the questions.

Once discussion is finished over the hook activity, and then teacher can introduce information about the Nurnberg Trials with the background essay.  If teacher finds that time is running out – give the essay as homework.

Part Two – 

Go over the background essay if students took for homework – 

Tell students that they will be viewing video clips from the documentary film from the PBS Home Video Collection The Nuremberg Trials from the American Experience collection.

Tell students to watch and take notes specifically looking for

1. What were the Nuremberg trials really about?

2. Who was the main defendant and why?

3. What were leaders of the Allied countries wanting to do prior to the trials?

4. Why did FDR go ahead with plans to have a trial?

5. Reactions from the trials themselves? (Walter Cronkite section)

After watching the 15 minutes or so – go into class discussion of the above questions.

IF teacher is satisfied, begin the main section of the lesson – students analyzing the primary and secondary sources to help them answer the lesson question, were the Nuremberg Trials Truly Democratic?
Extension – if there is time, teacher should consider showing the entire documentary.  PBS website has extension activities, and lessons for teachers.

Part Three:

Students should be analyzing documents.  Analyzing should not take all class period.  Once students are finished, teacher should be going over the documents, and review the movie clip together.  Check for student understanding of the documents – 

Once finished, teacher should pass out the student culminating activity.

“After analyzing these documents, and remembering from class discussions, and viewing the documentary, you will now act as if you were an American reporter at the trials, and you are writing an editorial piece about what you are observing, but mostly your point of view on whether or not you feel the trials are democratic.”

Depending upon the class – this activity should be due within 1-2 days.

Part Four:

The next day – teacher should be able to begin class discussion back to the Hook activity. 

Making connections:

Have students read the narrative about The World Since Nuremberg
Read and check for understanding.

Have students silently answer the prompt – 1-2 paragraphs.

Then have class discussion about their answers.

Collect the paragraphs.

Collect students’ news editorial.

Extension activities:

PBS website

Facing History and Ourselves website

