
Language use in World War II

Category Choices

Title Language use in World War II - Taalgebruik in de Tweede Wereldoorlog -Taalgebrûk yn 
de Twadde Wrâldoarloch 

Objective With this activity, pupils view World War II from the perspective of different countries 
and languages

Target group First grades of secondary education

Subject Language subject: English, Dutch, French, German 
Content subject: history

Duration  3 - 5 lessons

Link to curriculum Knowledge about multilingualism in general 
Theme: Second World War

Languages Dutch, English, French, German

Link to FREPA Knowledge about languages in Fryslân, Europe and the world 
Knowledge about cultural differences

Skills Listening, reading, speaking
Theoretical support Language awareness

Activity description

Lesson 1:
Step 1 (15 minutes):
The teacher explains the topic of the coming lessons: the second world war, viewed 
from different countries and languages. The teacher mentions that the pupils will need 
to give a presentation (in groups) in the last lesson.

Step 2 (20 minutes):
The teacher tells the story (see teacher sheet “Language use in WW 2”), supported by 
the PowerPoint presentation “Language use in WW2”. This story is an introduction to 
the topic and also an example of an end product for the pupils. 

Step 3 (10 minutes):
The teacher briefly explains the assignment (see worksheet “Language use in WW2”) of 
the presentation. Then he divides the class in groups of 4-5 and makes sure that each 
groups knows which country they have to present about (2x England, 2x France, 2x 
Germany).

Lesson 2:
Step 4 (10 minutes):
The teacher repeats the assignment of the presentation and hands out the worksheets 
“Language use in WW2” (with list of sources). The teacher answers questions that pupils 
might have about the assignment. 

Step 5 (30 minutes):
The pupils work independently on the presentation. They start by dividing the tasks 
and then go look for the right sources. The teacher walks around and helps out where 
needed.
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Lesson 3:
Step 6 (45 minutes):
Optionally, pupils work on their presentation for another lesson. This can also be home 
work, or part of another lesson. 

Lesson 4 & 5:
Step 7:
The groups give their presentations which are approximately 10 minutes, with 5 minutes 
for questions at the end (2x 3 groups per lesson). Afterwards, there is a brief classical 
discussion of what the pupils have learned.

Materials

• Powerpoint presentation “Language use in WW 2”
• Teacher sheet “Language use in WW 2”
• Worksheet “Language use in WW 2”
• Internet
• Beamer/smartboard for the presentations

Language use in World War II



Teacher sheet - Language use in World War II (1)

Instruction and illustration for the project.
It was very early in the morning. Engines were humming, guns were shooting. The battle of the Netherlands 
had begun. The Germans invaded our country, with fast vehicles and better weapons. The German army was 
much better armed than ours, but we had a secret weapon. The waterline! We flooded our country so that the 
Germans could not go further with their vehicles. We bravely stood against the Germans. Hitler thought this 
small country resisted too much and that everything went too slowly. He decided to bomb Rotterdam, to force 
us to surrender. 800 people did not survive this bombing. Hitler warned that if we didn’t surrender, more cities 
would follow, so we surrendered.

Most of you probably know this story, but do you also know what it was like to live in a country that was 
occupied by Nazi-Germany? I will show that in this short example presentation.

Seyss Inquart is the men who governed The Netherlands. He decided what happened. Instead of the Wilhelmus, 
we heard the German national anthem and there were soldiers on the street. Despite this, the “normal” life 
continued. Father went back to work, children went back to school. It seems as if nothing has changed. Field 
trips with school occur, even Sinterklaas visits in December. The Germans were not so bad at first. They acted 
like tourists and make trips to the flowerfields. In stores, they fairly pay for their things. They may have been the 
boss, but they acted quite civil. The communication is of course a bit difficult, but if you try hard enough, you 
can communicate with each other.  
 
Nevertheless, small things start to change. Every Dutch person had to blind their windows to prevent lights 
outside. That way, the British bombers could not see where they were. There were more restrictions from 
the Germans. 50.000 soldiers had to move in with Dutch families. Suddenly, you had to live with the enemy! 
Imagine suddenly having a German roommate. How would you communicate? You can’t ignore each other 
forever.  
 
In addition to the blinding of the windows and the soldiers moving in, the Germans also stole food and gas to 
supply their army. To make sure food was fairly divided, we got vouchers for food. You needed this to buy food, 
like you need an ID-card to buy alcohol. 

It gets harder to have enough money in The Netherlands, there is less food and there are suddenly signs saying 
“Jews not allowed”. It becomes clearer that live will not be the same as before… 

Many Dutch people decided to go into resistance, to work against the Germance. They stole food vouchers to 
help other people. Or they attacked the Germans. Working against the Germans was of course very difficult and 
dangerous, because even among the Dutch people, you had enemies. Some Dutch people joined the Nazi Party, 
so the Germans. Even in your own language, you were not safe from the enemy.  
 
Many young children from big cities were brought to Fryslân for their safety. One reason for this is that Fryslân 
had many big farms, huge lands and food sources. The children could play safely and got enough food. The 
Frisian language sometimes is more alike to German than to Dutch. Therefore, it was sometimes easier for the 
Frisians to communicate with the Germans. It was easier to understand them. That way, you could sometimes 
hinder the plans from the Germans. In other words, you could betray them. There was a lot of resistance in 
Fryslân. 

However, life did not only change in Fryslân or the Netherlands. Life changed in many countries because of the 
war. France was occupied by Germans, too. This brought very different dynamics. Since France is much bigger 
than The Netherlands, it was easier to resist the Germans. To prevent this, the Germans founded “Vichy France”, 
an area that was managed by French people that sympathized with the Germans. The government had to 
answer to the Germans, who were watching closely. This way, the Germans did not have to keep an eye on the 
French people, as the French people kept an eye on their own people. 



Teacher sheet - Language use in World War II (2)

England was not occupied by the Germans, but still suffered a lot. The country could no longer import goods 
from Europe so they had to get everything from the ocean. There were submarines who wanted to sink the 
British ships. Because it was hard to get supplies, there were a lot of problems in England. A lot of things were 
impossible to buy, or could only be bought if you had vouchers. Next to these restrictions there were also a lot 
of bombings from the Germans on London. Life wasn’t easy on this island, isolated from Europe. 
 
Now you might wonder, how was life in Germany? Not every German agreed with Hitler and his party. These 
people had to be careful what they sad, as the secret police was everywhere, looking for people who didn’t 
agree with the Nazi Party. The German people also suffered a lot of bombings from the allies. Moreover, every 
man and women had to help to defend Germany. Even boys as young as fourteen were called to fight for their 
country. 



Worksheet - Language use in World War II

Groups: 4-5 persons
Topics: France 2x, Germany 2x, England 2x.

In the first lesson, you received a general instruction and an example of a presentation. Below you will find the 
list of requirements for the presentation. 

What has to be in the assignment: 
•  Use multiple languages. You have to use the language of the country which you present about. This can also 

be words on your PowerPoints slides.
•  Your presentation is about the period 1939-1945.
•  What kind of communication was used in WWII, like morse code, secret languages, etc. 
•  What kind of linguistic problems did they encounter?
•  How did faith and culture influence feelings during the war?
•  How was the language barrier for soldiers who came to the Netherlands? How would you experience that?
•  Mention everything that seems important during WWII if it is related to language, culture and faith. 

Presentation form:
•  Your presentation takes 10 minutes (and 5 minutes for questions).
•  Use multiple languages. For example concepts, sayings or videos in the language of your choice.
•  Every group member has to present a part.
•  Use a Prezi, PowerPoint or something similar.
•  Make sure everyone can hear and understand 
•  If you use pictures, make sure they are useful to your story 
•  The presentation has to be clear, so do not put the full tekst on the board
•  A small paper with key words is allowed, but do not read the presentation from paper
•  Use, next to the given sources, at least one relevant source that you found (not Wikipedia)
•  Make sure your presentation has a clear introduction, core and end. 

Good luck and enjoy the assignment!

Sources:
The sources below can help you with your presentation. You are not obligated to use them. Make sure to 
present in your own words.

An introductory video on WWII: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_uk_6vfqwTA&list=WL&index=39&t=0s

Sources on France:
•  https://liberationroute.nl/france
•  https://www.france-pub.com/world-war-2.php
•  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YKP_6-198x8
•  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/sep/08/life-in-occupied-france-nazi
•  https://www.bbc.com/news/1033967 

Sources on England:
•  https://liberationroute.nl/great-britain
•  https://www.tweedewereldoorlog.nl/kennis/themas/wereldwijde-schaal-conflict/oorlog-wereldwijd/

westfront/slag-om-engeland/
•  https://www.forces.net/news/what-events-led-britain-entering-world-war-two

Sources on Germany:
•  https://isgeschiedenis.nl/nieuws/duitsland-als-slachtoffer-voor-en-na-woii-schuld-herstelbetalingen
•  http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20180123-how-the-children-of-nazi-germany-remember-world-war-two
•  https://liberationroute.nl/germany
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