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2.8	 ZEITGEIST—PEOPLE IN GERMANY WHO HAVE 
CONTRIBUTED TO WORLD CIVILIZATION 

Why do some individuals transcend time and become major 
contributors to world civilization?

C3 Framework Indicator D2.Civ.5.9-12. Evaluate citizens’ and institutions’ effectiveness in addressing social and 
political problems at the local, state, tribal, national, and/or international level.

D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique 

circumstances of time and place as well as broader historical contexts. 

D2.Soc.7.9-12. Cite examples of how culture influences the individuals in it.

D3.1.9-12. Gather relevant information from multiple sources representing a wide range 
of views while using the origin, authority, structure, context, and corroborative value of 
the sources to guide the selection.

Staging the Compelling Question Students will examine the lives of individuals who have made significant contributions to 
society and culture in Germany and beyond.

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

What leading personalities represent the 
zeitgeist of their era in art, music, science, 
literature, and politics?

How do the times in which people live 
shape their work?

In what way do individuals represent their 
respective zeitgeist?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

Students should choose a name they do 
not know from the provided handout. 
They should do a quick search and write 
a brief summary of why they believe that 
person is remembered for their work. 

Students will design a trading card for the 
person they chose using the provided 
handout.

Students should write an essay in which 
they describe how the work of three 
influential people in Germany reflected 
their zeitgeist, or how the zeitgeist of their 
time influenced their work. 

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: Influential People in Germany 
Throughout History (Handout 2.8.1.)

Source A: Influential People in Germany 
Throughout History (Handout 2.8.1)

Source B: Trading Card Template (Handout 
2.8.2)

Source A: Paper and pencils/pens or 
devices for essay writing

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension 1: Each students should select one of the starred (*) individuals on the 
list. Ask them to write a short paragraph summarizing and explaining the individual’s 
significance.

Extension 2: In small groups, ask students to brainstorm a list of individuals who are 
widely recognized for their achievements.

Taking Informed Action Understand: Reflect on the ways you influence the people in your life.

Assess: Brainstorm several different ways you could contribute or reach more people 
with what you do. 

Act: Write a letter to your future self.
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COMPELLING QUESTION

•	 Why do some individuals transcend time and become major contributors to world civilization?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW

Students will examine the lives of individuals who have made significant contributions to society and culture in Germany and 
beyond. Students will then use what they learn to create trading cards (modeled after baseball cards) highlighting important 
details of that person’s life, including their specific achievements. Students will then reflect on the concept of zeitgeist for these 
change-makers and in their own lives.

TEACHER BACKGROUND 

Throughout history, some people in Germany have not only contributed to German society and culture, 
but they have also had a far-reaching impact on the fields of art, philosophy, music, literature, science, 
and politics worldwide. For example, Kollwitz, Marx, Beethoven, Wolf, Einstein, and Merkel stand out in 
their respective fields. 

TIME: 1–2 45 minute class periods

CONCEPTS LIST

•	 Zeitgeist
•	 Cultural

•	 Intellectual

•	 Moral

•	 Era

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 Influential People in Germany Throughout History (Handout 2.8.1) 

•	 Trading Card Template (Handout 2.8.2)

•	 Zeitgeist: Contemporary Representatives of My Era (Handout 2.8.3)

•	 Reference works

•	 Internet access

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

Introduce the concept of zeitgeist: “the general intellectual, moral, and cultural climate of an era“ (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). 

“Scholars have long maintained that each era has a unique spirit, a nature or climate that sets it apart from all other epochs. In 
German, such a spirit is known as “Zeitgeist”, from the German words Zeit, meaning “time,” and Geist, meaning “spirit” or “ghost.” 
Some writers and artists assert that the true zeitgeist of an era cannot be known until it is over, and several have declared that 
only artists or philosophers can adequately explain it. 

Explain how the characteristics of a cultural generation can be described as capturing the zeitgeist of their era.

All handouts 
can be found at 
www.goethe.de/
germanyinfocus

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/zeitgeist
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
http://www.goethe.de/germanyinfocus
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SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

What leading personalities represent the zeitgeist of their era in art, music, science, literature, and 
politics?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Students should choose a name they do not know from Handout 2.8.1. “Influential People in Germany Throughout History”. 
They should do a quick search and write a brief summary of why they believe that person is remembered for their work. 

Come together as a class and compare what your students believe are the reasons why those people are remembered for their 
work. 

	➤ Resources

•	 Influential People in Germany Throughout History (Handout 2.8.1.)

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

How do the times in which people live shape their work? 

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Students will design a trading card for the person they chose using the “Trading Card Template” (Handout 2.8.2). Include: name 
of the series; name of the person; an image of the person; details about the person’s biography and accomplishments; the years 
that person lived; and other major historical events that happened or trends that evolved during their lifetime.

Print out three copies of their trading card. Students should keep one for themselves and swap four (4) of the cards with differ-
ent classmates. (Digital files could also be exchanged to save paper.)

	➤ Resources

•	 Influential People in Germany Throughout History (Handout 2.8.1)

•	 Trading Card Template (Handout 2.8.2)

•	 Access to reference works or internet

SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

In what way do individuals represent their respective zeitgeist?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Students should write an essay in which they describe how the work of three influential people in Germany reflected (or did 
not reflect) their zeitgeist, or how the zeitgeist of their time influenced their work (or did not). 

To complete this task, students will carefully read the three (3) cards they now have in their collection of influential people in 
German history. They should consider the different times in which these people lived and the zeitgeist (spirit of the times) of 
each person’s era. When students come up with questions about a person, they should first consult the classmate who created 
that person’s trading card to find out more from what their research revealed.

	➤ Resources

•	 Paper and pencils/pens or devices for essay writing

•	 Reference works and/or historical timeline(s) for context
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SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

Why do some individuals transcend time and become major contributors to world civilization?

Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and 
relevant evidence from historical or contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK #1

Each student should select one of the starred (*) individuals from Handout 2.8.1. Ask them to write a paragraph summarizing 
and explaining the individual’s significance, including answers to the following questions specific to the individual. 

•	 Immanuel Kant—He never left his hometown, and yet he is known as one of the greatest philosophers in the world. How 
is it that he never left and still had such influence all over the world?

•	 Ludwig van Beethoven—Did he compose after he lost his hearing, and was he as successful?

•	 Hildegard von Bingen—She would fit in more than one category. Which ones and why?

•	 August Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben - Why did he write the ‘Song of the Germans’? Why do Germans only use the 
second verse as part of their anthem?

•	 Paul Klee - What is the Blue Rider, and what is its significance?

•	 Angela Merkel - What do you think the significance is of the first female in the highest office in a country? Does her 
background surprise you? Why or why not?

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK #2

Zeitgeist: “Contemporary Representatives of My Era” (Handout 2.8.3)

In small groups, ask students to brainstorm a list of (living or recently deceased) individuals who are widely recognized for their 
achievements in each of these areas: art, philosophy, music, literature, science, and politics. For each person, students will dis-
cuss why they believe that that person reflects the contemporary zeitgeist. 

Gallery Walk: Once the group lists are complete, students should hang up the lists on the walls of the classroom. Students now 
use Handout 2.8.3 to work individually, walking around to read the other groups’ nominations. Each student will ultimately 
select only one person per category whom they believe represents the contemporary zeitgeist, complete with their reasoning. 
(A student may take ideas from other groups’ lists or come up with a person not yet on any list.) Students hand in their personal 
list of Zeitgeist nominees, along with a justification for each of their choices. 

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND Reflect on the ways you influence the people in your life—at home, at school, on a team, etc. In what 
ways are you an influence?

ASSESS How could you become an influence in someone’s life or contribute to your school or community in a posi-
tive way? Brainstorm several different ways you could contribute or reach more people with what you do. 

ACT Write a letter to your future self. Describe your current goals for positively influencing those around you. Give it to 
your teacher with a self-addressed, stamped envelope (use an address you believe will be valid for several years and 
affix one “Forever” stamp). One day when you least expect it, your letter will be returned to you. 


