
Page 1

Find out more by visiting:  
www.since911.com

History
Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking?

This opening history enquiry builds knowledge of

what actually happened on 9/11, how different

people were affected and what issues are raised 

by the attacks.

Enquiry overview
The first parts of the enquiry move from some work with sources into building a chronological 
grasp of the events of the day. The pupils decide what they would include if they were to make 
an interactive timeline of the day’s events.

The next stage uses the Interactive timeline to reflect on the detailed experiences of people. 
Pupils pick out what was shocking and why as events unfolded. They plot these as “shock 
waves” on a diagram.

In the final stage, pupils analyse the timeline and the “shocks” to identify questions that  
people would have asked during the day. This leads to the final task in which they advise  
a television company on who, from a given list, should be the four expert guests to take part in 
a special panel discussion to be broadcast in the UK in the late evening of 11 September 2001. 
The programme is to be called “The shock of 9/11”.

The enquiry is divided into different stages rather than individual lessons. This ensures greater 
flexibility for teachers and takes account of the significant differences that exist in the length of 
lessons from school to school.

National Curriculum links
History
This enquiry links to the KS3 history programme of study by helping students  
to know and understand:
• some of the major events in world history
• the impact of significant events on world societies
• the changing nature of conflict and cooperation
• diverse experiences and ideas, beliefs and attitudes and how these have shaped the world.
This enquiry develops the students’ ability to:
• identify and investigate specific historical questions or issues, making and testing hypotheses
• identify, select and use a range of historical sources, including textual, visual and oral 
 sources, artefacts and the historic environment
• communicate their knowledge and understanding of history in a variety of ways, using 
 chronological conventions and historical vocabulary.

http://since911.com
http://since911.com/explore-911/timeline
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Key Stage 4
Although this enquiry is designed for use in KS3, it is possible to adjust both the content 
and activities for use at GCSE (for example, as part of OCR’s GCSE Modern World History 
specification, which has a unit on terrorism that includes a study of Al-Qaeda). Many of 
the activities in the enquiry are open-ended and could be used to elicit a wider and more 
sophisticated range of responses from the students. You could provide the students with 
more scope to carry out their own research into the events of 9/11, give them access to more 
challenging resources, and ask them to assess the significance of 9/11 against a broader 
historical context.

Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales
These materials can easily be adapted to fit the different curriculum requirements for  
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.

Northern Ireland Curriculum
www.nicurriculum.org.uk

Learning and Teaching Scotland – Curriculum for Excellence
www.ltscotland.org.uk/understandingthecurriculum

The Welsh Government school curriculum Welsh Government school curriculum for Wales
http://wales.gov.uk/topics/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales

Cross-curricular links
There are opportunities through this topic to make links to some of the other subject topics, 
particularly the following:  

• English – Breaking news: How was 9/11 represented in the media and other accounts?
 Students are asked to consider why 9/11 received so much media attention. This links well  
 to aspects of historical significance, and can help to prepare news reports summarising the 
 actual events of 9/11.

 In addition, some of the proposed activities help to develop aspects of the following PLTS: 
  team workers, independent enquirers, and creative thinkers.

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.

http://since911.com
http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk
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Lessons

  Stage 1a: What happened when on 9/11?
(Using artefacts to investigate 9/11)

 Recommended resources 
 On this website
 • Artefacts (PowerPoint)

 Links to other websites
 • Tribute WTC Visitor Center – Exhibits page: http://tributewtc.org/exhibits 

 • September 11: Bearing Witness to History:  
  http://americanhistory.si.edu/september11/exhibition/highlights.asp      

Prepare the activity by downloading the Artefacts PowerPoint and putting it on the screen  
for all students to see. 

Before mentioning that the class is about to study 9/11, show the students the cash receipt from 
the café at the World Trade Center (Slide 1). This is the hook to the enquiry, and the aim is to 
get the students to use a series of questions (Slide 2) to work out what they can about the story 
behind this apparently everyday object/document. Ask the students to work quietly in pairs, 
writing down what they have decided and not giving away their ideas. Then show them some 
other artefacts (Slides 3, 4 and 5) and ask them to consider how these are connected with the 
first document. Only at the end should you ask the students to share their findings with other 
pairs. By this time the students should have worked out that these are all relics from 9/11 at the 
World Trade Center. 

Go on to show the class Slide 6, which explains the story behind the receipt. Use this to prompt 
a discussion on what the class already knows about 9/11. After the discussion, stress that 9/11 
was a day full of extraordinary twists and turns and shocks. An ordinary day turned into one of 
the most shocking in US history. Ordinary objects became extraordinary evidence of the day. 
Other objects can be found on the Tribute WTC Visitor Center website. 

Tell the students that their main enquiry question is What made 9/11 so shocking? but that 
their first task is to sort out the sequence of events to find out what actually happened when  
on 9/11.

This opening activity is intended to capture the students’ interest in 9/11 and to exemplify the 
shocking nature of the events of that day. It is also intended to stimulate their own recollection  
of events, which in all likelihood will be dim and distant.

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.

http://since911.com
http://since911.com/education-program/lesson-plans/history/enquiry-1-what-made-911-so-shocking
http://tributewtc.org/exhibits 
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  Stage 1b: What happened when on 9/11?
(Creating a timeline of the events of the day of 9/11)

 Recommended resources 
 On this website
 • Timeline creator (Excel)

 Links to other websites
 Information about the attacks:
 • Wikipedia – September 11 attacks: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/September_11_attacks

 • Wikipedia – United Airlines Flight 11: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Airlines_Flight_11 

 • Wikipedia – United Airlines Flight 175: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Airlines_Flight_175 

 • Wikipedia – United Airlines Flight 77: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Airlines_Flight_77 

 • Wikipedia – United Airlines Flight 93: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Airlines_Flight_93

 • Tribute WTC Visitor Center – Exhibits page: www.tributewtc.org/exhibits/ 

 Timelines and chronologies:
 • History.com: www.history.com/videos/911-timeline#911-timeline

 • BBC News:  
  http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/in_depth/americas/2001/day_of_terror/timeline/default.stm

 • 9/11 Memorial: www.911memorial.org/911-events-day 
  https://www.911memorial.org/interactive-911-timelines

 • Tribute WTC Visitor Center: www.tributewtc.org/programs/resources.php   
  (Click on “Timeline of events”)

 • Washington Post:  
  www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/09/11/AR2006091100450.html

 • CNN: http://edition.cnn.com/2001/US/09/11/chronology.attack/index.html

Organise the students into small groups; tell them that their next task will be to produce  
a timeline that will help teach others about 9/11. Your students should imagine that the  
timeline will be used in a newspaper or website; it must therefore be accurate, objective  
and easy to understand. 

Give an overview of the events of the day of 9/11 using the video clip on the History Channel 
website and then ask the student groups to start thinking about their own timelines. 

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.
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Use Timeline creator (Excel) as the basis for the task, which contains a list of events that  
can be ordered by students. The Timeline creator can be used on a computer or as a hard 
copy, with events ordered in sequence or by theme. If necessary, you can cut some details to 
suit the class. 

Devise criteria with the class for what would make a good interactive timeline for a 
history website about 9/11: 
• Roughly how many events? 
• What timescale? 
• How many images?  
• How big can the images be?  
• Should it include video/audio clips?  

Remind the students that their timelines must make clear what happened on the day itself and 
only include the most important moments in the day. The choice of clips and images will work 
well enough if you limit pupils to selecting from the Wikipedia sites listed in the Recommended 
resources, but you may wish to provide others.

You can vary the challenge by asking some students to make a very detailed timeline while 
others produce a much simpler one. Or the groups can work on different parts of the timeline. 

Students should work in pairs or small groups to create their timelines. A number of formats 
are appropriate, and you/they can decide which format to use. E.g. sugar paper (with times 
of the day, events and links sources indicated); on the computer; annotating a printout of the 
spreadsheet, which is stuck to a larger sheet to allow room for notes. 

Whatever approach is used, they have to decide…
What events should they keep/reject? 
What should be kept but shortened? How? 
What images and audio/video links could be included alongside the timeline?

They must be able to justify their choices by the criteria you agreed with them. As they 
work, check that they are building knowledge of the events of the day.

Before (as a model) or after (to reinforce learning) making their timelines, let them see some 
examples of existing ones, e.g. those listed in the Recommended resources section in this 
document. Make sure there is also time for the groups to compare each other’s timelines.

The aim of this session is to build up the students’ detailed knowledge and understanding of  
the events of the day and to provide the opportunity for them to carry out their own research.  
By making them identify the key events for themselves and justify their choices, they focus on 
what was significant, and the shocking nature of the events of that day is reinforced.

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.

http://since911.com
http://since911.com/education-program/lesson-plans/history/enquiry-1-what-made-911-so-shocking
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  Stage 2: How did the shockwaves spread?

 Recommended resources 
 On this website
 • Shockwave (PowerPoint)
 • Interactive timeline (Flash)

 Links to other websites
 • BBC News – America’s Day of Terror: http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/in_depth 
  /americas/2001/day_of_terror (click on “The BBC looks back at the day” to see the eight 
  -minute summary of events on 9/11). 

 • Wikipedia – Casualties of the September 11 attacks:  
  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casualties_of_the_September_11_attacks

Link back to the timelines pupils made and establish that the day was full of one shock after 
another. These shocks hit different people in different ways at different times.

Organise the students into small groups and give each group a large copy of Slide 1 from 
the Shockwave PowerPoint – make sure you also have one displayed at the front of the 
class. Show the class a short video summary of the 9/11 day’s events (see Recommended 
resources for a link to a BBC News summary), which you could reveal bit by bit. At each 
interval, the students consider as many relevant examples as they can of WHO was shocked 
and WHY, and they write these out on sticky notes and place these within the relevant time 
periods on their shockwave diagrams. To start the students off, use an example for “Wave 1” 
– “Passengers on Flight 11 see hijackers take over”, and show how it goes in the innermost 
circle. Also help the students to identify different types of people who may have been affected, 
either directly or by TV coverage, phone calls, etc. as they look at each time period. For the time 
period “Soon after 9/11”, show the students Slide 2 of the Shockwave PowerPoint; this provides 
additional information that emerged after 9/11. 

Using the Interactive timeline on the website along with their own timelines from the previous 
lesson, the students could add to their shockwave diagram extra examples of who was 
shocked; this will help them to gain a detailed picture of those affected.

This exercise enables the students to get to the heart of the enquiry question and begin to 
understand the depth and breadth of shock caused by the events of 9/11 and its immediate 
aftermath. By looking at the events through the experiences of different people, the students are 
able to relate much more closely to the impact of 9/11.

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.

http://since911.com
http://since911.com/education-program/lesson-plans/history/enquiry-1-what-made-911-so-shocking
http://since911.com/explore-911/timeline
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/in_depth/americas/2001/day_of_terror
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/in_depth/americas/2001/day_of_terror
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casualties_of_the_September_11_attacks
http://since911.com/education-program/lesson-plans/history/enquiry-1-what-made-911-so-shocking
http://since911.com/education-program/lesson-plans/history/enquiry-1-what-made-911-so-shocking
http://since911.com/explore-911/timeline


Page 7

Find out more by visiting:  
www.since911.com

  Stage 3: What was so different about the 9/11 terror attacks?

 Recommended resources 
 Links to other websites
 • Wikipedia – List of terrorist incidents, 2010:  
  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_terrorist_incidents,_2010 (This shows terror attacks in 
  the year 2010; use the links at the very end of the page to visit other years.)
 • Infoplease – Terrorist Attacks in the U.S. or Against Americans:  
  www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0001454.html (This has a list of terror attacks against the USA, 
  showing how attacks on US territory were extremely rare.)
 • Map of worst terrorist attacks worldwide: 100 or more fatalities: www.scribd.com 
  /doc/2471400/Map-of-Worst-Terrorist-Attacks-Worldwide (This shows the range and scale 
  of terror attacks that have killed 100+ lives.)
 • Internet Movie Database – Greatest Disaster Films: www.imdb.com/list/P2pDYMQazf8 
   (This has one person’s list of top ten disaster movies.)

It is very important that students understand that terrorism is, sadly, not unusual. They should 
not emerge from this study believing that 9/11 was the only significant act of terrorism. At 
some point you may wish to use Wikipedia – List of terror incidents to make this clear (see 
Recommended resources). There is no need for detailed work to be done on this, but simply 
scrolling down the very long list for one year then one or two others should establish the point.

Students do, however, need to understand that the 9/11 attacks were particularly shocking:

They were extremely rare in US history. The USA had hardly ever experienced terror attacks at 
home from external groups. Compared with many parts of the world, it had not suffered much 
in the way of direct attacks even during World War II and the long Cold War against the Soviet 
Union. The Infoplease website (see Recommended resources) has a list of terror attacks 
against the USA, showing how attacks on US territory were extremely rare.

They were on such a large scale, i.e. they were measured crudely in terms of the number of 
deaths on that one day. Estimates of those who died on the actual day reached 20,000 or 
more. The final figure was 2,976. Use the Map of worst terrorist attacks worldwide (see 
Recommended resources) to show how this compares to other attacks around the world.

They were watched by billions on television.

They bear awful similarities to scenes from disaster movies created so regularly by the USA’s 
own Hollywood studios. See examples of disaster movies by looking at one person’s list of top 
ten disaster movies from the Internet Movie Database (see Recommended resources).

 This point will need particularly careful handling and you may prefer not to raise it, but it is 
 certainly part of what shocked Americans on the day: the attacks were alarmingly similar to 
 scenes from films such as Towering Inferno – but with real lives being lost.

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.
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If you wish to turn this into a task for students, you could ask the students to prepare their 
response to the question “What was so different about the 9/11 terror attacks?”. 

  Stage 4: End product: What questions were raised by 9/11 –
  and who should try to answer them? 

 Recommended resources 
 On this website
 • Experts invitation list (Word)

Link back to the Shockwave task (Stage 2). Suggest that the day must have raised thousands 
of questions as people lived through the horror. Give the class (working in groups) more sticky 
notes but of a different colour from those used to record shocks on the chart. This time they 
must use the shockwave chart and their own ideas to write down all sorts of questions that must 
have passed through people’s minds on 9/11. They must place these next to the shock that 
they think would have prompted the question. These can reflect anything from “How can I get 
out of this building?” to “How can anyone believe in God when events like this can happen?” 
Encourage free – but respectful – thinking. 

This task cannot be tied down to generating purely historical questions although you can give 
some specific time for this at the end if you think it will help. You could ask groups to sort their 
questions into groups with a common theme, e.g. religion; why did 9/11 happen?; why me?; 
national/global security; safety of high-rise buildings, etc. This links to the next task.

Tell the students that they are now in role as advisers for a UK television company that is trying 
to set up a major discussion programme to take place late in the evening of 9 September 2001. 
It will be called “The shock of 9/11”. The producer has called them in to decide which four 
experts, from a list she has drawn up, should be invited onto a panel to answer questions from 
an audience. The Experts invitation list (Word) shows a possible list of experts that can be 
adapted. It is set out as a table for the students to record their reasons for/against each one. 
You can ask all the students to consider all or some of the experts, or even put some in role as 
the experts who must say how they can try to answer questions that people are asking.

Compare the decisions of different groups. Is the class as a whole able to agree on a suitable 
panel of experts after discussion?

Round off this activity by saying that although different experts are needed to deal with the 
immediate shocks of events like 9/11, we must turn to history if we want to get to the roots of the 
issues. This sets the scene for the next history enquiry, which examines the causes of 9/11.

Finally, return to the original enquiry question – What made 9/11 so shocking? – and ask the 
class to draw on what they have learnt to come up with a definitive list of factors. 

History – Enquiry 1: What made 9/11 so shocking? – Cont.
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