
Rebecca Hartje from Hannover and Stefanie Aufderhaar from Munster in Germany worked on this

contribution. Rebecca gives some general statements about the situation in German school books

and presents the example of two Physics school books for 9th and 10th grade. From Stefanie we get

information about a Geography school book as well as about a school book for history and policy.

Rebecca Hartje:

In Germany (or at least in Lower Saxony, the states have independent educational policies) curricula
tell teachers what things students are supposed to be able to do at a certain age. There are rough
guides of what is supposed to be taught like certain periods of time in history or certain physical con-
cepts in physics. However, the focus is on competencies, not on knowledge. Additionally, the schools
have very wide ranging freedoms of deciding how they teach and what they teach. Thus, dealing with
a subject like Chernobyl comes down to a school’s or even a teacher’s policy. During my time in
school, and I am very sure about this, a teacher may have told us that a reactor blew up in the 1980,
but that was about it.

At the library I had a look at History, Politics, Geography, Biology and Physics textbooks. The general
history textbooks of 10th grade dealing with the Second World War and the world afterwards did not
even mention the word “Tschernobyl” in their registers. Neither did the Geography textbooks. I
found one Politics textbook having Chernobyl in its register, but this was only in connection with the
formation of the green party. Chernobyl is given as a reason for environmental awareness, but is not
explained. The Biology textbooks did not mention Chernobyl either.



In the Physics textbooks for ninth and tenth grade I finally found information about Chernobyl. Here,
the subject can be found in the chapters about radioactivity. In one book, which I remember using in
school, too, there was only a little information box on the lower left hand side of the page showing a
picture of a reactor on a summer day. No destruction can be seen. The little text in the box gives
more details about when it happened, that a cloud spread and what kinds of radioactive elements
were there in the cloud. It concludes by saying that even in Germany and even up until today there
are measurable effects of the accident. No word is lost about humanitarian aspects.

These kinds of info boxes are usually there for interested students to read but at least during my time
in school I never met a teacher who would include these info boxes into his lessons or even home-
work.

The second book I found dedicated two full pages to Chernobyl. Again, this is Physics textbook for 9th

and 10th grade, supposedly for grammar schools. The pages on Chernobyl are located at the very end
of the chapter about radioactivity, along with other extra-material sections on famous physicists and
the history of human use of radioactivity. The two pages contain a photo from the ghost town Pripjat
and two maps showing how radioactivity spread over Europe and the whole northern hemisphere.
One more photo shows the destroyed reactor. Additionally, there is a poem on the catastrophe and
there is a bunch of further assignments for the students in order to have them find out how Cherno-
byl affected people’s lives in Germany, what happened with it until today etc. Here, also effects on
humans and the environment are covered in the text. However, it is extra material and it is up to the



teacher to make Chernobyl an extra project, have some students prepare a presentation on it or
covering the subject during a project week. I think it is unlikely that teachers will cover this during
regular lessons.



Stefanie Aufderhaar:











I really tried to find any information about Chernobyl in the books at my school, but I only found one

sentence. In physics students talk about nuclear fission and radioactive materials, but to my

knowledge the topic Chernobyl isn't obligatory in NRW (my federal state). I checked the curriculum.

Furthermore, I never talked about Chernobyl at school.

In addition I have written to the biggest national school book publishing companies. Unfortunately

they couldn't tell me if the topic is obligatory in other federal states, but they sent me some materi-

als, teachers can download.

I will continue my research, but I am not sure, if I will be successful.

Content of the material:

At first the cities Chernobyl and Prypjat are described and reasons for the accident are given. Then in

the second text the author explains the test procedure which led to the accident. The pictures show

the destroyed reactor block.

Text 3 describes how the people reacted. They underestimated the situation and behaved wrong.

Instead of leaving the place and impeding the emission of radioactive particles scientists tried to

"save" the reactor as they thought that it hasn't been destroyed yet. Anatolji Djatlow spread this

rumor.

In addition the author enumerates all people who helped: firemen, workers, rescue services, soldiers

and volunteers. He underlines that these people weren't informed about the nuclear danger. One

has promised them money.

The measurement of the radiation was prohibited and official measurements were falsified.

In text 5 the author says that the government acted in an "irresponsible and frightening indifferent"

way when celebrating the first may. In addition, the author underlines that the government lied sev-

eral times.

Furthermore, the author describes how the evacuation was organized and how the cities Chernobyl

and Prypjat look like today.

Edit:

I found two Geography books which also deal with Chernobyl. It is explained what happened and you

can find a map which shows how the radioactive cloud developed.


