
The Wave Activity 
Heads up! The movie is in German with English subtitles!  Be ready to pay attention! 
Description:  The Wave poses the question what led to the rise of the Nazis, and could it 
happen again? It is a shocking story that has gripped several writers and film-makers.  A 
high school teacher creates an unusual experiment to demonstrate to his students what 
life is like under a dictatorship. The experiment spins horribly out of control when he 

forms an in-group with a life of its own.	 
 
The teacher, Rainer Wegner, is based on a real-
life teacher called Ron Jones. Mr Jones taught at 
Cubberley High School in Palo Alto, California. 
In 1967 he devised an experiment which went 
terribly out of control. In response to the 'could 
it happen again?' question, raised during his 
world history class, Jones decided to explain 

fascism using a game. The initial set-up was, therefore, almost identical to the films that 
later followed. However, Ron Jones horror at the escalating power of The Wave led to 
the experiment being cut short well before the. Understandably, the film-makers took 
poetic license in order to enhance the drama, but even in reality the shock was palpable. 
Ron Jones became a topic of national debate. His spur of the moment experiment has 
continued to haunt him for years, as he elaborates on his website: 
 
“I'm not proud of The Wave but I can't escape it! It is like a calling that just gets louder! 
For me The Wave is a story of ghosts. What we can be. The allure of good and evil. 
Choices...” 
 
Objective:  Students will understand the role “in-groups” can play in manipulating 
behaviors. 
 
Cast of Major Characters: 

• Jürgen Vogel as Rainer Wenger, the teacher who started the experiment with his 
class. 

• Frederick Lau as Tim, an insecure, mentally unstable student who has had 
problems at school. At the beginning of the film he is pictured as an outsider. 

• Max Riemelt as Marco, a strong boy, who plays in Wenger's water polo team. He 
is Karo's boyfriend. 

• Jennifer Ulrich as Karo, a diligent and intelligent student. She protests against 
The Wave and because of this, she has intense rows with Marco and her friends. 

• Cristina do Rego as Lisa, a shy girl who has never had a boyfriend. She is best 
friends with Karo. 

• Christiane Paul as Anke Wenger, is Rainer’s wife and teaches in the same school. 
• Elyas M'Barek as Sinan, a student of Turkish descent and member of the water-

polo team. He is Bomber's best friend.  
• Maximilian Vollmar as Bomber, a bully who reforms thanks to The Wave and 

befriends Tim. 
• Maximilian Mauff as Kevin, an upperclass student who clashes with The Wave at 

first until he joins the group for social reason as he loses his status. 
  



Additional Helpful Background: 
 
The political and social chaos in Germany immediately after World War One led to rise 
of many violent and extreme political groups. Hitler’s NSDAP was one of these. 
 
Hitler’s time in the army and the military background of many of his supporters led to 
the NSDAP becoming like a military organisation. There was a section of the party 
called the ‘stormtroopers’ (Sturm Abteilung – SA – ‘Brownshirts’). NSDAP meetings 
looked like military parades, and Hitler addressed them with passionate speeches that 
roused strong emotions in his followers. This made it easy for them to take part in acts 
of violence, and party members attacked members of 
other political groups. In September 1921 Hitler was 
sent to prison for his part in a mob attack on a rival 
politician. 
 
The SA aimed to protect Hitler from physical attack 
and to disrupt political meetings of other parties. The 
SA’s leaders were Hermann Goering, a former pilot, 
and Ernst Rohm, a former army captain. 
 
Hitler would make speeches to the SA inciting acts of violence against Jews and left-
wing political parties. This led to street violence against socialists and communists. In 
addition, Jews were harassed and subjected to humiliation and violence.	 

 
Hitler left Landsberg Prison in December 1924, having served only 
nine months of his sentence for treason. While Hitler was in prison, life 
in Germany began to improve. The economic situation had got better, 
and people were less desperate for extreme solutions to help relieve 
their circumstances.	 
 
In the Reichstag elections of December 1924, the Nazis won 3 per cent 
of the vote, while the Social Democratic Party (SPD) won 26 per cent. 
 

Hitler wanted to gain power over the country and, after the failure of his attempt to 
overthrow the government (‘putsch’), he realised he would have to use the democratic 
methods of the Weimar Republic. 
 
In February 1925 Hitler told the NSDAP that, instead of using force, they would stand 
for election and campaign for votes. Initially, this was not very successful. In 1928 the 
NSDAP got only 2.6 per cent of the vote, gaining 12 seats in the Reichstag. Despite this, 
the Nazis were well organized with more than 100,000 members throughout Germany. 
 
By 1928 the Nazis were a well-organized 
political party with over 100,000 members. 
Local leaders organized meetings with 
important speakers to attract new members. 
The Nazis used propaganda to increase their 
support and appeal. They spent huge sums of 



money on newspapers, leaflets and poster campaigns with simple slogans encouraging 
people to support the party. 
 
The military style of the Nazis involved using 
large political ‘rallies’ to gain support. These 
were vast, highly organized events with 
banners and marching bands. The rallies were 
broadcast on radio and had audiences of 
many thousands. Joseph Goebbels, who was 
excellent at propaganda, began to build an 
image of Hitler as a great leader. Goebbels 
used people’s fear of uncertainty and 
instability to portray Hitler as a man with a 
great vision for prosperity and stability.	 
 
Hitler used his own skills of oratory to appeal to the patriotism of the German people by 
promising to break free of the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles. His aim of ending 
the payment of reparations was especially popular. 
 
Hitler’s plans to re-arm Germany were also popular. By recruiting a large army and 
building a whole new navy and air force, he would be able to reduce unemployment. 
With so many people out of work, this was an appealing prospect. 
 
Germany’s economy was in such a poor state that Hitler’s promise of strong government 
and stability was widely supported and not least by industrialists. By attacking Jews in 
the world of business, Hitler appealed to 
their non-Jewish rivals.	 
 
In 1921 Hitler set up a group within the 
NSDAP that would protect his political 
meetings from attacks by rivals. It gave a 
military look, feel and discipline to the 
party. This group was known as the 
‘stormtroopers’ (Sturm Abteilung – SA) or 
‘Brownshirts’. 
 
Many members of the SA were former 
soldiers unemployed since the end of the 
war. As the SA grew in size, rather than 
simply protecting Hitler and Nazi meetings 
from opponents, they began to disrupt the meetings of rival political groups. 
 
As the Nazis gained power through democratic means, the SA gained a reputation as a 
well-organized gang of violent thugs. This frightened and put many off Nazism, but 
others were attracted by the organization and discipline of a uniformed group. 
 
  



Questions from the Film 
Watch the film and take notes that will help build evidence to support your responses to the 
following questions: 
 

1. What strategies does the teacher use to get students to behave the way he wants 
them to behave? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. For what reasons do students accept the culture of the Wave? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Was the teacher wrong to try this experiment? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Self- Reflection: 
Write a personal reflection on your thoughts and/or feelings about the film.  Do you feel 
it was a worthy educational tool for understanding social psychology and behavior?  
Explain. 


