
From the first letters of the alphabet to the binary zeroes and ones 
that make up today’s Internet language, humanity has relied on codes. 
Julius Caesar invented secret codes for the military, and generations 
later, WWII codebreakers helped defeat fascism. Today, codes are 
engines that power our computers and guide our everyday lives. 
This episode explores these powerful secret codes including the 

roots of human life in our all-important human code: DNA.  

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technology, 
social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable for middle 
school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project online course 
and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions for 
these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a list of 
terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

binary   decode  enigma
biosphere   enciphering  pliable
cuneiform   encrypted   trajectory

Discussion Questions
1.  What are some of the characteristics of communication that are unique  

to humans? Why is being able to pass along information from generation to  
generation important?

2.  When was the alphabet first developed by Phoenicians? What is one of the  
ways their alphabet still informs the English language today? 

3.  Where is Bletchley Park and why was it important in the history of codes?
4.  What was the Enigma machine and why was it  

important?
5.  Why is “zero” such an important number and  

concept?

DECODED Other Word



Activities
1.  Unique Species.  In this episode, Professor David Christian says of humans, “We’re the first species in 

4 billion years that dominates our biosphere.” What are some of the reasons humans have thrived on 
Earth? Answer this question in essay format or through a short video or visual presentation.

2.  Colossus. Secret codes were of paramount importance during World War II. What was the Colossus 
computer and why was it so important? After doing your own research, create an illustrated timeline 
starting with Colossus and ending with today’s laptop computer or iPad. What were some of the inno-
vations that followed from Colossus and how did they lead to today’s modern computer?

3.  Human Genome Project and DNA.  In this episode, we learn that our own DNA is an important 
code. Visit the National Human Genome Research Institute at http://www.genome.gov/25019879 and 
review the related timeline. Choose three of the most interesting developments from the online time-
line and describe why they were important thresholds of change. 

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
Recent article about Bletchley Park:  
www.history.com/news/world-war-ii-memo-cracked-by-allies-found

Genome: Unlocking Life’s Code Exhibition:  
www.genome.gov/smithsonian/

Big History Project:
www.bighistoryproject.com

Related Books
Note: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student readers who may want to read 
selections from these books to further their understanding of the topics explored in this episode. 
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Knowledge, 2012).

McElheny, Victor K. Drawing the Map of Life: Inside the Human Genome 
Project. (Basic Books, 2012).
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