
Cell phones are everywhere, and they link people throughout the world. 
This episode examines the how and why of the cell phone, giving histori-
cal context on the evolution of this now-omniscient device. For example, 
viewers will learn about the materials that make up the cell phone and 
the ways these resources have been harnessed by humans over time.  
How did the sinking of the Titanic set the stage for modern cell phones? 
How did mobile communication evolve from Prohibition-era police radios 
to devices that can help instigate political revolutions? How does a rare 
metal from the Congo drive cell phone sales? These are some of the im-

portant questions explored in this episode, revealing the history behind these everyday objects that 

connect people worldwide.

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, 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.

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help stu-
dents understand 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.

amplitude   neural    tantalum
electromagnetism   rotary
intuitive    spectrum

Discussion Questions
1.  What is “chunking” and why has it been important for human progress?  

Why is it hard for humans to remember each number in a long sequence of numbers?
2. What role did the sinking of the Titanic play in the cell phone technology used today?
3. What is electromagnetism and what role does it play in cell phone technology?
4. What is tantalum and what is special about it?
5.  Today there are 6 billion cell phones on earth. What key advances in science and technology  

have made this possible?
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Extended Activities
1.  Exploring Electromagnetism. This episode describes electromagnetic force, which allows radio 

waves and other forms of energy to travel long distances at light speed. Ask students to review this  
concept and answer one of these essay questions: 1) Could humans survive without electromagnetism? 
2) How does this episode connect electromagnetism with the Titanic disaster and today’s cell phone?

2.  Forces of Nature. Electromagnetism, described in this episode, is one of the four fundamental forces 
of nature, also called “fundamental interactions.” Working in small groups, students can research the 
four forces of nature and create a visual presentation about them.

3.  The Titanic: Reflections on a Tragedy. This episode explores some of the outcomes of the  
Titanic disaster, including the introduction of new systems for regulating wireless communication. 
Students can explore the Radio Act of 1912 and write a short synopsis of the act and its outcomes.

4.  Tantalum and the Global Cell Phone. Viewers learn in this episode about the importance of  
tantalum. Research this element and create a presentation or one-sheet of bullet points about the  
history of tantalum and its connection to today’s cell phone. Bonus essay question: How have cell 
phones changed our world in the past 20 years?

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

Web Links
History.com (search for more information about the history of the telephone and the Titanic disaster): 
www.history.com

The Big History Project: https://course.bighistoryproject.com/bhplive

Watch a short video about telecommunications history:
www.history.com/topics/telegraph/videos#the-telegraph-and-telephone

Titanic by the Numbers Infographic:
www.history.com/interactives/titanic-by-the-numbers

Related Reading
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 some of the topics explored in this episode. 

Einstein, Albert. Relativity: The Special and General Theory. (Empire Books, 2013). 

Klemens, Gary. The Cellphone: The History and Technology of the Gadget That Changed  
the World. (McFarland, 2010). 

Purcell, Edward M. and David J. Morin. Electricity and Magnetism. (Cambridge University  
Press, 2012).
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