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In many classrooms, documentaries are viewed as reliable ways to deliver historical information. 
Narration, interviews, historical footage, and visuals can create the impression that students are 
simply watching the past unfold. 
 
As a result, documentaries are often treated as straightforward explanations of historical events 
rather than interpretations shaped by selection, emphasis, and perspective. 
 
However, documentaries do more than present information. They make claims about historical 
events and support those claims through carefully selected evidence. 
 
Just as importantly, documentaries also leave things out. 
 
Because documentaries are often viewed as trustworthy educational resources, students may 
not immediately recognize these choices as forms of interpretation. Information that is repeated, 
emphasized, or emotionally reinforced can begin to feel unquestionably true, even when 
important perspectives or details are missing. 
 
Some perspectives receive extensive attention, while others appear briefly or not at all, just as 
certain events are emphasized while others are minimized or ignored. These choices influence 
how viewers understand the past. When students examine these choices closely, 
documentaries become opportunities for historical reasoning, source evaluation, and inquiry. 
 
When students learn to recognize claims, evaluate evidence, and consider omission, they begin 
to analyze documentaries not as neutral accounts of history, but as constructed interpretations 
of it. 
 
Identifying Claims in Documentary Footage 
 
A claim is an interpretation, conclusion, or argument about an event, person, or issue. 
 
Documentaries make claims in many ways. Some claims are stated directly through narration or 
interviews. Others are implied through sequencing, visuals, music, or emphasis. 
 
For example, a documentary may suggest that: 
 

●​ A political movement was necessary or harmful 
●​ A leader was courageous or ineffective 
●​ Economic  growth represented progress 
●​ Conflict was unavoidable 

                                                                                                



 

●​ Certain groups may be portrayed as central to historical change, while others receive 
little attention. 

 
Even when a documentary does not directly state an argument, the presentation of information 
often guides viewers toward a particular interpretation. 
 
Students can identify claims by asking: 
 

●​ What message is this documentary communicating? 
●​ What interpretation of events is being emphasized? 
●​ What does the documentary appear to want viewers to believe or understand? 

 
Recognizing claims helps students move beyond summarizing information and toward 
evaluating interpretation. 
 
Understanding Evidence in Documentaries 
 
Documentaries support claims using evidence. 
 
Unlike textbooks or essays, documentaries often combine multiple forms of evidence at the 
same time. Evidence in documentaries may include: 
 

●​ Narration 
●​ Interviews 
●​ Historical photographs 
●​ Archival footage 
●​ Quotations 
●​ Music and sound 
●​ Maps, charts, or visuals 

 
These elements work together to guide viewer understanding. 
 
For example, dramatic music paired with historical footage can influence how viewers 
emotionally respond to an event. Interviews can provide authority, while visuals can reinforce 
particular ideas or themes. 
 
This does not mean documentaries are unreliable. Rather, they are constructed presentations 
that use selected evidence to communicate meaning. 
 
Students can analyze evidence by asking: 
 

●​ What evidence is used to support the documentary’s claim? 
●​ Which sources or perspectives are included? 
●​ How do visuals, narration, or interviews reinforce interpretation? 

                                                                             



 

Recognizing this distinction helps students evaluate how documentaries communicate 
interpretation through selected evidence. 
 
When students begin recognizing how evidence functions in documentaries, they become more 
thoughtful viewers and stronger historical thinkers. 
 
The Importance of Omission 
 
One of the most important aspects of documentary analysis is omission. 
Omission refers to what is minimized, excluded, or left unexplored in a documentary’s 
presentation of events. 
 
No documentary can include everything. Filmmakers must make choices about: 
 

●​ Which events to highlight 
●​ Which voices to include 
●​ Which perspectives receive attention 
●​ Which details are left out 

 
These decisions shape understanding just as much as the information that is included. In some 
cases, omission can influence interpretation more strongly than the information that appears in 
the documentary itself. 
 
For example, a documentary focused heavily on political leaders may minimize the experiences 
of ordinary people. A documentary emphasizing economic growth may give less attention to 
labor exploitation or social inequality. 
 
In some older documentaries, omission is especially noticeable because certain groups or 
perspectives receive little attention compared to how those topics are approached today. 
 
For teachers, this creates powerful opportunities for classroom analysis. 
 
Examining omission often requires students to pay attention to what feels incomplete, 
minimized, or absent from the documentary’s presentation. 
 

●​ What perspectives are missing or limited? 
●​ What information receives little attention? 
●​ How might the interpretation change if additional perspectives were included? 

 
These questions help students recognize that documentaries are selective interpretations of 
history. They also encourage students to consider what additional sources or perspectives might 
deepen understanding. 
 
 

                                                                             



 

What This Looks Like in Practice 
 
Consider a documentary describing industrial growth during the late nineteenth century. 
 
The documentary highlights technological innovation, economic expansion, and wealthy 
business leaders. Narration emphasizes progress and national growth, while visuals focus on 
factories, railroads, and urban development. 
 
Only briefly does the documentary mention dangerous working conditions or labor unrest. As a 
result, viewers may leave with a stronger understanding of industrial success than of the human 
cost connected to that growth. 
 
In this example:  
 

●​ The documentary makes a claim that industrialization represented national progress 
●​ Evidence such as narration, visuals, and interviews reinforce that interpretation 
●​ Omission occurs through limited discussion of labor conditions and worker experiences 

 
Although the documentary includes factual information, the selection and emphasis of evidence 
guide viewers toward a particular understanding of industrialization. 
 
This is often the moment when students begin recognizing that documentaries shape 
interpretation rather than simply presenting information. 
 
From Viewing to Evaluation 
 
Helping students identify claims, evidence, and omission does not require lengthy 
documentaries or complicated assignments. 
 
Short clips paired with focused analytical questions can support meaningful analysis. 
 
Questions might include: 
 

●​ What claim is the documentary making about this event? 
●​ What evidence is used to support that claim? 
●​ Which perspectives receive the most attention? 
●​ What information or viewpoints may be missing? 
●​ How might another source present this topic differently? 

 
These questions shift students from passive viewing to active evaluation. 
 
 
 
 

                                                                             



 

Classroom Application 
 
Teachers can support this type of analysis using a simple process: 
 

1.​ Select a Short Clip 
 
​ Choose a documentary segment with a clear interpretation or emphasis. 
 

2.​ Focus on One Analytical Skill 
​  
​ Direct students to examine claims, evidence, or omission rather than all three at once. 
 

3.​ Use Structured Questions 
​  
​ Guide students toward evaluating how the documentary builds interpretation. 
 

4.​ Extend Through Comparison 
​  
​ Pair the documentary with another source or perspective to deepen analysis. 
 
This approach helps students recognize that documentaries are not just sources of information, 
but interpretations that influence understanding through selection, emphasis, and omission. 
 
Key Takeaway 
 
Documentaries shape historical interpretation through the claims they make, the evidence they 
emphasize, and the perspectives they omit. 
 
Conclusion 
 
When students learn to identify claims, evaluate evidence, and recognize omission, they begin 
to understand documentaries in a different way. 
 
Rather than accepting documentaries as complete accounts of the past, students learn to 
analyze how interpretation is constructed through selection, emphasis, and perspective. 
 
This shift helps students move beyond consuming historical narratives and toward questioning 
how historical meaning is shaped through evidence, emphasis, and omission. 

                                                                             


