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Main focus of activity: 

 To understand the drive behind the development of computing during the war 

Learning objectives: 

 To be able to understand the impact of technological advances on the world at the time 

 To be able to use simple codes and ciphers 

 To use the internet for research 
 

Links to curriculum aims:   

 Literacy: write clearly, accurately and coherently, adapting their language and style in and for a 
range of contexts, purposes and audiences. 

 Literacy: use discussion in order to learn; they should be able to elaborate and explain clearly 
their understanding and ideas. 

 Mathematics: reason mathematically by following a line of enquiry, conjecturing relationships 
and generalisations, and developing an argument, justification or proof using mathematical 
language. 

 Mathematics: can solve problems by applying their mathematics to a variety of routine and non-
routine problems with increasing sophistication, including breaking down problems into a series 
of simpler steps and persevering in seeking solutions.  

 History: know and understand the story of these islands: how the British people shaped this 
nation and how Britain influenced the world.  

 Computing: use search technologies effectively, appreciate how results are selected and ranked,  

and be discerning in evaluating digital content 

 Computing: use logical reasoning to explain how some simple algorithms work and to detect 

and correct errors in algorithms and programs 

 

 
Activity outline: Introduction 

What drove the invention of computing - code breaking 

 

Introduce to context of WW2. Read through the background in the 05-Code Breaking section.  Discuss 

code breaking. Why did they need it? Introduce idea of ciphers. How they work.  

 

Discuss impact of Germans having codes we couldn’t break on lives and difference when Bletchley Park 

(ULTRA) managed to break the codes and give high command the intelligence it needed. What might 

have happened had Alan Turing and the other Cryptographers not been able to break the Enigma codes 

or Tommy Flowers and his team break the Lorenz codes using Colossus so quickly? Germany would likely 

have invaded Britain and won the war. 
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Main Part of Lesson: 

Look in detail at the Colossus and how it worked. Relate to modern computers – what’s similar and 

what’s different. See information in 05-Code Breaking and watch videos. 

 

Look in detail at the German Lorenz Machine and Enigma Machines. Why were they so complicated? 

Number of possible ways to encode. Time to break the codes using trial and error by a team of 

cryptographers would have taken years - needed a way to do thousands of calculations quickly so that 

intercepted messages could be used to save lives. 

 
Possible Activities: 

 Activity 1: Experiment with code breaking – both using paper to create their own ciphers and looking at 
some online code and cipher tools:  

- Examples of code breaking simulations and  free printable cipher wheels. are readily 

available on the internet. 

- Simplified Lorenz Cipher Toolkit: 
http://www.cimt.plymouth.ac.uk/resources/codes/lorenz/default.htm  
 

 Activity 2: Write a biased argument as to why, without the advent of the Colossus machine, the war 
would not have been won. Use internet to research the background to the war and what was currently 
happening – timeline Colossus working from just before Normandy landings. Take notes from different 
sources then turn into biased argument.  

 
Plenary: 

 Discuss how history views people after events – relate to effect of Colossus information being 
classified. Effect on Tommy Flowers compared to other pioneers of the time such as Alan Turing 
in terms of fame and recognition. Why did the British keep quiet about their pioneering work? 

 
Possible Extension/independent or homework learning activity: 

 Research any of the computer engineers/cryptographers associated with Bletchley Park (will 
come in useful for later task).  

 
Resources: 

 BBC History with 6 videos about Bletchley Park – all very good: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/places/bletchley_park#p00chn9c 

 Videos of Secret Code Breakers at Bletchley Park can be viewed on the internet 

 
LGfL video content:  

 Introduction clip to the Colossus Computer 

 Input to Colossus 

 Programming Colossus 1 

 Programming Colossus 2 

http://www.secretcodebreaker.com/codes.html
http://www.cimt.plymouth.ac.uk/resources/codes/lorenz/default.htm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/places/bletchley_park#p00chn9c

