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ECONOMICS IN U.S. HISTORY TEACHER GUIDE: LESSON #3 

LESSON PLAN 

Lesson Objectives: 
• Students will understand the history of the U.S. construction and control of the Panama 

Canal and the concept of economic and military imperialism.   
• Students will identify the bias in the construction of documentary films.  
• Students will analyze and discuss the U.S. as an imperial power in the early 20th 

century.  

•  

Lesson Procedures: 
1. Introduce lesson and, if choosing the optional activity, assign student groups, see 

Teacher Guide.  
2. Show clip from The Panama Deception (2:52) and lead decoding; see Teacher Guide. 

3. Show clip from The Yankee Years (3:43) and lead decoding; see Teacher Guide. 

Vocabulary: 
Panama Canal, gunboat diplomacy, global markets, immigration, wealth, Teddy 
Roosevelt, imperialism, Canal Treaty, Canal Zone, strategic, exports, surplus products, 
market, industr ialization  

 
 
 

Materials Needed: 
•  Teacher Guide: Imperialism and the Panama Canal 
•  2 Video Clips 

Time 
1 class period 

 
 

Media 

Video Clips 

Panama Deception, 
1992 (2:52) 

 

The Yankee Years,  
(3:43) 

 

Imperialism and the Panama Canal 
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1. Organize and make copies for the class activities. 
 
2. Introduce the lesson. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Choose different student volunteers to look for evidence of how each filmmaker uses these 
cinematic techniques to communicate messages about U.S. involvement in Panama: 

• key facts about U.S. involvement in Panama 
• words and expressions about U.S. involvement in Panama 
• images about U.S. involvement in Panama 
• audio: music and sound about U.S. involvement in Panama 
• narration: the speaker, and the tone of their voice about U.S. involvement in Panama 

(OPTIONAL: Have students work in groups and report out their observations as a group.) 
 
4. Introduce and play each film clip. 
 
5. Lead a discussion of the clips using the suggested teacher answers below as a guide. 

ECONOMICS IN U.S. HISTORY TEACHER GUIDE: LESSON #3 

Imperialism and the Panama Canal 
 

We often use documentary films in social studies classes to present history.  Although 
these films use facts and actual film footage to teach about the past, they are constructed in 
ways that often communicate particular messages.  In other words, they have a point of 
view, a bias. 
 
I am going to show you two four-minute clips from two different documentary films about 
the building of the Panama Canal.  You wi ll learn information about this history from both 
clips, but I also want you to analyze the different views presented and identify the bias of 
the filmmakers in how they constructed these clips.   
 
For each film clip, I want you to pay particular attention to the messages it communicates 
about the role of the United States in PanamaÕs history.  Does each present a positive, a 
negative, or a neutral view of U.S. involvement?   
 

Lesson Introduction 

TEACHER GUIDE 

Video Clips 
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The first clip we wi ll see is from a documentary titled: The Panama Deception. Take 
notes as you watch the clip. 
 
Do you think this clip presented a generally positive, negative or neutral message about 
U.S. involvement in Panama? (Have students raise their hands in response.) Lets look at 
the ways in which the film was constructed to give this impression. 

Film 1 Introduction 

The Panama Deception 
 1992 
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Media Sample Questions & Answers 

1.) What FACTS were presented in 
this clip that gave that impression? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.) What WORDS were used in this 
clip to give that impression? 
 
 
3.) What IMAGES were shown in 
this clip to give that impression? 
 
 
4.) How does the AUDIO track, 
including the sounds and music, 
help influence the message about 
U.S. involvement? 
 
 
5.) How does the narration and the 
choice of SPEAKERS influence the 
message presented? 
 
 
6.) How does the title of the 
documentary, The Panama 
Deception, reflect the bias of the 
film? 

Possible Answer: ÒThe Uni ted States refused to recognize 
PanamaÕs Independence movement throughout the 1800s.Ó 
ÒPanamanians were not included in the negotiations and no 
Panamanian signed the treaty.Ó ÒThe U.S. immediately 
placed the Canal Zone under military control.Ó ÒThe US 
imported cheap labor from the Caribbean, India and Asia, 
changing the racial makeup of the country. Thousands of 
these workers died and those who remained lived as part of 
the new racial underclass.Ó 
 
Possible Answer: Mi litary control, racial segregation, 
underclass, cheap labor, Jim Crow law, expand military, 
violent confrontations 
 
Possible Answer: Images of black workers in harsh 
conditions, war zone with American men on horses, poverty 
in black neighborhoods, overcrowded working conditions 
 

Possible Answer: The narratorÕs voice is stern. 
The music is dramatic, alluding to a sense of danger.  
There are mysterious noises that sound as if they came from 
the rainforest. 
The drums and shouts sound chaotic and frenzied. 
 
Possible Answer: The narrator is namelessÑ the audience has 
no idea who she is.  
The interviews wi th Ramsey Clark, the former U.S. Attorney 
General, and Humberto Brown, the Panamanian Di plomat, 
give credibility and authority to the whole clip.  
 
Possible Answer: The word ÒdeceptionÓ implies that the U.S. 
role in Panama is a fraud or a sham. 
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ECONOMICS IN U.S. HISTORY TEACHER GUIDE: LESSON #3 

 

Now we wi ll watch and analyze a different documentary, The Yankee Years.  Again, pay 
attention to the same aspects of the filmmaking in identifying the messages about U.S. 
involvement in Panama. 
 
Do you think this clip presented a generally positive, negative or neutral message about 
U.S. involvement in Panama? (Have students raise their hands in response.) Lets look at 
the ways in which the film was constructed to give this impression. 

Film 2 Introduction 

The Yankee Years 
 

 

Media Sample Questions & Answers 
1.) What FACTS were presented in 
this clip that gave that impression? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.) What WORDS were used in this 
clip to give that impression? 
 
 
3.) What IMAGES were shown in 
this clip to give that impression? 
 
 
4.) How does the AUDIO track, 
including the sounds and music, 
help influence the message about 
U.S. involvement? 
 
 
5.) How does the narration and the 
choice of SPEAKERS influence the 
message presented? 
 
6.) How does the title of the 
documentary, “The Yankee Years,” 
reflect the bias of the film? 

Possible Answer: ÒIn 1898 the U.S. went beyond the Monroe 
Doctrine, defeating Spain and taking Cuba. For the first time 
the U.S. was a world power.Ó ÒPresident Roosevelt promised 
that he woul d keep the Canal open for all ships on equal 
terms and guarantee its peaceful use by all the worl d.Ó ÒThe 
canal was a triumph for U.S. technology and it became a 
symbol of U.S. power in the world. Its protections became a 
cornerstone of U.S. policy.Ó ÒUS companies, encouraged by 
U.S. government, began investing in the regionÑ in the land 
and in modernization and development.Ó 
 
Possible Answer: World power, peaceful, triumph, U.S. 
technology, symbol of U.S. power, military supremacy, 
modernization, development, investment 
 
Possible Answer: Images of building the canal, President 
Roosevelt on a trip in Panama, prosperous-looking towns in 
Central America, American flag on bridge, happy laborers 
 
Possible Answer: The cracking sound in the beginning of the 
clip conveys a vintage and authentic feel. 
The narratorÕs voice is well paced and grandfatherly. 
The sounds of the people and society Ð voices, wheels, 
horses, water, and machinery Ð personalize the clip. 
 
Possible Answer: The audience doesnÕt know who the 
narrator is and he is the only speaker in the clip. 
 
 
Possible Answer: The name ÒYankee YearsÓ implies a period 
of time of U.S. dominance and progress. Yankee typically 
refers to someone of United States heritage. 
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FURTHER QUESTIONS 

» Which documentary do you think is more accurate or truthful?  How do you know? 
 
» How do you know what to believe when different experts present such different
 views of history? 
 
» How can we learn to become critical viewers of media, from films to blogs to
 YouTube? 
 

 


