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This lesson is part of USE, UNDERSTAND & CREATE: A Digital Literacy Framework for Canadian Schools: http://

mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework. 

Overview  

In this lesson students learn about the ways that propaganda techniques are used to promote hatred and intolerance 

online. The lesson begins with a class discussion about what propaganda is and how it works. Students will review 

various types of propaganda deployed for a variety of purposes and explore how propaganda can be used as a tool for 

promoting hatred. For homework, students analyze examples of propaganda techniques found online and identify the 

rhetorical devices used.  

Learning Outcomes  

Students will demonstrate the ability to: 

 develop an awareness of how propaganda is used in everyday society 

 develop an understanding of the ways in which propaganda is used to misinform, anger, and incite people to 

hatred or xenophobia 

 learn to adopt a skeptical approach to truth claims made by propaganda 

 

Preparation and Materials  

For background reading, review MediaSmarts' "Online Hate" section and the following documents: 

 Propaganda Quiz – Answer Sheet 

 Propaganda Slideshow (Teacher’s Version) 

 Propaganda Techniques handout 

 
Prepare to project the Propaganda Slideshow as an overhead or PowerPoint presentation. 

Online Propaganda and the Proliferation of Hate  

Level:  Grades 10 to 12 

About the Author:  Jeff Gagnon, Media Education Specialist,   
MediaSmarts 

Duration:  2-4 hours 

This lesson was produced with the support of the Government of Canada through 

the Department of Justice Canada's Justice Partnership and Innovation Program. 
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Photocopy or make electronically available the following materials: 

 Propaganda Quiz 

 Propaganda Techniques handout 

 Museum of Propaganda (Assignment Sheet) 

Procedure  

What is Propaganda?  

Start by asking students what they think propaganda is. After they have volunteered a few ideas or definitions (don't try 

to develop a final definition yet) ask them if they can think of any examples of propaganda that they encounter on a 

daily basis. (Possible examples include advertising or political campaigns; again, don't comment on students' 

contributions yet but simply note them.)  

Show the first slide of the Propaganda slideshow and ask students if they consider this to be propaganda. Why or why 

not? (Again, don't correct students or try to reach a consensus -- just gather student contributions and go on.) 

Now show the second slide and ask if students consider this to be propaganda. How is it different from or similar to the 

first slide? How do those similarities and differences shed light on what propaganda is? 

Show the third slide and ask, again, if this is propaganda. Why or why not? How is it different from or similar to the first 

and second slides? 

Distribute the Propaganda Quiz and read the definition provided: propaganda is an organized program of publicity used 

to promote the acceptance or rejection of a belief, practice, person, people, or ideology.  

Tell students that all three of the slides they've seen so far are, indeed, examples of propaganda, and give students a 

few minutes to fill in the Propaganda Quiz based on their understanding of propaganda so far. (Note to students that 

they are not being evaluated on this quiz; it's just a way of developing a common definition and understanding of 

propaganda.) 

Once students have answered the quiz go over the answers with them. Give them the opportunity to ask questions and 

to solidify their understanding of the subject matter. Make sure that the following characteristics of propaganda are 

clear: 

 Propaganda tries to get you to believe in an idea or to feel a certain way. 

 Propaganda is not always done for bad purposes. 

 Propaganda attempts to convince you by manipulating your emotions rather than making a logical argument. 

 

Propaganda Techniques 

Now distribute the Propaganda Techniques handout and number students from one to nine. Give students a few 

minutes to read the entry for the propaganda technique matching their number (for example, students numbered "one" 

should read Hero Narrative) and ask you any questions they may have about their technique.  
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Return to the first slide of the Propaganda Slideshow and go through the first nine slides. Have students look at each 

slide to see if it contains an example of the technique for which they're responsible, then discuss their findings with the 

class. (You may choose to have students discuss which techniques are present in which examples after viewing each 

slide, or go through the whole slideshow and then discuss.) 

Hate Propaganda 

Show the class slides 10-14 and discuss which techniques are present in each example and how each technique is 

used. Each slide is progressively more open about its hateful content; ask students how the more openly hateful sites 

use propaganda differently than those that attempt to conceal their hateful message. Why do hate groups rely on 

propaganda to get their message across? (Among other reasons, because they have no legitimate argument to make –  

they can only convince you by manipulating your emotions, which is what propaganda does.) How do "cloaked" hate 

sites use propaganda techniques to hide their true nature? (Among other things, they use them to make themselves 

seem more legitimate and authoritative and to get their message across without saying it outright.) 

Activity: Museum of Propaganda (Assignment Sheet) 

Distribute the Museum of Propaganda (Assignment Sheet). Divide the class into pairs or groups of three and have each 

group create propaganda posters on a school-related topic (cafeteria food, longer summer vacations, homework, etc). 

(Depending on the time and technology available, you may permit students to create media installations such as 

videos, animations, or audio recordings of songs or broadcasts instead.) Students' work should take up a clear position 

either in favour or against their topic to demonstrate an understanding of the techniques of propaganda. 

Once students have completed their propaganda pieces, each group is responsible for "curating" another group's piece 

by creating a short text that will be displayed beside the other group's piece. This text should identify the issue being 

addressed and contain a description and analysis of the propaganda techniques used, as well as an evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the piece as propaganda. 
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Propaganda Quiz 

Propaganda is an organized program of publicity used to promote the acceptance or rejection of a belief, practice, 

person, people, or ideology. 

1. What is the goal of propaganda? 

a) to make sure as many ideas as possible are spread throughout society. 

b) to make the world a better place. 

c) to get the target audience to “buy into” something without looking at it too closely. 

d) to educate people and allow them to make their own decisions. 

e) all of the above 

2. Which of the following is NOT true of propaganda? 

a) propaganda always relies on emotion rather than evidence and fact. 

b) propaganda is always false. 

c) propaganda can be used to promote good and bad things. 

d) propaganda does not rely on the give and take of debate or dialogue. 

e) all of the above. 

3. How can being able to recognize propaganda help you? 

a) it can save you from wasting money. 

b) it can help you to separate fact from opinion. 

c) it can help you make better decisions about political and social issues. 

d) it can help you avoid being tricked or fooled. 

e) all of the above. 

4. Which of the following make use of propaganda on a regular basis? 

a) governments. 

b) hate groups. 

c) health organizations. 

d) political campaigns. 

e) all of the above. 
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Propaganda Quiz – Answer Sheet 

1. What is the goal of propaganda? 

a) to make sure as many ideas as possible are spread throughout society 

b) to make the world a better place 

c) to get the target audience to “buy into” something without looking at it too closely 

d) to educate people and allow them to make their own decisions 

e) all of the above  

Correct Answer: c) to get the target audience to “buy into” something without looking at it too closely 

The term “propaganda” is thrown around quite liberally in the media and in daily life so students will 

most likely have heard it before; however, they likely have only a vague idea of the precise meaning 

of the term. 

2. Which of the following is NOT true of propaganda? 

a) propaganda relies on emotion rather than evidence and fact 

b) propaganda is always false 

c) propaganda can be used to promote both good and bad ideas 

d) propaganda does not give both sides of the story 

e) all of the above 

Correct Answer: b) "Propaganda is always false" is not true 

Propaganda is not always bad; it can be used to produce positive outcomes such as charitable 

giving, community support, or health awareness.  However, groups who cannot make a legitimate 

argument are much more likely to use propaganda because it short-circuits logic by presenting only 

one side of the story and by appealing directly to emotions. For that reason we should always be 

skeptical of arguments made through propaganda, even if we agree with them.  

3. How can being able to recognize propaganda help you? 

a) it can save you from wasting your money 

b) it can help you to separate fact from opinion 

c) it can help you make better decisions about political and social issues 

d) it can help you tell when sources for school assignments are unreliable 

e) all of the above 

Correct Answer: e) all of the above 

Learning to recognize propaganda can help you do all of these things. Most kinds of advertisements 

are propaganda, because they use different techniques to manipulate your emotions. Making rational, 

well-informed decisions instead can save you a lot of money. Understanding the nature of 
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propaganda will also let you recognize when you are only being given one side of the story, which 

helps you to tell the difference between facts (things which have been proven to be true) and 

opinions (what one person believes about something which may or may not be true.) Being able to 

tell the difference between fact and opinion, and recognizing when something is trying to manipulate 

your emotions, also helps us to make better decisions about political and social issues. Finally, being 

able to spot propaganda is an important tool for deciding whether or not to use a source (online or 

offline) in your schoolwork. If a source uses any propaganda techniques, that's a clear sign that it 

may not be reliable. 

 
4. Which of the following make use of propaganda on a regular basis? 

a) governments 

b) political campaigns 

c) health organizations 

d) hate groups 

e) all of the above 

 
Correct Answer: e) all of the above 

All of these rely to a greater or lesser degree on propaganda. Government bodies often use appeals 

to patriotism to promote unity in the face of adversity. A standard statement made by almost all 

governments is that their country, their people, their culture, etc. is “the best in the world.” Politicians 

frequently use the same appeals to get you to vote for them, as well as other propaganda techniques 

in their campaign ads. Health organizations will use emotional appeals to get people to behave a 

certain way (such as the graphic health warnings on cigarette packages). Finally, hate groups rely 

almost exclusively on propaganda to promote their positions and beliefs; for instance, they will argue 

that a certain way of life is under assault by specific outside groups or that legitimate members of a 

given society are losing their rights to other, less deserving, groups. 
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Propaganda Techniques 

These are some of the most common techniques used in propaganda. Propaganda pieces will frequently use more than 

one technique to convince their audience. 

1) Hero Narrative 
 

This technique works by using heroic or admired figures or portraying members of a group in a heroic way 

(making you want to be like them or to join them) or by making you think that you will be admired or 

successful if you buy into what is being sold. 

2) Misinformation 
 

Misinformation is the heart of propaganda. In its simplest form, misinformation presents something that is not 

true as if it is true (giving you false information about history, for example, or making a fast-food burger look 

bigger than it really is). Another basic form of misinformation is when propaganda tries to hide the fact that it 

is propaganda, for instance, by pretending to be an educational resource. 

3) Denialism 
 

Denialism is a form of misinformation in which the author claims that something that is generally accepted as 

being true is not: the Holocaust did not happen, NASA never sent astronauts to the Moon, the Earth is flat, 

and so on. Denialists try to overwhelm you with so-called "facts" (particularly relating to technical matters 

such as physics or engineering) instead of actually building a logical argument. 

4) Loaded Language 
 

Some words have a lot of emotional power, and propaganda uses these to manipulate us. Often these are 

words connected to nationalism or religion (see those techniques below). Loaded language can also be used 

to describe things in a way that affects how we feel about them. For instance, rebels fighting against a 

government we support may be called "terrorists," while rebels fighting against an enemy government may 

be called "freedom fighters." 

5) Pseudo-Science 
 

This is a form of misinformation which relies on false or misinterpreted scientific facts and theories to 

convince you. This usually involves recruiting scientists or other authorities to make an argument look more 

legitimate, such as the doctors who promised "not a cough in a carload" of Lucky Strike cigarettes (and later 

argued there was no evidence smoking caused cancer). 

6) Mainstreaming 
 

This technique tries to convince you that the message being promoted through propaganda is already widely 

accepted. Propaganda pieces will use carefully selected (and edited) quotes from sources that are widely 

seen to be reliable, such as The New York Times or the Encyclopedia Britannica, to make it look as though 

those sources support them. (This is also the source of the frequent conflicts over editing Wikipedia pages, 

since Wikipedia has become the first stop for many information-seekers.) 
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7) Bandwagon 
 

This is a variation of mainstreaming that tries to convince you that "everybody's doing it". In addition to 

making us believe that the message is widely accepted, this also makes us worry that we'll be left out if we 

don’t buy into it. 

8) Nationalism  
 

Words and images that are connected to a particular country can be very effective forms of propaganda. This 

is most common in political propaganda, but it can be seen in other forms as well (many truck ads play on 

patriotic imagery, for example). Using nationalism has the added benefit of making it look as though anyone 

who disagrees with the message is unpatriotic. 

9) Othering 
 

"Othering" is where another group is made to seem fundamentally different from us, even to the point of 

making them seem as though they are not human. Othering can make us have instinctive emotional 

reactions to members of that group, and can also be used to convince us that it's acceptable to do bad things 

to them. 

10) Name Calling 
 

This is an Othering technique that uses language or images that demean other people. This can involve 

using racial epithets, using emotionally loaded imagery (such as comparing people to animals) or just 

describing people who hold opposing opinions in negative terms. 

11) Religion 
 

Propagandists use religion in the same ways they use nationalism: to borrow authority, to integrate 

emotionally loaded ideas and images into their messages, and to suggest that anyone who disagrees with 

them is attacking the religion and not the message.   

12) Scare Tactics 
 

Scare tactics represent a form of propaganda that is intended to scare people into agreeing with a message 

without thinking to deeply about what is being said. Advertising frequently uses the threat of embarrassment 

(by promising cures for bad breath or underarm stains) while political propaganda wants you to think that 

something terrible will happen if you don't support a particular idea or cause. 

13) Symbols and Imagery 
 

Propaganda uses symbols and imagery in two ways: first is by using well-known symbols such as the Maple 

Leaf or the Stars and Stripes to appeal to nationalism or to make a message appear to be more mainstream 

than it is; second, to make people identify more closely with a group, an idea or a brand.  

http://www.mediasmarts.ca


Online Propaganda and the Proliferation of Hate  ●  Student Handout 

www.mediasmarts.ca 
© 2012 MediaSmarts 

Museum of Propaganda (Assignment Sheet) 

1. In pairs or groups of three, decide on a position to take on a school-related topic. (Examples: Whether or not 

homework should be allowed on weekends, the kinds of food that should be served in the cafeteria, whether 

students should be allowed to have cell phones, etc.) 

2. Once you have selected your topic and your position on it, create a propaganda message which uses three 

or more propaganda techniques to convince people who see it. Your propaganda message will be displayed 

to the rest of the class. 

3. Once all the messages are posted, your group will be assigned as curators of another group's message. 

Analyze the message by considering the following questions: 

 What is the topic of the message? 

 What is the position of the message? 

 What techniques are used? How are they used? (Write a paragraph explaining how each technique 

is used in the message.) 

 How effective is the message as a piece of propaganda? (Write a paragraph justifying your opinion 

of its effectiveness.) 

 
4. Your answers to the questions above will be posted next to the other group's message. 

5. You will be evaluated both on your group’s propaganda message and your analysis of the other group's 

message. 
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We Can Do It! (1942):  The character in this U.S. propaganda poster was created 
as a representation of American women factory workers.  During World War II, while 
many men were off at war, women took on production jobs. 

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative, Bandwagon, Nationalism, Symbols and 
Imagery.



www.mediasmarts.ca
© 2012 MediaSmarts Propaganda Slideshow (Teacher’s Version)  ● Page 2 of 14

Online Propaganda and the Proliferation of Hate ● Handout

Attitude (1985-1990):  Companies often use feel-good propaganda in support of 
aims such as “team-building” or to try to convince workers to be more productive. 

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative (workers are told they can make “a big 
difference”), Symbols and Imagery.
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Poisoning the Well (2011) Terrence Nowicki, Jr.:  Editorial cartoons are another form 
of communication that relies heavily on propaganda techniques.  Consider this 
indictment of the media. 

Propaganda techniques: Name Calling, Scare Tactics, Symbols and Imagery. 
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Careless Talk (1940-1941):  This Canadian WWII poster warns people about the 
dangers of idle talk about military issues during war. 

Propaganda techniques: Nationalism, Othering, Scare Tactics. 
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Discriminate Against (1900):  Propaganda can serve multiple related purposes.  For 
example, this poster pushes for labour rights while also being an advertisement for 
union-made fabrics. 

Propaganda techniques: Bandwagon (“Endorsed by all trades unions”), Loaded 
Language (“Sweat-shop”), Symbolism (the Union label).
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Ethos Water (2001-current): Sometimes the product is the propaganda: Ethos water 
is sold with the promise that some money from the purchase of each bottle will go to 
towards drinking water to communities in Africa. 

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative (Matt Damon, “every bottle makes a 
difference”), Misinformation (only a tiny percentage of the purchase price goes to 
charity.)
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Dark Dungeons (1984) Jack T. Chick: Jack T. Chick has created an entire business 
out of the publication of his tracts.  Chick’s pamphlets are written in a comic book 
style used to target and condemn people from a variety of backgrounds.  The 
Southern Poverty Law Centre argues that Chick’s publications are hate speech. 

Propaganda techniques: Denialism (role playing games have not been linked to 
suicide or involvement in the occult)1, Othering (all players of role-playing games 
are portrayed as believers in the occult), Religion, Scare Tactics.

1. “Dungeons and Dragons and other fantasy role-playing games,” Ontario 
Consultants on Religious Tolerance. http://www.religioustolerance.org/d_a_d3.htm. 
Last updated July 15 2008.
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Snowbirds Don’t Fly (1971) DC Comics:  Comic books are a popular vehicle for 
propaganda of all kinds, such as this special anti-drug issue of Green 
Lantern/Green Arrow (1971). 

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative, Loaded Language (“junkie”), Scare 
Tactics.
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Global Warming? (1996) The Heartland Institute: Propaganda often has a 
multifaceted relationship with science.  Occasionally, it can base its claims on 
statements made by science, while other times it can refute scientific evidence 
without needing to back up its claims. 

Propaganda techniques: Misinformation (states as fact ideas which contradict the 
conclusions of most climate scientists), Denialism (“no current harms,” “warmer is 
better”), Loaded Language (“Heartland”), Pseudo-Science, Symbols and Imagery 
(the image of the barefoot child is associated with pleasant memories of summer, 
suggesting that global warming will make it summer all the time.)
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The New Battle for Britain (2009) British National Party:  Political campaigns rely 
heavily on propaganda techniques to drum up support for their parties and 
ideologies; the British National Party, a fringe party known for its extreme anti-
immigrant platform, is a classic example.

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative (“the NEW Battle for Britain”), 
Misinformation (immigration and unemployment are shown as being linked, which 
they are not), Loaded Language (“rip off”, “common sense”), Mainstreaming, 
Nationalism, Othering, Symbols and Imagery.
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Facebook page for “Thomas Jefferson – American”: This is one of many Facebook
pages created in the name of famous Americans by the National Policy Institute. 
These are examples of “cloaked” hate sites – sites which pretend to be sources of 
legitimate information but link back to organizations posting hate material.

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative, Loaded Language, Mainstreaming, 
Bandwagon, Nationalism, Symbols and Imagery.
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Canadian Immigration Report: This website hides its racism behind claims that it is 
providing an unbiased examination of “the impact of immigration on Canada and 
Canadians,” but looking closely at it reveals articles with titles such as “The Ignorant 
Tolerance of the West Towards Islam” and “Multiculturalism Breeds Hate Crime.”

Propaganda techniques: Misinformation (only negative stories about immigration 
are included; Jane Goodall’s views are misrepresented), Loaded Language 
(“hitmen”), Nationalism, Scare Tactics, Symbols and Imagery.



www.mediasmarts.ca
© 2012 MediaSmarts Propaganda Slideshow (Teacher’s Version)  ● Page 13 of 14

Online Propaganda and the Proliferation of Hate ● Handout

Committee for Open Debate on the Holocaust: This site claims to be promoting 
“debate” on the topic of the Holocaust, but in fact its only purpose is to deny that the 
Holocaust happened.

Propaganda techniques: Hero Narrative (it portrays itself as “breaking the power 
of taboo”), Misinformation, Denialism, Loaded Language, Name-Calling, Symbols 
and Imagery (the broken handcuffs.)
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National Vanguard: This site is open in its hateful message but uses a variety of 
propaganda techniques to make it seem more positive and reasonable.

Propaganda techniques: Misinformation, Loaded Language, Pseudo-Science, 
Nationalism, Othering, Scare Tactics (“Racial Violence in America”), Symbols and 
Imagery.






























