




Dear Educator,

Welcome to The Volunteers: Americans Join World War I, 1914-1919 Curriculum!  

Please join us in celebrating the release of this unique and relevant curriculum about U.S. American 

volunteers in World War I and how volunteerism is a key component of global competence and active 

citizenship education today. These free, Common Core and UNESCO Global Learning-aligned secondary 

school lesson plans explore the motivations behind why people volunteer. They also examine character-

istics of humanitarian organizations, and encourage young people to consider volunteering today.

AFS Intercultural Programs created this curriculum in part to commemorate the 100 year history of AFS, 

founded in 1915 as a volunteer U.S. American ambulance corps serving alongside the French military 

during the period of U.S. neutrality. Today, AFS Intercultural Programs is a non-profit, intercultural learn-

ing and student exchange organization dedicated to creating active global citizens in today’s world.

The curriculum was created by AFS Intercultural Programs, together with a distinguished Curriculum 

Development Committee of historians, educators, and archivists. The lesson plans were developed in 

partnership with the National World War I Museum and Memorial and the curriculum specialists at Pri-

mary Source, a non-profit resource center dedicated to advancing global education. We are honored to 

have received endorsement for the project from the United States World War I Centennial Commission. 

We would like to thank the AFS volunteers, staff, educators, and many others who have supported the 

development of this curriculum and whose daily work advances the AFS mission. We encourage sec-

ondary school teachers around the world to adapt these lesson plans to fit their classroom needs- les-

sons can be applied in many different national contexts. The curriculum is meant to help students learn 

more about the volunteer efforts of young people during World War I, and inspire them to become 

active global citizens today. 
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AFS Intercultural Programs began as the American 
Ambulance Field Service (later known as the Amer-
ican Field Service or AFS), a voluntary ambulance 
and camion (truck) organization which emerged 
soon after the outbreak of World War I under the 
leadership of A. Piatt Andrew, a former director of 
the U.S. Mint. In April 1915 Andrew negotiated an 
agreement with the French military to have units 
of American ambulance drivers serve closer to the 
front lines of battle. The 2,500 AFS volunteers par-
ticipated in every major French battle, carrying sup-
plies and more than 500,000 casualties. 

After the war ended, the AFS volunteers established 
an AFS Association to coordinate reunions and to 
administer the AFS Fellowships for French Univer-
sities program.  The AFS Fellowships program ulti-
mately funded 222 students to travel to and from 
France for advanced graduate study by the time it 
was discontinued in 1952. 

AFS INTERCULTURAL PROGRAMS

AFS was reactivated at the start of World War II 
by Stephen Galatti, who had been an AFS ambu-
lance driver and Assistant Inspector General during 
World War I. By the end of the war, 2,196 volunteers 
served in France, North Africa, the Middle East, It-
aly, Germany, India, and Burma, carrying more than 
700,000 casualties.

In 1946 AFS volunteers from both World Wars as-
sembled in New York City to discuss the future of 
the organization. Under the leadership of Galatti, 
they launched a secondary school student exchange 
program that they hoped would maintain and 
strengthen the international friendships they fos-
tered during their wartime humanitarian work. The 
first AFS secondary school students arrived in the 
U.S. in 1947 on a scholarship program. In 1950 the 
Americans Abroad (AA) Summer Program was ini-
tiated, allowing U.S. American high school students 
to go abroad through AFS, and by 1957 AA students 
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had the option to spend several months abroad 
during the fall and attend foreign schools. In 1971, the 
AFS Multinational Program began, allowing students 
to travel to and from countries other than the Unit-
ed States. The AFS Programs continued to diversify 
over the years by adding community service proj-
ects and teacher exchange programs, and the num-
ber of participating countries rose steadily.

In February 1984 the Workshop on Intercultural 
Learning Content and Quality Standards affirmed 
AFS’s commitment to intercultural learning and 
formally defined its Educational Goals. These 16 
Educational Goals continue to define the education-
al approach, guide ongoing practices, and set AFS 
apart as a unique educational program. 

Research efforts focusing on achieving a deeper 
understanding of the impact of exchange programs 
continued in the 21st century, from the cutting-edge 
Assessment of the Impact of the AFS Study Abroad 

Experience study in 2005, to the AFS Long Term 
Impact Study in 2006. Building on these research 
results, the AFS Intercultural Link Learning Program 
launched in 2011.  The purpose of this multi-step 
training and assessment program is to enable volun-
teers and staff worldwide to better support AFS stu-
dents, families, and schools in the learning process.  

Today, AFS is a global community of more than 
50 partner organizations that support intercultural 
learning and promote active global citizenship edu-
cation, primarily through exchange programs. AFS 
is dedicated to building an inclusive community of 
global citizens determined to build bridges among 
cultures as it moves into its second century. 

Visit www.afs.org to learn more!

Photographs 
(page 2) AFS ambulance drivers in Paris, France in 1917. Photograph by O. King.

(page 3) Participants of the 100 Years Young! AFS Youth Workshop & Symposium held 
in Paris, France in 2014. Photograph by Incorp Agency/Guillaume Deperrois. 

Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.
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ABOUT THE CURRICULUM

Twenty-two lesson plans are made available through the following six topics:
1|  U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917
2| U.S. American Women’s Volunteerism and Suffrage in World War I
3| Diversity and Debate on the U.S. Home Front During the “European War”
4| Lost Generation Artists and Writers as World War I Volunteers
5| Humanitarian International Relief: A Legacy of Great War Volunteerism
6| Young People, Volunteerism, and Global Citizenship: From World War I to the Present 

Within each topic you will encounter and work with the following components:
• An Overview containing Essential Questions that frame the issues behind the topic;  
Objectives for student learning; United States and International Curriculum Standards for measuring As-
sessment; and estimated Time and necessary Materials needed to complete the lesson plans in each topic.
• A Background Essay written by a specialist and providing insight and context for the lesson plans.  The 
essay can be read by both students and educators. 
• Instructions for each lesson plan, including an Activator that elicits students’ prior knowledge and serves 
to engage students in an underlying theme or question, helping to bridge between past and present and 
demonstrating the global learning implications of the historical material at hand; the Lesson or Lessons, 
which include handouts, questions for reflection and discussion, and tasks for students to complete using a 
wide array of unique primary sources; and an Extension Activity that engages students in global citizenship 
education, and complements, deepens, or extends learning of the historical topic, including through immer-
sion in research tasks or presentations that can be adapted to the needs of your class or those of individual 
students. 
•Attachments which can be used as lesson plan handouts. Additionally, each topic directs you to a curated 
collection of maps, articles, websites, books, and videos to support and enrich your teaching, found in the 
Resources section of the Teacher Toolkit at thevolunteers.afs.org/resources.
• Color-coded Tips, which will help to enhance your teaching experience, adapt activities to the global 
classroom, and provide optional, related homework assignments for students: 

Optional  
Homework  
Assignment

Teaching Tip Global  
Classroom Tip
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TOPIC 1
U.S. AMERICAN VOLUNTEERS  

IN WORLD WAR I, 1914-1917

What does it mean to be a “volunteer”? How did U.S. American volunteers 
engage in the European war zone before the arrival of the United States 
military overseas in 1917? In these lesson plans, designed for secondary school 
classrooms, students will learn about the critical role of U.S. American volun-
teers in World War I and how volunteer organizations shaped the way the war 
was experienced by thousands. They will examine brief biographies of indi-
vidual volunteers, considering the broad historical factors and the particular 
life experiences that motivated men and women to serve prior to the arrival 
of the United States military overseas in 1917.  They will utilize primary sourc-
es (photographs and wartime letters) to gain a first-hand perspective on the 
volunteer experience. 

The topic is divided into four interrelated lesson plans that could be taught 
independently or as a whole depending upon grade level, instructional objec-
tives, and time: 
1.  Activator, Why Do People Volunteer?
2. Lesson I, Deciding to Volunteer During World War I:  
    A Primary Source Analysis.
3. Lesson II, Learning the Diverse Life Stories of World War I  
    Volunteers Through Mini-Biographies.
4. Extension Activity, Exploring an Archival Letter Collection. Photograph 

Loading an American Field Service ambulance in 
France. Courtesy of the Archives of the American 

Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.
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STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards 
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2A: The student understands how the American role in the world changed in the early 20th century.
• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States’ involvement in    
   World War I. 

World Era 8
• Standard 2B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of the war.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 3: The student compares and contrasts differing sets of ideas.
• Standard 4: The student is able to interrogate historical data and support historical interpretations with evidence.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1: The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it;  
cites specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R6: The student assesses how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

OBJECTIVES

1.  Students will understand the concept  
    of “volunteerism.”
2. Students will be able to describe the role of  
    U.S. volunteers in World War I before U.S. entry  
    into the war in 1917. 
3. Students will be able to draw inferences about 
    the experience of war volunteering from 
    primary source documents. 
4. Students will be able to compare and contrast  
    the motivations, goals, life experiences, and 
    cultural, political, and social backgrounds of 
    U.S. Americans who volunteered overseas 
    before U.S. entry into the war in 1917; students 
    will place their service in historical context. 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1.  What constitutes volunteer service and  
    why do people do it?
2. What factors led U.S. Americans to volunteer     
     before their nation’s declaration of war in 1917?
3. What types of volunteer roles or activities were  
    available for U.S. citizens before their nation 
    entered the war in 1917, and who was able to   
    volunteer?

OVERVIEW

Topic 1 | U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917
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ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class  
discussions, graphic organizer for biography activity, 
role play participation, diary entry (optional home-
work assignment), and an interpretive label for an 
exhibit of letters.

• W9: The student draws evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: Issues affecting interaction and connectedness of communities at local, national, and global levels

Learning objective: Students assess the root causes of major local, national, and global issues and the intercon-
nectedness of local, national, and global factors.

• How history, geography, politics, economics, religion, technology, media, or other factors influence current 
global issues (freedom of expression, status of women, refugees, migrants, legacies of colonialism, slavery, 
ethnic and religious minorities, environmental degradation)
• How decisions made globally or in one part of the world can affect current and future well-being of people 
and the environment elsewhere 

Topic: Actions that can be taken individually & collectively
Learning objective: Students examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, national, 
and global importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues.

• Anticipating and analyzing the consequences  of actions
• Identifying benefits, opportunities, and impact of civic engagement

Topic: Getting engaged and taking action 
Learning objective: Students develop skills for active engagement and take action to promote the common good.

• Ways to engage in addressing an issue of global importance in the community 
• Proactively engaging in local, national, and global initiatives 
• Developing and applying necessary knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes supported by universal values 
and principles of human rights
• Volunteering and service-learning opportunities

TIME 

Three to four 50-minute class periods.

MATERIALS

• Whiteboard, blackboard, or a Smart Board 
   and computer for the Activator
• Attachments for the Lesson
• Computer lab or laptops for the Extension Activity

Optional Homework Assignment
The Background Essay can be assigned as  

reading homework for students. 

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information and resources for  
teaching this topic.

Topic 1 | U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917
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Ambulance Hospital in the prosperous Paris suburb 
of Neuilly-sur-Seine became the hub for American 
activity in France. The hospital attracted American 
nurses, who offered to work without pay, and medi-
cal teams led by physicians such as surgeon Harvey 
Cushing, head of Harvard University’s Medical Unit 
in 1915. Groups dispatched by American universities 
brought the latest medical technology to treat the 
wounded.   American business leaders in Paris also 
founded the American Relief Clearing House for 
France and her Allies (ARCH). During the period of 
U.S. neutrality and with the aid of the French gov-
ernment and private American support, ARCH pro-
vided transportation of relief goods from New York 
to Paris free of charge to the sender. Another relief 
organization was the American Fund for French 
Wounded (AFFW), founded by wealthy U.S. women 
with close ties to Paris in early 1915. AFFW members 
in France gathered clothing and other goods sent 
to them by its more than 150 American committees. 
Volunteer drivers delivered these goods to hospitals 
around France. 

Nothing came to symbolize transatlantic volunteer-
ism to the American public as boldly as driving an 
ambulance along the front in France. Organizations 
such as the American Volunteer Motor-Ambulance 
Corps (AVMAC) and the American Ambulance Field 
Service (later known as the American Field Service 
or AFS) attracted Americans eager for a challenging 
experience. Many ambulance drivers were recruit-
ed from universities such as Harvard, Princeton, 
and Yale. In a letter to the parents of a student who 
considered joining an ambulance service in France, 
Harvard President A. Lawrence Lowell noted, “They 

When war broke out in Europe in August 1914, few 
Americans expected their country to abandon its 
traditional aloofness from European affairs. Even 
as late as 1916, it was not inevitable that the United 
States (U.S.) would enter the war. The U.S. had never 
fought a war abroad in Europe and until Germany 
declared unconditional submarine warfare in Jan-
uary 1917, few expected U.S. President Woodrow 
Wilson would ever take this step.

At a time when their country remained neutral, tens 
of thousands of Americans decided to volunteer for 
what was referred to as the “European War” as relief 
administrators, doctors, nurses, ambulance drivers, 
soldiers, and pilots. They volunteered for a variety 
of reasons ranging from a desire for adventure, for 
helping others, and for becoming part of an event of 
global significance. 

During the period of U.S. neutrality from August 1914 
through March 1917, most American volunteers aided 
the Allies. Great Britain attracted the largest number 
of volunteers, with tens of thousands of Americans 
serving in the British infantry or flying corps. Before 
the U.S. government insisted on a name change in 
November 1916, all-American battalions in the Ca-
nadian Expeditionary Forces were known as the 
“American Legion.” They comprised Americans who 
lived in Canada, or had crossed the border after the 
outbreak of war, sometimes traveling north thou-
sands of miles to volunteer for military service. 

While most Americans joined British units before 
1917, nearly 6,000 American volunteers served on 
behalf of France.  In August 1914, the American 

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914–1917
By: PD Dr. Axel Jansen
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get an experience, an insight into a great historic 
struggle, which can hardly fail to be of great value 
throughout their lives.” Lowell’s comment reflected 
the privileged background of most volunteers who 
could afford to serve in France. Drivers for AVMAC, 
preferably of the “gentleman-clubman type,” had 
to pay their way to New York City and on to Paris, 
and cover costs for uniforms, blankets, and helmets. 
The AFS also usually required candidates to pay for 
travel and equipment. This was essential, one AFS 
official argued, “if the volunteer spirit were to be 
kept alive.” 

Having spent time near the front as ambulance 
drivers or on the front as soldiers, some American 
volunteers became restless and joined what seemed 
to them an even more exciting and dangerous 
service as pilots, either in the British army and navy 
or in the French army. More than 180 Americans 
became pilots in the French army, some of them in 
an all-American unit initially known as the Lafayette 
Escadrille. Some flyers were veterans of the French 
Foreign Legion, among them Eugene Bullard, an Af-
rican American expatriate who was living in France 
when war broke out in 1914 and took up arms for an 
adopted homeland he had embraced for its relative 
racial egalitarianism.

While ambulance drivers as well as soldiers proudly 
supported France and her allies, American volun-
teers distributing relief to civilians in occupied Bel-
gium and northern France had to carefully preserve 
a stance of neutrality as they maneuvered between 
the Allies and the Central Powers to aid civilians. 
Taking advantage of U.S. neutrality to operate its 
own fleet of ships and cross the blockades of bellig-
erent powers, the Commission for Relief in Belgium 
(CRB) acted as what one commentator approvingly 
called a “piratical state organized for benevolence.” 

With former mining engineer and business execu-
tive Herbert Hoover at its helm, the CRB financed its 
massive operations mainly through loans provided 
by the Allies. One hundred thirty-nine volunteers 
distributed relief in occupied areas while German 
officers watched their every step so as to prevent 
them from speaking to civilians. By the war’s end, 
the CRB had distributed 5.7 million tons of food to 
9.5 million civilian victims in occupied Belgium and 
northern France.

Once the U.S. decided to enter the war in April 1917, 
the nature of volunteerism changed. Some volun-
teers of the neutrality days were ambivalent be-
cause they lost what they now considered an exclu-
sive status as an American “avant-garde” abroad. 
However, many Americans decided to make use of 
new opportunities and joined the American Red 
Cross (ARC), the American Library Association, and 
many other organizations to volunteer at home and 
abroad. The ARC, representing patriotic dedication 
to the country like no other organization outside 
the army, became the largest volunteer organiza-
tion in America. 

While the number of volunteers during the neutrality 
period is relatively small when compared to the num-
ber of Americans who volunteered after April 1917, a 
closer look at the motives of individuals to join the war 
and relief efforts sheds light on an important water-
shed in U.S. history.  By the early 20th century, the 
United States had become an economic powerhouse 
but it retained a policy of political detachment from 
Europe. During the period of U.S. neutrality, American 
volunteers abroad strengthened informal ties with 
France and her allies and challenged their country’s 
neutrality. Even though some of them were ambivalent 
about American entry into the war, they in fact helped 
promote and legitimize its international engagement.

AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org
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1. Ask students for single words or phrases they equate 
with the word “volunteer.” Collect their responses using 
the board or a Web tool such as Wordle.net or Padlet.
com.  Discuss their responses using these prompts:

• What ideas, beliefs, or feelings do students associ-
ate with the word “volunteer”?
• Based on this discussion, help students to develop 
a common definition or concept of  “volunteering” 
expressed in their own words. (The definition gen-
erally includes these components: work or service 
done by free choice, performed for the benefit of  
others and with minimal compensation. 

For more information, including the major types of vol-
unteer service, its benefits, and the human rights values 
behind it, see these documents: “Definitions of Volun-
teering: Volunteering England Information Sheet” at 
http://www.vcnw.org.uk/wp-content/ uploads/2014/04/
Definitions-of-volunteering.pdf; United Nations Volun-
teers, “State of the World’s Volun teerism Report” at 
www.unv.org/swvr2011.html. 

2. Invite students to ask themselves the following ques-
tions, then share answers with a partner:

• When is a time that you volunteered? (If a student 
cannot find an example with prompting, ask him or her 

to answer when or where would you like to volunteer?)
• What motivated you to volunteer (or would moti-
vate you to do so)?

Compare answers in the full group. How similar or 
different were students’ motives for volunteer service? 
What patterns do they discern? Move students toward 
critical thinking if needed: Do individuals ever volunteer 
out of self-interest—for example, to enhance a resume 
or college application? Do they think volunteering is 
beneficial to society even if it is not entirely altruistic?

Teaching Tip 
Help students search for videos with volunteer 

testimonials. See for example the TED Talk of vol-
unteer firefighter Mark Bezos at ted.com/talks/

mark_bezos_a_life_lesson_from_a_vol unteer_fire-
fighter?language=en, the YouTube channel for Global 
Youth Service Day at youtube.com/user/youth service, 

or the “Volunteer Voices” feature of the United Na-
tions volunteers at unv.org. 

INSTRUCTIONS

Activator 
Why Do People Volunteer?

Photograph 
Repairing ambulances at the American Field Service headquarters in Paris, France.  

Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.

Topic 1 | U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917
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Lesson I 
Deciding to Volunteer During World 
War I: A Primary Source Analysis

In this activity, students analyze Alan Seeger’s decision to 
volunteer with the French Foreign Legion by examining 
a primary source document, a letter Seeger wrote to his 
mother. Seeger was a graduate of Harvard College and a 
poet.  He died in combat in July 1916 at the Battle of the 
Somme. The activity will move students into thinking about 
World War I volunteerism as an individual choice; it will also 
help them practice the skills of sourcing and analyzing doc-
uments in preparation for the Extension Activity later. 

1. Remind students that before the U.S. declared war on
the Central Powers in April 1917, the U.S. was a neutral
nation. Some American men volunteered nonetheless to
enter military organizations between 1914 and 1917 and
fight for other national armies.

Ask students to speculate on these questions:
• What are some reasons a young person might
voluntarily enlist to fight in a foreign war?
• What are some obstacles that might hold a person
back from taking that step?
• If this was your decision to make, consider how you
would share the news with your parent or family.How
do you think they would react?

2. Distribute to each student a copy of Alan Seeger’s letter
to his mother explaining his decision to enlist in the French
Foreign Legion. (See lesson attachment: Alan Seeger, Let-
ter of September 5, 1914.)  As students read the letter, ask
them to identify all the stated reasons that Seeger gives

his mother to explain his enlistment. Also ask them to 
identify any unstated reasons or motives they are able to 
infer. Discuss as a group. Finally, help your students think 
about this letter as a source.  How much insight do they 
gain from reading a highly personal first-hand account 
such as this? Do we know everything we need to know 
about Seeger’s enlistment from this letter? Does the letter 
have any limitations as a source? And how representative 
do they feel Seeger’s enlistment story was?

Teaching Tip 
Students can also read or listen to Alan Seeger’s 

most famous poem, “Rendezvous” (typically referred 
to as “I Have a Rendezvous with Death,” published 
posthumously in 1917.) This was a favorite of United 
States President John F. Kennedy and can be found 

at jfklibrary.org/Research/Research-Aids/Ready-Ref-
erence/JFK-Fast-Facts/I-Have-a-Rendezvous-with-

Death.aspx. See the History Channel feature at www. 
history.com/this-day-in-history/poet-alan-seeger-vol-
unteers-in-french-army or read the biographical note 
provided by Emory University at http://www.english. 
emory.edu/LostPoets/Seeger.html for background 

information on Seeger’s life. 

Photograph 
American volunteers for the French Foreign Legion marching in Paris on August 25, 1914. 

Courtesy of Richard McErlean.

Topic 1 | U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917
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Lesson II 
Learning the Diverse Life Stories of  
World War I Volunteers Through Mini-Biographies

U.S. Americans volunteered for the war effort in World 
War I before the U.S. entered the war as a combatant 
nation.  These volunteers came from a range of back-
grounds (i.e., gender, race, region, education, religious 
orientation, professional affiliation, socioeconomic 
status, etc.).  Once in Europe, volunteers engaged in a 
wide array of service roles from combat and military 
support to medical care and humanitarian relief.  In this 
activity, students read a “volunteer biography” about 
one of five featured volunteers, and pool information 
with their classmates to create a diverse picture of 
World War I volunteers as a group.
 
1. After reviewing historical background about U.S. neu-
trality and the role played by U.S. volunteers during the 
neutrality period, divide students into five groups, with 
each group responsible for analyzing the story of one 
of five World War I volunteers. Give group members the 
worksheet “Group Analysis of a Volunteer Biography” 
and the biography for their assigned individual. Explain 
that each student will serve as an expert on this individ-
ual in a jigsaw discussion (and/or portray the individual 
in a role play). (See lesson attachments: Worksheet: 
Group Analysis of a Volunteer Biography and Volun-
teer Biographies 1-5.)

2.  Have students read and annotate the short biogra-
phy on their own using questions from the worksheet 
for guidance. Provide vocabulary support where nec-
essary. Remind students to observe the photographs 
as well as the text. Next ask students to work with their 
group members to reach agreement in answering the 
worksheet  questions about the volunteer’s motives, 
background, values, and service using their notes. If 
group members have diverse opinions on any of the 
questions, they can make note of that.

Optional Homework Assignment
Students could write a diary entry from the  

perspective of one of the featured volunteers,  
describing a workday or experience based on  

inferences from the biographies they read.  

Photograph 
An American nurse and doctor examining a French soldier at the American Ambulance Hospital. 

Courtesy of the American Hospital of Paris.
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FEATURED WORLD WAR I VOLUNTEERS

Francis Paton  
Kendall

Harvard University student; served as an ambulance driver with the American 
field Service in the Balkans and France.

Ellen Newbold 
La Motte

nurse, public health official, women’s rights advocate, and author; served as 
a volunteer nurse at the American Ambulance Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine, 

France.

Eugene Bullard
professional boxer and civil rights advocate; served as a volunteer soldier with 

the French Foreign Legion and as a military pilot with the Franco-American 
Flying Corps.

Frank Angell psychologist and university professor; served as a humanitarian investigator for 
the Commission for Relief in Belgium.

James Rogers  
McConnell

recent college graduate; served as an ambulance driver with the American Field 
Service in France and as a military pilot with the Lafayette Escadrille.

3. Re-divide students into a “jigsaw”: each table should 
have at least one expert about each of the five World 
War I volunteers featured in the activity. It is acceptable 
to have more than one expert per table.

For the role play: American volunteers have been 
invited to a dinner party in Paris hosted by the wealthy 
and accomplished Mrs. Edith Wharton, a renowned 
author, philanthropist, and war volunteer. Responding to 
a series of question cards drawn from the pile on each 
table, the guests will answer these questions in turn 
(See lesson attachment: Role Play Question Sheet: U.S. 
American War Volunteers.):

• Tell us about your upbringing and early career: 
What is your background?
• What factors led you to volunteer for service in the 
European war?
• What are your opinions about the war and U.S. 
neutrality during your service?

• What kind of work does your organization do?  
• What made you select the type of service that you 
chose to do? If you worked in more than one type of 
service, what made you change?
• Do you feel you benefitted by performing war ser-
vice? Give a reason for your response.
• Do you feel others benefitted from your service? 
Give a reason for your response.  

4. Conclude with a full group discussion: what are the 
most important compare/contrast points between the 
volunteers’ stories? Could any person volunteer for 
these types of voluntary service? What might limit a 
person’s participation?  How representative are these 
stories of World War I? Finally, how do students feel 
that the volunteers’ service may have changed when 
neutrality ended and the U.S. entered the war?

Topic 1 | U.S. American Volunteers in World War I, 1914-1917



AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org 14

Extension Activity
Be the Historian: Exploring an Archival Letter Collection

Building on their practice in an earlier activity— 
analyzing a single letter by Alan Seeger in order to 
answer a focused question—students can explore 
a letter collection in a more open-ended activity 
that enables them to develop their own hypotheses 
about the overall experience of being a volunteer in 
World War I.

The World War I letters of Luther Nelson give a 
remarkable picture of the day-to-day life of a World 
War I U.S. American volunteer who served over-
seas during the period of U.S. neutrality. Nelson 
volunteered as an ambulance driver with the Paris 
Section of the American Ambulance Hospital in 
Neuilly-sur-Seine, France in 1916, and later joined 
the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps serving near 
the front lines in Verdun. Nelson wrote letters full of 
honesty, curiosity, cultural biases, affection for family, 
and observations of war. Digitized by the Archives 
of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultur-
al Programs, the unpublished letters are presented 
with transcrip tions, making them ideal for students 
to practice archival research. You can find the collec-
tion at thevolunteers.afs.org/collection-luther-nelson.

1. Use the information on the collection page to  
provide students with basic biographical information 
about Luther Nelson. Alternatively, have  
students read the biography in full.

Global Classroom Tip
You can identify an archival collection from your 
state, region, town, or country by approaching an 
archivist, local historical society, or museum ed-
ucator in your own community. These individuals 
can help identify collections that are interesting, 
legible, and appropriate for the theme and age 

group.  You can also browse online collections that 
contain digitized letters, including searching the 

website for your national archives.  

If your country did not participate in World War I, 
you can identify another type of volunteer based 
on the interests of your students (humanitarian, 

medical, etc.) or within the framework of your his-
torical curriculum. After identifying an appropriate 
collection, be sure to provide biographical details 

for your students, and context of their service.

Photograph 
A Norton-Harjes ambulance beside a make-shift hospital in Verdun in December of 1916. 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.
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2. Help students to browse the letter collection and 
select their own letter to analyze. Alternatively, you 
can pre-select a set of interesting letters to copy and 
distribute to the class.

Students may use some of these questions for guid-
ance:

• Who is the letter recipient, and what is his/her 
relationship to the writer (if you can tell)?  Do you 
see ways in which the letter’s style and content 
could relate to/reflect the nature of this relation-
ship, or vice versa?
• What topics did Nelson write about in this let-
ter? How did he seem to feel about them? Is there 
anything you feel he avoided or sidestepped in 
his account?
• What details of the letter writer’s style, tone, or 
word choice tell you something possibly import-
ant about Nelson as a person or a volunteer?  
What inferences can you draw about his person-
ality or values from the letter you examined?

• A letter is an artifact and high-resolution digiti-
zation here allows us to see an excellent approxi-
mation of the original.  What details do you notice 
about the letter’s physical features? What can we 
learn about war volunteering from these details? 
• What is one meaningful detail about the expe-
riences of a World War I volunteer or soldier that 
this letter teaches you? 

3. To share their insights, the class could create an 
exhibit about the wartime letters of Luther Nelson.  
Each student could write the interpretive “label” to 
accompany his/her selected letter.  The label (two 
to three sentences in length) points out the most 
interesting features of the letter and summarizes its 
significance for understanding U.S. Americans’ expe-
rience of service in World War I prior to the arrival of 
the U.S. military overseas.  Conduct a gallery walk so 
students can learn from their classmates’ work. Lead 
a follow-up discussion of themes and findings.
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom distribution.  
In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be printed single-sided. 
Please consult the directions provided under the Activator, Lesson I, Lesson II, and the  
Exetension Activity for more information.

ATTACHMENTS
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5.9.14 

Dear Mother:

I have already written to father about my enlisting.  I don’t 
see any object in concealing the fact from you.  A num-
ber of motives impelled me, by far the greater part being 
idealistic. I had nothing immediate in prospect. At a time 
when the destiny of humanity is in the hands of soldiers I 
felt that anything else a man could do would be less than 
being a soldier, and it has always been my purpose so far 
as possible to seek the intensest forms of emotional expe-
rience. I could not very well refuse this conscientiously, so I 
have thrown in my fortunes with those of the side where my 
heart lies.  I was extremely happy therefore the day when in 
one of the halls of the old Hotel des Invalides at Paris they 
found me fit and enrolled me in the second regiment of the 
Legion Etrangère. My engagement is for the duration of the 
war.

They sent us first to Rouen.  We marched through Paris, 
down the Avenue de l’Opera to the Gare St. Lazare, amid 
crowds who cheered us enthusiastically. Each nationality 
of volunteers marched behind its flag. The men raised their 
hats as we passed, and the little midinettes threw us flowers 
from the windows.  At Rouen the same reception. The week 
in the charming old town was wonderful. The cathedral is 
one of the most beautiful in France. The streets were very 
animated, teeming with soldiers, both French and English.  
One could always find men just back from the front; they 
would stand telling their stories on the street corners encir-
cled with little crowds of listeners.
…
I will keep you informed of my movements. I do not think 
you have much reason to worry about me; our drilling at 
least will keep us away from the front for some weeks to 
come. I hope to see you at Fairlea next summer.

Lots of love to all,
Alan

ALAN SEEGER, LETTER OF SEPTEMBER 5, 1914 

Photograph 
Alan Seeger in his French Foreign Legion uniform.  

Courtesy of Richard McErlean.

2me Regiment Étranger
Caserne Pérignon
Toulouse, France
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WORKSHEET: GROUP ANALYSIS 
OF A VOLUNTEER BIOGRAPHY

QUESTIONS: 

Briefly describe this individual’s volunteer service in World War I and 
assign it a category of service (to the left.) if the individual had more 
than one volunteer role in the war, check boxes for all types of service 
he/she did, and describe each one below.

What do you see as the two to three most important factors that moti-
vated this volunteer’s service? Why do you think this individual volun-
teered for the war at a time before his/her nation had declared war?

What resources, skills, or prior life experience did this volunteer bring 
to his/her service in World War I? At what age did this volunteer begin 
service?

What did this individual stand to gain from his/her volunteer service in 
World War I?

VOLUNTEER NAME: 

CATEGORIES 
OF SERVICE:

Medical Care & Support 
(nurse/doctor/ambulance driver)

Military Service 
(soldier / pilot)

Humanitarian Relief
(work on behalf of civilians)
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Volunteer Biography #1 

FRANCIS PATON 
KENDALL  

(1895 – 1982)

Francis Paton Kendall (known as “Paton”) was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to a family that owned a local 
manufacturing firm. Paton entered Harvard University in 1914.  He was always an adventurous individual, and in 

his first summer of college he sailed up to Newfoundland to work with a famous missionary doctor in the Arctic. The 
following summer he worked in Colorado as a cowboy, breaking in horses and camping.
 
After returning to Harvard in the fall of 1916, Paton attended a recruitment lecture and film given by the 
American Ambulance Field Service (later known as the American Field Service or AFS).  The AFS was a 
volunteer ambulance corps founded by an American, A. Piatt Andrew, in Paris in April 1915 to support the 
French military effort. AFS volunteers were considered noncombatants, though they performed often-
dangerous work evacuating casualties in their ambulances under combat conditions.

Paton convinced his parents to let him volunteer as an ambulance driver with AFS at age 21, and quickly 
left his studies to enter service overseas. Paton’s grandson later recalled that his grandfather regarded 
volunteer service with AFS as “a chance to avoid studying and to see something of the world, as well as to 
do something for his fellow man.” After arriving in France, Paton learned how to maintain and repair his Ford 
Model T ambulance, in addition to visiting some of the famous sites in Paris.

In late November 1916, Paton signed up to join a newly formed AFS unit that would be sent to the Balkan 
Front, where ambulances and volunteers were in short supply.  Anticipating that his parents would worry 
about this serving in a more distant and unfamiliar zone of the war, he wrote his father that “All men are our 

AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org



brothers, regardless of race, creed, or color. These 
brothers of ours have just asked for another section to 
help carry their wounded to hospitals near Salonica. … 
In your letter you say you are glad and proud of me for 
being able to relieve the suffering and, in many cases, 
save the lives of the noble French boys. Won’t you 
go one better, Father, and be proud of me for going 
where the need was greatest?”  Paton spent days and 
nights driving back and forth with wounded men in 
the Balkans, helping individuals from both sides of the 
conflict.  Sometimes he drove several hundred miles in a 
single day.
 
In 1917 Paton returned to France, and arranged for his 
brother, Dana, to join his unit. Paton and Dana drove 
ambulances in the war zone near Verdun, France, a very 
dangerous area of the war. They endured shellings and 
aerial bombardment while carrying wounded men in 
their ambulances. The brothers lost their closest friend 
from the ambulance service when he was killed in an 
aerial attack.  Dana was also wounded.

Several months after the United States declared war on 
the Central Powers in April 1917, the ambulance units of 
AFS were transferred to the control of the U.S. Army.  
Paton, who had already served for over a year, opted to 
return home to the United States and to his girlfriend, 
whom he later married. After the war, Paton trained and 
became an airline pilot in the new commercial airline 
industry. Paton’s grandson later said that serving with 
the AFS “remained the defining moment” of Paton’s and 
Dana’s lives.

Sources 
Timothy Kendall, “Two Brothers: Stories from the Front Lines of World War I” speech,  

Cape Ann Museum of Gloucester (typescript), 30 June 1912.  
Courtesy of Timothy Kendall. 

Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs,  
www.afs.org/archives.

Photographs 
Francis Paton Kendall standing in front of AFS ambulances in 1917.   

Courtesy of the Kendall family.

AFS volunteers repair an ambulance on the side of the road in Albania in 1917. 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.
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Ellen La Motte was born in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1873. When her family lost their money in a financial downturn, 
Ellen was sent to live with very wealthy cousins, the du Pont family of Wilmington, Delaware. There she was 

raised and later educated in a private boarding school for girls.

In this period, professional nursing was a new career path that offered employment and independence for many 
women.  Despite her family’s objections, La Motte enrolled in the Johns Hopkins Hospital Training School for Nurses, 
graduating in 1902.  La Motte supported herself in various nursing positions in Europe and the United States over 
the next decade. She developed a specialty in tuberculosis care and returned to the city where she had trained to 
supervise a tuberculosis unit for the Baltimore Health Department. 

During these years she was also active in the growing campaign for women’s suffrage, writing articles and giving 
speeches that advocated women’s right to vote. Professional women in the suffrage movement sought respect for 
their contributions to society and a voice in the political realm.

In November 1914, soon after war broke out in Europe, La Motte moved to Paris. Looking to use her nursing expertise 
in service, she worked for some months for the American Ambulance Hospital, a French military hospital staffed and 
funded by American volunteers. La Motte, however, was disappointed to be far from the fighting and critical of what 
she regarded as inefficient and wasteful practices at the hospital. She soon left. 

La Motte socialized with other well-to-do American women living in Paris, including modernist writer Gertrude Stein 
and philanthropist Mary Borden. In 1915, Mary Borden founded a mobile surgical hospital, funded through her own 
inheritance, and donated it for service to the French military. La Motte quickly joined this unit, working alongside 
Borden as a military nurse in the Belgian war zone.

Volunteer Biography #2 

ELLEN NEWBOLD  
LA MOTTE
(1873–1961)
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Caring for the wounded, La Motte became deeply troubled by the harm she witnessed to soldiers and civilians alike. 
“Much ugliness is churned up in the wake of mighty, moving forces, and this is The Backwash of War. Many little 
lives foam up in this backwash, loosened by the sweeping current … One catches a glimpse of them—often weak, 
hideous or repellent. There can be no war without this backwash.”  In 1916, she published a book of semi-fictionalized 
sketches, The Backwash of War, based on her observations.  After the United States entered the war, the United 
States government censored La Motte’s book, fearing it might lower public support and morale on the home front.

La Motte left France and her volunteer service in July 1916. In the following years she traveled in Asia where her 
attention turned to another public health crisis, the opium trade and opium addiction. She became an international 
authority and spokesperson in this field.  Later she retired to Washington , D.C. La Motte’s book of World War I 
sketches was republished in the 1930s when state violence and military conflict were again on the rise globally. 

Sources 
Lea Williams. “La Motte, Ellen Newbold.” American National Biography Online, http://www.anb.org/articles/13/13-02684.html

Margaret R. Higonnet, editor. Nurses at the Front: Writing the Wounds of the Great War. Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2001.

Photographs 
Ellen LaMotte, circa 1902. Courtesy of the Alan Mason Chesney Medical Archives of The John Hopkins Medical Institutions. 

An American nurse assisting patients at the American Ambulance Hospital. Courtesy of the American Hospital of Paris.
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Eugene Bullard was born in the small city of Columbus, Georgia, in 1895, the seventh child in a close-knit working-
class African American family. Bullard’s father William had been born a slave; he could trace his family roots back 

to the French-speaking slave colony of Martinique. Bullard’s mother died when he was small but his father kept his 
family of young children together, supporting them by manual labor.  Bullard received a few years of schooling in a 
segregated primary school where he learned to read. 

The near-lynching of his father, a strong and well-liked man in the community, was a traumatic event in Bullard’s 
childhood.  Throughout his life, Bullard expressed deep hatred for the racial taunts and violence of white society, 
especially as he experienced them in the Jim Crow southern United States of the early 20th century.  Restlessness 
and a desire for greater freedom led him to run away from home.  For several years he lived as a child vagabond, 
staying for a time with various families, black and white, and supporting himself with different kinds of work.  

In 1912, still a teenager, Bullard embarked on a larger adventure, stowing away on a ship bound for Europe.  The 
ship deposited him in Aberdeen, Scotland. The resourceful and outgoing teenager soon found a circle of friends 
and employment on the edges of urban life, first in an amusement park and later in the city’s vaudeville theaters.  
Through friends, he learned to box and developed a career in the sport.

A series of boxing matches brought him to Paris in 1913, and at last Bullard found a place that he could consider 
home.  The French did not practice racial segregation, and Bullard experienced in Paris a sense of freedom and 

Volunteer Biography #3 

EUGENE 
BULLARD

(1895–1961)
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belonging.  After his adopted country entered the war, Bullard made the decision to volunteer for military service.  
On his birthday in October 1914, he enlisted with the French Foreign Legion, a military wing of the French Army 
composed of non-French volunteers.  His unit, the 170th Infantry, fought at the front where casualties were very 
high.  Bullard described in this way the strong sense of camaraderie that developed in the unit’s ranks: “We were just 
a big family of fifty-four different nationalities, and we kept growing more diverse as the men were shot down.  We 
all loved each other and lived and died for each other as men should.” Bullard was wounded in the Battle of Verdun. 
The French government awarded him the Croix de Guerre, a medal for courage in battle.  

After recovering from his wounds in a French military hospital, Bullard decided to embrace a new challenge: he 
would train as a combat pilot, becoming the first African American to do so. In November 1916 he commenced the 
rigorous training program for fighter pilots. Upon completion he was accepted as a volunteer pilot with the Franco-
American Flying Corps—a group of American pilots flying for the French Air Service. Airborne warfare was new in 
World War I and extremely dangerous.  Bullard flew 20 combat missions and survived a forced landing under attack.  
Bullard was conscious of the racial barriers he was challenging.  He later wrote that, on his first combat mission, he 
felt “the eyes of the world were watching me. … I had to do or die and I didn’t want to die.”

When the United States entered the war as a combatant nation, responsibility for the air combat unit was handed 
to the U.S. military. Seeking to transfer, Bullard was rejected by his own government, which refused to allow African 
Americans any role in the United States Air Service. 

After the war, Bullard settled in Paris and worked as the manager of a jazz club; eventually he opened his own club, 
named L’Escadrille for an American volunteer air unit serving alongside the French during the war.  In World War II he 
accepted a spy mission for the French government.  When Germany invaded France, he and his family were forced to 
leave the country.  He lived his later years in Harlem, New York City.

Sources 
“Eugene Bullard,” Blackpast.org, http://www.blackpast.org/aah/bullard-eugene-jacques-1894-1961.

Craig Lloyd, Eugene Bullard, Black Expatriate in Jazz-Age Paris (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000). 

Photographs 
Eugene Bullard in his French Foreign Legion uniform.  

Courtesy of the National Museum of the United States Air Force.  
 

French Foreign Legionnaires charging across a field.  
Courtesy of Dennis Gordon.
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Frank Angell was born in Scituate, Rhode Island, in 1857 to a large, locally prominent family of farmers, public 
officials, newspaper editors, and academics. Education and public service were important legacies of his 

family.  Angell attended private schools, and earned an undergraduate degree from the University of Vermont, 
where his uncle had previously served as university president.

After graduating, Angell worked for two years in Washington, D.C. teaching English to the families of Chinese 
diplomats, and then for seven years as a teacher of high school physics.

In 1887, Angell traveled to Leipzig, Germany, where he intended to pursue graduate study in physics. German 
universities in the late 19th century, considered among the world’s best, were valued for their innovative ideas and 
rigorous methods.  Many young American men with academic interests, and some American women, chose to 
study in Germany.  In Leipzig, Angell encountered the new field of experimental psychology and quickly changed 
his focus. Earning a Ph.D. in psychology in 1891, he returned to the United States.

Angell was hired by Stanford University as professor of psychology in 1892. The administration welcomed Angell 
to build a laboratory for experimental psychology and to serve as department chair for the newly established 
university. For decades, Angell was a popular teacher of undergraduate psychology courses. He was also a strong 
proponent of university athletics as a source of health and well-being for young people. 

In 1915, when war raged in Europe, Angell accepted an invitation to serve under Herbert Hoover and the 
Commission for Relief in Belgium as a research investigator of humanitarian efforts.  The Commission for Relief 
in Belgium (CRB) was an international humanitarian relief organization founded in 1914 by Americans living in 

Volunteer Biography #4 

FRANK 
ANGELL

(1857–1939)
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London.  International actors cooperating to address 
the needs of civilians in a war zone was a bold new 
concept, one that required skillful diplomacy as well as 
logistics and organization.  The Belgian people were 
under German military occupation, and aiding them 
on a mass scale required a degree of cooperation 
with German officials as well as the circumvention 
of a British blockade of Belgium. Hoover anticipated 
the importance of collaborating with a network of 
relief programs organized by Belgian civilians, the 
National Committee for Relief and Food (in English).  
Needing to learn more about this group and how it 
functioned, Hoover sent Angell into occupied Belgium 
to investigate. 

Angell traveled in Belgium for eight months on a 
leave of absence from Stanford, often working alone 
but sometimes accompanied by other American 
volunteers. He was deeply impressed by what he 
found—both the suffering of the civilian population 
and the effective means by which Belgians set 
out to address problems under the most trying 
circumstances. Angell gathered his findings in a report 
titled The Belgians Under the German Occupation. He 

highlighted several urgent issues including widespread 
unemployment, the absence of fresh milk supplies 
for young children, and long-term undernourishment, 
which weakened bodies and created vulnerability to 
disease. Echoing language and attitudes of his era, 
Angell told a reporter for the Stanford Daily newspaper, 
“They are great people—the Belgians; no race could 
have been more deserving of this greatest of all 
charities.” 

Angell returned to Stanford in September 1916 and 
resumed his teaching duties.  He also lectured at 
fundraising events for war relief in the years that 
followed. He retired from the faculty in 1922, but 
remained active in university affairs for his later life. 

Sources 
“Dr. Frank Angell Returns from Belgium,” The Stanford Daily, September 25, 1916, Memorial 

Resolution for Frank Angell, Stanford University Faculty,  
http://historicalsociety.stanford.edu/pdfmem/AngellF.pdf

Photographs 
Frank Angell. Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, Box 634, Folder NN.  

Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford University.  
 

School children eating food provided through the Commission for Relief in Belgium. 
Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, Box 627, Photo 379.  

Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford University. 
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James Rogers McConnell was born in Chicago, Illinois, the son of a prominent judge, in 1887. The family later moved 
to North Carolina.  McConnell attended private schools throughout his childhood and went to college at the 

University of Virginia. He attended law school briefly and then worked in several business ventures back home in North 
Carolina. 

A family friend described McConnell’s “adventurous spirit,” which led him to volunteer in 1915 for the American 
Ambulance Field Service, a volunteer ambulance corps newly founded by Americans in Paris that same year (later  
called the American Field Service or AFS).  As an ambulance driver, McConnell gathered injured men from the 
battlefield and brought them for treatment to military field hospitals. After bravely serving for a year, he earned the 
distinguished Croix de Guerre medal from the French government for courage under fire.

Increasingly passionate about defending France, however, McConnell had begun to consider leaving the noncombatant 
ambulance service to enlist as a volunteer with the French military. The newly created Lafayette Escadrille provided him 
the opportunity to do so. 

The Lafayette Escadrille was a group of American pilots serving with the French Air Service (Aéronautique Militaire) 
prior to the entry of the United States into the war. Authorized by the French government in the spring of 1916, the 
group was named in honor of the Marquise de Lafayette, considered by many to be a French hero who helped win 

Volunteer Biography #5 

JAMES ROGERS 
MCCONNELL
(1887–1917)
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the war for the American colonists during the American 
Revolution. The pilots wore fur-lined uniforms to keep 
them warm in the fragile planes, often going out on two-
hour patrols.

Thirty-eight Americans served in the Lafayette Escadrille, 
many of whom became famous on the home front for 
their dangerous volunteer service.  McConnell wrote a 
book about his experiences during the war titled Flying 
for France; it helped Americans at home understand the 
kind of service they were doing overseas on the side of 
France and built support for the U.S. to enter the war.

Volunteering as a military pilot for France allowed 
McConnell to take sides in what he saw as a righteous 
cause.  It also gave him the privilege of learning to fly. As 
he wrote about flying for the French Air Service in his 
book, “it was the beginning of a new existence, the entry 

into an unknown world. ... For us all it contained unlimited 
possibilities for initiative and service to France.”

Casualties in this type of volunteer service 
skyrocketed during the war, as air-to-air combat 
increased.  McConnell’s plane was shot down 
on March 19, 1917, during aerial combat with two 
German planes. McConnell was killed just weeks 
before his government joined the Allied cause in 
Europe as a combatant nation. 

Sources 
James R. McConnell, Flying for France (NY: Grosset & Dunlap Publishers, 1918 edition).

“Lafayette Escadrille in Memoriam,” Chicago Daily Tribune, March 24, 1918, 11.

Dennis Gordon, Lafayette Escadrille Pilot Biographies (Missoula, MT: The Doughboy Historical 
Society, 1991).

Photographs 
James R. McConnell with his plane. Courtesy of Ronald Poteat. 

  
A Lafayette Escadrille pilot testing a machine gun prior to flight in Verdun, France. July 1916. 

Courtesy of the Virginia Military Institute Archives.
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ROLE PLAY QUESTION SHEET: 
U.S. AMERICAN WAR VOLUNTEERS

1. Tell us about your 
upbringing and early career: 
What is your background?

2. What factors led you to 
volunteer for service in the 

European war?

3. What are your opinions 
about the war and U.S. 

neutrality during your service?

4. What kind of work does your  
organization do? What made you  
select the type of service that you 
chose to do? If you worked in more 

than one type of service, what  
made you change?

5. Do you feel you benefitted 
by performing war service? 

Give a reason for your response.

6. Do you feel others 
benefitted from your service? 

Give a reason for your response. 

"

"
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TOPIC 2
U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN’S VOLUNTEERISM  

AND SUFFRAGE IN WORLD WAR I

What motivated U.S. American women to volunteer for war service 
during World War I, domestically and abroad?  How did their volunteer 
roles challenge traditional formulations of female duty to home and 
family? This topic, designed for secondary school learners, helps stu-
dents explore the ways that women’s lives and roles were transformed 
by volunteer service before and after 1917 through diverse primary 
sources.  The lesson plans invite students, as well, to consider the inter-
play between women’s volunteer service and women’s pursuit of politi-
cal and professional equality during World War I. 

This topic is divided into five interrelated lesson plans that could be 
taught independently or as a whole, depending upon grade level, in-
structional objectives, and time:
1. Activator, Advancing Toward Women’s Equality in the U.S.
2. Lesson I, Images and Ideas about Women Volunteers
3. Lesson II, A U.S. American Nurse in France: A Primary Source Analysis 
4. Lesson III, Women’s Volunteerism and Suffrage in the U.S.
5. Extension Activity, Rights for Women Around the Globe:  
A Century of Change 

Photograph 
American nurses assisting wounded soldiers during a meal in the jaw ward of American Red Cross 

Hospital No. 1 in Neuilly-sur-Seine, France. Courtesy of the National Library of Medicine.
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STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards 
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States involvement in    
   World War I. 

World Era 8 – Half Century of Crisis & Achievement (1900–1945) 
• Standard 2B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of WWI.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 3: The student compares and contrasts differing sets of ideas.
• Standard 4: The student obtains historical data from a variety of sources.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1: The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it;  
cites specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R6: The student assesses how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
• R7. The student integrates and evaluates content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and 
quantitatively, as well as in words.

OBJECTIVES

1. Students will be able to describe the World War 
I-era debate in the U.S. about women’s role in vol-
unteer war service, and connect that debate to the 
actions of women volunteers before and after 1917.
2. Students will recognize the range of volunteer ser-
vice that U.S. women performed.
3. Students will be able to identify several ways that 
service affected women volunteers. 
4. Students will be able to draw connections be-
tween women’s wartime volunteerism and the cam-
paign for women’s suffrage during World War I.   

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. How were U.S. American women and women’s 
organizations changed by their volunteer work in 
World War I?
2. How did U.S. American women’s volunteer roles in 
World War I adhere to and/or challenge the con-
struction of “proper” female roles and behavior?  
3. What were the connections between U.S. Amer-
ican women’s volunteer service and women’s cam-
paigns for political and professional equality in the 
World War I era?

OVERVIEW
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ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class 
discussions, gallery walk responses, a graphic or-
ganizer for suffrage connections, and an optional 
writing exercise. 

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: : Actions that can be taken individually and collectively

Learning objective: Examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, national, and global 
importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues. Develop and apply skills for effec-
tive civic engagement.

• Factors contributing to success and factors limiting success of individual and collective action
• Analyzing factors that can strengthen or limit civic engagement (economic, political and social dynamics and bar-
riers to representation and participation of specific groups such as women, ethnic and religious minorities, disabled 
people, youth)

Learning objective: Develop and apply skills for effective civic engagement.
• Rights and responsibilities of citizens, groups, and states in the international community

Topic: : Issues affecting interaction and connectedness of communities at local, national, and global levels
Learning objective: Assess the root causes of major local, national, and global issues and the interconnectedness 
of local, national, and global factors.

• Changing global forces and patterns and their effects on people’s daily lives
• How history, geography, politics, economics, religion, technology, media or other factors influence current global 
issues (freedom of expression, status of women, refugees, migrants, legacies of colonialism, slavery, ethnic and reli-
gious minorities, environmental degradation)

TIME 

Three to four 50-minute class periods.

MATERIALS

• Whiteboard, blackboard, or Smartboard and com-
puter for the Activator and Extension Activity
• Attachments for Lessons I, II, and III

Optional Homework Assignment
The Background Essay can be assigned as  

reading homework for students. 

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information and resources for  
teaching this topic.
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volunteer service had wide impact was Mrs. W. K. 
Vanderbilt. Born Anne Harriman, Mrs. Vanderbilt was 
a railroad heiress, socialite, and noted philanthropist.  
Living with her husband in Paris, France, at the war’s 
outbreak, she was determined to aid the nation 
that had become her second home. Mrs. Vanderbilt 
was one of the leaders in founding the American 
Ambulance Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine. She also 
donated ambulances to the newly created American 
Ambulance Field Service (later known as the Amer-
ican Field Service or AFS), and toured the front to 
promote the work of the organization back home. 
An admiring male colleague from the AFS described 
her in 1916: “She immediately saw our difficulties and 
briskly and crisply set about to clear them away, ac-
complishing more in a month than our ambassador 
… has accomplished in two years. Mrs. Vanderbilt is 
a wonderful personality. She has a man’s intelligence 
and force and a woman’s grace and charm.” 

After the U.S. joined the war, the opportunities for 
women volunteers expanded in some ways, but 
contracted in others.  The Red Cross, YMCA, YWCA, 
Salvation Army, American Library Association, and 
other organizations engaged tens of thousands of 
female volunteers in the U.S. and Europe. Women of 
working-class backgrounds, previously barred from 
overseas volunteer service by the high cost of a 
steamship ticket, now found a route to serve. Other 
women had their work downgraded after 1917, as 
did the hospital volunteers now replaced by trained 
graduate nurses enlisted with the Army and Navy 
Nurse Corps. Female physicians from the U.S. found 
themselves rejected for service by their own nation, 
even though their expertise was previously tapped 

The early twentieth century was an era of vast 
changes for women in the United States (U.S.), as 
it was for women in many industrializing countries. 
Women in the U.S. sought and found new opportu-
nities for work, education, social reform, and polit-
ical engagement. These changes were not univer-
sally welcomed: conservative Americans decried 
the “new woman,” calling for a return of what they 
regarded as women’s primary duty to home and 
family.  

The war in Europe accelerated shifts in gender roles 
already under way. Women in the combatant nations 
were called to work by the tens of thousands in war 
industries and government offices, and enlisted in 
uniform for the female auxiliary corps. Women’s 
volunteerism likewise flourished in many nations, 
as women began finding innovative ways to serve 
the wounded, displaced, and other victims of war 
through relief and military support organizations.

During the years of U.S. neutrality, U.S. American 
women also engaged in voluntary war service 
abroad and in the United States. Women from elite 
backgrounds used their personal wealth and influ-
ence and their social reform experience to found 
or assist with new humanitarian, relief, and medical 
organizations in the war zone. Women on the home 
front volunteered for these efforts through dona-
tions of money and supplies and with their labor—
knitting items for French soldiers and organizing 
and loading supplies at storage depots, among 
other activities. 

One example of a U.S. American woman whose 

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
U.S. American Women’s Volunteerism and Suffrage in World War I 
By: Susan Zeiger, PhD
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win American women the vote. The smaller, militant 
wing of the suffrage movement, led by Alice Paul 
and the Women’s Congressional Union, took a dif-
ferent tack: picketing the White House and courting 
arrest, they refused to serve a war for democracy 
that excluded women from democratic rights. 

For every U.S. American woman who volunteered 
for service in the First World War, this complex ma-
trix of countercurrents—patriotism, gender equali-
ty, professional and personal self-interest, political 
conscience, and public censure—were considerations 
that shaped her experience in a time of fluidity for 
gender roles and rights in the United States.

by the French government.

It was perhaps inevitable that U.S. women’s volun-
teer war service would collide with the question of 
women’s political equality in the United States, as 
the battle for women’s suffrage reached its peak.  
Suffragists divided on the question of whether and 
how to support the war.  Months before the U.S. 
declaration of war, the mainstream suffrage move-
ment, led by the National American Woman Suf-
frage Association, made the calculation that full-on 
support and patriotic war volunteerism, with sus-
pension of political agitation for the war’s duration, 
would demonstrate women’s worth as citizens and 
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INSTRUCTIONS

Activator 
Advancing Toward Women’s Equality in the U.S.

Photograph 
French soldiers and American nurses at the American Ambulance Hospital.   

Courtesy of the William L. Foley Collection. 

1. Ask your class to brainstorm a list of advance-
ments toward equality that women in U.S. society 
have achieved since 1900.  Prompt students to con-
sider the categories of political, economic/employ-
ment, and social equality. Collect responses on the 
board where they can be seen. Have the students 
categorize the equality gains under the three head-
ings above, adding other categories if needed.  

Global Classroom Tip
Students can brainstorm about the equality 

gains that have been made in their own society 
and why, when, and how they came about. They 

can discuss the patterns of change in gender 
equality and compare them to the patterns or 

periods of change in the U.S

2. In pairs or small groups, ask students to pick the 
equality gain that is most familiar to them. Have 
them pool their knowledge and summarize when, 
why, and how this gain came about. Call on groups 
to report their findings.

3. Conclude with a group discussion using some of 
these prompts:

• In what periods of time were most gains  
made by women? What patterns of change  
do you detect? 
• What factors do you identify as most  
important in bringing these changes about?
• In which categories have women advanced 
the most? Where do they feel equality has  
been the most elusive?  
• Which advancements do you consider the 
most incomplete? Are there any you consider 
fully achieved?
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Lesson I 
Images and Ideas about Women Volunteers

1. Review what students know about changing roles 
for U.S. American women in the early twentieth 
century in regard to employment, education, and 
social reform.  Also revisit national debates about 
women’s citizenship, rights, and responsibilities. 
Make students aware there were both pro-suffrage 
and anti-suffrage women and men at the time. 

2. Have students read the selected passages from 
a government report about women’s volunteer-
ism during World War I. (See lesson attachment: 
Excerpts from The Woman’s Committee: United 
States Council of National Defense. An Interpre-
tative Report.) The report was an official history of 
the Woman’s Committee, written at the close of the 
war by one of its executive staff members, Emily 
Newell Blair. Blair describes the voluntary mobili-
zation of American women for the war.  Help stu-
dents to analyze the assumptions embedded in this 
report. Some questions they might consider:

• What tasks (“departments”) did the Woman’s 
Committee assign to women, and how could 
these be significant (e.g., Department of Food 
Production and Home Economics, Department 
of Child Welfare, etc.)?
• How does Blair characterize women’s role in 
war volunteerism? What does she identify as 
women’s “greatest duty” in wartime?  What does 
this characterization reflect about prevailing 
views of women’s role?
• What internal contradictions might students 
find in this passage? 

Help the class discuss and decide if this document 
serves as a primary or secondary source for the 
questions being asked. 

3. Invite students to visit a “gallery” of archival 
photographs, displayed on tables or walls where 
they can be well seen, depicting women’s volunteer 

Photograph 
Mrs. W. K. Vanderbilt looking for a grave in the cemetery at Pont-A-Mousson, France in 1916.  

Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs. 
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service before and after 1917. (See lesson attach-
ments: U.S. American Women Volunteers in World 
War I, Gallery Items #1-8.) You might analyze one 
photograph as a class to provide students with a 
model. As students circulate the room and visit 
the photographs, direct them to pose observa-
tions, inferences, and questions about what they 
see.  They can write their comments in the margin 
around each photo or in an individual log of their 
own notes.  Challenge them to assign each of their 
comments to one of the categories (observation, 
inference, or question).

Post these questions to prompt students’ thinking:
• What tasks do you see women undertaking in 
this photograph?
• With whom and for whom were the women 
working, and in what settings?
• How would you describe the women’s appear-
ance, attire, expression, and emotion in each 
image?
• Were women in charge of the work, working side 
by side with men, or subordinate to male supervi-
sors? Did the women appear to take pride in what 
they were doing? What makes you think that?

• What point of view do you think the photog-
rapher had toward his/her subject in this photo-
graph? What makes you think that?
• What could be missing from this photograph?
• What questions does this particular photo-
graph raise for you?

For class discussion after the activity, use these 
questions to synthesize students’ understanding: 

• Which images were most surprising—why and 
in what way?
• How closely does this gallery of images, taken 
as a whole, match Emily Newell Blair’s character-
ization of women’s wartime service?
• Where do the representations of women in 
the photographs diverge from the homemaker 
role, and where do they reinforce it? (Note to 
teacher: multiple perspectives on these ques-
tions are valid and students may debate these 
points; for example, some may argue the nurs-
es were fulfilling a traditional female caretaker 
role, while others may point out that, as trained 
workers serving in a war zone, nurses were 
pushing the boundaries of what were tradition-
al gender roles for the early twentieth century.) 
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Photograph 
A ward in the American Ambulance Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine, France.  

Courtesy of the Boston Medical Library in the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine.

Lesson II
A U.S. American Nurse in France: A Primary Source Analysis 

1. Hand out transcribed letters by “Mademoiselle 
Miss,” a young American woman who volunteered 
for service with the French Red Cross as a nurse in 
a French military hospital. (See lesson attachment: 
Excerpts from “Mademoiselle Miss”: Letters from 
an American Girl Serving with the Rank of Lieu-
tenant in a French Army Hospital at the Front.) The 
anonymous author wrote these letters to her family 
between September 1915 and January 1916.  In them 
she described the significant work she accomplished 
on the wards despite primitive and trying conditions, 
and reflected on her growing sense of purpose and 
civic engagement as the months passed by. The 
letters were published in the U.S. with the coopera-
tion of her family, and used to build public support 
for the American Fund for French Wounded and the 
Allied cause more generally. 

Ask students to read the letters once through indi-
vidually, annotating for significant details, repeated 
themes, and unfamiliar vocabulary.  Have them com-
pare their responses with a partner or small group 
using these questions for guidance:

• Who was the author? For whom was she writ-

ing? What were her purposes in writing?
• What do students know about the time and 
place that might help explain meaning or signifi-
cant details in the letters?
• What details (about professional role, physical 
deprivation, relations with male co-workers, effects 
of war, etc.) reveal the author’s views and beliefs?
• What were some notable choices the author 
made about language and style (e.g., juxtaposing 
words like “golden,” “radiant,” and “delights” with 
phrases connoting death and damage)? What do 
you infer from these choices? 

Have students conclude by discussing these summa-
tive questions as a class: 

• What does this document say overall about one 
female volunteer’s experience of war front service?  
• If your class completed Lesson I, Images and Ideas 
about Women Volunteers, invite them to compare 
and contrast the letters with the photographs. How 
do the impressions of this document compare/con-
trast with those from the photographs?
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Photograph 
Suffragette and Chief Marshal Portia Willis FitzGerald (right) and other participants of a women’s 

peace parade down Fifth Avenue in New York City on August 29, 1914.   
George Grantham Bain Collection. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Lesson III
Women’s Volunteerism and Suffrage in the U.S.

In this lesson, students will explore connections 
between women’s volunteer service and women’s 
suffrage through a case study pertaining to female 
physicians in World War I. 

1. Review with students their background knowl-
edge about U.S. women’s fight for the vote during 
Woodrow Wilson’s presidency and the First World 
War. They should read this very short article linking 
whomen’s suffrage and war service to fill in the gaps: 
“A Voice in Their Own Government: Suffrage and 
WWI” at brynmawr.edu/library/exhibits/suffrage/
wwi.html.

Remind students that during the war period, some 
U.S. women seized upon volunteer service as a route 
to greater political equality and/or professional ac-
cess. The wartime campaign of female physicians to 
gain full professional and civic equality is a case in 

point. 
2. Share the document excerpted below from The 
Woman’s Medical Journal. (See lesson attachment: 
Excerpts from The Woman’s Medical Journal, July 
1918.) Distribute a copy to each student.

Explain that women in medicine, like those in other 
health care fields, made notable professional and 
organizational strides in the years surrounding U.S. 
involvement in World War I, even as they faced nu-
merous obstacles to their full participation in their 
professions. Female physicians in the neutrality period 
advanced humanitarian health care for refugees and 
civilians, especially women and children, and worked 
in military hospitals for France and other nations. Fe-
male physician-leaders organized and ran full hospital 
units in Europe, including the all-female American 
Women’s Hospitals and Women’s Overseas Hospitals. 
Many of the nation’s leading female physicians were 
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also activists and leaders in the U.S. women’s suffrage 
movement. The National American Woman Suffrage 
Association, for example, the main coalition agitating 
for suffrage in the United States, was official sponsor 
of the Women’s Overseas Hospitals. 

For the first reading of the document, students 
should work with these historical analysis questions, 
taking individual notes:

• Who is the author or producer of this source?
• What type of source is this? When, where, and 
why was it created?
• Do you think it is a reliable source? Why/why 
not?  What biases might be embedded in the 
source?
• What connections or references do you find here 
that relate to your previous historical knowledge?

For the second reading, ask students to work in small 
groups and answer the following text-specific ques-
tions. The questions also appear in a student hand-
out. (See lesson attachment: Making a Claim about 
Female Physicians in World War I.)

1. What evidence do you find of female physi-

cians volunteering for their nation’s service during 
World War I?
2. What evidence indicates that female physicians 
were frustrated by governmental or societal lim-
itations placed upon them? 
3. What tactics do you observe women employ-
ing to push for greater equality in this document? 
4. What rhetorical or argumentative strategies 
do you notice women using to assert their claim 
to equality?

For concluding class discussion, ask students to pool 
their ideas and respond to these questions:

• What could this case study of women physi-
cians in the First World War tell us about the 
outlook of women volunteers more generally?  In 
what ways, on the other hand, could female phy-
sicians be atypical?
• What insights do you now have to respond to 
the essential question—How would you character-
ize the relationship between women’s volunteer 
service and women’s campaigns for political and 
professional equality during World War I?—that 
you did not have before?
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Extension Activity
Rights for Women around the Globe: A Century of Change 

1. Prepare your students for this research activity 
with the following directions:

Work individually or in a small group. For a country of 
your choice outside of the United States, answer these 
questions using the interactive map/timeline below 
from The Guardian (and any additional sources you like):

• When did women in your target country win the 
right to vote?
• What connection do you discern between World 
War I and women’s suffrage in your target country?
• Do women in your selected country today have 
strong or weak access to political, social, or econom-
ic equality? Cite two to three points of evidence to 
support your answer.

2. Resources for this exercise include: 
• “International Women’s Day: Political Rights 
around the World Mapped” at www.theguardian.
com/world/datablog/interactive/2013/mar/08/in-
ternational-womens-day-political-rights
• “Women and WWI—Feminist and Non-Feminist Women: 
Between Collaboration and Pacifist Resistance” at http://
www.firstworldwar.com/features/womenww1_three.htm

Photograph 
Red Cross nurses standing behind guns at an Army and Navy Tea Room during a fundraiser 
for the Actor’s Fund. George Grantham Bain Collection. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

• Joshua S. Goldsein, “THe Women of World War I” 
at warandgender.com, from War and Gender: How 
Gender Shapes the War System and Vice Versa 
(Cambridge University Press, 1997)

Additional resources are available through the  
thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources.

3. Help students add their research findings to a digital map 
such as Google Earth.  What observations do they make 
from the map? What factors might explain the very different 
pace of women’s enfranchisement in different places?

Global Classroom Tip
Lead a discussion as a group comparing the pace of 

women’s enfranchisement in the U.S. with that of  
your own country. 
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom distribu-
tion. In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be printed 
single-sided. Please consult the directions provided under Lessons I, II, and III for 
more information.

ATTACHMENTS
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EXCERPTS FROM 
The Woman’s Committee: United States Council of National Defense.   

An Interpretative Report

CHAPTER I
Creation of the Committee

At the first session of the Committee, May 2–9 [1917], a tentative Plan of Work was 

drawn up … and presented to the Council of National Defense for approval. [Approved 

July 5, 1917.]  There was recommended certain departments of work, … a department 

of Food Production and Home Economics was to look after whatever related to the 

production or saving of foodstuffs, … a department of Food Administration was cre-

ated to cooperate with the [federal] Food Administration in reaching the women of 

the country … Women in Industry was the name of a department to cooperate on the 

work planned and executed by the [federal] Department of Labor … A department of 

Child Welfare was to be conducted with the advice and cooperation of the Chief of 

the Children’s Bureau, … The program of the Health and Recreation Department was 

to bring the forces of local women to the assistance of the Commission on Training 

Camp Activities [to create a homelike and moral environment for soldiers and sail-

ors on military bases] … That of Educational Propaganda was to stimulate patriotism 

through meetings, pageants [and] parades ... 

As will be seen, this comprehensive and ambitious program had no less an objective 

than to tie the women of the country to every activity and interest of the Government. 

… It is generally recognized that the greatest duty of women in war times is to keep 

social conditions as normal as possible.  At that day when the sound of war prepara-

tions had almost drowned every other note from the land, the Woman’s Committee 

sounded its bugle of reminder, both to the Government and to the women as to this 

last but important duty of women: To keep the home fires going, while the men fight 

for the country’s defense.
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #1

American nurses and doctors working on a patient at the  
American Ambulance Hospital in Neuilly-sur-Seine, France in 1915.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Boston Medical Library in the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #2

Salvation Army volunteer Stella Young holding a container  
filled with doughnuts for American soldiers.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Salvation Army Archives
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #3

Aviator Lieutenant C. W. White, Miss Marion White in an airplane,  
preparing to drop Liberty Loan circulars over Chicago in 1918.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Chicago History Museum, DN-0070522

AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org



 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #4

Mrs. W. K. Vanderbilt with an American Field Service (AFS) ambulance  
driver at a dressing station near the battle of Verdun in August 1916. Mrs.  

Vanderbilt wore the uniform of a nurse while touring the front with an AFS  
unit, and wrote a promotional booklet titled My Trip to the Front about her  

experience when she returned home.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #5

Army nurses at the American Red Cross Hospital No. 1 in  
Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, after the United States joined the war.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the National Library of Medicine
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #6

Girl Scouts sewing for the war effort with members  
of the American Red Cross in 1917.

Gallery Item 
Harris & Ewing Collection, Courtesy of the Library of  

Congress Prints and Photographs Division
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #7

Miss Hughes and Miss Wilde, volunteers for the American Committee  
for Devastated France, in the organization’s garage.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Musée Franco-Américain du Château de Blérancourt  

©RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY
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 U.S. AMERICAN WOMEN VOLUNTEERS  
IN WORLD WAR I

Gallery Item #8

American Red Cross volunteers Luella Barton (left) and Beth  
Dysart (right) in West Trier, Germany.

Gallery Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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EXCERPTS FROM 
“Mademoiselle Miss”: Letters from an American Girl Serving with the 

Rank of Lieutenant in a French Army Hospital at the Front 

September 20, 1915
The changing scenes of the last few hours keep dancing before my eyes like spots when one has 
looked at the sun … The lovely vista of the Marne Valley, … the arrival in a station crowded with 
men and munitions, our billeting each in a separate house in the village, supper off tin plates in a 
long dingy barrack with desperate wounded behind the partition, … and a night spent in trying to 
lie flat in a huge feather bed, listening between rapid dreams to the booming of the guns,--these 
are the elements. In fact, everything goes splendidly so far. I’m a soldier now, and get my orders 
straight from General Headquarters. I seize the shining moment this golden afternoon [to write] 
while they finish putting the roof on this new hospital. The wounded may arrive in two days, and 
tomorrow we shall be tremendously busy with beds and compresses. 

September 28, 1915
I can’t let you go longer without news … I have installed the whole place, from base-boards up, 
as a very up-to-date looking operating room, sterilized, and in short very neat and complete.  
The surgeon is very satisfied. And now I have a huge favor to ask.  Will you do a little for our 
soldiers? The cotton gauze here is scant. We use so much!  And will you ship to me at once?

October 2, 1915
Work has begun in earnest. … I dare not take the time from sleep for more than a hasty scrawl, 
but when one puts in twelve hours’ work daily, one must guard jealously the other twelve. Ac-
tually for the first time in my life I begin to feel as a normal being should, in spite of the blood 
and anguish in which I move. I really am useful, that is all, and too busy to remember myself, 
past, present, or future. I have the operating ward, and have assisted the surgeon at 22 cases 
in two days. It is perhaps the most important post in the hospital, requiring a head set square. 
The surgeon, one of the most particular in the Army, hasn’t yet corrected me. I have also been 
directing the sterilization, and yesterday afternoon the Head Surgeon told me he wished me 
to take charge of the seriously wounded of the celebrated Dr. Tuffier [French physician who 
pioneered a method to avoid infection of shattered limbs].

October 18, 1915
I have an hour of liberty—an unheard-of luxury. I never dreamed what real work was before, but 
now I know, and am learning mighty quick to accommodate myself to the revelation, --never 
to take two steps when I can arrive in one, never to bend over the low beds if I can sit … It is a 
marvelous life; and strangely enough, despite all the tragedy, I call it a healthy one.
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November 28, 1915
The Germans are trying to take back Tahure, and the guns, silent these last days, have 
been sounding with a dread persistency across the frozen miles.
…
You will like to hear of the living skeleton with wounds in back and hands and shoul-
der that they brought me filthy and dead from another pavilion [hospital section].  
That was nine days ago. I diagnosed him as a case of neglect and slow starvation, and 
treated him accordingly—malted milk, eggs, soap, and alcohol to the fore.  His dress-
ings [bandages] took one and a half hours every day, and all nourishment given a few 
drops at a time, … for he was almost too weak to lift an eyelid, much less a finger. This 
morning he actually laughed with me and tried to clench his fist inside the dressings to 
show me how strong he was. He’s saved, and that makes up for much.
Cotton, gauze and needles and gloves have finally all come—the last a week ago—a 
gift from the very gods all of it. … I breathe freely to think that at the next attack there 
will be a pavilion in the Hospital fit to receive the wounded.

January 16, 1916
I have been the radiant recipient of a thousand yards of gauze, 100 pounds of absor-
bent cotton, six needles, … six dozen pairs of gloves, and 25 lbs. of ether [following 
a major donation shipment from volunteer donors in the United States]. All at once 
America has become … a Promised Land, flowing with ether and cotton and all sorts 
of surgical delights … I find myself growing patriotic, to a degree I never knew in for-
mer days. … Some day I may be a better American.

Back page of book:
The American Fund for French Wounded, organized to purchase and forward Hospital 
Supplies to the Front, working in closest cooperation with the French Government, is 
able to make deliveries within a few weeks from date of shipment.
Subscriptions will be gratefully received at either of these addresses:

MISS EDITH BANGS, Chairman, 
American Fund for French Wounded 
306 Boylston Street, Boston

MISS ANNE MORGAN, Treasurer, 
American Fund for French Wounded
 5 East 37th Street, New York City

Source 
“Mademoiselle Miss”: Letters from an American Girl Serving with the Rank of Lieutenant 

in a French Army Hospital at the Front (Boston: W. A. Butterfield, 1916).
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EXCERPTS FROM 
The Woman’s Medical Journal, July 1918 

THE AMERICAN PRESS AND MEDICAL WOMAN IN WAR WORK
BY BERTHA VAN HOOSEN, MD, CHICAGO, IL

No medical woman, however much she may complain as to the injustices of conditions brought 
to her by the war, can say that she has not been treated as a favorite sister by the American 
press. From January 1 to July 1, 1918, the clippings from the American press regarding women 
physicians would fill a book two feet high and two feet square … and … [not] one word … of dis-
couragements or ridicule …
…
The Portland Journal writes:

THE INTRUDERS
“Women physicians are not yet welcome in the Army. …
Rejection of women physicians who applied for Army commissions was on the ground that they 
are ‘ineligible.’ Presumably their ineligibility is due to the fact that they are women. If so, it will 
not always be so.  Moldy conservatism will have to give way in time … Some of us can remember 
when the bare idea of a ‘lady doctor’ seemed preposterous to us then as the Army doctress is 
now to atavistic generals. But women doctors are here.  There seems to be no lack of efficiency 
in their diagnosis or treatment of cases in spite of the fact that they wear skirts.” 
…
The St. Joseph (Mo.) Gazette … brings up the question of the rank and title of women physicians 
in war work. 
“… Perhaps there will be no Major Marys, or Captain Catherines, or Lieutenant Louises, but the 
feminine members of the Medical Department of the Army will know in their womanly hearts 
that they are entitled to be addressed thus.  And why not really commission them and give them 
the formal titles?
…
There is no really good reason for denying women doctors in the service of their country equal 
rights and equal privileges.” 
…
The Portland (Oregon) Journal of May 5 prints an interesting account …

WOMEN DOCTORS FIND OPPORTUNITY DOES NOT “KNOCK”
“With a curt ‘not eligible’ Surgeon-General George Gorgas of the United States Army has dashed 
the aspirations of four Portland women physicians who have applied at Vancouver barracks for 
commissions as medical officers.
... They motored to the base hospital and stated their ambitions to the major in charge. He had 
no answer ready, although a long debate was held. He finally volunteered to telegraph General 
Gorgas for the ultimate word. The reply came next day, and the major sent copies by mail to the 
women who had called upon him.
The four called at the post to enlist their learning and skill in response to repeated calls from the 
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Army for ‘more doctors.’
‘With their breasts heaving with patriotism women doctors must read ever and again the repeat-
ed calls from the front for doctors and more doctors,’ explained one of the women, ‘but they are 
not accepted. …’
‘Just why can’t we go?’ we asked, but got no answer. ‘We could relieve for service at the front 
hundreds of doctors in the base hospitals, performing their duties, dressing wounds, and caring 
for the sick precisely as we are doing at home. Women may go as nurses, as social and canteen 
workers, but as doctors—no!’  
…
‘We women meant business. We had a sneaking hunch that we were not wanted, so we went 
over ready and armed to take the examinations, don the uniforms and salute the privates—just as 
though we had never dreamed of defeat.’” 
…
The opinion of many of our leading thinkers among men and women have been gratifying in 
the extreme. Miss Jeanette Rankin expresses herself in the Washington Times, March 29, 1918, as 
follows:

SHOULD BE OFFICERS
“‘American women physicians working in military hospitals behind the firing line in France should 
have the same military rank as men performing the same tasks,’ is the opinion of Miss Jeanette 
Rankin, member of Congress from Montana. She says that she intends to introduce a bill in Con-
gress, designed to give women physicians and surgeons the same military rank as that accorded 
men in the medical officers reserve corps.”
…

DOCTORS WHO SAILED FOR FRANCE IN APRIL
The following doctors sailed for some port in France on April 16, 1918:
DR. HAZEL DELL BONNESS, 704 Pine St., Stillwater, Minn. Degrees—B.S., M.D., University of Min-
nesota, 1913.
DR. JESSIE WESTON FISHER, Cherry Hill, Md. Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, 1893; 
specially trained in serology, bacteriology, psychiatry.
DR. ELSIE REED MITCHELL, 404 Bank Building, Berkeley, Cal. M.D. University of Colorado, 1897. 
Class of work done—Medicine, surgery, and obstetrics. Speaks French and German.

Source 
The Woman’s Medical Journal 28, no. 7 (July 1918)
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MAKING A CLAIM ABOUT FEMALE 
PHYSICIANS IN WORLD WAR I

1. What evidence do you find of female physicians volunteering for their nation’s service during 
World War I?

2. What evidence indicates that female physicians were frustrated by governmental or societal 
limitations placed upon them? 

3. What tactics do you observe women employing to push for greater equality in this document? 

4. What rhetorical or argumentative strategies do you notice women using to assert their claim 
to equality?

Make a claim: How did the volunteer war service of U.S. female physicians connect  
to the campaign for women’s suffrage in the United States?
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TOPIC 3
DIVERSITY AND DEBATE ON THE U.S. HOME  

FRONT DURING THE “EUROPEAN WAR”

Although Woodrow Wilson urged Americans to remain “impartial in 
thought as well as in action” at the start of World War I in Europe, many 
people living in the United States identified with the combatants and 
sought to shape public opinion about the war. In this topic, designed 
for secondary schools, students will look at how Americans support-
ed pro-Allied or pro-Central Powers positions and consider what was 
at stake, what citizens thought the U.S. should do, how the two camps 
sought to influence public opinion, and the role war front volunteers 
played in shaping the debate at home.

This topic is divided into three interrelated lesson plans that could be 
taught independently or as a whole, depending upon grade level,  
instructional objectives, and time:
1.  Activator, Trans-national America
2. Lesson, Influencing Public Opinion on the Central and Allied Powers 
3. Extension Activity, Exploring Local Discourse through Archival Research

Photograph 
Vaudeville performers The Dolly Sisters (twins Rosika and Jansci Deutsch) 

selling tickets at the Allied Bazaar Ticket Day in New York City on June 1, 1916. 
George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards 
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States involvement in    
   World War I. 

World Era 8 – Half Century of Crisis & Achievement (1900–1945) 
• Standard 2B & 4B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of WWI & WWII.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 3: The student compares and contrasts differing sets of ideas.
• Standard 4: The student obtains historical data from a variety of sources.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1: The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it;  
cites specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R6: The student assesses how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
• R7. The student integrates and evaluates content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and 
quantitatively, as well as in words.

OBJECTIVES

1. Students will be able to identify the arguments 
that some U.S. Americans made in support of the Al-
lied and Central Powers and the role that volunteers 
played in those campaigns prior to United States 
entry in World War I through an analysis of primary 
source texts.
2. Students will be able to construct a claim about 
public discourse during the U.S. neutrality period and 
use evidence from primary and secondary sources to 
evaluate and support their claim in writing.
3. Students will be able to access and utilize a digital 
newspaper archive to conduct historical research 
on public discourse during World War I in their own 
communities and create a piece of argumentative or 
informative writing.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1.  In a multi-ethnic society that encompasses adver-
saries in a foreign war, how are decisions about war 
participation made?
2. How did various ethnic communities and interest 
groups in the U.S. respond to the European War and 
engage in war-related voluntary activities? What 
techniques and arguments did partisans develop to 
urge the nation toward the side of the Allies or Cen-
tral Powers?
3. How did the discourse about war play out in local 
communities?

OVERVIEW
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ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class  
discussions, graphic organizer and small-group  
discussion, and informational and argumentative 
writing.

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: Difference and respect for diversity

Learning objective: Debate on the benefits and challenges of difference and diversity.
• Challenges of living together and what may cause conflict (exclusion, intolerance, stereotypes, discrimina-
tion, inequalities, privileges, vested interests, fear, lack of communication, freedom of expression, scarcity of 
and unequal access to resources).
• How individuals and groups of different identities and membership engage collectively on issues of global concern.

Topic: Actions that can be taken individually and collectively
Learning objective: Examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, national, and global 
importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues.

• Anticipating and analyzing the consequences of actions.
• Identifying benefits, opportunities, and impact of civic engagement.

Learning objective: Demonstrate appreciation and respect for difference and diversity, cultivate empathy and 
solidarity towards other individuals and social groups.

• Personal and shared values, how these may differ and what shapes them.
• Importance of common values (respect, tolerance, solidarity, empathy, caring, equality, inclusion, hu-
man dignity) in learning to co-exist peacefully.
• Complex and diverse perspectives and notions of civic identities and membership on global issues or 
events or through cultural, economic, and political examples (ethnic or religious minorities, refugees, 
historical legacies of slavery, migration).

TIME 

Three to four 50-minute class periods.

MATERIALS

• Computer lab or laptops for Extension Activity
• Attachments for the Activator and Lesson

Optional Homework Assignment
The Background Essay can be assigned as reading 

homework before the lesson plans begin.  

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information and resources for  
teaching this topic.
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After Italy entered the war on the side of the Allies, 
for example, thousands of Italian Americans from 
across the U.S. responded to calls for reservists. As 
they waited to embark for Europe in New York City 
in 1916, they were supported by the Society for Italian 
Immigrants. Polish Americans hoped that siding with 
the Allies would result in an independent Poland. Irish 
Americans also hoped for an independent homeland, 
but in doing so, they opposed the British. 

German Americans, though, were the nation’s 
best-organized ethnic group with strong ties to 
Germany, and both before and after 1917, many in 
the U.S. questioned their “loyalty.” Early in the war, 
thousands of reservists flocked to German consul-
ates in U.S. cities to register for service in the German 
army. Together with supporters of Austria-Hungary, 
German Americans organized a large bazaar at New 
York City’s Madison Square Garden in March 1916. The 
event drew tens of thousands of visitors and raised 
$750,000 for the German Red Cross. An event orga-
nizer complained to the New York Times that there 
“are thousands in this country who are pro-English 
and pro-French who blame us former residents of 
Germany if we express our belief in the Fatherland at 
this time.” He added “while we are pro-German they 
are pro-Ally, and why should we not be pro-German 
while this country of our adoption is not directly in-
volved in the war?” Frequently aware that U.S. neu-
trality bolstered the German war effort, some German 
Americans urged the federal government to maintain 
(and even fortify) its stance of neutrality.

While the Commission for Relief in Belgium (CRB) 
avoided entanglement with either side in the conflict 

Most American volunteers who entered the war zone 
in Europe between 1914 and 1917 considered the war 
a “test of character,” an exciting experience to live up 
to. Back home in the United States (U.S.), they did not 
call for American intervention because this would have 
turned their engagement into citizen duty instead 
of remaining a personal choice. But they did call for 
Americans to support France and England privately.

Concerned about preserving peace at home, U.S. 
President Woodrow Wilson warned Americans that 
they may become “divided in camps of hostile opin-
ion … involved in the war itself in impulse and opinion 
if not in action.” American volunteers supporting En-
gland and France provided one perspective. Another 
came from Americans who preserved ties to Europe-
an countries at war from which they or their parents 
had emigrated. The war in Europe thus sparked 
conflict at home. 

Despite President Wilson’s demand that the “United 
States must be neutral in fact, as well as in name,” 
volunteers of the first group, those who had support-
ed England or France abroad, returned to America 
to speak at fundraising events. Feeling increasingly 
attached to the Allies and their cause, some of them 
suggested that the Americans aid France and the 
other Allies in their struggle against Germany and the 
Central Powers. These volunteers became part of a 
contentious debate over American neutrality. 

Conflicts arose as the war in Europe prompted 
support for one side or the other not only by elites 
who could afford to volunteer abroad, but also from 
immigrants with ties to their former home countries. 

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
Diversity and Debate on the U.S. Home Front  
During the “European War” 
By: PD Dr. Axel Jansen

AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org



had sought to prevent, some American volunteers in 
Europe even called for war-like experiences at home. 
Before April 1917, supporters of American “prepared-
ness” pressed for an expansion of the U.S. military 
and the mobilization of recruits into National Guard 
units that could be called up for war. One organi-
zation advocating American readiness for war, the 
National Security League, arranged war exhibits of 
airplanes, artillery, tents, field phones, and other bel-
ligerent material at the Hotel Astor in New York City. 
Some associated the prospect of American entry into 
the war with the assimilation of American immigrant 
communities. “A large aggregation of people with 
varying and conflicting ideals, lacking cohesion, does 
not constitute a nation,” one volunteer leader ex-
plained in January 1916. 

The U.S. entered the war in April 1917 after Germany—
in developments unrelated to the debate in Ameri-
ca—broke an earlier diplomatic pledge to Wilson by 
declaring unrestricted submarine warfare. By that 
time, American volunteers with the Allies had be-
come associated with a spirit of national integration 
that ran counter to their ideal of personally seeking 
out a meaningful challenge—an ideal that had initially 
steered many of them into service abroad. This ex-
plains why some of them felt disappointed when the 
U.S. entered the war, even if most of them then chose 
to support their country’s war effort.

in order not to endanger its work, American volun-
teers fighting in the Allied armies had of course taken 
sides. Those providing medical or humanitarian relief in 
France conveyed their pride in aiding the Allied cause. 
Unlike the American Red Cross (ARC), for example, 
which sent relief to Germany as well, the American 
Ambulance Field Service (later known as the Ameri-
can Field Service or AFS) consciously took sides. “I am 
proud of belonging to an organization which serves 
France alone,” explained AFS founder A. Piatt Andrew 
in 1916. In 1915 and 1916, an outpouring of pro-Allied 
publications, visual images, and events across the 
country celebrated France as America’s “gallant sister 
republic.” The celebration of France and of England in 
the U.S. frequently stood against German Americans 
or Austrian Americans and their efforts.

American volunteers who supported the Allies came 
to dominate the debate. Widely distributed films such 
as Our American Boys in the European War were shot 
by the AFS with the aid of the French government. 
Competition between American organizations and 
implicit propaganda on behalf of France reinforced 
one another. Through publications and interviews, 
well-known writers such as Edith Wharton and Henry 
James elicited not just humanitarian aid but an ex-
plicit sympathy for the Allied cause. 

In the atmosphere of competing camps that Wilson 
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Activator 
Trans-national America

“No reverberatory effect of the great war has caused American public opinion more 
solicitude than the failure of the ‘melting-pot.’ The discovery of diverse nationalistic 
feelings among our great alien population has come to most people as an intense 
shock. It has brought out the unpleasant inconsistencies of our traditional beliefs. 

We have had to watch hard-hearted old Brahmins virtuously indignant at the specta-
cle of the immigrant refusing to be melted, while they jeer at patriots like Mary Antin 

who write about ‘our forefathers.’ We have had to listen to publicists who express 
themselves as stunned by the evidence of vigorous nationalistic and cultural move-
ments in this country among Germans, Scandinavians, Bohemians, and Poles, while 
in the same breath they insist that the mien shall be forcibly assimilated to that An-

glo-Saxon tradition which they unquestioningly label ‘American.’”

Randolph Bourne, “Trans-national America,” Atlantic Monthly, July 1916

INSTRUCTIONS

Photograph 
German reservists marching with American and German flags down Broadway in  

New York City after the outbreak of World War I.  
George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Was it possible for a nation comprised of immigrants to truly remain neutral during World War I? This 
question continued to plague American public discourse throughout the years leading up to the official 
declaration of war by the United States. In July 1916, Randolph Bourne published his essay “Trans-national 
America” in Atlantic Monthly. Reacting to continued debates between native-born and immigrant com-
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munities over American intervention in the Euro-
pean war, Bourne argued that it was impossible 
to ignore ethnic connections to European nations 
within America, whether those connections were 
between Northern European Americans and the 
Allied Powers or newcomer German Americans 
and the Central Powers. 

1. Share the opening paragraph of Bourne’s essay 
with students. (See lesson attachment: Trans-na-
tional America.) This is a complex text, and you 
might have students work in small groups to 
identify and discuss unfamiliar vocabulary words 
(defined in the lesson attachment) and attempt to 
summarize Bourne’s writing in their own words.

2. In small groups or as a whole class, ask students 
the following questions:

• According to Bourne, how did World War I 
affect the United States?
• What tensions does Bourne identify within the 
United States?
• What does the term “melting pot” mean? 
What does Bourne mean when he describes the 
melting pot as a “failure”?
• What words does Bourne use to describe na-
tive-born Americans? What words does he use 
to describe immigrants? Does he portray one 
group in a more positive light than the other 
group?
• Based on this text, what do you think was 
happening in the United States at the time 
Bourne wrote this essay?

3. Provide students with further context about the 
ethnic tensions within the United States during 
the neutrality period, depending upon what was 
discussed as students examined the text. Students 
should know that the large number of immigrants 
from Europe living in the United States was a 
source of tension at the start of the war as many 
immigrants were concerned about the impact of 

Optional Homework Assignment
As World War I exacerbated ethnic divisions 

within the United States, Randolph Bourne used 
the conflict as an opportunity to promote a new 

concept of American identity. In a 1916 essay, 
Bourne argued that the conflation of so many 
nationalities offered an opportunity to create 
a truly unique and cosmopolitan Americanism 

that celebrated and incorporated trans-national 
identities. Bourne’s essay represented a radical 
departure from contemporary views of immi-
gration. Have students read Bourne’s entire 
essay at swarthmore.edu/SocSci/rbannis1/

AIH19th/Bourne.html. Ask students to provide 
a written response to the following questions: 
According to Bourne, how is America differ-

ent from Europe? What solution does he pose 
to address ethnic tensions within the United 

States? How does he support his argument? To 
what extent do ethnic divisions surface during 
debates on local or global issues in your com-

munity today?

the war on their families in their home countries 
and urged the United States to act on behalf of 
their native lands. As a result, there was strong 
support for both the Allied and Central Powers 
within the United States.
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Although Woodrow Wilson urged Americans to re-
main “impartial in thought as well as in action” at the 
start of World War I in Europe, it became clear very 
early on that some Americans were choosing which 
“side” of the war to back even as the United States 
officially was neutral. Interest groups mounted lively 
campaigns to sway public opinion and justify po-
litical actions. The reports sent back home by U.S. 
volunteers abroad contributed to these debates. In 
this lesson, students will look at how Americans for-
mulated pro-Allied or pro-Central Powers positions 
and consider the following: What wasA at stake? 
What did citizens think the U.S. should do and not 
do? How did the two camps seek to influence public 
opinion?

1. As a whole class or in small groups, have students 
brainstorm a list of possible positions that Ameri-
cans might take towards the war in Europe (includ-

ing neutral and pacifist positions). Ask students to 
identify individuals or groups of Americans that 
might support the Allied or Central Powers and pro-
vide evidence to support their claim. After discuss-
ing these ideas, tell students that they will now look 
at documents from those two positions.

2. Divide students into groups of three or four 
and assign each group either the pro-Allied or the 
pro-Central Powers document packet. Provide a 
copy of the worksheet for each group member. (See 
lesson attachments: The Allied Powers; The Central 
Powers; and How Did Americans Seek to Influence 
Public Opinion about the War?)

3. Have students explore their document pack-
et with their assigned groups using the questions 
found on the worksheet:

1. Do the items in this packet reflect support for 

Photograph 
A group, including French reservists, on deck of the French ship La Lorraine in New York 

City before it made its last transatlantic crossing of the war. August 5, 1914.  
George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Lesson 
Influencing Public Opinion on the Allied and Central Powers 
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Teaching Tip 
Remind students to look carefully at the language and imagery used in the items and the item captions as 
they consider the materials. What language and/or imagery did the authors use to describe the Allied or 

Central Powers? How did the author attempt to shape public opinion?

the Allies or Central Powers?
2. Do the items try to influence or shape public 
opinion about the war? If so, how?

a. Poster
b. Text
c. Newspaper Article
d. Photograph

3. Based on the items in your packet, what types 
of activities did Americans use to promote their 
position on the war?
4. In what way was ethnic identity or affiliation 

used to shape or influence public opinion? Use 
evidence from the packet to support your answer.

4. Have each group summarize the contents of their 
packet and present their position to the class.

5. Have students complete the “final reflection” 
writing assignment. (See lesson attachment: Final 
Reflection.) Considering the evidence, which “side” 
may have influenced or shaped public opinion more 
effectively? Why?
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Extension Activity
Exploring Local Discourse through Archival Research

How did citizens in your state or community re-
spond to the growing war in Europe? Use the 
Library of Congress’s Chronicling America website 
at chroniclingamerica.loc.gov to explore regional 
newspapers and gain a better understanding of 
your community’s response to World War I.

Chronicling America, a digital archive of historic 
newspapers supported by the Library of Congress 
and the National Endowment for the Humanities, 
provides access to more than seven million news-
paper pages from around the United States be-
tween the years 1836 and 1922. Newspapers can 

Global Classroom Tip
Connect with a local archive or historical society to 
find historical newspapers from your community or  

region that students can examine, to understand 
whether and how diverse or differing stances on the 

conflict were reflected in their own communities.

Photograph 
Women’s peace parade marching down Fifth Avenue in New York City on August 29, 1914. 

George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress..

be searched by keyword, date, and place of publi-
cation, making it an excellent archival resource for 
the study of World War I on a local level. (Not all 
newspapers and locations are available; students 
may have to define their “local” community more 
broadly.)

1. One of the challenges of archival research is nar-
rowing one’s search to specific dates and events. 
Have students create a list or a timeline of key 
events and dates that they could use in their search. 
Brainstorm a list of keywords and dates to use to 
search the collection.

2. Chronicling America provides a list of all digitized 
newspapers (chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/newspa-
pers) with a description of their place of publication 
and historical context for each paper. Have students 
look at the list for papers published near their com-
munity or in their state. Be sure to have students 
read the “More Info” section for the newspaper(s) 
they select to better understand what views and 
perspectives might be addressed in the paper.

3. Direct students to the “Advanced Search” tab. 
Once there, they can select a state or newspaper 
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b. Students could browse a newspaper for a 
particular time period during the war and write 
an informative/explanatory essay on what they 
found. They might answer questions such as: 
How do the headlines or articles characterize the 
war? What types of articles or advertisements 
are featured about the war? What local events or 
activities were covered in regards to the war and 
what were citizens doing to support or oppose 
the war?
c. Students could curate a collection of newspa-
per articles or advertisements that best reflect 
the community’s response to the war and create 
a scrapbook by printing out various articles or 
inserting images of the articles into digital pub-
lishing or presentation tools.

that they would like to search, enter keywords or 
phrases, and choose specific dates for their search. 

4. Here is a list of a few different ways that students 
could use Chronicling America to explore their  
community’s response to World War I:

a. Students could create an inquiry question to 
guide their historical research (i.e., What views 
were expressed in the editorials of the El Paso 
Herald before the United States entered the war? 
What activities or events in Cloverport, Kentucky, 
did the Breckenridge News cover and how did 
citizens of that town respond to the war in 1916?). 
Have students write an argumentative or informa-
tive/explanatory essay based on their research.

Teaching Tip 
Have students watch video tutorials created by the Ohio Historical Society at  

ohiohistoryhost.org/ohiomemo ry/resources/tutorials for more information on how to search  
Chronicling America more efficiently. 
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom distribu-
tion. In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be printed 
single-sided. Please consult the directions provided under the Activator and Les-
son for more information.

ATTACHMENTS
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“No reverberatory effect of the great war has caused American 
public opinion more solicitude than the failure of the ‘melting-pot.’ 

The discovery of diverse nationalistic feelings among our great 
alien population has come to most people as an intense shock. It 
has brought out the unpleasant inconsistencies of our traditional 

beliefs. We have had to watch hard-hearted old Brahmins virtuous-
ly indignant at the spectacle of the immigrant refusing to be melt-
ed, while they jeer at patriots like Mary Antin who write about ‘our 
forefathers.’ We have had to listen to publicists who express them-

selves as stunned by the evidence of vigorous nationalistic and 
cultural movements in this country among Germans, Scandinavians, 
Bohemians, and Poles, while in the same breath they insist that the 

mien shall be forcibly assimilated to that Anglo-Saxon tradition 
which they unquestioningly label ‘American.’”

Randolph Bourne, “Trans-national America,”  
Atlantic Monthly, July 1916

TRANS-NATIONAL 
AMERICA

Reverberatory 
Solicitude 
Brahmins 

Mary Antin

Mien

rebound

unease

term used to refer to old families in the United States who  
yielded considerable wealth and power

Russian American author who wrote about her experiences  
as an immigrant in the United States

a person’s demeanor, manner
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1. Do the items in this packet reflect support for the Allied or Central Powers?

2. Do the documents try to influence or shape public opinion about the war? If so, how?

a. Poster

b. Text

c. Newspaper Article

d. Photograph

3. Based on the items in your packet, what types of activities did Americans use to promote their position on the war?

4. In what way was ethnic identity or affiliation used to shape or influence public opinion? Use evidence from the 
packet to support your answer.

 HOW DID AMERICANS SEEK TO INFLUENCE 
PUBLIC OPINION ABOUT THE WAR?
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 THE ALLIED POWERS
While the United States remained neutral before 1917, the American public became increasingly engaged in 

issues raised by the war. Pro-Allied volunteers abroad conveyed images of suffering Allied civilians through a 
stream of publications and movies. Many volunteers on the home front came to identify strongly with the  

Allied cause and emphasized the pride they took in aiding France.

Directions: Examine the following four items and answer the questions on your handout.

Item #1

Poster for the National Allied Bazaar in 1916

Pro-Allied volunteers held fundraising bazaars throughout the  
country to secure funds for various Allied support organizations.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division
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 THE ALLIED POWERS
Item #2

Roosevelt, Theodore. Introduction to The Book of the Homeless,  
Edited by Edith Wharton. New York: Scribner, 1916

American writer Edith Wharton was living in Paris when war broke out. Horrified by Germany’s advance through 
Belgium, Wharton compiled a collection of essays, poetry, songs, and drawings from various artists as a way to 
support pro-Allied charities and raise awareness in the United States. In his introduction to Wharton’s The Book 
of the Homeless, Theodore Roosevelt, a pro-Allied critic of Woodrow Wilson’s neutrality policy, makes an appeal 

to the American public for aid for the Belgian population, as a result of German aggression.

Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs

It is not only a pleasure but a duty to write the introduc-
tion which Mrs. Wharton requests for “The Book of the 
Homeless.” At the outset of this war I said that hideous 
though the atrocities had been and dreadful though the 
suffering, yet we must not believe that these atrocities 
and this suffering paralleled the dreadful condition that 
had obtained in European warfare during, for example, 
the seventeenth century. It is lamentable to have to con-
fess that I was probably in error. The fate that has befallen 
Belgium is as terrible as any that befell the countries of 
Middle Europe during the Thirty Years’ War and the wars 
of the following half-century. There is no higher duty than 
to care for the refugees and above all the child refugees 
who have fled from Belgium. This book is being sold for 
the benefit of the American Hostels for Refugees and for 
the benefit of The Children of Flanders Relief Commit-
tee, founded in Paris by Mrs. Wharton in November, 1914, 
and enlarged by her in April, 1915, and chiefly maintained 
hitherto by American subscriptions. My daughter, who in 
November and December last was in Paris with her hus-
band, Dr. Derby, in connection with the American Ambu-
lance, has told me much about the harrowing tragedies 
of the poor souls who were driven from their country and 
on the verge of starvation, without food or shelter, with-
out hope, and with the members of the family all sepa-
rated from one another, none knowing where the others 
were to be found, and who had drifted into Paris and into 
other parts of France and across the Channel to England 
as a result of Belgium being trampled into bloody mire. In 
April last the Belgian Government asked Mrs. Wharton to 

take charge of some six hundred and fifty children and a 
number of helpless old men and women from the ruined 
towns and farms of Flanders. This is the effort which has 
now turned into The Children of Flanders Rescue Com-
mittee.

I appeal to the American people to picture themselves 
the plight of these poor creatures and to endeavor in 
practical fashion to secure that they shall be saved from 
further avoidable suffering. Nothing that our people can 
do will remedy the frightful wrong that has been com-
mitted on these families. Nothing that can now be done 
by the civilized world, even in the neutral nations of the 
civilized world should at last wake up to the performance 
of the duty they have so shamefully failed to perform, can 
undo the dreadful wrong of which these unhappy chil-
dren, these old men and women, have been the victims. 
All that can be done surely should be done to ease their 
suffering. The part that America has played in this great 
tragedy is not an exalted part; and there is all the more 
reason why Americans should hold up the hands of those 
of their number who, like Mrs. Wharton, are endeavoring 
to some extent to remedy the national shortcomings. 
We owe to Mrs. Wharton all the assistance we can give. 
We owe the assistance to the good name of America, 
and above all for the cause of humanity we owe it to the 
children, the women and the old men who have suffered 
such dreadful wrong for absolutely no fault of theirs.

Theodore Roosevelt
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 THE ALLIED POWERS
Item #3

No writer attributed. “The Allied Bazaar Opens at 7,” The Harvard Crimson, 1916
Pro-Allied volunteers held fundraising bazaars throughout the country to  

secure funds for various Allied support organizations.

Courtesy of the Harvard Crimson

ALLIED BAZAAR OPENS AT 7
1,300 TICKETS SOLD IN ADVANCE TO UNIVERSITY  
FOR HUGE CARNIVAL. 
December 9, 1916 

The National Allied Bazaar, the largest production of its kind 
ever held in America, will open in Mechanics Building, Hun-
tington Avenue, Boston, this evening at 7 o’clock. Already 
over 200,000 tickets have been sold for the Bazaar, about 
1,300 of which have been sold by members of the Univer-
sity Allied Relief Committee. This is the largest advance sale 
of tickets for any similar event ever made in this country. 

There will be booths at the Bazaar representing the differ-
ent countries, where articles of all sizes at prices large and 
small, will be sold. Mammoth exhibits have been arranged, 
and concerts, dancing and cabarets will furnish additional 
amusement. World famous artists will entertain, and war 
heroes such as Captain Ian Hay Beith, author of “The First 
Hundred Thousand,” and Sergeant Middlemus, who was 
blinded by a German shot, will tell of their experiences. 

Russian Shrine Made in Sever. 
The shrine in the Russian booth which will be dedicat-
ed at 9 o’clock tonight, was made on the top floor of 
Sever. After its dedication it will be used as a booth for 
the sale of Russian needle work, carvings and ikons. 

England will have several booths and the British 
Imperial Booth, embodying the idea of the empire 
will be one of the largest displays at the Bazaar. 
The other British booths are devoted to the dif-
ferent portions of the Empire.  

Human Interest in French Booths. 
“La Victoire,” of which Madame Pupin Burel has charge 
is the largest of the French booths, and is dedicated 
to the disabled soldiers of France. There will be on sale 
articles made by the women of France and sent to this 
country as an exhibition of their handiwork.

The other Allied countries are represented by booths 
of which the Italian is the most prominent. Italian Day 
will be December 14.

“Tank” and Trench on View.
Of the war exhibits the British “tank,” which has been 
so successful on the western front against the Ger-
mans, will attract the greatest attention. Next is inter-
est is the war trench, made under the supervision of 
Captain Norman Charles Thwaites, V.C., Fourth London 
Dragoon Guards. Captain Thwaites has been especially 
detailed by the British government to supervise the 
British exhibits at the different bazaars in this country.

Marquis de Polignac has been sent is charge of the French 
exhibit. He is a sergeant of the French Aviation Corps and 
will return to service shortly after the first of the year.

The large advance sale of tickets has already assured, 
a large attendance at the Bazaar, so that it will prob-
ably not [sic] the $1,000,000 which is the aim of the 
National Allied Relief Committee of which the Honor-
able Joseph H. Choate ‘52 is honorary president.

Tickets 50 Cents After 12 O’clock.
The sale of advance tickets at 25 cents each will 
close today at 12 o’clock. After that the tickets will 
be sold at the regular box office price, 50 cents.
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 THE ALLIED POWERS
Item #4

Clementine Blessing wearing typical Alsatian dress and sitting on a French gun  
at the Allied Bazaar at the Grand Central Palace in New York City in June 1916

Pro-Allied volunteers held fundraising bazaars throughout the country to secure funds for various Allied 
support organizations. The areas of Alsace and Lorraine were under German possession during World War I, 

after Germany took the two regions from France during a previous war. The Allies used imagery of Alsace and 
Lorraine to symbolize German aggression against the French. 

George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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  THE CENTRAL POWERS
While the United States remained neutral before 1917, the American public became increasingly engaged in issues 

raised by the war. The U.S. was home to millions of immigrants from countries at war in Europe. In 1914, some immi-
grants wanted to serve in the military of their home countries. Some German Americans sought support for their Va-
terland through publications and fundraising bazaars. In Chicago, New York, and San Francisco, German Americans 
organized charity bazaars. One organizer responded to criticism by arguing that “while we are pro-German they are 

pro-Allied and why should we not be pro-German while this country is not directly involved in the war?”

Directions: Examine the following four items and answer the questions on your handout.

Item #1

Poster for the charity bazar held in New York City in 1916

Pro-Central Power volunteers held fundraising bazaars throughout 
the country to secure funds for various Central Powers support organizations.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division
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  THE CENTRAL POWERS
Item #2

Hugo Muensterberg, “Fair Play,” The Fatherland, 1 (1914), 10 -11

In 1914, the first issue of the weekly English-language magazine “The Fatherland” was published by Ger-
man-born George Sylvester Viereck (who was living in New York) as a magazine to give “Fair Play to Germany 
and Austria-Hungary.” In this article from the first issue in August 1914, German-born Harvard professor Hugo 

Muensterberg outlines his view of the conflict and who was at fault.

Courtesy of Falvey Memorial Library, Villanova University

Fair Play.
By Hugo Muensterberg.

The European war broke into the calm of our sum-
mer, quick and unexpected, but still quicker and still 
more unexpected by any lover of fair play was the 
vehement turn of the American press for the Slavs 
and against the Germans. Whatever Germany or 
Austria did was seen through the spectacles of the 
enemy. Their motives appeared tainted, their actions 
against the rules of the game, they had no just cause 
and no morals, they were not worthy of American 
sympathy. Of course, some pretext can be found for 
every partiality, and it is not difficult to forsee how 
this game can be played on. If Germany’s enemies 
are defeated the American nation must be with them 
because it is always with the weakest, always with 
the underdog; but if they are victorious the Ameri-
can nation will be with them too, because it loves a 
spirited fighter and a triumphant power. Yet is it just 
Germany which dares a spirited fight and which is 
the weaker, forced to fit, two nations against five. 

The naked news which the cable brings helps on this 
cruel game. The average American reader has no 
idea how much anti-German feeling is infused into 
the so-called facts which are sent over the ocean. 
He sees that the news is dated from Vienna or Berlin 
and he does not know that most of the American 
correspondents on the continent for many years 

have been enthusiastic Englishmen who serve first 
of all their home papers. And even the few American 
journalists on the spot devote most of their energies 
to London papers and receive from there the daily 
advice and the daily prejudice of English rivalry.

But does the news at least find fair play when it 
arrives? What the French or the English government 
proclaims stands gloriously on the first page; what 
the German government replies is hidden some-
where in a corner of the fifth. When England inter-
prets German action in Luxemburg as the violation 
of agreements it is told in inch large letters: when 
Germany proves that it had the right, it comes out 
in the smallest print. When Germany goes through 
Belgium, America shares the indignation of England 
to which it serves as a welcome pretext. But that 
France went through Belgium and Holland first is 
kept a secret in most American papers. This means 
playing the reporter’s game with loaded dice.

Yet even the kind of news which is dumped on us 
does not justify the editorial temper with which 
especially the New York papers appeal to our sense 
of superiority over mediaeval Germany. Typical is the 
way in which the decisions and deeds of the emper-
ors are always treated as if they were purely person-
al autocratic caprices without inner contact with the 
national life. This better than anything whips up me 
[sic] democratic spirit of the new world. Who stops 
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to consider that in the hour of war, and even of dan-
ger before the war, the American president has more 
personal power than any emperor except the czar; 
and even he would be swept away if he obstruct-
ed the will of the people. Children like to fancy that 
kings run about with golden crowns on their heads 
and with purple cloaks. It is hardly less childlike to 
imagine that a proclamation like that of the emperor 
Franz Joseph was written by him personally and to 
construe it as if he made war on Servia [sic] because 
he wanted to take personal vengeance for the mur-
der of his heir. Even the distant spectator ought to 
have seen that the whole tremendous pressure of 
the Austrian nation was necessary to force the old 
emperor into a war which he resisted with all the 
instincts of a man who has suffered much and who 
wants at last his peace and rest.

Is it really possible to doubt that Emperor William de-
sired nothing but honorable peace with all the world? 
For twenty-five years he has been the most efficient 
power for European peace. He has done more for it 
than all the European peace societies together, and 
how even often the world seemed at the verge of war 
his versatile mind averted the danger. He knew too 
well and the whole German people knew too well that 
the incomparable cultural and industrial growth of 
the nation since the foundation of the young empire 
would be horribly threatened by the risks of war. Can 
any sane man really believe the slander that all was a 
long prepared game which Austria was to start and in 
which Germany would wilfully [sic] force the furies of 
war into the Russian realm.

No! this [sic] time every effort was in van, and all 
good will for peace was doomed because the issue 
between the onrushing Slavic world and the Ger-
man world had grown to an overpowering force. The 
struggle between the two civilizations was imminent, 
and where such a historic world conflict arises the 
will of individuals is crushed until they serve the will 
of nations. The Slavs of the Southeast, the Servians 
[sic], had defeated their oppressors, the Turks. It 
was inevitable that their new strength should push 
them to ambitious plans. It was necessary that they 

should aim toward a new great Slavic empire which 
would border the sea and embrace Austria’s Slavic 
possessions. That had to mean the end of Austria, 
the crumbling of its historic power. Such an inner, 
passionate conflict, such an issue of existence must 
lead to explosions. Servians [sic] killed arch-duke. 
That was Austria’s opportunity for an effort to crush 
the power which aimed toward its downfall. But it 
was no less historically necessary that the largest 
Slavic nation, that the Russians should feel that 
Servia’s [sic] cause was their own. Russia knew well 
that while it had recovered from the wounds of the 
Japanese war the Slavic strength was still unequal to 
that of the German nations, but it knew also that it 
could rely on France’s latent longing to revenge itself 
for Alsace and on England’s grumbling jealousy of 
the great German rival in the world’s markets. At last 
the chances seemed splendid to strike the long de-
layed blow of the Slavic world against the German. 
The Czar was unable to resist the gigantic pressure 
of the hour; his government mobilized against both 
Austria and Germany.

Is there really any sense in blaming the Germa-
ny emperor for actually declaring war,--when the 
Russian hostile preparation evident, before its slow 
mobilization was completed and before Germany 
by such loss of time had been brought to certain 
destruction.  Four times he urged the Czar to ab-
stain from the moving of the Russian troops to 
the frontier; most willingly he undertook to urge 
Austria to new negotiations. But the world contrast 
of the two civilizations was too deep; Russia could 
not forego its unique chances, and so it continued 
passionately its armaments, trusting that the French 
guns would start of themselves. The German Em-
peror would have shamefully neglected his duties if 
he had quietly waited until the Russian armies were 
brought together from the far East. He had to strike 
as soon as the war was certain. He therefore had 
to go through the formality of declaring war, but it 
was Russia which made the war, and it was part of 
Russia’s war-making that it forced Germany to de-
clare the war first. American undertook without such 
a deep inner conflict a punitive expedition against 

AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org



Mexico, not unlike that of Austria against Servia [sic]. 
If at that time Japan had declared that it could not 
tolerate such hostility to Mexico and had sent all 
its warships toward California, would the president 
have genally [sic] waited until the Japanese cruis-
ers entered the Golden Gate instead of putting an 
ultimatum to the Mikado saying that unless the ships 
stopped it would mean war?

In this historic situation neither Russia nor Germany 
could really act otherwise. The great conflict of civili-
zations was necessarily stronger than the mere wish-
es of peaceful individuals. But if it is such a gigantic 
conflict of Slavic and Germanic culture, the sympa-
thies of the progressive American nation ought not 
to be so wilfully [sic] mislead and ought not to be 
whipped into the camp of the Cossacks. Americans 
ought not to rejoice when the uncultured hordes of 
the East march over the frontier and aim toward the 
most eastern German city, --toward Königsberg,--the 
town of Immanuel Kant.

If this war means such an inevitable conflict of the 
Slavic and the Germanic world, at least it ought to be 
clear to everyone who can think historically, that it 
belongs to the type of war for which the world as yet 
knows no substitute, the one type of war which in 
spite of the terrible losses is ultimately moral. Sure-
ly no comment on this fight of the nations is more 
absurd than the frivolous cry that this is an immoral 
war. Every war for commercial ends or for personal 
golry [sic] or for mere aggrandizement or for re-
venge may be called immoral, and thus the feelings 
with which Frenchmen and Englishmen join the Slav-
ic forces might justly be accused. But both Slavs and 
Germans stand here on moral ground, as both are 
willing to sacrifice labor and life for the conservation 
of their national culture and very existence. Since the 
days of Napoleon, Germany has never gone into a 
war which was more justified by the conscience of 
history.

To be sure, thetre [sic] is no lack of elements in this 
war which do hurt the moral feeling. In victory or 
defeat, Germans will hardly forget the flight of Italy, 
which, under the flimsiest subterfuges has deserted 
its allies in the hour of need. An immoral above all is 
the effort of the world to strangle the spirit of Ger-
many by the mere number of enemies. That truly is 
not fair, no moral fight, if Germany and Austria are 
not to stand against Russia and Servia [sic] alone 
which together have a population equal to that of 
the two opponents, but are also attached from be-
hind by France and Engalnd [sic], perhaps by Rou-
mania [sic] and Japan, and last but not least by the 
misled public opinion of America.

And this answers at once the pointed question 
which many American papers have discussed since 
the war began, the question whether the whole 
system is not fundamentally wrong, whether the 
armaments which were planned to protect the coun-
tries and to keep the balance and harmony have not 
thrown them into a destructive war and whether it 
would not have been better to rely on international 
arbitration throughout the world. 
The grouping of this war shows why Germany would 
have trampled on its own sacred rights had she laid 
the armor away ond [sic] relied on the judgment of 
the other nations. Would she have had the slightest 
chance for a fair judgment if political jealousy, eco-
nomic rivalry the vanity of revenge and the aversion 
of a lower culture had been combined against her 
in an unholy alliance.  The jury would have been 
packed, prejudice would have swept the courtroom. 
No; unless the Cossacks with their pograms were 
to crush the culture of Germany she had simply no 
resort left but to trust in her sword and in her prayer.

Harvard University
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  THE CENTRAL POWERS
Item #3

“Marchers of Two Nations in Parade,” Sausalito News, May 27, 1916

Pro-Central power volunteers held fundraising bazaars and parades throughout the country to  
secure funds for various Central Powers support organizations.

Courtesy of the California Digital Newspaper Collection

MARCHERS OF TWO NATIONS IN PARADE

Organizations Sweep Along Streets to German Relief Bazar in Brilliant Array

San Francisco —In formidable array, the gay colors of their uniforms radiants [sic] in the warm sun of a May 
afternoon, representative German and Irish societies of San Francisco massed for parade at Union Square 
last Sunday and proceeded with drum corps and bands to the Exposition Auditorium, where the German 
Relief Bazar is featuring in colorful fashion “Arabian Nights.”

The parade assembled around the four sides of Union Square at 2 o’clock in the afternoon. There were 
daylight fireworks awaiting the order to march. Once under way, the procession swung down Powell street 
[sic] to Market and out Market to the big show.

Included in the imposing procession were the Hanover Verein, the Independent Rifles, the San Francisco 
Turner Schuetzen, Pacific Turn Bezirk, the Irish Volunteers, the Hibernia Rifles, the Austrian Military and Be-
nevolent Association of San Francisco and of Oakland, Verein Oestereich, San Francisco Schuetzen Verein, 
Deutcher Seeman Verein, San Francisco Kreiger Schuetzen, San Francisco Kreiger Verein, San Jose Kreiger 
Verein and the German Foresters.

At the bazar it was announced that all advance estimates of the gross receipts have now been exceeded. 
The $100,000 goal set by the committee will be passed by several thousand dollars, it was stated.
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  THE CENTRAL POWERS
Item #4

Austrians enrolling for the war in New York City in 1914

When war broke out, some immigrants still identified with their home country  
and wanted to volunteer to fight in the war.

George Grantham Bain Collection, Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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FINAL REFLECTION

The Allied Powers The Central Powers

How did some Americans show  
support for the Allied Powers?

How did some Americans show  
support for the Central Powers?

 Which “side” do you believe may have influenced public opinion the most? Why?
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TOPIC 4
LOST GENERATION ARTISTS AND WRITERS 

AS WORLD WAR I VOLUNTEERS

How did the unprecedented death and destruction of World War I affect 
artists and writers? Specifically, how did volunteer service in the First 
World War shape the lives and perspectives of some American writers  
and artists, members of the “Lost Generation”?  The lesson plans in this 
topic invite secondary school learners to explore how the volunteer  
service of some of the most famous U.S. American writers and artists— 
Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, E. E. Cummings, and Henry O.  
Tanner—was reflected through the aesthetics and themes of their work. It 
also invites students to interpret the poetry, prose, and artwork of these 
individuals and to infer what they intended to convey about war itself.  

This topic is divided into three interrelated lesson plans that could be 
taught independently or as a whole, depending upon grade level,  
instructional objectives, and time:
1.  Activator, In Flanders Fields: One Writer’s Response to War
2. Lesson, Lost Generation Artists and Writers: Volunteer Experience  
and Artistic Expression
3. Extension Activity, Researching the Literature of War

Photograph 
Artist and American Field Service ambulance driver Waldo Peirce 

sketching on the side of his ambulance during World War I. 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

83 Overview 
 Essential Questions
 Objectives
 Standards: United States
 Standards: International
 Assessment
 Time
 Materials
85 Background Essay
86 Instructions
 Activator
 Lesson
 Extension Activity
93 Attachments

83
83
83
84
84
84
84

86
87
92

Topic 4 | Lost Generation Artists and Writers as 
World War I Volunteers 



AFS Intercultural Programs | thevolunteers.afs.org 83

STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards 
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States involvement in    
World War I. 
• Standard 3C: The student is able to explain the growth of distinctively American art and literature from the 
social realists to the “Lost Generation.”

World Era 8 – Half Century of Crisis & Achievement (1900–1945) 
• Standard 2B & 4B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of WWI & WWII.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 4: The student obtains historical data from a variety of sources.

OBJECTIVES

1.  Students will be able to discuss some of the ways 
that war experience shapes artistic expression, with 
World War I writers and artists as an example.
2. Students will be able to define the term “Lost 
Generation” and characterize the overall outlook of 
some of its writers and artists. 
3. In regard to the Lost Generation writers and 
artists who served as volunteers, students will be 
able to explain how each individual’s volunteer ex-
perience in World War I influenced the works that 
students examine in the lesson.
4. Students will be able to articulate why an author 
makes particular choices with regard to punctuation, 
grammar, line breaks, purposeful ambiguity, and oth-
er literary features in order to develop the meaning 
of a text.
5. Students will be able to articulate the similarities be-
tween authors of the “Lost Generation” and trace how 
one author’s work may have influenced another’s work.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1.  How does the life experience of a writer or artist, 
particularly the experience as a volunteer in World War 
I, shape that individual and his or her subsequent work?
2. What can we, as readers, learn about World War I 
and war in general from reading the work of authors 
who have lived these experiences?
3. How do the artistic choices of the Lost Generation 
differ from those of other artists and writers of the 
World War I era?
4. How might experiencing war’s chaos first-hand 
lead some individuals to embrace rebellion and 
non-conformity?
5. How do participants in a group like the Lost Gen-
eration influence one another while still maintaining 
distinctly differing styles?

OVERVIEW
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ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class discus-
sions, a graphic organizer, and a culminating writing 
assignment.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1: The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it;  
cites specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R6: The student assesses how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
• R7. The student integrates and evaluates content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and 
quantitatively, as well as in words.

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: Actions that can be taken individually and collectively

Learning objective: Students examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, national, 
and global importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues.

• Anticipating and analyzing the consequences of actions
• Identifying benefits, opportunities, and impact of civic engagement 

Learning objective: Students demonstrate appreciation and respect for difference and diversity, cultivate empathy 
and solidarity towards other individuals and social groups.

• Personal and shared values, how these may differ and what shapes them 
• Importance of common values (respect, tolerance and understanding, solidarity, empathy, caring, equality, 
inclusion, human dignity) in learning to co-exist peacefully
• Complex and diverse perspectives and notions of civic identities and membership on global issues or 
events or through cultural, economic, and political examples (ethnic or religious minorities, refugees, historical 
legacies of slavery, migration)

TIME 

Two to three 50-minute class periods.

MATERIALS

• Computer and projector, computer lab, or laptops 
for the Lesson
• Attachments for the Activator and Lesson

Optional Homework Assignment
The Background Essay can be assigned as reading 

homework for students. 

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information and resources for  
teaching this topic.
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fare.  Hemingway was injured after being struck by a 
mortar shell during his volunteer service with the Red 
Cross in Italy, and spent six months in the hospital.  The 
experimental poet E. E. Cummings wrote anti-patriotic 
letters home during his time as a volunteer ambulance 
driver in France, and wound up in a French jail for four 
months.

They were young, but they were also artists—tellers of 
stories and creators of pictures.  They had to do some-
thing with their experiences, and their experiences told 
them that the old way of blindly following orders and 
doing one’s duty no longer made sense. The old rules 
would almost certainly get you killed.

The reactions of young Americans to the war were 
mixed.  Some who went to war were mysterious about 
their experience, like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s character in 
The Great Gatsby.  Others tried to be lighthearted, like 
the character in Cole Porter’s song “When I Had a Uni-
form on” who concludes, “Gee, I wish I could start an-
other war.”  Others came home to commemorate their 
service through organizations like the American Legion.

The ones we remember today as the Lost Generation 
are those who were disillusioned by their wartime 
experience.  If they were lucky, they survived their war 
experiences.  But the world did not.  It was one world in 
1914 when the war began, but it was something com-
pletely different in 1919, when the Treaty of Versailles 
was signed.  The old markers and direction signs were 
gone—obliterated at places like Verdun, Ypres, and the 
Somme. And here was a young generation of Ameri-
cans who had come to Europe.  And they were without 
the traditions of the past to guide them: they were lost.

“You are a lost generation,” writer Gertrude Stein told 
Ernest Hemingway; and he used the description in one 
of his most famous books, The Sun Also Rises.  The 
name “Lost Generation,” first published by Hemingway, 
has come to stand for a group of disillusioned Amer-
ican writers and artists who went to Europe during 
the First World War.  The war they participated in was 
a destructive one—the glory of the cavalry charge 
became the clanking of the tank; the honor of hand-to-
hand combat turned into impersonal aerial bombard-
ments, exemplified by the lobbing of shells into Paris 
streets from a position forty miles away. It was hard to 
uphold the noble traditions of war when poison gas 
covered some of the trenches, which stretched from 
the English Channel to Switzerland.  At the end of the 
First World War, nine million men were dead: the num-
ber of deaths for civilians was even larger. 

Many, like Hemingway, were still in their teens when 
they became involved in World War I. While many 
members of the Lost Generation were unpaid volun-
teers with a humanitarian aid organization or ambu-
lance corps, others also served as paid soldiers in the 
military.  They went abroad for often contradictory 
reasons: they were bored at home, they wanted to help 
France and England, they wanted to serve. Basically, 
they wanted to do something. 

What they found was a terrible war, and their service 
as ambulance drivers, stretcher-bearers, soldiers, and 
humanitarian aid workers put them right in the middle 
of it. They had wanted mobility, the chance to drive, 
the opportunity to move freely through Europe.  What 
they frequently found was that they were grounded, 
immobilized given the circumstances of trench war-

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
Lost Generation Artists and Writers as World War I Volunteers 
By: Dr. Alan Price
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1. Give each student a copy of the poem “In Flanders 
Fields” by John McCrae. (See lesson attachment: In 
Flanders Fields.)  Ask for a volunteer to read the 
poem out loud. Provide no context or background for 
this initial reading.

Lead a class discussion of the poem, using some  
of these questions for guidance:

• What do you notice about the style and tone  
of the poem?
• What feelings does the poem convey to you?
• What is the poet’s attitude toward the war in 
which he participated? What lines or word  
choices give that impression?

Teachers’ Note: Students will likely note that the 
poem has a conventional meter and rhyme scheme. 
They may notice that the speaking voice is that of 
the collective group of dead soldiers and that the 
poem creates a melancholy, mournful feeling in the 
reader.  They may comment that the poem ends 
with a call to arms, for the living to carry on the fight 
against “the foe.” 

2. After the initial discussion, share some background 
information about the poet John McCrae (1872–1918) and 
general facts about World War I.  See McCrae’s biograph-
ical sketch at poetry foundation.org/bio/john-mccrae.

Follow up with these questions:
• How do you think McCrae’s war experience shaped 
his artistic outlook?
• How does his biography shed light on his most fa-
mous poem, “In Flanders Field”?
• What is the range of possible responses that war 
can elicit from an artist or writer?
• If you were going to write a poem about a war or vi-
olent conflict familiar to you, what tone or style would 
you use? What messages would you wish to convey?

Global Classroom Tip 
Have students read World War I poems in mul-
tiple styles and from multiple countries.  The 

Poetry Foundation prepared a digital collection 
of English-language works to commemorate 

the centennial, “The Poetry of World War I” at 
poetryfoundation.org/article/248460. For other 
international anthologies, see thevolunteers.afs.

org/teacher-toolkit/resources.

INSTRUCTIONS

Activator 
“In Flanders Fields”: One Writer’s Response to War

Photograph 
No Mans Land, Flanders Field.  

Panoramic Photographs Collection. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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In this lesson, students will analyze the work of four 
artist/writers of the Lost Generation: Gertrude Stein, 
Ernest Hemingway, E. E. Cummings, and Henry O. Tan-
ner.  The phrase “Lost Generation” was made popular 
by Ernest Hemingway in the epigraph of The Sun Also 
Rises. Hemingway credited the phrase to Gertrude 
Stein; she used it to reference the expatriate writers 
and artists that she gathered at her home in Paris and 
mentored, describing their feelings of loss and despair 
and their rejection of current values after World War I.  

Interestingly, many of the preeminent writers and art-
ists of this group served as volunteers during the war. 
This included Gertrude Stein, a driver for the American 
Fund for French Wounded, and Ernest Hemingway, 
an ambulance driver for the American Red Cross in 
Italy. The poet E. E. Cummings volunteered with the 
American Volunteer Motor Ambulance Corps, an outfit 
associated with the British Red Cross; he was impris-
oned by the French in Normandy for several months 
after expressing some anti-war views.  At the same 
time, Henry O. Tanner, an African American artist most 
famous for his painting The Banjo Lesson among oth-

ers, put aside painting during the war and undertook 
volunteer service with the American Red Cross.  There 
he was allowed to complete sketches from the front 
lines depicting the life of the soldiers and, in particular, 
the experiences of African American troops. 

How did volunteer experiences influence the outlook 
of Cummings, Tanner, Hemingway, and Stein on life, 
war, and art? In the following lesson, students analyze 

Teaching Tip 
The four individual lesson parts can be taught  

separately or all together. Complete at least two 
parts if you would like to do the culminating  

activity with your students.

Photograph 
American Red Cross (ARC) volunteer Ernest Hemingway recuperates from his  

wounds at the ARC Hospital in Milan, Italy. September 1918.  Ernest Hemingway Collection.  
Courtesy of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston.

Lesson 
Lost Generation Artists and Writers: 
Volunteer Experience and Artistic Expression
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short samples or excerpts from their early postwar 
work to explore these themes and address the essen-
tial questions for this topic. Be sure to provide students 
with background information about World War I and 
its destruction as context before beginning the lesson.

Part A: Ernest Hemingway and his short story “Sol-
dier’s Home”
1. Share with students some background informa-
tion on Ernest Hemingway related to his World War I 
experiences.  See the biographical essay available at 
archives.gov/publications/prologue/2006/spring/hem-
ingway.html, reading only the introduction and section 
titled “Hemingway and World War I.”

Points to highlight:
• He had originally wanted to join the army but 
poor vision kept him from enlisting and so he quick-
ly turned to becoming a volunteer ambulance driver 
in May of 1918.  
• In July of the same year he was wounded by a 
mortar shell and had over 200 shrapnel fragments 
in his leg.  This injury had a serious effect on not 
only his physical well-being but his emotional 
well-being and outlook.  
• When he returned home to the U.S. in 1919, he 
was only 19 years old and felt misunderstood by his 
family and friends who couldn’t relate to his experi-
ences in the war.  

2. Ask students to read the short story “Soldier’s 
Home” by Ernest Hemingway. Consult your school 
librarian or complete a search online to find the com-
plete short story.

As they are reading they can respond to text-depen-
dent questions (See lesson attachment: “Soldier’s 
Home” by Ernest Hemingway.) to guide their under-
standing. The following notes will help you guide stu-
dent answers to the “Soldier’s Home” questions: 

• Question D: Students might say, for example, that 
Krebs lies because he feels he was lied to about the 
war by his government, his family, etc.  They might 
also note that his lies reveal his need to keep the 
truth about war secret or private and the fact that 
he feels compelled to romanticize war to keep oth-

ers happy.  Additionally, they may note that Krebs 
had to lie about loving his own mother and that the 
war had taken away his ability to connect with his 
family and others.   
• Question E: Students might note that while the 
pressure for soldiers to conform once they return 
to society was strong, Krebs found it impossible 
to simply slip back into society because the war 
had changed him so drastically.  He did not feel he 
could simply get a job and get married like other 
soldiers did after returning home.  The war had left 
him closed off and he could not simply pick up life 
where he left off because too much had changed 
for him.  
• Question G: Students might note the feelings that 
Krebs is experiencing that are not directly stated, 
like his depression and his disengagement with his 
old life.  They might also infer some of the possible 
lies that Krebs told, whether it was glorifying the 
war and his actions or hiding some terrible things 
he may have done. 
• Question H: Answers for surface traits or qualities 
could include: quiet, shy, withdrawn, dutiful broth-
er and son.  Answers for hidden traits or qualities 
could include:  depressed, disillusioned, disengaged, 
angry, unable to feel love or human connections.

3. Once students have completed the story and ac-
companying questions, ask the class to think about 
why Ernest Hemingway wrote “Soldier’s Home.”  

• What was he trying to convey about soldiers’  
experiences returning home?
• How might his own life experiences volunteering in 
the war have shaped his views of war and its effects? 

Part B: E. E. Cummings and his poems “my sweet old 
etcetera” and “next to of course god america i”
1. Share with students some background information 
on E. E. Cummings related to his World War I expe-
riences.  See the biographical essay found on the 
Uni versity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign’s website at 
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/cum-
mings/cummings_life.htm.

Points to highlight:
• Cummings volunteered with the American Volun-
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teer Motor Ambulance Corps in France in 1917.
• He and a friend were falsely imprisoned in France 
under suspicion of espionage because he expressed 
some pacifist views in his letters.  He spent four 
months in a prison camp which inspired his first 
autobiographical work The Enormous Room.
• He returned to the U.S. and was drafted into the 
army where he served at Camp Devens in Massa-
chusetts.  

2. Ask students to read two poems by E. E. Cummings, 
“my sweet old etcetera” and “next to of course god 
america i.” Consult your school librarian or complete a 
search online to find the complete poems.

As they are reading they can respond to text-depen-
dent questions (See lesson attachments: “my sweet 
old etcetera” by E. E. Cummings and “next to of 
course god america i” by E. E. Cummings.) to guide 
their understanding. The following notes will help you 
guide student answers to the “my sweet old etcetera” 
questions:

• Question C: Students may note that the phrase 
“etcetera” could represent how the speaker felt his 
family droned on with no real knowledge of war.  
They might also note that the phrase could empha-
size the inevitability or repetition of war and how 
society keeps repeating the same patterns with 
regard to war.  
• Question D: Students may note that the dramat-
ic line break after “die etcetera” shocks the reader 
because it characterizes the mother as if she wishes 
her son would die.  Then, it goes on to say she 
wishes he would die “bravely” but the idea that the 
mother seems heartless and so caught up in public 
perception over her son’s life it already planted in 
the readers’ minds.  

The following note will help you guide student answers 
to the “next to of course god america i” questions:

• Question A: Students may pose that the patriot-
ic rhetoric and the fact that he then drank a glass 
of water would suggest that the speaker of the 
quotation is a politician or someone else giving a 
public speech.  The fact that he drank it rapidly may 
convey that he was nervous or uncomfortable with 

his speech in some way.
 3. Divide the students into pairs or groups of three 
and ask each group to choose one word or phrase 
from either poem that they believe captures Cum-
mings’s view on war.  Then, compile all of these words 
or phrases on the board or projector. You might find 
useful an educational technology tool such as Padlet.
com that allows students to post their work on a group 
“wall” that everyone in the group can view at once.  As 
a class, ask students to defend and debate their choic-
es.  Work as a class to determine one central phrase or 
word that might capture Cummings’s view.  

Part C: Gertrude Stein and excerpts from The Auto-
biography of Alice B. Toklas and her play Accents in 
Alsace: A Reasonable Tragedy
1. Share with students some background informa-
tion on Gertrude Stein’s life in the war years. See the 
biographical entry available at jwa.org/encyclopedia/
article/stein-gertrude.

Points to emphasize:
• She was living in Paris at the start of World War 
I and in 1916, she and her lifelong companion and 
partner Alice Toklas volunteered for the American 
Fund for the French Wounded delivering hospital 
supplies, in a car that Stein purchased and learned 
to drive.
• Stein was already immersed in a circle of exper-
imental European writers and artists before the 
war began (including the painter Picasso) and had 
begun her own experimentations with writing form 
and content. 
• After the war, she served as a mentor to many 
young writers, later famous, such as Ernest Heming-
way and F. Scott Fitzgerald. She dubbed them the 
“lost generation” of writers because of their disil-
lusionment and rebellion after the war.  She would 
host many of these young artists and writers in her 
home and support and critique their work.  
• She wrote The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas as 
if it were the first-person voice of Toklas, her lifelong 
partner, but the work is a merged memoir express-
ing the life experiences and thoughts of both wom-
en, particularly Stein.  In it there are many passages 
that tell the story of the volunteer service the wom-
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en did together during World War I, and after, their 
relief work in the Alsace region and elsewhere.  

2. Ask students to read excerpts from The Autobiogra-
phy of Alice B. Toklas and answer the text-dependent 
questions as they read. (See lesson attachment: The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas by Gertrude Stein.) 
The following note will help you guide student answers 
to The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas questions:

• Question C: Students may pose that the inno-
cence of the soldiers she met juxtaposed against 
the atrocities of war and some of the injuries she 
could have seen might have stimulated her to write 
about the injustices of war.  Students may pose any 
number of topics that she could have chosen to 
write about and should just support their predic-
tions with relevant evidence.

3. Ask students to read and listen to a short excerpt 
from Gertrude Stein’s 1919 play Accents in Alsace: A 
Reasonable Tragedy while you read it out loud. (See 
lesson attachment: Accents in Alsace: A Reasonable 
Tragedy by Gertrude Stein.) Explain that the play has 
no identifiable characters, speakers, or stage directions.

As a class, discuss these questions:  
• What do you think this section of the play is 
about? How could the words of this section relate 
to the section title, “Watch on the Rhine”? What is 
the significance of the overall title of the play? How 
could this section relate to the play’s title, Accents in 
Alsace?  
• Stein liked to challenge conventions of form, 
punctuation, and meaning.  How might this ex-
cerpt and its performance have challenged typical 
conventions of post-World War I life?  How might 
her experience in the war have helped deepen her 
desire to be a literary or social non-conformist? 
• Stein was a mentor to Ernest Hemingway and he 
spent a great deal of time visiting her house and 
sharing his work with her during and after the war.  
What similarities and differences do you see be-
tween their work and how might Stein have influ-
enced Hemingway? 
Teachers’ Note:  This question only applies if your 
class completed Part A of the Lesson. You may 

want to remind students of the character of Krebs 
and his resistance to conforming to society’s expec-
tations of him once he returned from war.   While 
Stein refused to conform to written conventions, 
Hemingway embodied that same ideal in his char-
acters’ actions.
• E. E. Cummings says that Gertrude Stein’s work 
was a big influence on his work.  What parallels do 
you see between this play and his poems?  How 
might both writers have been influenced by their 
volunteer experiences in the war?
Teachers’ Note:  This question only applies if your 
class completed Part B of the Lesson. Students may 
note that both writers may have been disillusioned 
by what they saw and experienced in the war and 
expressed that in their unwillingness to conform 
to society’s conventions of what typical writing or 
English grammar rules should look like.  

Part D: Henry O. Tanner and A.R.C. Canteen, World 
War I, 1918, one of his charcoal drawings of African 
American soldiers 
1. Share with students some background information 
on Henry O. Tanner related to his experiences in the 
war.  See the biographical entry available at anb.org/
articles/17/17-00849.html.

Points to highlight:
• Tanner was an African American painter born in the 
U.S. who spent much of his life in Paris.  Although 
he is most famous for his religious paintings and his 
work depicting African American life, his charcoal 
drawing A.R.C. Canteen, World War I, 1918 is a com-
pelling picture of the life of soldiers, specifically the 
integration of African American and white soldiers.
• At the start of World War I, he was so deeply frus-
trated by the conflict that he stopped producing art 
and began volunteering for the American Red Cross 
in France where he worked with recovering soldiers. 
 • He was one of only a few artists authorized to 
create sketches from the war front and he began 
making art again on Armistice Day in 1918.  

2. Tanner’s charcoal drawing can be found at afri-
canamericanart.si.edu/items/show/89, courtesy of the 
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Smithsonian American Art Museum. The drawing is 
done from the perspective of a server in the canteen 
and he is looking out at a racially integrated line of 
soldiers.  Project it for the class to see or ask students 
to access it on individual devices.

3. Ask students to complete the OPTIC graphic orga-
nizer as they examine the artwork in detail. (See lesson 
attachment: OPTIC for Henry O. Tanner’s Charcoal 
Drawing, A.R.C. Canteen, World War I, 1918.)

4. Finally, discuss the follow-up questions as a class:  
• Why do you think Tanner felt compelled to pro-
duce drawings that portrayed soldiers and the 
volunteer work in which he was participating?
• Knowing what you do about Tanner’s volunteer 
work, why do you think he chose this unusual per-
spective for the drawing from behind the server’s 
back?  How do you think the drawing would have 
been different if he chose to draw it from the sol-
dier’s perspective?
Teachers’ Note:  Students may note that the vol-
unteer’s perspective allowed the viewer to see the 
soldiers’ faces and that this vantage point clearly 
highlights the racial integration of this line of men, 
which was in direct opposition to racial segregation 
back in the U.S. at the same time.  
• As a viewer, does this picture give you more or 
different insight into WWI than the written works 
did?  Why or why not?
• What do you notice about race relations during 
WWI according to this drawing?  How would this 
have differed from race relations at home in the 
U.S. in 1918?  How do you think the experience of an 
African American soldier returning home to the U.S. 
might be the same or different from the main white 
character in Hemingway’s story “Soldier’s Home”? 
Teachers’ Note: This question only applies if your 
class completed Part A of the Lesson.

Culminating Activities for the Lesson:  Here are cre-

ative writing prompts that can serve as culminating 
activities if students have completed two or more of 
the lesson parts above.  

Remind students that they have examined works by 
selected artists and writers identified with the Lost 
Generation, considering some of the unique ways that 
these individuals wove their wartime volunteer experi-
ence into their artistic expression.  (They should recor-
ganize that these were not the only artists and writers 
to comment on the war, nor were they the only artists 
and writers who served as wartime volunteers.) 

1.  Choose one of the authors above (Ernest Heming-
way, E. E. Cummings, or Gertrude Stein) and write an 
original creative piece emulating his or her style.  Think 
of the topics that your chosen writer preferred to write 
about and think about the use of conventions (or lack 
thereof) that your chosen writer used.  

2.  Letter writing was a common practice in this time 
period.  Choose two of the authors or artists from 
above and write a letter from one to the other.  Have 
your “character” talk about his or her experiences in 
the war and how they might have felt about those ex-
periences.  Also, have your “character” refer to one of 
his or her works and talk about how the war inspired 
him or her to create it and how the war impacted the 
work itself.  

3.  Gertrude Stein often entertained famous writers 
and painters in her home for evening discussions on 
politics, society, and one another’s works.  Hemingway 
spent time in her home, as did F. Scott Fitzgerald, Pablo 
Picasso, and others.  Although we do not have evidence 
that she ever entertained E. E. Cummings or Henry O. 
Tanner, write a short creative fictional play pretending 
that these four people were all in Stein’s living room at 
the same time.  Have each writer or artist speak to one 
another and address or comment on one another’s 
works and their efforts and experiences in the war.  
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Extension Activity
Researching the Literature of War

Below are some research-based activities that  
you might use with students to extend their un-
derstanding. 

1.  After students have read and viewed the work 
of four Lost Generation writers and artists, ask 
them to think about what influences are specific to 
this time and place of World War I and Europe and 
what influences are “universal” as a response to 
war front experience?

Ask students how war experience has factored 
into the writing of authors in other conflicts and 
cultures.  Assign students different wars to re-
search and ask them to find major writers who 
were influenced by their experiences in those wars.  

2.  Ask students to choose one of the four “Lost 
Generation” artists and writers featured in the les-
son and invite them to find one to two other works 
that can demonstrate the influence of their experi-
ences in World War I on his or her style.  

Global Classroom Tip
You can direct students to the work of artists or writers 
from your nation or region and consider the impact of 

the war on their subject matter and style.

Photograph 
Alice B. Toklas and Gertrude Stein (behind the wheel of the ambulance.)  

Courtesy of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

3. Ask students to research another writer of the 
Lost Generation such as F. Scott Fitzgerald or Ezra 
Pound who was not directly involved in volunteer 
efforts in World War I.  Ask them to compare and 
contrast their work with those of the writers di-
rectly involved in the war effort.  Are there simi-
larities or differences?  Did direct war experience 
produce a greater impact on the themes and style 
of war-volunteer writers than those writers who 
merely lived during the war?
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom  
distribution. In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be 
printed single-sided. Please consult the directions provided under the Activator 
and Lesson for more information.
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In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.

We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

In Flanders Fields
BY JOHN MCCRAE
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A. The second paragraph of the story reads, “There is a picture which shows him on the Rhine with two German 
girls and another corporal. Krebs and the corporal look too big for their uniforms. The German girls are not beauti-
ful. The Rhine does not show in the picture.”  What negative details does Hemingway point out about the picture?  
What might the author be trying to suggest about the difference between people’s expectations of the war and 
the realities of the war?

B. Hemingway writes, “His town had heard too many atrocity stories to be thrilled by actualities. Krebs found that 
to be listened to at all he had to lie ...”  Why does he have to lie?  What are the people back home expecting to 
hear from him?  Read on and predict what some of the lies are that Hemingway had to tell.

C. When Hemingway refers to Krebs not wanting to put in the effort to date or to talk to girls, he writes, “He did 
not want any consequences.  He did not want any consequences ever again. He wanted to live along without con-
sequences.”  What does this reveal about the main character’s feelings, and possibly about Hemingway’s feelings, 
about how war can affect a soldier?

D. Hemingway writes a lot about the lies that Krebs has to tell.  As you read, make note of the different lies that 
Krebs tells his mother and other people he encounters.  Why would Hemingway put so much emphasis on the act 
of lying?  What does each lie reveal about the effects of war on soldiers? 

“Soldier’s Home” 
BY ERNEST HEMINGWAY
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E. Hemingway was a non-conformist in many ways, especially after his experiences in the war. Make note of the 
ways in which his main character, Krebs, refuses to or can’t conform to what society expects him to do after the 
war.  What do you think Hemingway was trying to convey about the pressures to conform to society’s expecta-
tions? 

F. At the end of the story, Krebs plans to move away from his family to Kansas City and to take a job.  Why do you 
think he wants to leave?  Predict whether you think he will leave and what his life will be like.  Use evidence from 
the story to support your predictions.

G. Hemingway once said about writing, “If a writer of prose knows enough of what he is writing about he may 
omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as 
strongly as though the writer had stated them. The dignity of movement of an ice-berg is due to only one-eighth 
of it being above water.” What are some of the unwritten details that Hemingway is trying to convey about how 
soldiers feel when they return from war? 

H. If you can imagine a person as an iceberg, we only see a small part of any person or their surface characteristics 
just like we only see a small portion of any iceberg above the water.  Then, there is a lot to every person that is hid-
den under the surface as well.  Create a visual representation of Krebs as an iceberg.  Label the traits or qualities 
that the people in his town see on the surface above the water line.  Label the hidden traits or qualities that we, as 
a reader, can see from his thoughts. 
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“my sweet old etcetera” 
BY E. E. CUMMINGS

A. What is each family member in the speaker’s family doing in connection with the war?

What is he or she doing in 
connection with the war?

How would you characterize 
this person?

Aunt Lucy

Isabel (His Sister)

Mother

Father

Speaker

B. How do the speaker’s views or feelings about the war differ from everyone else’s in his family? (Note that he is 
the one person who can actually participate as a soldier.)

C. Why do you think Cummings keeps inserting the phrase “etcetera”?  What could this represent?

D. Why might Cummings put the line breaks in the specific places he does in the following lines?  What dramatic 
effect does it make?

E. Clearly, E. E. Cummings refused to conform to the conventions of grammar and punctuation.  Why might he 
have chosen to disregard the typical rules of writing?  What does this say about his views on life?  How might 
Cummings’s experiences in the war have helped shape him into a non-conformist?
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A. Every line of the poem except the last is one large quotation.  Who do you think the speaker is?  What does his 
drinking “rapidly a glass of water” convey about his feelings as he is speaking?

B. The speaker includes phrases from the national anthem and other patriotic songs.  However, he juxtaposes 
these with unusual phrasing and nonsense words.  What do you think Cummings was trying to convey with this 
juxtaposition?   What is he trying to convey about patriotism?

C. Cummings includes the lines, “these heroic happy dead/who rushed like lions to the roaring slaughter/they did 
not stop to think they died instead.”  What is he saying about the soldiers who fought in the war?  What does this 
reveal about his feelings about war in general?

“next to of course god america i” 
BY E. E. CUMMINGS
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EXCERPT #1
We came back to an entirely different Paris. It was no longer gloomy. It was no longer empty. This time we did 
not settle down, we decided to get into the war. One day we were walking down the rue des Pyramides and there 
was a ford car being backed up the street by an american girl and on the car it said, American Fund for French 
Wounded. There, said I, that is what we are going to do. At least, said I to Gertrude Stein, you will drive the car and 
I will do the rest. We went over and talked to the american girl and then interviewed Mrs. Lathrop, the head of the 
organisation. She was enthusiastic, she was always enthusiastic and she said, get a car. But where, we asked. From 
America, she said. But how, we said. Ask somebody, she said, and Gertrude Stein did, she asked her cousin and in 
a few months the ford car came. In the meanwhile Cook had taught her to drive his taxi (228-229).

The little ford car was ready. Gertrude Stein had learned to drive a french car and they all said it was the same. I 
have never driven any car, but it would appear that it is not the same. We went outside of Paris to get it when it 
was ready and Gertrude Stein drove it in. Of course the first thing she did was to stop dead on the track between 
two street cars. Everybody got out and pushed us off the track. The next day when we started off to see what 
would happen we managed to get as far as the Champs Elysees and once more stopped dead. A crowd shoves us 
to the side walk and then tried to find out what was the matter. Gertrude Stein cranked, the whole crowd cranked, 
nothing happened. Finally an old chauffeur said, no gasoline. We said proudly, oh yes at least a gallon, but he 
insisted on looking and of course there was none. Then the crowd stopped a whole procession of military trucks 
that were going up the Champs Elysees. They all stopped and a couple of them brought over an immense tank of 
gasoline and tried to pour it into the little ford. Naturally, the process was not successful. Finally getting into a taxi 
I went to a store in our quarter where they sold brooms and gasoline and where they knew me and I came back 
with a tin of gasoline and we finally arrived at the Alcazar d’Ete, the then headquarters of the American Fund for 
French Wounded. …

We had a consultation with Mrs. Lathrop and she sent us off to Perpignan, a region with a many good hospitals 
that no american organisation had ever visited. We started. We had never been further from Paris than Fontain-
bleau in the car and it was terribly exciting (234-235).

We did finally arrive at Perpignan and began visiting hospitals and giving away our stores and sending word to 
headquarters if we thought they needed more than we had.  At first it was a little difficult but soon we were doing 
all we were to do very well. We were also given quantities of comfort-bags and distributing these was a perpetual 
delight, it was like a continuous Christmas. We always had permission from the head of the hospital to distribute 
these to the soldiers themselves which was in itself a great pleasure but also it enabled us to get the soldiers to 
immediately write postal cards of thanks and these we used to send off in batches to Mrs. Lathrop who sent them 
to America to the people who had sent the comfort-bags. And so everybody was pleased (240).

The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas
(EXCERPTS) 

BY GERTRUDE STEIN
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EXCERPT #2
I often wonder, I have often wondered if any of all these doughboys who knew Gertrude Stein so well in those 
days ever connected her with the Gertrude Stein of the newspapers.

We led a very busy life. There were all the americans, there were a great many in the small hospitals round about 
as well as in the regiment in Nimes and we had to find them all and be good to them, then there were all the 
french in the hospitals, we had them to visit as this was really our business, and then later came the spanish grippe 
and Gertrude Stein and one of the military doctors from Nimes use to go to all the villages miles around to bring 
into Nimes the sick soldiers and officers who had fallen ill in their homes while on leave.

It was during these long trips that she began writing a great deal again. The landscape, the strange life stimulated 
her (251).

EXCERPT #3
Soon we came to the battle-fields and the lines of trenches of both sides. To any one who did not see it as it was 
then it is impossible to imagine it. It was not terrifying it was strange. We were used to ruined houses and even 
ruined towns but this was different. It was a landscape. And it belonged to no country.

I remember hearing a french nurse once say and the only thing she did say of the front was, c’est un paysage 
passionant, an absorbing landscape. And that was what it was as we saw it. It was strange. Camouflage, huts, 
everything was there. It was wet and dark and there were a few people, one did not know whether they were 
chinamen or europeans. Our fanbelt had stopped working. A staff car stopped and fixed it with a hairpin, we still 
wore hairpins.

Another thing that interested us enormously was how different the camouflage of the french looked from the 
camouflage of the germans, and then once we came across some very very neat camouflage and it was american. 
The idea was the same but as after all it was different nationalities who did it the difference was the inevitable. The 
colour schemes were different, the designs were different, the way of placing them was different, it made plain the 
whole theory of art and its inevitability. 

Finally we came to Strasbourg and then went on to Mulhouse. Here we stayed until well into May.

Our business in Alsace was not hospitals but refugees. The inhabitants were returning to their ruined homes from 
all over the devastated country and it was the aim of the A.F.F.W. to give a pair of blankets, underclothing and chil-
dren’s and babies’ woollen stockings and babies’ booties to every family. There was a legend that the quantity of 
babies’ booties sent to use came from the gifts sent to Mrs. Wilson who was supposed at that time to be about to 
produce a little Wilson. There were a great many babies’ booties but not too many for Alsace (254-255).

The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas
(EXCERPTS) 

BY GERTRUDE STEIN
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Questions for Discussion:
A. Many of the tasks that Gertrude Stein and her partner Alice B. Toklas carried out in their volunteer service were 
meant to increase the morale of the soldiers or the citizens.  Make note of the different tasks they completed as 
you read.  Why was keeping up morale important during the war?

B. In excerpt one, how would you describe the language and tone that Stein establishes in her writing? (Students 
may offer light, humorous, satiric, story-telling, circus-like atmosphere, etc.) Why might Stein have chosen this 
tone for her subject matter?

C. In excerpt two, Stein writes about herself, “It was during these trips that she began writing a great deal again.  
The landscape, the strange life stimulated her.”  Why might this life have stimulated her to write?  Predict what 
types of topics and ideas their war experience might have stimulated Stein to write about.

D. In your own words, how does Stein describe the battlefields and the trenches in excerpt three?  

E. When the French families returned to their ruined houses (excerpt three), what were the objects that Stein and 
Toklas were giving them on behalf of the American Fund for the French Wounded?  Why do you think Stein in-
cluded that detail? How would you feel if these were the only belongings you had as these French families did?

The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas
(EXCERPTS) 

BY GERTRUDE STEIN

Source 
A Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1933).
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The Watch on the Rhine

  Sweeter than water or cream or ice.
Sweeter than bells of roses. Sweeter than
winter or summer or spring. Sweeter than
pretty posies. Sweeter than anything is my 
queen and loving is her nature.
    Loving and good and delighted and best
is her little King and Sire whose devotion is 
entire who has but one desire to express
the love which is hers to inspire.
   In the photograph the Rhine hardly 
showed.
   In what way do chimes remind you of 
singing. In what way do birds sing. In what
way are forests black or white.
  We saw them blue.
  With for get me nots.
  In the midst of our happiness we were
very pleased.

published in 1919

Note:  “Watch on the Rhine” is the name of a  
patriotic German war song

Accents in Alsace: A Reasonable Tragedy
(EXCERPT) 

BY GERTRUDE STEIN

Source 
Agnes Cardinal, Elaine Turner, and Claire M. Tylee, eds., War Plays by Women: An International Anthology (e-book), 45. 

(https://books.google.com/books?id=gRZUAQAAQBAJ&dq=Gertrude+Stein+accents+in+alsace)
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 OPTIC for Henry O. Tanner’s  
Charcoal Drawing,

A.R.C. CANTEEN, WORLD WAR I, 1918

O
O is for Overview

• What do you see happen-
ing in this charcoal drawing?

• Who are the people 
depicted and what do you 

notice about them?

P
P is for Parts

• What are some small de-
tails you see that stand out 
as you look more closely?
• What is the man with his 

back to us doing?  

T
T is for Title

• The title for this piece is 
A.R.C. Canteen, World War 
I. (A.R.C. = American Red 
Cross). What is a canteen 

and why might Tanner have 
chosen this setting for his 

drawing?

I
I is for  

Interrelationships
• What is the relationship 
between the white and  

African American soldiers  
in this drawing?

• What is the connection 
between the server and the 

soldiers?

C
C is for Conclusion 

• What do you think Tanner 
was trying to show viewers 
about the war and particu-
larly about the experience 
of the African American 

soldiers in the war?
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TOPIC 5
HUMANITARIAN INTERNATIONAL RELIEF: 

A LEGACY OF GREAT WAR VOLUNTEERISM

The devastation of the Great War unfolded on a scale unprecedented un-
til that time in world history—a crisis that demanded a new type and scale 
of international response. These lesson plans explore the role United States 
volunteer organizations played in relieving the suffering of civilians during the 
humanitarian crisis of World War I. Designed for secondary school learners, 
the lesson plans help students trace the legacies of humanitarian relief work 
and humanitarian workers in the World War I era and throughout the 20th 
and 21st centuries. Using primary sources that include artifacts, letters, journal 
entries, photographs, and early motion pictures, students will learn about the 
organizations and their volunteers. Finally, students are invited to consider the 
role the private sector and United States government played in relief efforts 
and the importance of public support in the success of such work.

The topic is divided into four interrelated lesson plans that could be taught 
independently or as a whole, depending upon grade level, instructional  
objectives, and time:
1.  Activator, What Is a Humanitarian Problem?
2. Lesson I, Comparison of Contemporary Humanitarian Workers to Humanitari-
an Workers During World War I 
3. Lesson II, Organization and Mobilization of Public Support and Humanitarian 
Relief for Belgium and France During World War I
4. Extension Activity, Student-Designed Recruitment Campaign for Volunteer 
Assistance of Humanitarian Relief Efforts in Europe
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Photograph 
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became a depot and storage place for French  
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the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS 
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STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards 
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2A: The student understands how the American role in the world changed in the early 20th century.
• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States’ involvement in    
   World War I. 

World Era 8
• Standard 2B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of the war.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 3: The student compares and contrasts differing sets of ideas.
• Standard 4: The student is able to interrogate historical data and support historical interpretations with evidence.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1: The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cites 
specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R6: The student assesses how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

OBJECTIVES

1.  Students will be able to define humanitarianism and 
understand the characteristics of humanitarian relief.
2. Students will be able to identify current world prob-
lems that require attention and lend themselves to solu-
tions within the scope of humanitarian organizations.
3. Students will be able to describe the work of two U.S. 
humanitarian relief groups from World War I.
4. Students will recognize that the humanitarian relief 
effort in World War I was unprecedented and paved the 
way for relief efforts that followed.
5. Students will understand what motivated people to 
participate in humanitarian efforts in World War I and 
compare them with similar efforts today.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1.  What is humanitarianism?
2. What characteristics define humanitarian relief?
3. How was the humanitarian relief effort of United 
States volunteer organizations organized, sustained, 
and supported during World War I?
4. What motivated humanitarian volunteers’ service 
during World War I? What motivates humanitarian 
workers’ service in the 21st century?

OVERVIEW

Topic 5 | Humanitarian International Relief: 
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ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class discus-
sions, a “Final Reflection” writing task (comparing  
humanitarian workers), a graphic organizer for  
primary documents packet, and a student-created 
persuasion campaign for a World War I humanitarian 
organization.

TIME 

Five to six 50-minute class periods

MATERIALS

• Computer and projector (or world wall map and 
whiteboard) for the Activator
• Handouts for the Lessons and Extension Activity
• Computer lab or laptops for the Lessons

• R7: The student integrates and evaluates content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and 
quantitatively, as well as in words.
• W1: The student writes arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid rea-
soning and valid and sufficient evidence.

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: Issues affecting interaction and connectedness of communities at local, national, and global levels

Learning objective: Students critically examine local, national, and global issues, responsibilities, and conse-
quences of decision-making, examine and propose appropriate responses.

• Inquiry into major local, national, and global issues and perspectives on these (gender discrimination, 
human rights, sustainable development, peace and conflict, refugees, migration, environmental quality, 
youth, unemployment)
• Evaluation of how global governance structures and processes respond to global issues and the ef-
fectiveness and appropriateness of responses (mediation, arbitration, sanctions, alliances)
• Critical reflection on the influence on global issues and interdependence of history, geography, poli-
tics, economics, culture, or other factors

Topic: Actions that can be taken individually & collectively
Learning objective: Students examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, na-
tional, and global importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues.

• Anticipating and analyzing the consequences  of actions
• Identifying benefits, opportunities, and impact of civic engagement

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information and resources for teaching  
this topic.

Optional Homework Assignment
The Background Essay can be assigned as  

reading homework for students. 
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Humanitarianism is a term connoting a broad 
complex of ideas and actions related to helping 
vulnerable people. From 1914 to the early 1920s—
the era of the First World War—humanitarian-
ism was embodied in expressions of concern for 
war-beleaguered populations and in initiatives 
undertaken to rescue people whose lives were 
endangered. Governments and societies around 
the world launched a wide array of measures to 
aid soldiers and their families, feed malnourished 
civilians, combat diseases, safeguard refugees, 
and rebuild war-torn communities.

At all times during the war and in its immediate 
aftermath, Americans enthusiastically participated 
in humanitarian projects in Europe, Soviet Russia, 
and the Near East. As individuals and as mem-
bers of hundreds of relief organizations, millions 
of Americans voluntarily mobilized to send vast 
quantities of food, funds, clothing, medicine, and 
building supplies overseas to alleviate hardships 
created by the cataclysmic destructiveness of 
industrialized warfare.

Two prominent aid programs launched during this 
decade-long period of American humanitarian 
intervention in Europe and the Near East were 
the Commission for Relief in Belgium (CRB) and 
the American Committee for Devastated France 
(known in French as the Comité Américain pour 
les Régions Dévastées de France, or CARD). 
Armed with the consent of the belligerent gov-
ernments, these American-led voluntary organi-
zations worked on opposite sides of the Western 
Front trenches. They relied on networks of sup-

porters in the United States and other countries, 
employed hundreds of American volunteers in the 
field, and enlisted tens of thousands of Belgian 
and French workers to implement their designs.

For five years (1914–1919), the CRB directed an 
innovative and successful international food relief 
program for 9.2 million civilians trapped in Ger-
man-occupied Belgium and northern France. It 
partnered intimately with two energetic, indige-
nous organizations that made invaluable contribu-
tions to the executive, administrative, and distrib-
utive apparatus of relief, the Comité National de 
Secours et d’Alimentation (in Belgium) and the 
Comité d’Alimentation du Nord de la France (in 
northern France). Host-nation partners, for ex-
ample, distributed all CRB-imported food to local 
communities and thus performed critically import-
ant roles in the feeding of their own distressed 
countrymen. After this nation-feeding campaign 
concluded, the CRB disbanded and Belgian uni-
versities and educational foundations received the 
CRB’s residual funds as gifts. Former CRB officials, 
including its director and future president of the 
United States, Herbert C. Hoover, managed other 
humanitarian operations across Europe and the 
Near East into the early 1920s. They also estab-
lished models for postwar relief and reconstruc-
tion that powerfully influenced U.S. and interna-
tional humanitarian activities during the Second 
World War and ever since.

Soon after the First World War began, organiza-
tional elements that eventually became the CARD 
supplied wounded French soldiers and refugees 

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
Humanitarian International Relief: A Legacy of Great War Volunteerism 
By: Dr. Branden Little
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with medicine and other life-sustaining essen-
tials (1915–1917). But the CARD soon refocused 
from these initial forays in the field of emergency 
relief to embrace the economic rehabilitation of 
127 heavily damaged farming communities in the 
Aisne region of France. During a seven-year period 
(1917–1924), the agency provided free or greatly 
subsidized foodstuffs, clothing, farm equipment, 
seeds, saplings, livestock, and construction ma-
terials to devastated farmers and villagers who 
rebuilt their own homes with American assistance. 
Throughout France, the CARD dispersed its resid-
ual funds to endow library collections and to train 
librarians. It also developed nursing and social 
work programs, and its headquarters at the Châ-
teau de Blérancourt would later become a mu-

seum dedicated to Franco-American friendship 
(Musée Franco-Américain).

American volunteers serving in the CRB and the 
CARD revealed a deeply altruistic commitment to 
alleviating suffering produced by modern warfare. 
Many volunteers made extraordinary sacrifices to 
save the lives of people they did not know. The 
longevity of their organizations’ services further 
indicates that the humanitarian crises associat-
ed with the First World War did not simply cease 
once the armies agreed upon a ceasefire in No-
vember 1918, but instead continued for years after-
ward. Reverberations of this too often forgotten 
war can be felt in humanitarian endeavors today.
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Photograph 
Child in Anizy-le-Château, France in 1919.  

Courtesy of the Musée Franco-Américain du Château de Blérancourt.  
©RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

1. As students enter class, ask them to respond in 
writing to the following quote: 

“Search and see if there is not some place where 
you may invest your humanity.”
 ~Albert Schweitzer, 1923. 

Have students share their responses with the 
class.  Use their responses as a discussion starter 
to introduce the concept of humanitarianism. (For 
those who want to learn more, background ma-
terial on Schweitzer’s life and philosophy can be 
found at schweitzer.org/2012/en/work-and-life.)

2. Write on the board: What does humanitarianism mean to you? Have students pair up with each other 
and share their ideas. Lead the class in a brief discussion that helps them define humanitarianism. 

3. Using as your guide a world wall map or an online mapping tool such as Google Earth, ask students to 
identify current humanitarian issues they believe require international attention.  Answers can vary from 
general issues such as hunger and genocide, to a very specific refugee situation, health crisis, or natural 
disaster that is familiar to students. As students share their responses, label their answers on the map.

Global Classroom Tip
Incorporate examples of local, regional, 

and global humanitarian situations that are 
familiar to your students. Help students 

explore websites of groups or have them 
listen to interviews with humanitarian  
figures from your own communities.

INSTRUCTIONS

Activator
What Is a Humanitarian Problem?

Topic 5 | Humanitarian International Relief: 
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4. Have students form small groups of three.  Ask each group to choose ONE of the current international 
issues from the class-generated list and, as a group, discuss how the international community should re-
spond. 

Provide these questions to guide discussion:
• How should the international community respond to your chosen issue?  
• Is humanitarian relief assistance an international responsibility? Why or why not?
• What problems might the United States government encounter in trying to provide humanitarian assis-
tance to citizens of another country? 
• Identify organizations, other than the government, that may be able to provide relief.  What character-
istics do these organizations possess? What types of resources would these organizations need in order 
to be successful? 

Topic 5 | Humanitarian International Relief: 
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Lesson I 
Comparison of Contemporary Humanitarian  
Workers to Humanitarian Workers During World War I

1. Ask students to visit worldhumanitarianday.org. 
Use the graphic organizer to guide them through 
the website (See lesson attachment: The World 
Needs More Humanitarian Heroes). Lead a discus-
sion with students where they share their findings 
about the aid workers they learned about and the 
challenges they face.

2. Tell students they will now compare their ob-
servations and inferences about these contempo-
rary volunteers with U.S. humanitarian volunteers 

during World War I. Provide students with back-
ground information regarding the Commission for 
Relief in Belgium (CRB). 

3. Focus the students on U.S. delegates who vol-
unteered with the CRB as humanitarian workers in 
Belgium and Northern France during World War I, 
and the account of one volunteer, Francis Cogswell 
Wickes. His account has been excerpted below 
(See lesson attachment: Primary Source Docu-
ment: Account of a CRB Representative). 

Students should read the document. Remind them 
to think about these historical analysis questions:

• Who wrote it?
• Why was it written? What was its purpose?
• When and where was it written?
• What was the author’s perspective?
• Is the source reliable? Why or why not?

Next, in small groups they should discuss the  

Photograph 
Belgian children are fed and cared for by the Belgian Relief Commission.  
National Photo Company Collection. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources  

for background information and resources on the 
Commission for Relief in Belgium.
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document-specific questions that appear at the 
end of the handout: 

• Who was the délégué américain?
• Describe the early volunteers. What inspired 
them to join the relief effort? What qualities did 
they bring to the work?
• What were the obstacles encountered and 
risks taken by the volunteers, as Cogswell Wick-
es presents them?
• According to Cogswell Wickes, what role did 
the délégué américain serve for the Belgians? 
Reading between the lines, how would you 
describe the attitude he displays toward the 
people he is helping? What words or phrases 
best capture this attitude for you?
• Consider the national or personal biases that 
could be present in Cogswell Wickes’s account. 
What might he have overlooked regarding the 

Belgians’ own efforts to sustain themselves? 
What might he have overstated, if anything? 
How might the historical context help to explain 
these views?   

Facilitate a class discussion using the questions 
as a guide. Help students think critically about the 
role of volunteers—the contributions they make 
and the possible limitations of their work.

4. Have students write one to two paragraphs based 
on this question, using the information they learned 
today: What motivates people to participate in vol-
untary humanitarian efforts and what sustains their 
involvement? Have them cite specific contemporary 
and historical examples as well as obstacles encoun-
tered and risks taken by the volunteers. 
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Lesson II 
Organization and Mobilization of Public Support and  
Humanitarian Relief for Belgium and France During World War I

1. Explain to students that, today, humanitarian relief 
assistance is widely accepted as a responsibility 
shared by the public and the state in the U.S. and 
other advanced economies. However, that was not 
always the case. The international effort to assist 
Belgian and French people struggling to subsist un-
der military occupation during World War I was un-
precedented in history. These efforts required logis-
tical organization and mobilization of public support; 
they also required cooperation with occupied people 
and their own organizations. For this lesson, focus 
students on two of the relief organizations that 
emerged: the Commission for Relief in Belgium and 
the American Committee for Devastated France. 
 
Students should read/view the following links; they 
provide background information and the historical 
context for these two organizations.

• 15-minute video produced by the Office of 
Public Diplomacy at the U.S. Embassy in Brussels 
for an overview of the Commission for Relief in 
Belgium at youtube.com/watch?v=k2os5DEnX_w.
• The Morgan Library and Museum website for an 

overview of the American Committee for Devas-
tated France at themorgan.org/exhibitions/anne-
morgans-war.

 2. Present students with a packet of primary sourc-
es representing the Commission for Relief in Belgium 
and the American Committee for Devastated France. 
(See lesson attachment: Primary Source Set for Two 
Humanitarian Relief Organizations). Have students 
work in small groups analyzing these sources. Tell 
them their focus will be on the following question: 

How did the Commission for Relief in Belgium and 
the American Committee for Devastated France rally 
potential volunteers and donors for their respective 
humanitarian organizations?

Students should examine the sources closely by 
reading them twice, using the following reading 
strategies: 

For the first reading, prompt students to use their his-
torical thinking skills when investigating the documents.

Photograph 
Mrs. Price Post helping children try shoes on. Commission for Relief in Belgium Records. 

Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford University.
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• Sourcing: Who was the author? Who is the audi-
ence?  What was the author’s purpose?
• Contextualization: How might the circumstanc-
es in which the document was created affect its 
content?
• Corroboration: What do other sources say? Do 
the documents agree? If not, why?
• Close Reading: What claims does the author 
make? What language (words, phrases, images, 
symbols) does the author use to persuade the 
audience? How does the document’s language 
indicate the author’s perspective?

For the second reading, ask students to identify for 
each source specific examples of form or argument 
based on pathos (emotions), ethos (character or 
authority), and logos (facts and figures).

Teaching Tip 
For guidance on using pathos, ethos, and logos in 

the classroom, refer to short articles from Edutopia 
at edutopia.org/blog/ethos-logos-pathos-21st-cen-
tury-todd-finley and the New York Times Learning 
Blog at learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/17/

skills-practice-persuading-an-audience-using-logos-
pathos-and-ethos/. 
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Extension Activity
Student-Designed Recruitment Campaign for  
Volunteer Assistance of Humanitarian Relief Efforts in Europe

1. Explain to students that humanitarian relief assis-
tance falls into three basic categories:

• assistance in kind: supplies and materials needed 
for the relief operation (food, clothing, medicines, 
blankets, temporary shelters, hospital equipment, 
vehicles, or equipment or supplies.
• financial contributions: help in meeting cash ex-
penses in relief operation, or they may serve to buy 
equipment or supplies.
• services of trained personnel: may include doc-
tors, nurses, and other health specialists, logistics 
experts, administrative staff, and coordinators.  In-
cludes the provisions of facilities to transport equip-
ment, supplies, and international relief workers. 

Photograph 
Child holding a loaf of bread in France in 1919.  

Courtesy of the Musée Franco-Américain du Château de Blérancourt.  
©RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

2. The assignment sheet includes the directions for a 
student-designed persuasive campaign for two World 
War I relief organizations: the Commission for Relief in 
Belgium and the American Committee for Devastated 
France. (See lesson attachment: Persuasive Campaign 
Design: Assignment Sheet.)

Students are asked to use a minimum of ONE of the 
additional sources listed in the handout in their cam-
paign. Once students design the campaign, they will 
present it to their peers.  Emphasis should be on per-
suasion. 
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom distribution.  
In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be printed single-sided. 
Please consult the directions provided under the Activator, Lesson I, Lesson II, and the  
Extension Activity for more information.

ATTACHMENTS
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THE WORLD NEEDS MORE  
HUMANITARIAN HEROS

Name: 

Go To: worldhumanitarianday.org

Click On: Films

Please Watch: World Humanitarian Day Video Message. This short video will introduce you to 
World Humanitarian Day and the spirit that inspires humanitarian work around the world.

Spend time browsing the website. After you spent time looking around the website,  
focus on the aid workers’ profiles. Read THREE profiles and complete the chart below.

Aid Worker Name

Motivation/ 
Inspiration to  
Become Aid

Worker

Obstacles
Encountered/Risks

Taken

Observations/ 
Inferences

Share your observations/inferences with some of your classmates. What patterns or  
consistencies did you notice about the aid workers?
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT:
ACCOUNT OF A CRB REPRESENTATIVE

The Commission For Relief In Belgium 
Chapter VII, The American Representatives

Most of the documents of this book deal with the re-
lations of the Commission with the governments with 
whom its affairs brought it into contact. The public rela-
tions of the Commission were, of course, much broader 
than this, for they included both the hundreds
of thousands of men and women in Allied and neutral 
lands who contributed money and services to Belgian 
relief through the C.R.B. and the people of Belgium and 
the North of France to whom the relief was given. In the 
latter category, which is the subject of this
chapter, relations were maintained through the Amer-
ican representatives of the Commission scattered 
through the provinces of Belgium and Northern France. 
The Commission’s organization in its full development 
in the occupied territories included two American 
representatives, responsible to Brussels headquarters, 
in each of the eleven Belgian and six French provinces. 
The duties of these representatives were varied, un-
conventional, and interesting, and they are more clearly 
shown by informal accounts such as those which follow 
than by the formal reports which the delegates period-
ically made. Both accounts given below were written 
shortly after the authors had been withdrawn from the 
service they describe as a result of the declaration of 
war by the United States.

The first contingent of ten of those selected by the 
Commission as delegates reached Belgium in Decem-
ber 1914. The last Americans left the occupied territories 
in April 1917, as soon after the American declaration of 
war as they could be relieved by representatives of the 
Spanish-Dutch Committee created for that purpose. 
Altogether about one hundred and thirty men were 
engaged at one time or another in this service during 
these two and one-half years, but only about thirty-five 
were so employed at one time. During 1917-1918 these 
former representatives were engaged in war service of 
some description. After the Armistice a number re-
joined the Commission to take part in its reconstruction 

work in the devastated regions; others, as members of 
the American Relief Administration of which Mr. Hoover 
was also chairman, contributed the experience gained 
in Belgium to the organization of relief in Central and 
Eastern Europe.

1. The American Delegate in Belgium. 

An account, by FRANCIS COGSWELL WICKES, of the 
duties and activities of the C.R.B. provincial representa-
tives in Belgium 

LONDON, May 1917 

The Délégué Américain. — The provincial representative 
of the Commission for Relief in Belgium, the délégué 
américain as he was most commonly known to the peo-
ple, is doubtless the one figure who stands forth most 
clearly in the popular Belgian mind in connection with 
the relief work in that country during the great war ..... 

In regard to anything concerning the ravitaillement or re-
lief work, if something was considered to be wrong, or if 
assistance were needed, the solution was, of course, “to 
write to the délégué américain,” or better still to go to 
visit him in person. But more than this, people came to 
him on all possible varieties of other matters: for release 
from military arrest, exemption of private horses from 
requisition, with requests for passports for commercial 
enterprises which it was desired to carry on with foreign 
countries, letters to be sent to friends in America, for ad-
vice in a thousand and one different ways, down even to 
applications for a position as nursemaid in America after 
the war. In all these latter matters, unless they could be 
found to have some connection with the ravitaillement, 
the representative was of course powerless. He would 
listen, however, with sympathy and interest to each per-
son’s particular difficulty, whatever it might be. He would 
assure the person that he would do anything in his pow-
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er to assist him, attempting at the same time to indicate 
the limits of his true power, and his lack of competency 
in matters outside the ravitaillement. Often the repre-
sentative was enabled to render real service by direct-
ing the inquirer to the proper authority or by giving him 
helpful counsel regarding his case, and almost always 
he could feel assured that he had given moral support 
had it been but to listen sympathetically to the story of 
some poor creature for whom nothing could be done.

So it was that the reputation of the délégué américain 
persisted to the very end; and though, as the months 
and the years of the occupation dragged on, the people 
gradually came to realize more fully the nature of his 
position and the limitations of his powers, they con-
tinued to regard him as a powerful protector of their 
oppressed country in its time of trouble. So it was that 
when, toward the end of March 1917, the rumor spread 
like wildfire through the populace that les Américains 
were leaving, the question on everyone’s lips was: 
“What will become of us now?” Patriotically they re-
joiced that their country had gained a great ally in the 
cause of justice, but individually they felt themselves 
in very truth abandoned, with no longer a protector to 
whom they might turn. Such was the délégué américain 
as he existed in the popular mind. In reality he was a 
somewhat different and infinitely more humble sort of a 
person, as will be well imagined.

The first delegates — ...The original group which came 
as the result of the first hasty call for volunteers was 
chiefly composed of American Rhodes scholars and 
others who chanced to be studying at Oxford and 
Cambridge and who possessed a certain spirit of ad-
venture together with a desire for service. Their origi-
nal knowledge of French was often most scanty; their 
acquaintance with the country they went to relieve be-
trayed sometimes the deepest ignorance, and their con-
ceptions of its conditions as a result of the German in-
vasion were even less accurate. They left hurriedly, with 
a few rough-and-ready clothes, such as one takes for a 
few weeks’ outing in the country. In more than one case 
they came with tents and full camping equipments, pre-
pared to sleep out nights and to do engineering work in 
the devastated country, not to mention their stores of 
chocolate and condensed milk intended for distribution 
to the starving populace which they would encoun-
ter on the wayside. They expected to serve but a few 
weeks---no one dreamed that the war would continue 

for years. Their ignorance was pardonable. Few people 
in the outside world then knew what were the actual 
conditions in Belgium, and none realized the enormity of 
the task which was being undertaken. They discovered 
conditions far different from what they had conceived 
and soon found themselves embarked upon a project 
whose vastness they had never imagined. Neither their 
anticipations nor their training had in any way prepared 
them for the work which they were to do. They did the 
work, however, and it will be admitted that they suc-
ceeded in it. For they were intelligent thinkers with a 
practical turn of mind, a systematic understanding of 
conditions and points of view, and an ingrained quality 
of adaptability, accustomed to independence and ini-
tiative---they were Anglo-Saxons of the western world. 
What they lacked in specific preparation they more than 
made up for in their zeal and in their possession of more 
fundamentally essential characteristics.

During the course of its history the Commission’s 
personnel was constantly changing. It comprised in its 
members men of all ages, varieties of experience, and 
professions. With but few exceptions they all rendered 
valuable service. But the most representative provin-
cial member, and, it may be added, the one who in the 
majority of cases was most successful in his provincial 
work, was of the type which it is here attempted to 
portray. He was perhaps successful above all by reason 
of the very fact of his youth and his lack of experience 
in any specific and narrowing direction. The relief work 
was something unique in the world’s history, for which 
no ordinary training could in any real sense prepare 
a man. Lack of practical experience in life was per-
haps rather an asset, as it left open a greater degree 
of adaptability. As the months and years passed, the 
original group of Rhodes scholars largely disappeared. 
The men who replaced them came more often directly 
from America. But the average man who found his way 
into the provinces continued to be of much the same 
type and caliber---one who in the latter days was only 
slightly more prepared, in point of information, to meet 
the unusual conditions and duties with which he was 
confronted. His fitness for the position always continued 
to depend upon personality rather than upon previous 
training. 

Duties in the early period — The official position of the 
provincial member of the Commission, first called dele-
gate, in what may broadly be considered the first phase 
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of the work, and later representative in the succeeding 
period, may be summed up by the statement that it 
was his duty to see to it that within his province, the 
guarantees and conventions between the Commission 
and the different belligerent powers, upon which the 
relief work was based, were observed; that on the one 
hand the imported merchandise was consumed solely 
by the civil population, and that the native products, 
guaranteed against requisition, were permitted to reach 
the same destination; that on the other hand the food 
and clothing were equitably distributed without waste, 
leakage or individual favoritism, and that the prescrip-
tions and rules necessary to this end were enforced. In 
short, the provincial representative did in small what the 
Commission was doing in large throughout the entire 
occupied country, in so far as its internal activities are 
concerned.

This brief statement of the representative’s duties does 
not, however, give any notion of the many and varied 
activities which the position involved in its official as-
pect, not to mention the sometimes quite as important 
unofficial relations which his situation equally entailed. 
In those first days of the war the highly developed and 
largely industrialized country of Belgium had been, 
without warning, reduced, in a day as it were, to a prim-
itive and almost medieval state by the fact of hostile 
military occupation. For the population posts, railways, 
telegraph, and telephone had suddenly ceased to exist, 
and almost everywhere the public were interdicted 
from going from one town to the next. For the first 
months there were not even newspapers available to 
the people, and the complete isolation of each commu-
nity from the rest of the world was thus almost perfect. 
Events of only a few weeks ago---things of before the 
fateful day of August 4th—had suddenly become rele-
gated to a dim and distant past, which seemed more of 
a dream than a reality. The national life was dead. Social 
lines, in a measure, disappeared. Industrial life largely 
ceased. The Government had gone. The communal 
authorities alone, even in these dark days of dejection, 
continued to assert a certain degree of independence 
and a limited exercise of their functions, and to provide 
the rallying point for the later gradual awakening from 
the coma which had overtaken the population. The 
country, as a whole, was numbed and inanimate, bowed 
down under the sudden and terrible blow of conquest. 
The moral isolation had even a greater effect than the 
physical barriers. Hope was for the moment gone; there 

was no one to whom the people could turn; no one 
who could protect them. Though accustomed all their 
lives to the utmost facilities which modern civilization 
can provide, once suddenly reduced and under such 
violent circumstances to a primitive state of existence, 
former habits of thought ceased, distances assumed the 
proportions of the middle ages, the next town became a 
foreign land from which came only rumors and the most 
venturesome of travelers, and the outside world was but 
a vague and misty unreality.

Terms: 
Rhodes Scholars: recipients of a prestigious fellowship 
to study in Britain’s premiere universities.
Anglo Saxons: an ethnic label widely used in this period 
to denote people of white Northern European ancestry
August 4th: the day Britain declared war on Germany in 
1914

Discussion Questions:
Use specific evidence from the document to  
answer the following questions.

1. Who was the délégué américain?

2. Describe the early volunteers. What inspired them 
to join the relief effort? What qualities did they bring 
to the work?

3. What were the obstacles encountered and risks 
taken by the volunteers, as Cogswell Wickes presents 
them?

4. According to Cogswell Wickes, what role did the 
délégué américain serve for the Belgians? Read-
ing between the lines, how would you describe the 
attitude he displays toward the people he is helping? 
What words or phrases best capture this attitude for 
you?

5. Consider the national or personal biases that could 
be present in Cogswell Wickes’s account. What might 
he have overlooked regarding the Belgians’ own ef-
forts to sustain themselves? What might he have over-
stated, if anything? How might the historical context 
help to explain these views?

Source 
George I. Gay. Public Records of the Commission for Relief in Belgium  

(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1929)
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PRIMARY SOURCE SET FOR
TWO HUMANITARIAN RELIEF ORGANIZATIONS

How did the Commission for Relief in Belgium and the American Committee for Devastat-
ed France rally potential volunteers and donors for their respective humanitarian organi-
zations? What strategies did they use? And how did their approaches differ? Do a close 
historical reading of the following primary sources. Then identify specific examples of 

form or argument based on pathos (emotions), ethos (character or authority), and logos 
(facts and figures) for each source.

Albert, King of the Belgians, has asked the American 
people through the American Commission for Relief 
in
Belgium to help feed his starving people during the 
coming winter. 

The King’s message, written under fire in the battle in 
Belgium, follows: 

“I am informed that American officials and citizens in 
Belgium and England are working to save my people 
from the horrors of the famine which now threaten 
them. It is a great comfort to me in this hour of sor-
row and misfortune to feel that your great-hearted, 
disinterested people is directing its efforts to relieving 
the distress of the unoffending civilian population of 
my country.

“Despite all that can be done, the suffering in the 
coming winter will be terrible, but the burden we 
must bear will be lightened if my people can be 
spared the pangs of hunger with its frightful conse-
quences of disease and violence. 

“I confidently hope that the appeal of the American 
Commission will meet with a generous response. The 
whole hearted friendship of America shown my peo-
ple at this time always will be a precious memory.

“ALBERT”
The American Commission for Relief in Belgium is an 

official body recognized by the various Governments 
for the transmission of foodstuffs into Belgium. It is 
the only channel through which food can be intro-
duced into Belgium, and by its association with a 
committee in Belgium, has the only efficient agency 
for the distribution of food within that country. H. C. 
Hoover, Chairman of the Commission, which has head-
quarters in London, makes the following appeal to all 
American newspapers:

7,000,000 TO FEED
“We have received reports from members of this 
Commission who were sent into Belgium. They have 

Item #1
Statement, HOOVER TO THE AMERICAN 
PRESS, in which he quotes a message from 
King Albert and asks the American news-
papers to open subscriptions. He states the 
needs as 80,000 tons each month and sets 
the charitable funds necessary as $2,500,000 
monthly

LONDON, 31 October 1914

Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, Courtesy 

of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford 

University

COMMISSION FOR RELIEF IN BELGIUM
PRIMARY SOURCES
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the assistance of the National Committee of Relief 
and its branches throughout Belgium, together with 
the help of the American Ministers and Consuls and 
local officials. Their reports show that there are still 
some 7,000,000 people in Belgium. In many centres 
the people are receiving an allowance of a little more 
than three ounces of flour per capita daily.

“This is not a question of charity or relief to the chron-
ic poor; it is a question of feeding an entire popula-
tion. The situation affects the wealthy and well-to-do 
as well as the poor. It touches every home in Belgium. 
Our experts calculate that in order to avoid actual 
starvation Belgium must have every month a mini-
mum of 60,000 tons of wheat, 15,000 tons of corn, 
5,000 tons of peas or beans, and a limited amount of 
bacon or lard.

“This will allow rations of ten ounces per capita daily, 
which is about half the usual soldier’s ration. All this 
will cost $4,000,000 or $5,000,000 monthly. There is 
no money in Belgium. The whole credit machinery has 
ceased. Eighty per cent of the people are unemployed.

NEED $2,500,000 A MONTH
“A plan may be devised whereby such Belgians as 
possess property may give obligations to pay when 
the war ends, but even if we could realize on these 
obligations we must still have at least $2,500,000 
monthly in food or money with which to buy it. That 

these figures are no exaggeration is proved by the 
fact that Belgian imports in normal times average 
230,000 tons of cereals monthly; this, together with 
its own production, which, with accumulations, is 
now exhausted. 

“During the past week we have received and ex-
pended in emergency food $600,000, and yet this 
is only four days’ supply. The problem is immediate. 
The Belgians are helping themselves, but they can do 
little. The British and French are under such strain that 
they also can do little. Besides, these nations, together 
with the Dutch, have a million refugees on their hands. 
Americans must feed Belgium this winter. There never 
was such a call on American charity, and there never 
was a famine emergency so great. “This committee 
and its distributing agency, The Belgian Committee, 
is composed entirely of volunteers, and every dollar 
represents actual food, without any organization ex-
penses. It is our earnest hope that all funds raised for 
Belgium relief in the United States will be translated 
into actual food and shipped through the Commission. 

“Will you, therefore, in the interests of humanity, open a 
subscription among your readers, ear-marked, ‘For the 
Sole Purpose of Purchasing and Transporting Food.’ 
Every dollar so raised will be used to purchase food in 
the United States. Information as to what centres and 
what relief agencies in the United States will undertake 
the purchase and dispatch will be cabled later.”

Item #2
Telegram, HOOVER TO MRS. LINDON BATES, NEW YORK, asking her to undertake the formation 
of a women’s organization in America

LONDON, 31 October 1914
Mrs. Lindon Bates
New York

Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford University

The American Commission for Relief in Belgium which has been set up officially by the American Ambassa-
dors to execute their international agreements for the provisioning of Belgium and which embraces American
Ambassadors as honorary chairmen, the American Consuls and American residents of England and Belgium 
as members, would like to have you undertake the formation of a great group of American women who would 
support us in securing food or money for the Belgian people. It is certain that the entire population of seven 
million are on the verge of famine and that eighty thousand tons of cereals per month is the absolute minimum 
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upon which body and soul can be kept together and this provides a ratio of but ten ounces per capita per diem. 
The situation is one of the greatest gravity. We have sent an appeal to the American press to open subscriptions 
for our purposes all of which subscriptions we want translated into actual foodstuffs from the United States. We 
would be grateful for the help of yourself and all those women who rightly should come to your support.

Item #3
Telegram, HOOVER TO THE “LITERARY DIGEST,” regarding the “Belgian Flour Fund”

LONDON, 9 January 1915
The “Literary Digest”
New York

Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, Stanford University.

Item #4
Poster: “Food Ship for Belgium”

Commission for Relief in Belgium Records, 

Courtesy of the Hoover Institution Library & Archives, 

Stanford University

HERBERT HOOVER
Chairman
Have noticed splendid response of your readers to appeal enormous sufferings of Belgians. I earnestly urge you 
to continue your efforts. If you could send one hundred thousand barrels instead of twenty thousand it would 
be infinitely welcome. The situation is an appalling one.
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Item #5
Flour sack (front and back view), from the Commission for Relief in Belgium and marked from a 

“Grateful Belgium.”

Courtesy of the National World War I Museum and Memorial
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Item #1
Poster, American Committee for Devastated France

Courtesy of the National World War I Museum and Memorial

Item #2
Poster, American Committee for Devastated France

Courtesy of the National World War I Museum and Memorial

AMERICAN COMMITTEE FOR DEVASTATED FRANCE
PRIMARY SOURCES
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To those who have not seen its previous report it may be of interest to state briefly the aims of the Committee. 

Originally organized before America entered the war it sought to carry relief to the civilian population of the 
devastated areas…

…Nearly every one is cognizant with the problem which these devastated regions presented after the system-
atic and seemingly successful attempts of the Germans, not only to destroy all the industries of these regions, 
thereby eliminating them for decades from any economic competition with Germany, but also to render the soil 
impossible of cultivation and the country incapable of habitation.

The French Government realizing that the strength and morale of its armies were to a great extent dependent 
on the well-being of the civilians in the rear and on the productivity of the soil, encouraged the civilians, wherev-
er and whenever possible, to return to the ruins of their homes and to cultivate their soil – in short, to re-weave 
the fabric of their former community life. Obviously this could not be accomplished with France at war without 
such aid and encouragement as only an organization such as this Committee, supported by its friends in Ameri-
ca and carried on by voluntary work, could provide. 

…It is the purpose of this report to sketch briefly the continuation of the work up to the beginning of the present 
organization’s fiscal year April, 1918…

PROCEDURE
A personal and intensive study was made of each family as it returned, with special reference to its status 
before the war. It must be remembered that this district was devoid of all supplies, and to a great extent of the 
necessary transportation to secure such supplies. Therefore it was our work to bring the necessary food, cloth-
ing, household utensils, trade-tools, agricultural implements, live-stock, and seeds into the district and to
distribute them. This was accomplished by means of a well-organized motor service and a corps of workers…
The work of these centers consisted first in procuring a dwelling place for each family authorized to return…

A well-considered system of records was established, giving a minute history for every family.... From these  
records the following statistics are given:
Completely or partially installed families = 771
Of Total population = 2296

These people were cared for until they were able to procure some means of livelihood.

AGRICULTURE
To encourage in the strongest way possible anything that is concerned with the productivity of the soil, agricul-
tural machines, farming implements, vegetable plants, garden seeds and fodder were distributed…

By December, 1917, 3,000 hectares, or approximately 7.500 acres, were ploughed and sown. 

Item #3
Annual report of the Work of the American Committee for Devastated France in France
AMERICAN COMMITTEE FOR DEVASTATED FRANCE Comité Américain pour les Régions 
Dévastées de la France 1918-1919 

Courtesy of Ohio State University
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This was quite apart from the small gardens, each comprising from 1 to 16 hectares, which we helped to put 
under cultivation by procuring seeds, plants and garden implements for the old or sick men and women and 
children who were left to cultivate them. We distributed over 1,269,000 vegetable plants and over 200 pounds 
of seeds.

As the fruit trees had been hacked down by the Germans in such a way as to prevent their grafting, 7,300 
fruit trees were planted.

SCHOOL
In 1917 domestic science classes were opened in Blérancourt for the girls and manual training for the boys in 
Blérancourt and four adjoining villages. Whenever possible the school buildings were repaired or some tem-
porary place found in which the school could be reopened, for most of these schools had been closed for 
over three years. Inasmuch as the purchase of school supplies was formally made by the communes which 
were then — and are now — destitute of funds and of means of transportation, we provided necessary
school supplies. Also, whenever possible, we secured the return of the teacher of the village through the In-
spector of Education.

CHILDREN
It seems axiomatic to say that the future of France depends not only on the courage and energy of the pres-
ent generation but also on the health and strength of the children. Much has been written about the effects 
of the war on the children in these areas. But no amount of writing could describe these effects. It may give 
some idea when we say that in January 1918 we had in our dispensary at Blérancourt children who had seen 
their mother and sister killed before their eyes by a bomb dropped from a German plane; children with skin 
disease due to malnutrition or practical starvation; children with curvature of the spine due to the fact that 
the Germans made them work in the fields and abandoned trenches for over three years. Under the supervi-
sion of nurses and doctors of our Committee proper food was provided and care was systematically given to 
the children in our villages. 

Briefly, this sketches our material activities up to the time of the retreat in March, 1918. It is impossible to com-
pute the results of our work in terms of courage sustained, hope engendered, and understanding fostered. 
Before America entered the war as an active force this Committee represented to the people of these regions 
the sympathy and understanding of the American people in the aims and ideals for which the Allies were 
fighting. After our armies joined their armies we represented an ally and became their comrades. This section 
of France was not only their battlefield and that of the Allies; it was also the battlefield of America. We knew 
the daily struggles of each of these victims; we knew their hopes, their disappointments, and their tragedies. 
Together we tried to solve, to build.

Item #4
Silent film compilation, “Life in the Zone 
Rouge,” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NlJYX0NNqUc

Courtesy of the Franco-American Museum, Château 

de Blérancourt and the Morgan Library and Museum
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RATING SHEET FOR TWO  
HUMANITARIAN RELIEF ORGANIZATIONS

Rate the effectiveness of the strategies each organization used to rally potential volunteers  
and donors for the Commission for Relief in Belgium. Do the same for the American  

Committee for a Devastated France.

Commission for Relief in Belgium

American Committee for Devastated France

Explain the reasoning behind your ratings in the space below. Use specific evidence from the 
documents to support your answer. Which organization do you feel had the stronger appeal 
overall and why?

Not Effective

Not Effective

Very Effective

Very Effective
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PERSUASIVE CAMPAIGN DESIGN:  
ASSIGNMENT SHEET

The Commission for Relief in Belgium and the American Committee for Devastated France need your help. Both 
organizations are seeking to raise awareness and inspire action. The two groups need a campaign that will attract 
new volunteers. Your design team has been asked to create a persuasive campaign to mobilize civilians from your 
hometown to volunteer. 

You must focus your campaign to request one of the three types of humanitarian relief assistance (assistance in 
kind, financial contributions or services of trained personnel). All campaigns must be based on evidence (quotes, 
facts, statistics) that can be used to persuade potential volunteers to join or contribute to the cause. Your cam-
paign can be in the form of an advertisement in a local newspaper, a poster to be displayed in public spaces, a 
short film to be viewed in local schools, or a pamphlet to be circulated.

Once you create your campaign, your team will pitch it to decision makers for the Commission for Relief in Bel-
gium and the American Committee for Devastated France. Only ONE design will be chosen for each organization.

A winning design team will consider the following questions and incorporate the appropriate  
elements into their campaign:

• What is your message? Is it supported with primary source evidence?
• Who is your target audience? Consider a potential volunteer’s age, gender and occupation.
• What is the best format for your message? What type of media do you plan on using?
• Does your message appeal to your target audience’s pathos, ethos or logos?

For the “pitch”—
• Initiation — How will you open? What are you asking people to do?
• Target Audience — How will you connect to the audience?
• Supporting Evidence — How will you effectively summarize the issue? Quotes, facts, statistics?
• Strategy — What strategies will you use to persuade potential volunteers to contribute time, money or supplies?
• Closure — What lasting image or idea will you leave with your audience?

You must use evidence from at least ONE of the following sources to focus your campaign.

• Edith Wharton’s The Book of the Homeless: 
archive.org/stream/bookofhomeless00wharuoft#page/n0/mode/2up
• A Volunteer’s Story Letter diary of volunteer Marian Bartol, 1920 -1921:
themorgan.org/exhibitions/online/annemorgan/a-volunteers-story
• The Rockefeller Foundation: rockefeller100.org/exhibits/show/peace-and-conflict/wwi-and-the-rf
• History of the Flour Sacks: hoover.archives.gov/exhibits/collections/flour%20sacks/index.html
• American Relief Clearing House: Its Work in the Great War by Percy Mitchell:
net.lib.byu.edu/estu/wwi/memoir/Clearing/archTC.html
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TOPIC 6
YOUNG PEOPLE, VOLUNTEERISM, AND GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP:  

FROM WORLD WAR I TO THE PRESENT

How have young people become active global citizens, both in World 
War I and today? These lesson plans, designed for secondary school 
learners, explore the concept of global citizenship, particularly through 
volunteer service. The lesson plans include a case study of an orga-
nization dedicated to creating global citizens through volunteerism, 
both historically and today. They provide students with an opportunity 
to explore the meaning of global citizenship and to consider actions 
they can take as volunteers to engage in global and local issues. 

This topic is divided into three interrelated lesson plans that could 
be taught independently or as a whole, depending upon grade level, 
instructional objectives, and time:
1. Activator, Understanding Global Citizenship
2. Lesson, AFS Intercultural Programs:  
A Case Study on Volunteerism and Global Citizenship 
3. Extension Activity, Think Globally, Act Locally! Engaging with the 
World Today

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
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Photograph 
Participants at the AFS Youth Volunteer Forum held in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina in April 2015.  
Courtesy of Argentina & Uruguay
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STANDARDS: UNITED STATES

National Center for History in the Schools, National History Standards
U.S. Era 7 – The Emergence of Modern America (1890–1930)

• Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and abroad of the United States’ involvement in 
World War I. 

World Era 8
• Standard 2B & 4B: The student understands the global scope, outcome, and human costs of WWI & WWII.

World Era 9 – 20th Century Since 1945
• Standard 2D: The student understands major sources of tension and conflict in the contemporary world and 
efforts that have been made to address them.

Historical Thinking Standards
• Standard 4: The student obtains historical data from a variety of sources.
• Standard 5: The student formulates a position or course of action on an issue.

Common Core Standards: Literacy in History/Social Science, Science, and Technical Subjects, Grades 6–12 
• R1. The student reads closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; 

OBJECTIVES

1. Students will understand the concept of global 
citizenship and how it can relate to them.
2. Students will reflect on the connections between 
local and global actions, and identify how it relates 
to their own lives.
3. Students will reflect on the motivations for young 
people to engage in volunteer work both in the 
past and today. 
4. Students will review and analyze the work of AFS 
Intercultural Programs as an example of an organi-
zation dedicated to volunteerism across different 
historical and cultural contexts.
5. Students will be able to identify contemporary 
global issues that can be tackled through volun-
teerism.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. What is global citizenship and what are the  
characteristics of an active global citizen?
2. How does volunteer work contribute to  
global citizenship?
3. What role have young volunteers played in world 
affairs, both historically and today? 
4. What motivates young people to become volun-
teers who tackle global and local issues?
5. In the future, how can young people contribute 
to addressing global and local issues through vol-
unteerism?

OVERVIEW
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cites specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.
• R7. The student integrates and evaluates content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually 
and quantitatively, as well as in words.

STANDARDS: INTERNATIONAL

Educators outside the United States should consult their own national standards for comparable content and skills.

UNSECO Global Citizenship Education: Topics and Objectives
Topic: Local, national, and global systems and structures

Learning objective: Students critically analyze global governance systems, structures, and processes and assess 
implications for global citizenship.

• Critical reflection on what it means to be a member of the global community and how to respond to 
common problems and issues (roles, global connections, interconnectedness, solidarity and implications in 
everyday life)

Topic: Issues affecting interaction and connectedness of communities at local, national and global levels
Learning objective: Students assess the root causes of major local, national, and global issues and the intercon-
nectedness of local, national, and global factors

• How history, geography, politics, economics, religion, technology, media, or other factors influence current 
global issues (freedom of expression, status of women, refugees, migrants, legacies of colonialism, slavery, 
ethnic and religious minorities, environmental degradation)
• In-depth analysis of the interconnected nature of global issues (root causes, factors, agents, dimensions,  
international organizations, multinational corporations

Topic: Actions that can be taken individually and collectively
Learning objective: Students examine how individuals and groups have taken action on issues of local, national, 
and global importance and get engaged in responses to local, national, and global issues.

• Defining the roles and obligations of individuals and groups (public institutions, civil society, voluntary 
groups) in taking action
• Identifying benefits, opportunities, and impact of civic engagement

Topic: Getting engaged and taking action
Learning objective: Students develop skills for active engagement and take action to promote the common good

• Developing and applying necessary knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes supported by universal values 
and principles of human rights
• Volunteering and service-learning opportunities
• Networking (peers, civil society, non-profit organizations, professional representatives)

ASSESSMENT

Components for assessment include full-class discus-
sions, a graphic organizer, small-group discussions, 
and a group-based writing and research project.

TIME 

Three to four 50-minute class periods.

MATERIALS

• Whiteboard, blackboard, or Smartboard and com-
puter for the Activator
• Computer lab or laptops for Extension Activity
• Attachments for the Activator, Lesson, and Exten-
sion Activity
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History shows us that global citizenship is some-
thing that has been made and remade by each 
generation of young people, as they learn about 
the world around them; as they consider the many 
nations, faiths, and cultures that make up global 
society; and as they decide on a plan of engaged 
action that reflects citizenship as a combination of 
rights and obligations. What it means to be global 
has changed during the last century, and what it 
means to be a citizen has evolved over time too. But 
one thing has stayed constant: global citizenship is 
what global citizens do. Global citizens are aware of 
the interconnectedness of the world we live in, and 
have a shared responsibility to tackle local and glob-
al challenges that ultimately affect us all.

A century ago, during the First World War, young 
people—particularly in the warring nations of Eu-
rope and North America—confronted a world in 
crisis: war, destruction, famine, and cultural ha-
tred filled the newspapers. Prompted by individual 
commitment, a search for adventure, or a prayerful 
hope for the redemption of Europe, young people 
broke down national boundaries to forge human 
connections with the war’s civilian and military 
victims. Volunteers who drove ambulances, fed the 
hungry, or rebuilt communities in Europe were often 
members of the elite, but government agencies and 
international groups such as the Red Cross opened 
the doors for service by people from all walks of 
life. They drew on traditions of volunteer service, of 
religious charity, and of social reform, but they also 
remade those traditions, turning human connection 
into humanitarianism as a key component of global 
citizenship.

A generation later, in the wake of World War II, 
young people from nations around the world re-
sponded again to war’s devastation by forming and 
joining new local and international institutions built 
in the ashes of war-torn regions. Often they did so 
by making direct personal connections. By partic-
ipating in youth exchange programs, joining scout 
troops or religious groups, writing letters to pen 
pals, or traveling across borders, young men and 
women forged a global consciousness. Their efforts 
responded to the past war, of course, but also re-
flected a more anxious sense of human connected-
ness that accompanied the beginning of the nuclear 
age they were living through.

The commitments of young people born after 1945 
reflected the politics and the demographics of their 
era. Members of this so-called “baby boom” genera-
tion argued that “youth” was a political constituency 
that had the power to act together to achieve its 
ends. In the 1960s, governments tapped the ener-
gy of young people by establishing new programs 
such as the U.S. Peace Corps. At other times, youth 
around the world stood apart from government—
and from their parents—joining local and global 
movements on their own terms, pursuing humani-
tarian agendas distinct from those of other gener-
ations. (At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
that would have been less likely.)

The last few decades have witnessed economic 
globalization, mass migrations, and rapid techno-
logical and environmental changes, which means 
that today, many young people all over the world no 
longer have to make much effort to understand that 

BACKGROUND ESSAY 
Young People, Volunteerism, and Global Citizenship: From World War I to the Present 
By: Dr. Christopher Capozzola
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we are all part of an interconnected world. But what 
can be just as challenging now as it was for volun-
teers a century ago is to figure out how one person 
can make a difference in a complex, interconnected, 
and contentious world.

The volunteerism that has emerged from young peo-
ple’s commitments to global citizenship has done 
enormous good in the world. But it’s important to 
think critically about the concept as well. One risk 

is that engaged action on behalf on global citizen-
ship may mean little to people who are still trying 
to achieve their local or national freedom. Anoth-
er is that when people form conceptions of global 
citizenship they might assume that everyone in the 
world shares their values. Instead, global citizenship 
requires all people to work together within their 
communities—or across national boundaries—to 
develop their volunteer plans in a respectful dialogue 
with the people they seek to serve. 
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INSTRUCTIONS

Photograph 
Participants in the 100 Years Young! Youth Workshop & Symposium held in Paris, France in 2014. 

Photograph by Incorp Agency/Guillaume Deperrois. Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.

Activator 
Understanding Global Citizenship 

“Before you finish eating breakfast this morning, you’ve depended  
on more than half the world.”
— Martin Luther King, Jr. 
U.S. American Leader of the African-American Civil Rights Movement and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate (1967)

“When the whole world is silent, even one voice becomes powerful.”
– Malala Yousafzai 
Pakistani Activist and Youngest-Ever Nobel Peace Prize Laureate (2013)

“Tolerance, inter-cultural dialogue and respect for diversity are more essential than ever  
in a world where peoples are becoming more and more closely interconnected.”
– Kofi Annan
Ghanaian Diplomat and Former Secretary-General of the United Nations (2004)

“These problems do not disappear just because we do not hear about them. There is so 
much more happening around the world than what is communicated to us about the top 
stories we do hear. We all need to look deeper and discover for ourselves…What is the  
problem? Where is it? How can we help to solve it?”
– Angelina Jolie  
U.S. American Actress, Filmmaker, and Humanitarian (2003)
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1. Distribute the quotation sheet to students. (See 
lesson attachment: Taking Action in an Intercon-
nected World: Quotations.) Ask them to free-
write for 1–2 minutes about the quotation that 
interests them most. Have students share their re-
sponses, and ask how the quotes related to each.

• What motivates people to become global citizens?
• How do local actions affect the global community?
• How can learning about global issues lead to great-
er understanding and action?

Based on this discussion, help students to develop 
a common definition or concept of “global citizen-
ship” expressed in their own words. The definition 
generally includes these components: 

• having awareness of local, regional, and global 
issues and an understanding of their intercon-
nectedness
• understanding how our life choices and local 
actions are linked to and affect people in other 
parts of the world
• developing and using the ability to collabo-
rate and communicate with people of different 
cultural backgrounds than our own
• having a sense of shared responsibility in 
tackling local and global challenges

Teaching Tip 
Visit thevolunteers.afs.org/teacher-toolkit/resources 

for more information andresources about  
global citizenship.

Global Classroom Tip
Add a quotation that will have meaning for your  
students by an activist, reformer, or other figure  

from your community.

Optional Homework Assignment
Assign students to watch the video created by 

UNESCO at youtube.com/watch?v=XVSgbU-
6WVSk, which  asks international youth del-

egates to answer the questions: What is a 
global citizen? Why should everyone be a global 
citizen? As a global citizen, what do you do? Stu-
dents can make an audio recording or video blog 

of their own responses to the three questions.

2. Ask students for single words or phrases they 
equate with the phrase “global citizenship.” Collect 
their responses using the board or a web tool such 
as wordle.net or Padlet.com. Discuss their respons-
es using these prompts:

• What ideas, beliefs, or feelings do you associate 
with the phrase “global citizen”?
• What does it mean to be a global citizen?
• How do the quotes above relate to global citizen-
ship? Are the individuals above global citizens? 
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Lesson 
AFS Intercultural Programs: 
A Case Study on Volunteerism and Global Citizenship

In this lesson students will examine a case study 
for an organization that has encouraged youth to 
become volunteers in a global environment from 
World War I to the present. 

1. Divide students into two groups. Tape the exhib-
it items from the “AFS in World War I” packet on 
one wall, and tape the exhibit items from the “AFS 
Today” packet on another wall. (See lesson attach-
ments: AFS in World War I and AFS Today.) Set up 
two computers with links to the YouTube videos. 

Have one group walk through the “AFS in World 
War I” exhibit, and the other walk through the “AFS 
Today” exhibit, reminding them to look closely at 
the items and read the captions. Have them sit in 
their separate groups and discuss the following 
question:

What evidence or examples from the exhibit  
can you find that illustrate how young people 
have become engaged in volunteerism to  
improve either local or global conditions?

2. Pair students from each group together. Stu-
dents should ask each other the questions and 
record their answers on the graphic organizer. (See 
lesson attachment: AFS Graphic Organizer.) 

Remind them to refer to the definition they devel-
oped during the Activator for “global citizenship” 
during this discussion. If your class did not develop 
this definition, you can write the definition on the 
board. The definition generally includes these  

Photograph 
Participants at the AFS Qualified Trainer Workshop in 2011.  

Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs.

Optional Homework Assignment
Have students read the Background Essay before 
beginning this lesson. Alternatively, students can 
view the history video or social media timeline 
about AFS available at thevolunteers.afs.org/

teacher-toolkit/resources.
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components: 
• having awareness of local, regional, and global 
issues and an understanding of their intercon-
nectedness
• understanding how our life choices and local 
actions are linked to and affect people in other 
parts of the world
• developing and using the ability to collaborate 
and communicate with people of different cul-
tural backgrounds than our own
• having a sense of shared responsibility in tack-
ling local and global challenges

3. After the small group discussion, discuss the fol-
lowing questions as a class:

1. What are the similarities and differences be-
tween AFS as an organization in World War I and 
AFS today?
2. What are the similarities and differences be-
tween the AFS volunteers in World War I and 
today, including their motivations to volunteer? 
3. How does the historical context shape volun-
teer opportunities? 
4. Are AFS volunteers “global citizens”? Were 
AFS volunteers “global citizens” in World War I? 
Why or why not? 

Teaching Tip 
Provide students with the definition of  

volunteerism, which is usually defined as any  

action in which time, skills, and labor are  

given without monetary compensation in order to 

benefit another person, group, or organization.  

Alternatively, you can have students complete the 

“Activator” in Topic 1 of this curriculum, which 

encourages students to explore and define the 

meaning of “volunteerism.”

5. Why is it important for organizations or peo-
ple today to respond to global and/or local 
issues?
6. Are any of you involved in a volunteer orga-
nization? Do you know anyone who is? What do 
they do? What local or global issue do they help 
address? 

Remind students that AFS is only one example of 
how they can engage with the world around them.

Topic 6 | Young People, Volunteerism, and Global Citizenship: 
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Extension Activity
Think Globally, Act Locally! Engaging with the World Today

Understanding the connection between local and 
global issues and engaging with them is a critical 
element of global citizenship. Like the AFS volunteers 
who took action during World War I and the many 
volunteers who continue to make changes today, 
there are many ways that young people can contrib-
ute to tackling the global issues our world is facing. 
This activity provides an opportunity for students 
to engage with the world and inform others about a 
significant global or local issue.

1. Have students work in small groups to research 
contemporary local or global issues that may merit 
volunteerism and benefit from global citizenship.

2. Instruct students to use what they learned from the 
case study of AFS Intercultural Programs in order to 
“create” their own volunteer organization — one that 
uses global citizenship to tackle one of the 21st-cen-
tury issues or challenges (whether local and/or glob-
al) they identified. If students did not complete the 

Photograph 
Participants at the From Trenches to Bridges AFS Youth Forum in France in November 2015. 

Photograph by Guillaume Kerhervé. Courtesy of AFS France.

case study, provide context on AFS or another vol-
unteer organization. In developing their hypothetical 
organizations, ask students to use the worksheet (See 
lesson attachment: Developing a Plan to Create an 
International Volunteer Organization) and address 
the following:

• Compose a short mission statement communi-
cating the organization’s purpose and objectives, 
which can include the measurable impact you 
expect the organization to have on your selected 

Global Classroom Tip
Encourage students to pursue causes that are  

more familiar to your community.
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global and/or local issue. An example of a mission 
statement is the one used by AFS:

AFS Intercultural Programs is an international, 
voluntary, non-governmental, non-profit or-
ganization that provides intercultural learning 
opportunities to help people develop the knowl-
edge, skills and understanding needed to create 
a more just and peaceful world.

• Develop a promotional poster, pamphlet, short 
video, or social media site for a campaign target-
ing potential volunteers.
• Write a short paper for your potential supporters 
identifying the contemporary issue the organiza-

tion will address, why it merits volunteerism, and 
how it affects global issues.

3. The students’ plans for developing an organization 
designed to meet the needs of a local or global issue 
in the 21st century can be presented orally or dis-
played in the classroom. Classmates can “sign up” to 
volunteer for the organizational plan that most moti-
vates or inspires them.

4. Discuss organizations that are already active in your 
own community. What issues do they focus on? What 
are the ties to global and/or local issues? How have 
their missions and activities been promoted to youth?  

Teaching Tip 
To guide your students’ research, you will find many useful resources from the Global Education Resource Guide 

of Primary Source at resources.primarysource.org/globaleducation and the Global Education Resources for 

Educators page from AFS Intercultural Programs at afsusa.org/about-afs/news/article/?article_id=8593. 

For models of student action projects, see the Voices of Youth Connect website, a project of UNICEF at 

voicesofyouth.org/en/connect/about-us.
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The following pages contain printable attachments meant for classroom distribution.  
In some cases, multiple copies should be printed. Pages should be printed single-sided. 
Please consult the directions provided under the Activator, Lesson, and the Extension  
Activity for more information.

ATTACHMENTS
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TAKING ACTION IN AN  
INTERCONNECTED WORLD: QUOTATIONS

“Before you finish eating breakfast this morning,  
you’ve depended on more than half the world.”

— Martin Luther King, Jr. 
U.S. American Leader of the African-American Civil Rights Movement  

and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate (1967)

“When the whole world is silent,  
even one voice becomes powerful.”

– Malala Yousafzai 
Pakistani Activist and Youngest-Ever Nobel Peace Prize Laureate (2013)

“Tolerance, inter-cultural dialogue and respect for diversity  
are more essential than ever in a world where peoples  
are becoming more and more closely interconnected.”

– Kofi Annan
Ghanaian Diplomat and Former Secretary-General of the United Nations (2004)

“These problems do not disappear just because we do not  
hear about them. There is so much more happening around  

the world than what is communicated to us about the top stories  
we do hear. We all need to look deeper and discover for our-

selves…What is the problem? Where is it?  
How can we help to solve it?”

– Angelina Jolie  
U.S. American Actress, Filmmaker, and Humanitarian (2003)
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AFS IN WORLD WAR I
Exhibit Item #1

AFS Volunteers Loading a Wounded Soldier into an Ambulance in France, 1915 

The American Ambulance Field Service (later known as the American Field Service or AFS) 
was founded in April 1915 as a volunteer ambulance corps comprised of American volunteers 
serving alongside the French military.  These men volunteered for the French military in France, 
Belgium, and the Balkans during the period of American neutrality, when the United States was 
not yet directly involved in the war. 

Exhibit Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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AFS IN WORLD WAR I
Exhibit Item #2

AFS Recruitment Poster by Charles Dana Gibson, 1917

The 2,500 male volunteers of the American Field Service (AFS) were mostly graduates from uni-
versities and colleges in the United States, including prestigious schools such as Harvard, Yale, and 
Princeton. Some young men even left their studies to volunteer overseas with AFS. The unpaid 
AFS volunteers typically paid for their own uniforms and transportation overseas.

Exhibit Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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AFS IN WORLD WAR I
Exhibit Item #3

Evacuation Chart, 1917

The American Field Service (AFS) volunteers served near the front lines of battle. The barbed 
wire (A) protected the trenches (B) where the soldiers dug giant holes in the ground to protect 
themselves from enemy fire. The wounded would be taken to the front-line dressing stations 
(C), where AFS ambulances would be waiting for them. The AFS drivers would then drive them 
further to triage stations (D), and further on to hospitals (E) for those who needed more  
complicated treatments. 

A

C

D

E

B

Exhibit Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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AFS IN WORLD WAR I
Exhibit Item #4

Our Friend France Promotional Film Clips and Program Ticket  
Produced by the Triangle Film Corporation, 1917

The American Field Service (AFS) relied on donations from Americans in the United 
States to purchase ambulances during the war. They created a number of promotion-
al items and events in order to fundraise for the money, including the promotional film 
Our Friend France, which showed the work of the AFS volunteers abroad. The film was 
shown in U.S. American and French theaters to captivated audiences, and was accom-
panied by an orchestra to put sound to the silent film.

VIEW THE FILM CLIP HERE w
https://vimeo.com/154323874

Exhibit Items 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Archives of the American Field Serviceand AFS Intercultural Programs
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 AFS TODAY
Exhibit Item #1

AFS Student from Denmark with His Peruvian Host Mom, 2003

After witnessing the horrors of both World Wars, the American Field Service (AFS) volunteers 
founded a secondary school student exchange program in 1946, in order to perpetuate interna-
tional friendships and create peace. AFS students who participate in the programs go abroad 
for several months to a year, staying with host families who open their homes to the exchange 
students. In 2015, AFS sent more than 12,000 students to more than 100 countries worldwide.

Exhibit Item 
Courtesy of the Archives of the American Field Service and AFS Intercultural Programs
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 AFS TODAY
Exhibit Item #2

Poster Commemorating 10 Years of AFS India, 2014

AFS commemorated 100 years of volunteerism in 2014–15, as an organization that was founded 
by volunteer ambulance drivers in World War I. AFS today relies heavily on a global network of 
volunteers to run its exchange and intercultural learning programs.  AFS is supported by more 
than 40,000 active volunteers worldwide, who conduct intercultural learning trainings and en-
gage in community projects, among other activities. Through their work, volunteers learn more 
about themselves, their own cultures, practice other languages, develop leadership skills, and 
give back to the local and global communities.

Exhibit Item 
Courtesy of AFS India
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 AFS TODAY
Exhibit Item #3

AFS Volunteers Working with Local Communities: AFS Aswan Chapter of Egypt, 2014

AFS encourages AFS alumni, students, and volunteers to become active global citizens in their 
hosted and home communities. An example of this are the volunteers of the AFS Aswan Chap-
ter in Egypt, who partnered with the Fekra Culture Center, Coca-Cola, and the Association of 
Development of Heissa Island to create a project that would benefit the Nubian community 
based on Heissa Island who were greatly affected from the decrease of tourism and econom-
ical crisis following the Egyptian Revolution. The AFS volunteers provided an eight-day work-
shop to the local community on creating handcrafted accessories made from yarn, beads, and 
brass with designs to help support the local market while connecting the Nubian community to 
other communities (where the products were sold) and building trust between them.

Exhibit Items 
Courtesy of AFS Egypt
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 AFS TODAY
Exhibit Item #4

From Trenches to Bridges AFS Youth Forum in France, November 2015

AFS events are supported and facilitated by trainers and volunteers from around the world. An 
example is the AFS Youth Forum From Trenches to Bridges (seen above) held in Strasbourg, 
France, where 300 young people from 43 countries learned about active citizenship and volun-
teerism from World War I to the present day. The event and its results, including a Peace Char-
ter video created by the students and officially presented to the European Parliament, were 
also shared on social media in various countries and motivated other young people all around 
the world.

View the Peace Charter the AFS Youth Forum participants created and handed over to the European Parliament at:  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=NUpI4MU8KZY

Exhibit Items 
Photograph by Guillaume Kerhervé. Courtesy of AFS France 
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GRAPHIC ORGANIZER

AFS in  
World War I

Name:       AFS Today Name:       

What was the  
historical context  
of your exhibit?

What was the  
historical context  
of your exhibit?

Who were the  
volunteers in  
your exhibit?

Who were the  
volunteers in  
your exhibit?

Does the  
historical context of 

your exhibit  
affect the volunteer  

opportunities?

Does the  
historical context of 

your exhibit  
affect the volunteer  

opportunities?

Why do you think the 
young people in your 

exhibit were motivated 
to volunteer?

Why do you think the 
young people in your 

exhibit were motivated 
to volunteer?

How was the  
volunteer work  
promoted or  

advertised in your  
exhibit?

How was the  
volunteer work  
promoted or  

advertised in your  
exhibit?

Are the volunteers  
in your exhibit  

global citizens? Why  
or why not?

Are the volunteers  
in your exhibit  

global citizens? Why  
or why not?
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DEVELOPING A PLAN TO CREATE AN  
INTERNATIONAL VOLUNTEER ORGANIZATION:

You will have an opportunity to share your plan with your classmates and  
learn about theirs; then you will be asked to “volunteer” for the organization  

that motivates you the most!

Assignment Sheet

As a small group, you will “create” your own local volunteer organization — one that tackles a 21st-century issue 
or challenge you are concerned about and have researched.

Do the following to create your hypothetical organization:

• Compose a short mission statement communicating the organization’s purpose and objectives, which can in-
clude the measurable impact you expect the organization to have on your selected global and/or local issue. An 
example of a mission statement is the one used by AFS Intercultural Programs:

AFS Intercultural Programs is an international, voluntary, non-governmental, non-profit organization that pro-
vides intercultural learning opportunities to help people develop the knowledge, skills and understanding need-
ed to create a more just and peaceful world.

• Develop a promotional poster, pamphlet, short video, or social media page targeting potential volunteers for 
your organization.

• Write a short paper for your potential supporters identifying the contemporary issue the organization will ad-
dress, why it merits volunteerism, and how it affects global issues.
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