
Knowledge Organiser: How can sources help us discover the varied experiences of WWI soldiers? 
 

 

 

 
This topic investigates the varied experiences of soldiers in WWI 
with a direct emphasis on using sources. We will look at why 
soldiers joined, life in the trenches, the nature of fighting, soldiers 
from the empire on the Western Front and the experience of 
major battles such as the Somme and Gallipoli.  Our second order 
concept is EVIDENTIAL THINKING. 

Chronology: What happened on these dates? Vocabulary: Define these keywords 

August 4th 
1914 Britain declares war on Germany.  

Sources  
Materials or objects which historians use 
as evidence to discover the past e.g. 
photographs, diaries and artefacts. 21st August 

1914 
Britain introduces the ‘Pals Battalions’ as a 
method of recruiting more soldiers from Britain.  

Summarise your learning: WWI Topics 
1915 

The Battle of Gallipoli begins. It was a major 
defeat for the Allies and a victory for the 
Ottoman Empire. 

Inference To analyse the information in a source 
about what it can tell or show us.  

Topic 1: 
Sheffield Pals 

Patriotism and propaganda posters were two 
important reasons why men joined the war 
effort in 1914. They signed up to Pals Battalions, 
with ultimately disastrous consequences. In 
Germany and France, conscription was used. All 
European countries used their soldiers from the 
empires to fuel the demand for manpower. 

1916 
The Battle of the Somme. More than 65,000 
soldiers on both sides killed or wounded during 
the first day of battle. 

Pals Battalions 
Battalions of men who enlisted to join 
WWI together, often from the same local 
community, sports club, workplace. 

1918 End of the First World War. A Front  
A zone of fighting. Western Front was 
between France and Germany. Eastern 
Front was between Germany and Russia. 

Topic 2: What 
was life and 
fighting like 

on the 
Western and 

Eastern 
Fronts? 

Trench conditions were awful. Rats, lice, trench 
foot and the constant fear of shelling all 
damaged the morale and health of the soldiers. 
The Western Front was fought in trenches in 
muddy conditions, whilst the Eastern Front was 
fought in freezing, mountainous conditions. 

June 1919 The Treaty of Versailles was signed. Colonial soldiers 
Soldiers who came from the British and 
French empires to fight in Europe on the 
Western Front. 

 
2006 

The British government officially pardons all the 
men who were executed during the war on the 
charge of cowardice.  

Recruitment  
The process in which a government 
persuades or forces men to join the 
military services. Topic 3: 

Colonial 
troops and 

the Battles of 
Somme and 

Gallipoli 

We use Olusoga’s book to investigate the 4 
million colonial soldiers who fought and 
maintained the Western Front. We look at the 
cases of Native Canadians, Indians, Native 
Australians, and English-Caribbean soldiers. We 
consider the varied experiences of the Somme 
and Gallipoli and how some sources show us 
surprising comradeship between enemy lines. 

“Forgotten Soldiers” of WWI: David Olusoga 

Conscription 
The legal requirement to join the armed 
forces. 
 

  

Attrition  
The attempt to win a war by wearing down 
the enemy so they give up the will to 
continue fighting.   

Topic 4: 
Medicine and 

Army 
deserters 

World War One was the first industrial war. 
Devastating new weapons caused huge 
casualties. Poison gas was particular feared by all 
soldiers. The result of these terrible conditions 
led to medical developments, such as the 
Thomas Splint and the use of X-rays. On the 
other hand, the experience of shell shock led to 
many deserters, of which 306 were shot by the 
British Army, accused of cowardice. 

  Shell Shock The condition of being psychologically 
disturbed due to the experience of war. 

Tribunal   
A military court where arguments are 
presented for and against the accused in a 
trial.   

“Over 4 million soldiers from 
the empires gave their lives 
to Europe during WWI. To 
truly appreciate the impact 
of WWI, all these 
experiences need to be 
understood. We need to use 
the evidence to see the war 
for what it was: a multi-
racial, multi-national 
struggle fought all over 
the globe.” 


