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Theme: Teaching controversial issues in history: an example 

 

 

Expected outcome 

 

 To study the controversial sides of the Versailles treaties in order to help the students to develop critical thinking 

skills for understanding and interpreting historical events. 

 To present the point of view of the USA government and the American society on the European events. 

 To develop interest in multiperspectivity, and use this method when dealing with controversial issues 

 

Target group  

 

           

 

 

 

Brief description of the unit 

 

The USA, only non-European power to participate in military operations in Europe, had an important role in the aftermath of 

the war and peacemaking processes. Comparing the USA approach and that of European Allied Powers to after war 

peacemaking will allow teachers and pupils to study controversial sides of Versailles treaties and thus will help to develop 

appropriate critical thinking skills for understanding and interpreting historical events. Through the example of the Versailles 

treaties (1919), this training session plan aims to give an example of how a teacher can teach controversial issues by using 

multiperspectivity distancing techniques and role play. This teaching plan provides teacher trainers with a guide and sources for 

presenting, analysing and understanding the American point of view on events going on in Europe on the eve, during and after 

the WWI.  

 

  

Type of training School level / age Subject area 

Initial and in-service training Ages 16-19 History 
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Methods/techniques used 

 

Role play, group research, collaborative problem solving; interpretive approach 

 

Time  5 hours 

 

Preparatory reading Prior to the session 

Activity 1  120 minutes 

Activity 2  120 minutes 

Activity 3  60 minutes 

 

 

Tips for trainers 

 

See tips in activities 

 

Resources 

 

Map of pre-war and post-war Europe     

Pre-reading material  Appendix 1 

Historical source A Appendix 2 

Historical source B Appendix 2 
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Activity 1 USA neutrality at the beginning of WW I 

 

                  120 minutes                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 Notes 
 

 General aim: 

 

 To develop critical thinking skills for understanding and interpreting historical events. 

 To develop interest in multiperspectivity, and use this method when dealing with controversial issues 
 

 

 Specific aims: 

 

 To develop an understanding of the viewpoints of belligerent sides at the start of WW I  

 

 

 

 Methods /techniques used: 

 

 Group research, role play 

 
 

 

 

 Resources: 

 

 Pre-reading material 

 Flip charts and markers 

 
 

 

 

 Practical arrangements:  

 

 Set up the room for group work. 
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 Instructions/procedure: 

 

 Have participants divide in groups 

- Group 1 will represent Germany and its allies,  

- Group 2 will represent the Andante countries,  

- Group 3 will represent the USA,  

- Group 3 will represent the other states with their specific interests.  

 Ask each group to present the reasons and arguments for engaging in the war or for defending a 

position of neutrality.  

 Each group will present the results of their work the the wholle group of participants 

 Moderate a whole group discussion using the  following 2questions: 

- Was it possible to prevent the WW I?  

- What are the USA reasons to stay neutral?  

 
 

 

 

 Tips to trainers/anticipated difficulties: 

 

 The participants will need the trainer’s support to answer the questions not with their own viewpoint, 

but with the viewpoint of the belligerent parties, using the information they have gained through the 

pre-reading exercise done prior to the training session. 
 

 

 

 

 

 Debriefing/reflecting: 

 

 Back in their groups, ask participants to list: 

- Arguments to support the possibility of preventing the war. 

- Arguments to support the decision to engage in the war.  

- The political reasons for USA neutrality. 

- The economical reasons for USA neutrality. 

 Review with the students what they have learned. 
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Activity 2  USA participation in WW I and after war peacemaking   

                 120 minutes                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
 

 Notes 

 General aim: 

 To promote a multi-perspective view of the USA’s positions during WW I in Europe. 

 

 Specific aims: 

 To develop an understanding of the reasons for the change of public opinion in the USA and the 

American decision to engage in the conflict of WW I.  

 

 

 Methods/techniques used:  

 Group research, collaborative problem solving 
 

 

 Resources: 

 Historical source A (appendix 2) 

 

 

 Practical arrangements: 

 Set up the room for group work. 

 
 

 

 Instructions/procedure: 

 Briefly give a presentation on how the fact that economic strength becomes a serious base for 

growing political influence of the USA on postwar world. The USA gain even higher power due to 

President Woodrow Wilson’s philanthropic approach in dealing with the small nation’s expectations.  

 Ask participants in groups, to search in historical sources explaining the change of Wilson’s policy 

from neutrality to active participation in war and to follow up the same changes in American public 

opinion, using these questions:  

- What are the USA’s reasons to go into war? 
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- How was the public opinion in USA changed?  

- What are the USA’s interests in after war peacemaking? 

 Go thought the groups and when they are done with the 3 questions, hand out this question:  

- “Consider that in post war world the USA was the only power whose economy not only did not 

reduce, but grew during wartime. How did this influence the USA’s positions? 

 Ask groups to discuss and develop strategy for a campaign aimed at influencing American public 

opinion to break traditional isolationism and to support the policy of USA entrance in WW I and 

prepare a chart of activities addressed to different groups of American society to incline them to 

USA going into war 
 

 

 

 Debriefing/reflecting: 
 

 What have you learned during this activity? 

 Would you be able to use activities 1 and 2 in your classroom? 

 What challenges would you foresee? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity 3  Triumph of isolationism in the USA and its aftermath 

       60 minutes 
                                                                                  

 Notes 

 General aim:  

 To develop critical thinking skills for understanding and interpreting historical events. 

 To develop interest in multiperspectivity, and use this method when dealing with controversial issues. 

 

 Specific aims: 

 To develop an understanding of the reasons for the failure of President Woodrow Wilson’s plans.  

 To analyse why the USA did not ratify the Versailles Treaties. 
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 Methods/techniques used:  

 Role play, group research, collaborative problem solving; interpretive approach 
 
 

 

 Resources: 

 3 size A4 card stock 

 

 

 Practical arrangements: 

 Set up the room for group work. There should be enough space for participants to walk around the 

room when choosing and changing groups they wish to belong to. 

 

 

 

 Instructions / procedure: 

 

Step 1 

 

 Write on 3 size A4 card stock join the following statements:  

1. You mainly agree with Peace Conference decisions made and want USA continue to collaborate 

with European powers. 

2. You mainly disagree with Peace Conference decisions and want USA to return to isolationism. 

3. You are uncertain. 

 Place the cards at 3 ends of the room. Each participant goes to the card he/she agrees with. 

 

Step 2 

 

 When the group are constituted, each group works through their task:  

- Participants from the first and second groups should find in documents supporting their point of 

view and list brief statements on a flip chart:  

 Why USA should / should not ratify the Versailles treaty? 

 Why USA should / should not join the League of Nations? 

- The third group of students should discuss the same questions. 
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 After the presentation of arguments of the first two groups, the students of third group can make a 

final decision to join one of the first groups, or remain within their own group, supporting their 

decision with arguments from factual material.  

 

 

Step 3 

 

 Give a brief presentation on the following issues: 

- Most of today’s European borders are a consequence of the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. Use 

the map of pre-war and post-war Europe. 

- The USA was the first to abandon the League of Nations thus parting from Woodrow Wilson’s 

principles on international obligations of great powers. 

 

 
 

 Tips to trainers/anticipated difficulties: 

 

 You may want to allow participants in groups 1 and 2 to also change groups. 

 

 A note from the author: “President Woodrow Wilson was the champion for expectations of minor 

nations at the Paris Peace Conference. His “14 points” were a program for post war organization of 

the world envisaging independence and statehood to numerous nations of former Austro-Hungarian 

and Ottoman empires. The League of Nations - an international organization for preventing future 

wars and for collective security was created. However, Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic plans did not 

succeed. The victorious powers chose to solve their postwar social-economic problems at the 

expense of the defeated. There was no place for equal rights and social justice between the winners 

and losers.” 
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Evaluation and assessment 

 
 

                      Notes 

 What are the 3 most important things you learned during this 5 

hour session? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What will this change in your way of facilitating training when 

dealing with WW1 topics? 
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 How do you think these activities would work in the classroom? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Would these activities be useful for dealing with other sensitive 

topics? 
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Appendix 1: 
 

Preparatory activity  

 

Pre-reading material: 

 

 Six months that changed the world, by Margaret McMillan, Random House, 2003. 

 Gary B. Nash, (1992) American Odyssey: The United States in the twentieth century, Macmillan/McGraw-Hill 

 Liz Petheram, (2001), Challenging History: Britain in the XX century Nelson Thornes 

 M. Kishlansky, P. Geary, P. O’Brien, (1991), Civilization in the West, Harper Collins Publisher 

 P. Suvain, (1996), Key Themes of the Twentieth Century, Stanley Thornes Ltd. 

 J. R. Conlin (1990), The American Past: Volume 2: A survey of American history since 1865, Harcout Brace Jovanovich Publishers,. 

 A.Craig, W. Graham, D. Kagan, S. Ozment, F. Turner, (2000), The Heritage of World Civilizations: Volume 2, Prentice Hall 

 M. L. King, (2000), Western Civilization: A social and cultural history, Volume 2, Prentice Hall 
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Activity 1 
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“USA participation in WW I and in after war peacemaking” 
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