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Overview: 
World War I was one of the most terrible and deadly wars in human history. The assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 was the explosion of tensions that were building in Europe in 
the early years of the twentieth century. The collapse of old international treaties as well as the 
obligations of some of those treaties would bring many non-warring nations into the fight. 
Intended for an upperclassmen history course, this inquiry lesson engages students in 
hypothesizing, evaluating, and generating a tentative conclusion on what caused the world to go 
to war in 1914. 
 
Rationale: 
This inquiry lesson is designed for students in an Advanced Placement European History course. 
It is important for students to engage in discussion about what events and circumstances led to 
WWI for a number of reasons. First, it is a serious and monumental decision for nations to go to 
war, and so discussing why these nations did so may help create informed citizens who 
understand the often complicated circumstances that can lead to global conflict. Second, WWI 
was unique as it was a war brought together by the conflict of a few nations and exploded into a 
global war as a result of obligations from international treaties, among other issues. 
 
Objectives: 
By taking part in this lesson, students will  

• Write hypotheses answering the question “What caused the world to go to war in 1914?”  
• Interpret primary and secondary sources and explain why a certain source supports or 

detracts from their initial hypotheses.  
• Take part in discussion with their peers over the validity and importance of a source as it 

is introduced to the lesson. 
• Write a final essay that discusses two of their final hypotheses, and provides at least two 

pieces of evidence from the data sets to support these arguments.  
 
WCCSS: 
B.12.1 Explain different points of view on the same historical event, using data gathered 
from various sources, such as letters, journals, diaries, newspapers, government 
documents, and speeches. 
-As part of the inquiry process, students explain their different hypotheses by using different 
sources in the form of the data sets.  
 
B.12.4 Assess the validity of different interpretations of significant historical events 
-Both in the discussion of the data sets as well as their final essays, students will assess the 
validity of their different interpretations as to why the world went to war in 1914. 
 
 
 



B.12.5 Gather various types of historical evidence, including visual and quantitative data, 
to analyze issues of freedom and equality, liberty and order, region and nation, individual 
and community, law and conscience, diversity and civic duty; form a reasoned conclusion 
in the light of other possible conclusions; and develop a coherent argument in the light of 
other possible arguments 
-In the class discussions, students argue whether or not the historical evidence they are given 
supports or undermines their original hypotheses.  
 
B.12.11 Compare examples and analyze why governments of various countries have 
sometimes sought peaceful resolution to conflicts and sometimes gone to war 
-Students make a list of their hypotheses of what caused the world to go to war, and then use the 
data sets to assess the validity of their hypotheses. 
 
B.12.15 Identify a historical or contemporary event in which a person was forced to take an 
ethical position, such as a decision to go to war, the impeachment of a president, or a 
presidential pardon, and explain the issues involved 
-The event (World War I) is the question of this inquiry lesson. The final essay involves students 
explaining the most important issues that surrounded Europe’s decision to go to war in 1914.  
 
Grade Level: 
This inquiry is designed for an 11th grade AP European History course.  
 
Time: 
This inquiry lesson will be conducted in four fifty minute class periods. This should allow for the 
necessary buildup to discussion, the initial hypothesis process as well as subsequent hypothesis 
discussions, and the amount of discourse that will be generated as a result of the data sets.  
 
Course: 
This lesson is designed for an 11th grade AP European History course. It focuses on the 
important topics of nationalism, democracy, international alliances, and global conflict.  
 
Materials: 

- 5 copies of the series of data sets 
- 25 copies of hypothesis/evidence worksheet 
- 25 copies of final essay rubric 
- Video of “Days That Shook the World” Season 1 Episode 5: The Assassination of 

Archduke Ferdinand/The Death of Hitler (second part will of course be omitted from the 
lesson). 

- Whiteboard and markers 
 

Procedure 
 

Hook: 
This inquiry lesson plan will begin with a 10 minute video clip from “Days That Shook the 
World” Season 1 Episode 5: The Assassination of Archduke Ferdinand/The Death of Hitler. The 
instructor will play the video from 16:00 to 26:50 for this part of the lesson. This clip focuses on 



the assassins behind the attack on the Archduke of Austria-Hungary and his wife, a brief 
explanation as to the political background of the tragedy, and the event itself. The instructor will 
stop the video at 26:50 for further use as a data set. After the video, the teacher will explain the 
hypothesis process as well as how the class will work on these hypotheses after being given the 
different data sets. Finally, the instructor will review the final writing assignment which the 
students will complete at the end of the lesson. 
 
Elicit Hypotheses: 
The instructor will distribute the hypotheses worksheets to every student. Once everyone has 
their worksheet the teacher will write the focus question on the board: What caused the world to 
go to war in 1914? While the students will be in five groups of five already, they will be asked to 
write their own hypotheses that answer why WWI began on their worksheets. This process 
should take about five minutes. Once they have their lists, the instructor will give ten minutes for 
the groups to discuss what they wrote down (and possibly add a hypothesis if a student thinks of 
a new one). Following this, the instructor will appoint one student to be the official “scribe” of 
the class. The teacher will ask the groups to share their hypotheses one by one about what led the 
world to go to war in 1914. The student scribe will write down any new hypotheses below the 
focus question on the board so that the whole class can keep track of all of the ideas. Following 
this sharing of hypotheses, the teacher will present the class with the first data set.  
 
Data Gathering/Processing and Revising Hypotheses: 
After reviewing the first data set, the instructor will facilitate a discussion on the aspects of this 
data that are useful in explaining the events or circumstances that led to World War I. The 
students will be asked to consider which of the class’ hypotheses may have been supported or 
undermined as a result of this new information (note: some hypotheses may not be affected at all, 
which is fine). They should cite what parts of this data set they found to support or undermine 
their hypotheses. This will help students remember what information to use in their essays later. 
If there are any new hypotheses that can be made because of this data, the scribe will add them to 
the list on the board. Alternatively, if the class feels that some hypotheses should be thrown out, 
the scribe will cross them out on the list and the students will do the same on their individual 
worksheets. This process will be repeated until all the data sets have been read through and 
studied. 
 
Conclusion: 
After all the data sets have been through they hypotheses process, the instructor will hand out 
one last data set. This data set is meant to represent how the historical hypothesis process is 
never ending, and can change at any time with newly introduced information. The teacher will 
then explain the expectations for the final assignment for this inquiry lesson. The prompt will be 
as follows: We have read and viewed numerous pieces of information that have taught us about 
what led the world to go to war in 1914. You have narrowed down your hypotheses to the top 
two on your worksheets. Now you will use the information you were given in the form of the data 
sets as evidence to explain why you think these two hypotheses are the most valid explanations as 
to what caused WWI. This question will be accompanied by a rubric detailing how the essays 
should look.  
 
 



Lesson Plan Evaluation/Reflection: 
This inquiry lesson is appropriate for 11th grade AP European History students because it 
requires studying and analyzing not just a textbook, but multiple sources in both the primary and 
secondary categories. They are also expected to participate in conversation and debates on 
information from the data sets, which will help them form a more solid answer to the final essay 
question. Connecting back to my rationale, discussing why these nations went to war may help 
create informed citizens who understand the often complicated circumstances that can lead to 
global conflict. Also, WWI was unique as it was a war brought together by the conflict of a few 
nations and exploded into a global war as a result of obligations from international treaties, 
among other issues. It is because of these reasons that no matter the community, this is still an 
important and relevant lesson for any high school History student. 
 
PASS Standards 
Standard 1—Higher Order Thinking 
I give my lesson a five in this standard. The entire lesson involves students manipulating 
information and ideas in ways that transform the data’s meaning and implications. Using the data 
sets, the students hypothesize what may have led to WWI and continue to adapt their hypotheses 
as they encounter new data.  
 
Standard 2—Deep Knowledge 
I give my lesson a four in Deep Knowledge. This is because I as the teacher will be providing 
arguments and reasoning as part of the discussion of the different hypotheses. If it was my 
students doing this, I would give this lesson a five. The class will still work with the single focus 
question for the inquiry, so no other questions will be impeding the learning process.  
 
Standard 3—Substantive Conversation 
I give this inquiry a five in this lesson. With each data set, students are expected not only to 
adjust or eliminate their hypotheses, but to maintain a conversation with their peers about the 
new information. In this conversation, students must explain why they believe the evidence is 
important or not, as well as defend that position with specific examples.  
 
Standard 4—Connections to the World Beyond the Classroom 
I believe this lesson scores a two on this standard. Since this lesson focuses on the causes of 
World War I, the connection to the United States and to the student’s experiences is not present, 
as the U.S. did not enter the war until years after it began. This plain fact is why I cannot give 
this lesson a three, because there is no connection to the students’ experiences. However, this 
lesson does explain that “there is potential value in the knowledge being studied because it 
related to the world beyond the classroom.” While studying the treaties and alliances between 
nations in this lesson, students are learning how just one document can have an effect on the 
world’s history. 
 
Standard 5—Ethical Valuing 
I would give this inquiry lesson a three for Ethical Valuing. The ethical issue in this lesson is the 
decision to go to war, however the students are not taking a position on the issue but rather 
arguing what the causes of the issue were. They also talk about the “democratic value” of 



nationalism. Apart from these criteria, I can’t find enough in this lesson for me to give it a four, 
where many students take a position on an ethical issue. 
 
Standard 6—Integration 
I give this lesson a two in this standard. This inquiry lesson focuses primarily on the subject of 
history, but also includes some political science in the form of the treaties and the issues caused 
by them. This integration helps the students have a better social understanding of Europe at the 
time of WWI. Because the integration in this lesson only includes two Social Studies subjects, I 
can only give this a two, and not a three or higher.  
 
Potential Changes: 
As far as the data sets are concerned, I would try and find more primary source documents apart 
from newspaper articles (perhaps a few additional government documents). I would also like to 
have my data sets be a little less text heavy and maybe have more maps and photographs. While 
I have not taught the lesson yet and therefore cannot be sure, I think that I would adjust my role 
in this lesson according to how involved I think I should be in the discussion. If my students 
seem to be able to hold a meaningful conversation on their own, then I would stay in the 
background more often. However, if I feel that they need a bigger push now and then, or if they 
all seem to agree, I would speak up and provide a counter argument that they would then have to 
refute—thus continuing the meaningful discussion.  
 
Further Reflection: 
One of the things that I learned while developing this lesson is keeping in mind what I’m using 
for the data sets. I had to really read through a lot of material to find the specific examples that I 
felt would provide the most pertinent information in the necessary amount of space. I also had to 
find sources that weren’t too repetitive of another (although some sources agree on more than 
one cause of WWI, so there is some repetition in the data sets. I have also learned an incredibly 
useful and valuable style of teaching from developing an inquiry lesson plan. While not every 
lesson needs to be this extensive, I think that starting with an important focus question (or central 
questions) is an integral part of being a critically thinking history student. In other words, you 
need to find out what you are trying to answer before you can even begin your search for the 
information that can help you get there. I also found that looking for sources outside of the usual 
textbook is something that I want to try to do in my normal instruction. This has many benefits: 
one, it helps keep the occasional boredom from reading a textbook at bay. Two, it shows students 
that just one source is not going to have all the answers. Finally, using outside material helps 
students compare information found in both the textbook and other sources, which can improve 
their ability to be critical of what the book or source tells them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 



 
 
 
 



Conflict with Serbia—Data Set 3 
 
“Since the Bosnian crisis of 1908–09, Austrian diplomats had been convinced that war with 
Serbia was bound to come. Aehrenthal died in February 1912, at a moment when an Italian-
Turkish conflict over Tripoli (now in Libya) had provoked anti-Turkish sentiment in the Balkan 
states (see Italo-Turkish War). Leopold, Graf (count) von Berchtold, who directed Austro-
Hungarian foreign policy from 1912 on, did not have the qualities required in such a critical 
period. Aehrenthal had been able to silence the warmongering activities of Conrad, the Habsburg 
chief of staff who continued to advocate preventive war against Italy and Serbia, but Berchtold 
yielded to the aggressive policies of the military and the younger members of his ministry. 
During the Balkan Wars (1912–13), fought by the Balkan states over the remnants of the 
Ottoman Empire, Austria-Hungary twice tried to force Serbia to withdraw from positions gained 
by threatening it with an ultimatum. In February and October 1913, military action against Serbia 
was contemplated, but in both instances neither Italy nor Germany was willing to guarantee 
support. Austria-Hungary ultimately had to acquiesce in Serbia’s territorial gains. But by 
supporting Bulgaria’s claims against Serbia, Austria-Hungary also had alienated Romania, which 
had shown resentment against the Habsburg monarchy because of the treatment of non-
Hungarian nationalities in Hungary. Romania thus joined Italy and Serbia in support of 
irredentist movements inside the Habsburg monarchy. By 1914, leading government circles in 
Vienna were convinced that offensive action against the foreign protagonists of irredentist claims 
was essential to the integrity of the empire.” 
 
Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. "Austria," accessed March 05, 2013, 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/44183/Austria. 
 
 
Days That Shook the World, Season 1 Episode 5—Data Set 4 
Teacher plays video from 26:50-29:00. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/605829/Tripoli
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/297469/Italo-Turkish-War
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/61548/Leopold-count-von-Berchtold
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/50300/Balkan-Wars
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/508461/Romania
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/44183/Austria


 



 
 
 
 



Excerpt from Chapter 21 of A History of the United States—Data Set 7 
 
 “On July 28 Austria-Hungary declared war and bombarded Belgrade, the Serbian capital. 
The powderkeg had exploded. Instantly Europe erupted into war. The elaborate system of 
alliances came into play. Russia, leader of the Slavic world, felt it must aid Serbia, so it began to 
mobilize. This brought Germany, allied with Austria-Hungary, onto the scene. Russia was allied 
with France. Germany had long feared that it might be squeezed by an attack from both Russia 
and France at the same time. So Germany decided to strike them first. On August 1, Germany 
declared war on Russia and two days later on France. Then Germany moved swiftly to destroy 
that “guaranteed” Belgian neutrality, struck through Belgium into France. Now England, which 
had a defense agreement with France, plunged in against Germany. Then Bulgaria and Turkey 
joined the Central Powers—Germany and Austria-Hungary. Later, Japan and Italy came to the 
side of the Allies.” 
 
Boorstin, Daniel J. and Brooks Mather Kelley. A History of the United States (Needham, 
Massachusetts: Prentice Hall, 2002), 547-548. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Excerpt from Chapter 23 of Liberty, Equality, Power: A History of the American People—
Post-Inquiry Data Set 
 
 “Complicated alliances and defense treaties of the European nations undoubtedly 
hastened the rush toward war. But equally important was the fierce competition that existed 
among the larger powers to build the strongest economies, the largest armies and navies, and the 
grandest colonial empires. Britain and Germany, in particular, were engaged in a bitter struggle 
for European and world supremacy. Few Europeans had any idea that these military buildups 
might lead to a terrible war that would kill nearly an entire generation of young men and expose 
the barbarity lurking in their civilization. Historians now believe that several advisers close to the 
German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, were actually eager to engage Russia and France in a fight 
for supremacy on the European continent. They expected that a European war would be swift 
and decisive—in Germany’s favor. But England and France also believed in their own 
superiority.” 
 
Gerstle, Gary, James M. McPherson, John M. Murrin, Paul E. Johnson, Emily S. Rosenberg, and 
Norman L. Rosenberg. Liberty, Equality, Power: A History of the American People (New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1999), 765. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 



What Caused the World to Go to War in 1914? 
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