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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Civilians 

Subject area: Women and gender roles 

Rationale 
The aim of this lesson is to introduce some of the roles that women played to contribute to the 

war effort during World War One. The role played by women often gets overlooked yet, as 

women make up half the population of most countries, their contribution was crucial.  

In addition, this lesson will explore how the loss of life and long-term injuries experienced by 

soldiers had an impact on women. It examines how women were mobilized or involved in a 

number of countries during the conflict. 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Book with photographs - Women of the empire in wartime  

 Book with photographs - ‘Women’s War Work in maintaining industries & exports in 
the United Kingdom’ 

 Booklet with illustration - Women’s effort in wartime 
 Book with photographs - Little knitting book. Edited by the Patriotic Women’s 

Association 
 Photograph - Mother and child wearing gas masks 

 Photograph - Seamstress strike 

 Booklet - National League of Serbian Women publication 
 Photograph - Woman in the Russian cavalry (Savage division) 
 Illustration - Woman (widow of a soldier from the 1914-1918 war) shows the portraits 

to the three children 

 Photograph - Distribution of meals by a young girl from Flanders 

Recommended reading (short articles): 
Women at home in a world at war by Professor Susan R Grayzel  
Changing lives: gender expectations and roles during and after the First World War by 
Professor Susan R Grayzel  
Women in World War One propaganda by Professor Jo Fox 

Key questions 

 What roles do you think women were able to carry out during World War One? Were 

there any constrictions compared to today? 

 What is the range of occupations that women were expected to take up to replace 

men? How close to the front line do you think women were? 

 What type of propaganda was directed at women during the war? 

 Is it possible to assess the significance of the war on women in different countries? 
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Activities 
1.) Before you start, you may wish to spend some time setting the scene and reminding 

students that women did not have the vote in most countries in 1914.  

2.) In small groups consider and record the following question: what roles do you think UK 

women were able to carry out during World War One? Were there any constrictions 

compared to today?  

3.) Using all of the source materials listed above, ask students to organise it into categories: 

e.g. information, propaganda and reflection. Do any of them overlap?  

4.) Are there similar themes across the different countries?  

5.) Exploring the booklets listed above, describe the roles that would take women very 

close to the front line. Which occupations might be dangerous on the Home Front? 

Keep a record. This can be adapted according to the ability of the students. Ask 

students to present their findings to others through either a grid or a visual display. 

6.) Describe the duties that women were expected to carry out in the home to support the 

war effort. Write a guidance page for a local newspaper, aimed at women, that outlines 

how they are able to help during the war. 

7.) From the information explored and a wider understanding of the war, what positive 

and negative impact might the war have had on women? Discuss answers as a group.  

Extension activities  

 Discuss the way the war affected women’s status within the societies that fought. 

 Find out what occupations women were typically in prior to the outbreak of war. 

 


