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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: The War machine  
Subject area: Punishment 

Rationale 
In this activity, students will gain an insight into military discipline and to consider the nature of 

crime and punishment during World War One. In addition, they will discuss and make 

judgements on the highly contentious issue of whether those sentenced to death during the 

war should be pardoned. 

 

Please note that some of the images are of bodies – the images are not degrading or gruesome 

but they are genuine. Please consider the nature of your presentation of these contents and the 

responses of the students. 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Photograph - Execution of a young spy near Reims (sensitive material) 

 Report - Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War 

Recommended reading (short article): 

Military discipline and punishment by Professor Gary Sheffield 

Key questions 

 What do the statistics suggest about numbers and distribution of military police? Why 

was this? 

 What were the most common reasons for court martial?  

 What were the most common sentences passed?  

 What similarities and differences were there between the alleged offences and 

treatment of officers and soldiers and Imperial/colonial troops? 

 What percentage of death sentences were carried out? Why? 

 What does the evidence show about how crime and punishment changes in a war 

situation? 

 Should soldiers sentenced to death during the war be pardoned?  

Activities 
1.) Introduce the concept of crime and punishment in a modern peacetime sense through a 

simple matching game in which students should attempt to match up selected modern 

crimes with their maximum punishments. For the UK this information can be found using 

the following site: 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/execution-young-spy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/statistics-of-military-effort-of-british-empire
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/military-discipline
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The Law Pages 

2.) Students should also consider the death penalty. Do they agree or disagree with it? What 

do their decisions depend upon? Which countries around the world currently operate a 

death penalty as a punishment? The following site is recommended: 

The Guardian 

3.) Introduce students to wartime crime and punishment through the image Execution of a 

young spy near Reims. This is a shocking image but can be used sensitively to ignite 

discussions about the death penalty and issues of proof. Who do students think this man 

was? What was his crime? How was he executed? What other types of crimes committed 

by soldiers do students think might have been punishable by death?  

4.) Allow students to interrogate the statistics documents in order to find answers to discussion 

questions and allow time for feedback.  

5.) Use this feedback plus students’ knowledge of the war to prepare for a class debate that 

focuses on whether those who received the death sentence should be pardoned. 

 

 

http://www.thelawpages.com/court-cases/maximums.php
http://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2011/mar/29/death-penalty-countries-world#zoomed-picture
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/execution-young-spy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/execution-young-spy

