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This kit includes the following  
primary sources:

Photographs
Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders
German U-boat
Men in a front line trench
Tanks during the Argonne offensive in 1918
General Allenby’s entrance into Jerusalem
Nurses treating the wounded in trenches
Children staging a Red Cross drill
Ruins of the St. Quentin Cathedral

Primary Sources
The Zimmermann Telegram
New York Times article on the assassination of  

Francis Ferdinand and Sophie
German advertisement in the New York Times
Mother Russia poster
Diary entry from a World War I pilot
Panama Canal political cartoon
Letter from a man aboard the USS Maine 
McKinley’s explanation about the Philippines
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How to Use This Product
This unit, with its primary documents, photographs, and support materials, will allow both teacher and 
student to expand their study of history beyond the textbook and classroom.  The resources in this book 
assist the busy teacher in presenting innovative primary source lessons that meet state and national 
standards.  Easy to follow, concise, and aligned to the curriculum standards, the teacher lesson plans 
and student activity pages are certain to become a great addition to any classroom.

Using primary sources offers students the opportunity to act and think as historians.  Students will 
participate in the constructive process of history by studying primary documents and photographs.  
Viewing historic photographs, handling facsimiles of famous documents, and reading the comments 
and opinions of those in the past will bring history alive for students.  Understanding the background 
of each primary source will help students to put historical events and attitudes into perspective, to think 
progressively, and to walk in the shoes of their ancestors.  

The organization of the kit provides teachers with all they need to accomplish the lessons without 
additional research or planning.  Teachers have the photographs and documents at their fingertips 
without scurrying to find such references.  Activities are varied, interesting, challenging, and engaging.

The Book
The teacher pages provide lesson plans organized with objectives, materials, discussion questions, 
suggestions for using the primary sources, and extension ideas.  Historical background pages are 
provided to give teachers and students information about each of the primary sources being studied.  
The coordinating student activity pages allow the flexibility for a class, individuals, or small groups of 
students to focus on a specific task and provide direction for a series of tasks to be completed during a 
time period.  

The standards and objectives for the lessons are both process and content objectives to cover the 
full range of social studies skills.  The standard listed for each lesson is a process standard taken from 
one of the ten strands of the National Council for Social Studies (NCSS, Expectations of Excellence: 
Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, http://www.ncss.org).  The objective listed for each lesson is 
a content learning objective describing what students will learn and how they will show what they have 
learned.  A complete chart listing each lesson in the book and the corresponding standards is available 
on the CD in the folder entitled Lesson Support Files (standard.pdf).

The document-based assessment section provides student preparation and practice on the 
document-based questions that appear on many standardized tests today.  Students will be able to 
analyze for meanings, compare and contrast, compose short answers, and even respond to and reflect on 
topics with longer essay questions.  The entire testing section will provide students with opportunities 
to prepare for a variety of testing situations.

©Teacher Created Materials 3 #21852—Primary Sources: World War I Era



#21852—Primary Sources: World War I Era 4 ©Teacher Created Materials

How to Use This Product

The Photographs
Each photograph has four general areas on the back for teacher and student use.  The top of the 
card has a brief Historical Background Information section.  Along the left side of the card is the 
Analyzing History section.  This includes questions and activities designed to make students analyze 
what they see and learn.  In the Historical Writing section, students are given two writing assignments, 
one fiction and one nonfiction.  Finally, the History Challenge section offers fun extension ideas for 
the students.  The teacher lesson plans do not necessarily refer to each of the sections on the back of the 
card.  These activities can be used by teachers in any way that fits their classroom needs (group work, 
individual work, learning center, etc.).

The Primary Sources
The documents, letters, maps, and other primary sources are provided in both an authentic-looking 
format as well as in the book for reproduction.  The large copies of the primary sources should be 
shared with the students so that they can see and feel the facsimiles.  The easy-to-read copies of the 
primary sources in the book can be reproduced for the students to use during student activities.  If the 
text of a document is too long, only an excerpt of the text is included in the book.  The entire text of the 
document is available on the CD.

The CD
The CD provided with the book has copies of the 16 main primary sources and photographs, additional 
documents and photographs from the time period, and activities to support and enrich the lessons in the 
book, including 16 student pages to support the introduction.  See pages 75–76 for more information 
about using the CD.

Objectives of This Unit
By participating in the lessons provided in this book, students will:

 • articulate their observations. 

 • analyze what they see.

 • improve their vocabularies.

 • be prompted by visual clues.

 • compare their assumptions against others.

 • expand their appreciation for other time periods.

By presenting the lessons in this book, teachers will:

 • improve students’ test scores and improve test-taking skills.

 • meet curriculum standards.

 • create a learning environment that extends beyond the classroom.

 • encourage students to take an active role in learning history.

 • develop critical-thinking skills in students.



Using Primary Sources Zimmermann Telegram

Intercepting the Zimmermann Note 
Standard/Objective
 • Explain conditions, actions, and motivations that contribute to conflict and cooperation within and 

among nations.  (NCSS)

 • Students will create different codes for the Zimmermann telegram and work toward deciphering 
them.  

Materials
Copies of the facsimile Zimmermann Telegram; Copies of the historical background information  
(page 52); Copies of the student activity sheet, Cracking Codes (page 53); Copies of The Deciphered 
Zimmermann Note (page 54) or copies of all four pages of the Deciphered Telegram available on the 
CD (telgram1–4.jpg)

Discussion Questions
 • What was Germany’s motivation for asking Mexico to side with the Central Powers?

 • How would Germany benefit from Mexico entering the war?

 • If the Zimmermann note had never been sent, do you think the United States would have entered 
the war eventually?

Using the Primary Source
Share copies of the original Zimmermann telegram written in code.  Tell students that this is an 
important telegram that was sent during the war.  Ask students what they think this telegram says.  
Then distribute copies of the Deciphered Telegram available on the CD (telgram1–4.jpg) for students 
to read.  These files not only have the text of the telegram decoded, but they also contain the rest of 
the message sent to President Wilson from the United States Ambassador Walter Page.  Have students 
discuss the questions above in small groups.  Then review the historical background information 
together as a class.

Tell students that they are each going to create an original code for someone in the room to crack.  
The code must carry an important factual secret concerning World War I and should be at least three 
sentences long.  Students should also create keys to their codes so that their classmates can check their 
work.  The codes should not be revealed to anyone else in the room.  When all the coded messages 
are created, have students trade papers and try to decipher the work.  After the activity, discuss what 
the students decided to include in their messages, how the codes were created, and how students went 
about trying to decipher them.

Extension Idea
Have students research how the British cracked the code and compare the information using the 
original telegram.  
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Using Primary Sources Zimmermann Telegram

Intercepting the Zimmermann Note (cont.)

Historical Background Information
In April 1916, almost a year after the Lusitania had been torpedoed, Germany ordered its 
U-boats to stop unrestricted submarine warfare.  This order came in response to President 
Woodrow Wilson’s objections to the tactics of German warfare.  Because Germany did 
not want to fight the United States, they agreed to warn merchant ships before sinking 
them and rescue those on the sinking ships.  American merchant ships once again began 
safely sending war materials to the Allies and Germany’s hold on the seas weakened.   

In response to this, Germany used its embassy in the United States for spying and 
sabotaging.  Germany’s ambassador planned to bribe members of Congress by paying 
them $50,000 each to speak against President Wilson.  However, the State Department 
and American public found out about these plans and put a halt to them.  Spies were 
closely followed by the Secret Service, and not one secret was ever stolen.  There were 
some successful saboteurs who caused problems in America before the war.  Dr. Anton 
Degler used vials of anthrax bacteria to poison horses and mules that were awaiting 
shipment to the Allies.  Dr. Walter Scheele secretly constructed bombs in a factory in 
Hoboken, New Jersey.  These bombs were then placed on cargo ships and exploded a few 
days out to sea, ruining the ammunition.

Less than a year later, on February 1, 1917, Germany once again employed unrestricted 
submarine warfare.  Germany reasoned that United States soldiers were not prepared for 
European warfare and would be defeated quickly, especially at sea.  In a statement to 
the State Department in Washington, Germany informed the United States that any and 
all ships traveling through the waters surrounding Europe would be sunk without any 
attempts for rescue.  The United States was allowed one ship to sail to Europe provided 
that it did not contain any war materials, left for the destination on Wednesdays and 
Sundays, had a painted hull with red and white stripes, and displayed the American flag at 
the stern.  Germany’s bold action outraged the American public.

At the end of February, Germany’s Foreign Secretary, Alfred Zimmermann, sent a 
telegram to the German minister in Mexico.  This telegram instructed the minister to ask 
Mexico for an alliance with Germany and Japan against the United States, if and when the 
United States entered the war.  In return, Germany promised Mexico land in Texas, New 
Mexico, and Arizona.  The Mexican government was in no position to fight when civil 
war was looming throughout its country.  The Japanese were presently on the side of the 
Allies, but enjoyed being courted by the Germans.  They openly shared this information 
with the Allies.  

When the British intercepted this telegram, it was sent to a government department that 
specialized in unraveling German codes.  The British had secretly laid hold of several 
German code books.  The Germans used an arbitrary code on their telegrams that made 
it necessary to have a code book to decipher it.  The codes changed on a daily basis 
depending on who was receiving the telegram.  Newspapers spread the contents of the 
telegram throughout the United States.  To make matters worse, during the first few 
weeks of March, German submarines sank four American ships.  The American public, 
Woodrow Wilson, and Congress had had enough and on April 6, 1917, the United States 
declared war on Germany.  
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Using Primary Sources Zimmermann Telegram

Name  ______________________________________________________

Cracking Codes
Background Information
The Zimmermann telegram encouraged American entry into the war.  This infamous telegram was 
addressed from Alfred Zimmermann, Germany’s Foreign Secretary, to the German minister in Mexico 
asking him to persuade the Mexican government to join a three-pronged alliance with Germany and 
Japan against the Allies.  This telegram also promised land in America to the Mexicans.  British 
intelligence intercepted the telegram, deciphered the code, and shared it with the United States 
ambassador in London and the press.  

Activity
Directions:  As a federal agent, you have some important information regarding your country (you can 
choose any country involved in World War I) and the war.  It is your job to get your message to the 
people who need to see it without anyone cracking the code and reading this classified information.  
Codes can be written using letters, numbers, equations, or anything else that can be proven.  Your 
code must be accurate and so must the information within your telegram.  Find an important piece of 
information regarding World War I to send in your message and create a code to hide its meaning in 
the space below.  On another sheet of paper, create an answer key so that your classmates can check 
their work.

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________
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Challenges
Review the original Zimmermann coded telegram and compare it with the deciphered tele-
gram.  See if you can identify the code the Germans used.  

Find out how long it took for the British to decipher the telegram.  How was it deciphered?  
See if you can write a new message using that same code.  



Using Primary Sources Zimmermann Telegram

The Deciphered Zimmermann Note 
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Translation
We intend to begin on the first of February unrestricted submarine warfare.  We shall endeavor 
in spite of this to keep the United States of America neutral.  In the event of this not succeeding, 
we make Mexico a proposal of alliance on the following basis:  make war together, make peace 
together, generous financial support and an understanding on our part that Mexico is to reconquer 
the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona.  The settlement in detail is left to you.  You 
will inform the President of the above most secretly as soon as the outbreak of war with the United 
States of America is certain and add the suggestion that he should, on his own initiative, invite Japan 
to immediate adherence and at the same time mediate between Japan and ourselves.  Please call the 
President’s attention to the fact that the ruthless employment of our submarines now offers the prospect 
of compelling England in a few months to make peace.”  Signed, Zimmermann

National Archives
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