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Lesson Plan: The Powder Keg of Europe
How a Single Spark Ignited the First World War

Materials Needed

Whiteboard, large piece of poster board, or several sheets of paper taped together
Colored markers or pens
Index cards or small pieces of paper (4 per student)
Student notebook or journal
Access to the internet for an optional short video clip
A printed copy of the "Domino Effect Diagram" success criteria (optional)

Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to:

Identify and describe the four main long-term causes of World War I using the acronym M.A.I.N.
Explain how the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand acted as the immediate trigger for the
war.
Create a visual diagram that shows the connection between the long-term causes and the
immediate trigger of WWI.

Lesson Procedure

Part 1: Introduction (5-10 minutes)

Hook: Start with a thought-provoking question. "Imagine two kids get into a small argument on the
playground. How could that one little argument pull everyone else on the playground into a giant fight?
World War I was kind of like that. It started with one event—the death of one man—but it pulled almost
the entire world into a war that cost millions of lives. How is that even possible? Today, we're going to
be detectives and figure out what was really going on behind the scenes that made Europe a 'powder
keg' just waiting to explode."

Review Objectives: "Our goals today are to understand the four big tensions that were bubbling under
the surface, to learn about the 'spark' that lit the fuse, and then to create a cool visual map showing
how it all connected."

Part 2: Body of the Lesson (30-40 minutes)

I DO: The Four Big Tensions - M.A.I.N. (10 minutes)

We'll use the acronym M.A.I.N. to remember the four long-term causes of the war. Think of these as
the ingredients that made Europe so unstable.

Militarism: "This is when a country gets obsessed with building up its army and navy. It's like a1.
competition where one country builds a huge, powerful battleship, so its neighbor feels like it has
to build an even bigger one. Everyone starts showing off their military strength and gets a little
too eager to use it. Germany and Great Britain were in a big race to build the best navy."
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Alliances: "This is all about making pacts or becoming 'best friends' with other countries. The2.
idea was to have backup. For example, the 'Triple Entente' was a team-up of France, Russia, and
Great Britain. The 'Triple Alliance' was Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. The problem is, these
alliances were often secret. It created a situation where a fight between two countries could drag
all their friends into the conflict, like a chain reaction."
Imperialism: "Think of this like a global game of Monopoly. Big, powerful countries in Europe3.
were scrambling to take over smaller, weaker territories around the world, especially in Africa and
Asia. They wanted the raw materials, the power, and the prestige. This created a lot of rivalries
and arguments over who got what land. Britain and France had huge empires, and Germany
wanted to build one too, which caused a lot of tension."
Nationalism: "This is having intense pride and loyalty to your country—like extreme team spirit.4.
On one hand, it can bring people together. But it can also be dangerous. It made people think
their nation was better than any other and deserved to be powerful. It also made ethnic groups
who were ruled by bigger empires (like Serbs in Austria-Hungary) want to break away and form
their own independent countries. This created a lot of conflict from within."

WE DO: Exploring the Tensions (10 minutes)

Let's make this more concrete. Take four index cards and write one M.A.I.N. cause on each.

Think & Discuss: Look at your four cards. Which of these four forces do you think is the most
dangerous on its own? Why? Now, how do they become even *more* dangerous when you mix
them together? For example, what happens when a country with a lot of national pride
(Nationalism) and a huge army (Militarism) wants the same colony (Imperialism) as another
country that has powerful friends (Alliances)?
Record Ideas: In your notebook, jot down a few ideas about how these four causes could create
a really tense situation.

YOU DO: Connecting the Dots (15-20 minutes)

Now that we understand the 'powder keg,' let's learn about the 'spark' that lit it.

The Spark: "On June 28, 1914, the heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Archduke Franz
Ferdinand, was visiting a city called Sarajevo. A Serbian nationalist group called the Black Hand, who
wanted to break away from the empire, planned to assassinate him. After a first failed attempt, a 19-
year-old named Gavrilo Princip shot and killed both the Archduke and his wife."

The Domino Effect: "This was the spark. Austria-Hungary blamed Serbia and made a list of impossible
demands. When Serbia refused, Austria-Hungary declared war. But remember the alliances? Russia was
friends with Serbia, so they prepared their army to help. Germany was allied with Austria-Hungary, so
they declared war on Russia. Then Germany declared war on France, Russia's ally. To attack France,
Germany marched through Belgium, which brought Great Britain into the war because they had
promised to protect Belgium. In just a few weeks, the dominoes had fallen, and nearly all of Europe was
at war."

Activity: Create a "Domino Effect" Diagram

Your task is to create a visual diagram on your large paper that explains how World War I started. Your
diagram should show how the M.A.I.N. causes created the tension, and how the assassination triggered
the conflict.

Success Criteria:
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Your diagram must have a title (e.g., "The Road to WWI," "The Powder Keg Explodes").
Clearly label the four M.A.I.N. causes as the "long-term tensions" or "ingredients."
Include a simple, one-sentence explanation for each M.A.I.N. cause in your own words.
Place the "Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand" in the center as the "spark" or "trigger."
Use arrows, lines, or colors to connect the long-term causes to the central event, showing how
they all contributed to the explosion.
Be creative! Use drawings, symbols, or different layouts (like a flowchart, mind map, or an actual
drawing of a powder keg).

Part 3: Conclusion (5 minutes)

Share and Recap: "Using your diagram, walk me through the story of how World War I began. Explain
how it wasn't just about one event, but a combination of many factors."

Key Takeaway: "So, we've learned that major historical events rarely have one single cause. WWI was
a perfect storm where Militarism, Alliances, Imperialism, and Nationalism created a situation so tense
that a single event could cause a global catastrophe. Understanding these underlying causes is key to
understanding why the war happened."

Real-World Connection: "Think about the world today. Do you see any of the M.A.I.N. forces at play
between countries? This shows why understanding history is so important—it helps us recognize similar
patterns in our own time."

Assessment

Formative (During the lesson): Your answers during the "WE DO" discussion about the M.A.I.N.
causes will show me how well you are grasping the concepts.
Summative (End of the lesson): The "Domino Effect" Diagram is the main assessment. I will
check it against the success criteria to see if you can identify the causes and explain their
connections. Your ability to use the diagram to tell the story of how the war started will
demonstrate your understanding.

Differentiation and Extensions

For Extra Support: We can watch a short, animated video on the causes of WWI (like from
"Simple History" on YouTube) before you start your diagram to help visualize the concepts. I can
also provide a template with pre-drawn boxes for each M.A.I.N. cause to help you organize your
ideas.
For an Extra Challenge:

Rank and Justify: In your notebook, rank the four M.A.I.N. causes from what you believe1.
was most responsible for the war to least responsible. Write a paragraph explaining your
reasoning.
Deep Dive: Choose one of the M.A.I.N. causes and do a quick 10-minute research dive. For2.
example, look up the specific members of the Triple Alliance and Triple Entente, or research
the naval arms race between Germany and Britain. Add these specific details to your
diagram.


