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WHY?
I want students to see that women were an essential part 
of the war in Europe. The nurses who served in France 
provided life-saving services for the soldiers, while 
enduring the same horrific war conditions as the men.

OVERVIEW
Using photos and firsthand accounts from the National 
Archives and Records Administration, students will 
determine the conditions in which American nurses 
operated while in France during World War I. 

OBJECTIVES
At the conclusion of this activity, students will be able to

 › Describe the working and living conditions of 
American nurses in France during World War I;

 › Determine how, if at all, the women of World War I 
are memorialized at home; and

 › Design and draft proposals for memorials to the 
women of World War I.

WOMEN ON THE FRONT LINES
AMERICAN NURSES IN  
WORLD WAR I

GUIDING QUESTION: How did American nurses experience the war in France?

STANDARDS CONNECTIONS
CONNECTIONS TO COMMON CORE 
 › CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3 Determine the central ideas 

or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 
an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop 
over the course of the text.

 › CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1 Cite specific textual 
evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 
sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

 › CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9 Integrate information 
from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into 
a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

DOCUMENTS USED
PRIMARY SOURCES
Nurse Alice S. Kelley, Appendix to Surgeon General Office: 
Personal Accounts of Conditions, 1918 (excerpt) 
National Archives and Records Administration (Record Group 
112, Box 42)

Nurse Julia C. Stimson, History of Nursing Activities. A.E.F. on the 
Western Front During the War Period May 8, 1917 - May 31, 1919 (excerpt) 
National Archives and Records Administration (Record Group 
112, Box 42)

Photograph, Head Army nurses receiving gas instruction, Camp 
Kearney, California, March 30, 1918 
National Archives and Records Administration (111-SC-7294)

Photograph, Nurse of the 326th Field Hospital bathing the eyes of 
gassed patients….north of Royaumeix, France, October 15, 1918 
National Archives and Records Administration (111-SC-22015)

Photograph, Nurses of Base Hospital 35, Mars sur Allier, Nievere, 
France, January 3, 1919 
National Archives and Records Administration (111-SC-45915)
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SECONDARY SOURCES
Colonel Elizabeth Vane and Sanders Marble, “Contributions of 
the U.S. Army Nurse Corps in World War I” 
The Army Nurse Corps Association 
https://e-anca.org/History/Topics-in-ANC-History/
Contributions-of-the-US-Army-Nurse-Corps-in-WWI 

MATERIALS
 › World War I Nurse Fact Sheet

 › Account of Nursing Activities Graphic Organizer

 › Nurses in World War I Assessment and Rubric

ACTIVITY PREPARATION
 › Make one copy of each of the following for each student:

 » World War I Nurses Fact Sheet

 » Primary Source Packet 

 » Account of Nursing Activities Graphic Organizers

 » Nurses in World War I Assessment and Rubric

 › Make one copy of the Primary Source Packet for each pair 
of students.

 › Create digital copies for students if necessary and post to 
online forum.

PROCEDURE
ACTIVITY ONE: INTRODUCTION OF NURSES IN 
WORLD WAR I (15 MINUTES)
 › Project the photograph, Nurses of Base Hospital 35 and ask, 

What do you know about the role of women in World War I?  

 » Tell students to write down their thoughts and be 
prepared to share out with the class.

 » Possible answers: nurses, truck drivers, secretaries, 
factory workers.

 › Distribute the World War I Nurses Fact Sheet and tell 
students, Today we are going to focus on women serving in the 
military overseas.

 » Project the fact sheet to use as you lead a class 
discussion about the basics of women nurses in World 
War I.

ACTIVITY TWO: COMPARING DIFFERENT ROLES FOR 
NURSES IN WORLD WAR I (45 MINUTES)
 › Divide students into pairs. 

 › Distribute one copy of the Primary Source Packet to each 
pair and one copy of the Account of Nursing Activities 
Graphic Organizer to each student. 

 » Explain that one student will examine Document One 
and Photograph One and one student will examine 
Document Two and Photograph Two. Each student will 
fill out the Graphic Organizer for his/her document and 
image.

 » Students will share with their partners what they 
learned from their own document and then work 
together to answer the discussion questions.

 › Lead a class discussion covering the questions on the 
second page of the Graphic Organizer.

 » Focus on differences between the two documents and 
why they are different.

 » Direct the discussion to allow students to hypothesize 
about how experiences of the women were similar to or 
different from servicemen.

ASSESSMENT
 › Pass out a copy of the Nurses in World War I Assessment 

to each student. This assessment can be completed during 
class time or assigned as homework.

 › Assessments can be evaluated using the rubric provided.

METHODS FOR EXTENSION
 › Students interested in learning more about nurses in World 

War I can visit their local historical societies to find first 
hand accounts and other resources. 

 › Students interested in seeing how nurses have been 
memorialized for their service in World War I can visit their 
local memorials, or search online for memorials farther 
away.  If they find women are not being represented they 
can think about petitioning their local governments, veterans 
groups, or military branches to have women included in the 
memorials.

https://e-anca.org/History/Topics-in-ANC-History/Contributions-of-the-US-Army-Nurse-Corps-in-WWI
https://e-anca.org/History/Topics-in-ANC-History/Contributions-of-the-US-Army-Nurse-Corps-in-WWI
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WORLD WAR I NURSES FACT SHEET

History

 › Army Nurse Corps (ANC) was established in 1901.
 › When the war started there were 403 nurses on active duty and another 170 on reserve. In comparison, 

there were 8,000 nurses in the American Red Cross.
 › 1914-1916: American civilian nurses volunteered with the American Ambulance Service in Paris. 
 › 1915: American Red Cross sailed on the “Mercy Ship” expedition to France and staffed base hospitals in 

France and in Belgium.
 › April 1917: The U.S. entered the war. 
 › May 1917: the U.S. War Department organized six Red Cross Base Hospitals to be shipped to France ahead 

of American soldiers.
 › October 1917: 1,100 American nurses were serving in France at nine Base Hospitals.  
 › October 1918: 2,000 Regular Army and 10,186 Reserve nurses were on active duty at 198 stations around 

the world.
 › By the war’s end in November 1918, 10,000 of the 21,480 Army Nurse Corps members served overseas. 

Nursing Qualifications (1917)

 › Female
 › Unmarried 
 › Between 25 and 35 years old
 › Caucasian
 › Graduates of nurse training school

 
Working Conditions

 › Nursing shortages led to a high patient to nurse ratio, sometimes as high as 70 nurses for 5,000 patients.
 › Nurses worked 14 to 18 hour shifts for weeks at a time.
 › Nursing in surgical, psychiatric, and orthopedic units was particularly needed.
 › Blackouts made night shifts dangerous.
 › Cold, damp weather led to health issues, including pneumonia, influenza, and tuberculosis.

 
American Nurses recognized for their war contributions

 › 28 nurses received the French Croix de Guerre.
 › 69 nurses received the British Royal Red Cross.
 › 2 nurses received the British Military Medal.
 › 3 nurses received the U.S. Distinguished Service Cross.
 › 23 nurses received the U.S. Distinguished Service Medal.

Adapted from: 
Colonel Elizabeth Vane and Sanders Marble, “Contributions of the U.S. Army Nurse Corps in World War I” 
The Army Nurse Corps Association 
https://e-anca.org/History/Topics-in-ANC-History/Contributions-of-the-US-Army-Nurse-Corps-in-WWI 

https://e-anca.org/History/Topics-in-ANC-History/Contributions-of-the-US-Army-Nurse-Corps-in-WWI
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ACCOUNT OF NURSING ACTIVITIES GRAPHIC ORGANIZER (PART 1)

Guiding Question: How did American nurses experience the war in France?

 › One student will examine Document One and Photograph One  and one student will examine Document Two and 
Photograph Two. Each student will complete the appropriate section below.

 › Partners will then share with each other what they learned from their document and image.
 › Finally, partners will work together to answer the discussion questions on the next page

Document One: History of Nursing Activities. A.E.F. on the Western Front During the War Period. May 8, 1917 - May 31, 1919 (excerpt)

What is the purpose of this document? Who wrote it?

What are the important pieces of information included in this document?

What can you learn about life for women on the front from this document?

Photograph One: Nurse of the 326th Field Hospital bathing the eyes of gassed patients….north of Royaumeix, France, October 15, 1918

How does the image of the nurses confirm or contradict what you read in the document?
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ACCOUNT OF NURSING ACTIVITIES GRAPHIC ORGANIZER (PART 2)

Guiding Question: How did American nurses experience the war in France?

 › One student will examine Document One and Photograph One  and one student will examine Document Two and 
Photograph Two. Each student will complete the appropriate section below.

 › Partners will then share with each other what they learned from their document and image.
 › Finally, partners will work together to answer the discussion questions on the next page

Document Two: Appendix to Surgeon General Office: Personal Accounts of Conditions, 1918 (excerpt)

What is the purpose of this document? Who wrote it?

What are the important pieces of information included in this document?

What can you learn about life for women on the front from this document?

Photograph Two: Head Army nurses receiving gas instruction, Camp Kearney, California, March 30, 1918

How does the image of the nurses confirm or contradict what you read in the document?
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ACCOUNT OF NURSING ACTIVITIES GRAPHIC ORGANIZER (DISCUSSION)

Discussion Questions:

How does the tone of the two documents differ? Why might they be different?

Why is it important to see these two perspectives? 

What did you learn in Document One and Photograph One that was missing from Document Two and Photograph 
Two?

What did you learn in Document Two and Photograph Two that was missing from Document One and Photograph 
One?

Which document is more effective in telling about nursing in World War I? Why?

How do you think the experiences of the women nurses differ from the servicemen? 
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WOMEN NURSES IN WORLD WAR I ASSESSMENT AND RUBRIC

Guiding Question: How did American women nurses experience the war in France?

Imagine it is 1918 and you are a female nurse serving in France during World War I. Using the discussion questions and your 
answers on your Graphic Organizer, the World War I Nurses Fact Sheet, or other online resources, write a personal account of 
your experience serving as a nurse during WWI. This can take the form of a letter home to a loved one or a diary entry. Write about 
your day-to-day life, including the highs and lows, your nursing duties, and recreation activities. Be descriptive and use language 
appropriate for the time period. 

Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Appropriate 
Letter or Diary 
Entry Format

Student has completed 
proficient work and 
gone above and beyond 
by writing a series of 
diary entries or letters, 
creating a scrapbook 
including photos, 
or writing letters in 
response, etc.  

Student has drafted 
the writing piece in an 
approved format and 
used era appropriate 
language and style.

Student has drafted 
the writing piece in an 
approved format but has 
not attempted to use era 
appropriate language or 
style. 

Student has drafted a 
writing piece, but it is not 
in an approved format.

Content

Student has completed 
proficient work and has 
gone above and beyond 
by having the character 
reflecting on her role 
in the war and war in 
general.

Student has accurately 
described the day-to-
day life of female nurses 
in France during WWI. 
Details of daily life, 
duties, and recreation 
are all included. 

Student has described 
the day-to-day life 
of female nurses in 
France during WWI, 
but is lacking specific 
details, giving a generic 
overview rather than a 
detailed account.

Student has described 
some elements of life 
for female nurses during 
WWI, but no details are 
given or information is 
inaccurate.

Craftsmanship

Student has completed 
proficient work and has 
gone above and beyond 
by making an effort 
to style the physical 
product to the time 
period (antique font, 
paper style, address 
blocks, etc.).

Writing is drafted in letter 
or diary format complete 
with details such as 
salutation or closing. 

Writing is mostly free of 
spelling and grammatical 
errors.

Language and tone 
are appropriate to time 
period.

Writing is drafted in letter 
or diary format, but is 
missing details such as 
salutation or closing. 

There are many spelling 
and grammatical errors. 

Language and/or tone 
are not appropriate to 
the time period.

Student has not drafted 
writing in appropriate 
format. 

There are many spelling 
and grammatical errors. 

Language and/or tone 
are not appropriate for 
the time period.
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT ONE) 
NURSE ALICE S. KELLEY, APPENDIX TO SURGEON GENERAL OFFICE: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF CONDITIONS, 1918 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT ONE) (CON'T) 
NURSE ALICE S. KELLEY, APPENDIX TO SURGEON GENERAL OFFICE: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF CONDITIONS, 1918 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT ONE) (CON'T) 
NURSE ALICE S. KELLEY, APPENDIX TO SURGEON GENERAL OFFICE: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF CONDITIONS, 1918 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT ONE) (CON'T) 
NURSE ALICE S. KELLEY, APPENDIX TO SURGEON GENERAL OFFICE: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF CONDITIONS, 1918 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT ONE) (CON'T) 
NURSE ALICE S. KELLEY, APPENDIX TO SURGEON GENERAL OFFICE: PERSONAL ACCOUNTS OF CONDITIONS, 1918 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (PHOTOGRAPH ONE) 
PHOTOGRAPH, NURSE OF THE 326TH FIELD HOSPITAL BATHING THE EYES OF GASSED PATIENTS….NORTH OF 
ROYAUMEIX, FRANCE, OCTOBER 15, 1918 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (111-SC-22015)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (DOCUMENT TWO) (CON'T) 
NURSE JULIA C. STIMSON, HISTORY OF NURSING ACTIVITIES. A.E.F. ON THE WESTERN FRONT DURING THE WAR PERIOD 
MAY 8, 1917 - MAY 31, 1919 (EXCERPT) 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (RECORD GROUP 112, BOX 42)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (PHOTOGRAPH TWO) 
PHOTOGRAPH, HEAD ARMY NURSES RECEIVING GAS INSTRUCTION, CAMP KEARNEY, CALIFORNIA, MARCH 30, 1918 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION (111-SC-7294)
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