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WHY?
The defeat of Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, 
and the Ottoman Empire had an enormous geographic 
impact on the world. The boundary changes and the 
creation of new countries created ripple effects that are 
still being felt today.

OVERVIEW
Looking at maps of Europe and the Middle East from 
before and after World War I, students will analyze the 
geographic changes that occurred. Additionally, students 
will read short descriptions of five specific regions 
that changed geographically as a result of the war and 
identify their impact on future and current world events.

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

›› Analyze maps of pre and post World War I Europe 
and the Middle East to identify geographic changes 
that resulted from the war;

›› Identify and evaluate ways in which the geographic 
changes after World War I had an impact on future 
and current world events.

HOW WORLD WAR I 
CHANGED THE WORLD
ANALYZING THE GEOGRAPHIC 
IMPACT OF THE GREAT WAR

GUIDING QUESTION: In what ways did World War I impact the geography of the world?

STANDARDS CONNECTIONS
CONNECTIONS TO COMMON CORE 
›› CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7 Integrate visual information 

(e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with 
other information in print and digital texts.

›› CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.2 Determine the central 
ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; 
provide an accurate summary that makes clear the 
relationships among the key details and ideas.

›› CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate 
multiple sources of information presented in diverse 
formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as 
in words) in order to address a question or solve a problem.

DOCUMENTS USED
PRIMARY SOURCES
Map of Europe, 1914 
Boston Sunday Post, August 23, 1914 
https://www.nhd.org/sites/default/files/upload/map-
BostonSundayPost.jpg

SECONDARY SOURCES
First World War: A Global View Interactive Map 
National Archives of the United Kingdom 
http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-
view/

Map, Europe, 1914 
United States Military Academy at West Point 
https://www.westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/
academics/academic_departments/history/WWI/WWOne02.pdf 

Map, Europe 1914 
National Archives of the United Kingdom 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/
maps/europe1914.htm

Map, Europe 1919 
National Archives of the United Kingdom 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/
maps/europe1919.htm 

https://www.nhd.org/sites/default/files/upload/map-BostonSundayPost.jpg
https://www.nhd.org/sites/default/files/upload/map-BostonSundayPost.jpg
http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-view/
http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-view/
https://www.westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWI/WWOne02.pdf
https://www.westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWI/WWOne02.pdf
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/maps/europe1914.htm 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/maps/europe1914.htm 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/maps/europe1919.htm 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/maps/europe1919.htm 
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Map, Middle East 
Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Middle_East.
png 

Map, Ottoman Empire, 1914 
New Zealand Government 
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/files/documents/waw-maps/Ottoman_
Empire_Final.pdf

MATERIALS
›› World War I Country Border Activity 

›› World War I Country Border Activity Key

›› Group Readings handouts

›› Projector to share maps

ACTIVITY PREPARATION
›› Make one copy of the World War I Country Border Activity 

for each student.

›› Project (or print copies) of the maps for student use.

›› Divide the class into five groups, and make enough Group 
Reading handouts for each sub-group.

›› Test classroom technology as needed.

PROCEDURE
ACTIVITY ONE: SHIFTING BORDERS (30 MINUTES)
›› Project the 1914 map from the Boston Sunday Post and ask 

students: How can war change geography? Can you share any 
examples of how a war has impacted geographic borders?

»» Remind students that this map shows Europe just as the 
war is getting underway. Discuss how Europe’s borders 
might change as a result of World War I. Since this is 
referred to as a “World War,” ask, How might borders in 
places other than Europe be impacted?

›› Distribute the World War I Country Border Activity sheet.

›› Ask students to circle or highlight the countries they think 
were created or had their borders altered as a result of 
World War I.

»» Ask students to share their answers via a “take off, 
touch down strategy.” In this activity, each country 
is listed by the teacher. If the student thinks that the 
country’s border was changed they stand up. If they 
think that the country’s borders were not impacted by 
World War I they remain seated.

»» Project and review the World War I Country Border 
Activity Key as a class. 

›› Project or distribute copies of the maps showing the 
changes to Europe and the Middle East before and after 
World War I. 

»» Ask students to identify as many changes on each set of 
maps as they can.

»» Hold a classroom discussion to make sure that all of the 
territorial changes are noted.

ACTIVITY TWO: A NEW EUROPE (20 MINUTES)
›› Divide the class into five groups.

›› Distribute one Group Reading handout to each group which 
includes an introduction and an overview of five regions:

»» Creation of Poland

»» Creation of the Soviet Union

»» Creation of Finland and the Baltic States

»» Breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the 
creation of Yugoslavia

»» Breakup of the Ottoman Empire

›› Direct students to read the introduction and the text for 
their assigned region to highlight how the geographic 
changes made during World War I had an impact on future 
events.

»» Explain that each group will write a ten-word summary 
of what they read as well as a question that they would 
like to have answered. Allow time for students to read 
and groups to discuss.

»» Allow groups to share out their summaries and 
questions with the other students and record the ten-
word summaries for each region.

›› Discuss the questions posed by each of the groups as a 
class.

ASSESSMENT
›› For an exit ticket, ask students to rank the impact of each 

of the five geographic changes on future and current world 
events from the highest to lowest impact. Ask students to 
include a statement that explains their ranking. 

METHODS FOR EXTENSION
›› Students with more interest in the geographic impact of 

World War I may wish to explore the impact on Asia and 
Africa. The National Archives of the United Kingdom has 
created an interactive global map that can be accessed 
at http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-
global-view/. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Middle_East.png 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Middle_East.png 
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/files/documents/waw-maps/Ottoman_Empire_Final.pdf
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/files/documents/waw-maps/Ottoman_Empire_Final.pdf
http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-view/
http://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-view/
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WORLD WAR I COUNTRY BORDER ACTIVITY

Circle or highlight countries whose borders you think were created or changed as a result of World War I:

Austria France Lithuania Saudi Arabia

Switzerland Germany Montenegro Serbia

Czechoslovakia Hungary Ottoman Empire Soviet Union

Great Britain Iran Palestine Syria

Estonia Iraq Poland Turkey

Egypt Jordan Romania United States

Finland Latvia Russia Yugoslavia
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WORLD WAR I COUNTRY BORDER ACTIVITY KEY
Countries in gray had borders that were altered or created as a result of World War I.  
Only Switzerland, Egypt, and the United States were not affected.

Austria France Lithuania Saudi Arabia

Switzerland Germany Montenegro Serbia

Czechoslovakia Hungary Ottoman Empire Soviet Union

Great Britain Iran Palestine Syria

Estonia Iraq Poland Turkey

Egypt Jordan Romania United States

Finland Latvia Russia Yugoslavia
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GROUP READING ONE: CREATION OF POLAND
Introduction 
The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Archduchess Sophie in June 1914 
would set into motion a war that would last four years and take the lives of more than 15 million people. In ad-
dition to the tremendous loss of life and the destruction of large parts of Europe, one of the legacies of World 
War I has been its impact on world geography, particularly in Europe and the Middle East. Borders were 
shifted and some countries disappeared from the map, while other countries were created. These geographic 
changes had a tremendous impact on future world events including World War II and the Cold War, and the 
ripple effect of these geographic changes are still felt today.

Instructions: Your group will be assigned to read about geographic changes in one region outlined below. 
Locate the region on the maps from before and after World War I and examine how it changed. Create a ten-
word summary based on the reading to share with the rest of the class. Your group must also generate at 
least one question that you still have based on the reading for discussion with the class.

Creation of Poland 

Prior to World War I, Poland was not an independent country and instead had territory status. People who 
considered themselves Polish lived under the control of either the German, Russian, or Austrian-Hungarian 
empires. The location of Polish people between the warring countries of Germany and Russia meant that their 
lands were destroyed during the war and many Polish people were killed as a result of the fighting. Since Pol-
ish people lived under the control of countries from both the Central Powers and the Allies, they were often 
forced to fight each other.

In 1916, the Kingdom of Poland was created, but it was still controlled by the governments of Germany and 
Austria-Hungary. One of the post-war goals of the Polish people was to unify and have a country to call 
home.

As the war drew to a close, United States President Woodrow Wilson called for many territories, such as 
Poland, to be given their independence. On the last day of the war, November 11, 1918, the Polish government 
was created and the Independent Republic of Poland was born.

Poland’s location between Germany and Russia (later the Soviet Union) would become a problem when Adolf 
Hitler of Germany and Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union agreed to simultaneously invade Poland at the start 
of World War II. Poland would suffer horribly as World War II continued and their country was once again 
stuck in the middle of warring countries.

After the end of World War II, Poland fell under the control of the Soviet Union and became a communist 
nation. Today, Poland is an independent country.

Write your ten-word summary below:

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                

One question that our group has:

Adapted from:

Piotr Szlanta, “Poland” 
International Encyclopedia of the First World War 
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/poland

Poland’s Struggle for Independence During the Great War, 2015 
The Great War Series 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPm3S6iqJxg

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/poland
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPm3S6iqJxg
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GROUP READING TWO: CREATION OF THE SOVIET UNION
Introduction 
The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Archduchess Sophie in June 1914 
would set into motion a war that would last four years and take the lives of more than 15 million people. In ad-
dition to the tremendous loss of life and the destruction of large parts of Europe, one of the legacies of World 
War I has been its impact on world geography, particularly in Europe and the Middle East. Borders were 
shifted and some countries disappeared from the map, while other countries were created. These geographic 
changes had a tremendous impact on future world events including World War II and the Cold War, and the 
ripple effect of these geographic changes are still being felt today.

Instructions: Your group will be assigned to read about geographic changes in one region outlined below. Locate the 
region on the maps from before and after World War I and examine how it changed. Create a ten-word summary based 
on the reading to share with the rest of the class. Your group must also generate at least one question that you still have 
based on the reading for discussion with the class.

Creation of the Soviet Union
Prior to World War I, Russia was a kingdom ruled by Czar Nicholas II. Its territory stretched from central 
Europe to the Pacific Ocean, covering about 1/6th of the world's territory, and had a population of more than 
150 million people. Russia was allied with Serbia so when Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, Russia 
mobilized for war to aid its ally.  

Russia primarily fought against the German Empire and continued fighting between 1914 and 1917 when 
a pair of revolutions changed Russia’s participation in the war. The first revolution temporarily established 
democracy as the form of government in Russia and the second revolution, which followed six months later, 
overthrew the democratic government and established communism in Russia.  

Once the communists seized power, they made the decision to leave World War I and signed the Treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk in 1918. The treaty was harsh on Russia and took away many of its territories including Finland, 
Poland, the Baltic provinces and Ukraine.  

After the war was over, the Russian Revolutionary period continued until 1921 at which point Russia became 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). In 1939, the USSR made an agreement to invade Poland with 
Germany and to split the land between the two countries. In 1941, Germany turned on the Soviet Union and 
invaded them and almost took over the entire country. The USSR fought back and eventually reclaimed not 
only their own land, but also all of Poland, large parts of Germany, and much of Eastern Europe. 

In the years following World War II, the Soviet Union created a totalitarian empire based around the economic 
concept of communism, which led to a Cold War with the United States. For more than 50 years, the Soviet 
Union controlled countries and territories such as Poland, Ukraine, and East Germany before the Berlin Wall 
fell in 1989. In the early 1990s, the USSR disintegrated and in its shadow the Russian Federation was created.

Write your ten-word summary below:

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                

One question that our group has:

Adapted from:

Dr. Jonathan Smele, “War and Revolution in Russia 1914-1921,” March 10, 2011 
BBC Online 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/eastern_front_01.shtml 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/eastern_front_01.shtml
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GROUP READING THREE: CREATION OF FINLAND AND THE BALTIC STATES 
Introduction 
The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Archduchess Sophie in June 1914 
would set into motion a war that would last four years and take the lives of more than 15 million people. In ad-
dition to the tremendous loss of life and the destruction of large parts of Europe, one of the legacies of World 
War I has been its impact on world geography, particularly in Europe and the Middle East. Borders were 
shifted and some countries disappeared from the map, while other countries were created. These geographic 
changes had a tremendous impact on future world events including World War II and the Cold War, and the 
ripple effect of these geographic changes are still being felt today.

Instructions: Your group will be assigned to read about geographic changes in one region outlined below. 
Locate the region on the maps from before and after World War I and examine how it changed. Create a ten-
word summary based on the reading to share with the rest of the class. Your group must also generate at 
least one question that you still have based on the reading for discussion with the class.

Creation of Finland and the Baltic States 
Before and during World War I, Finland and the Baltic States of Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania were considered 
part of the Russian Empire. As Russia was at war with Germany, the Baltic States were either under 
occupation or under the threat of occupation for a large portion of World War I.  Finland’s far northern 
location and its separation from mainland Europe, due to the Gulf of Finland largely, protected it from the 
threat of invasion.

The Russian Revolutions in 1917 allowed for Finland and the Baltic Regions to push for independence. 
However, when Russia signed the Brest-Litovsk treaty with Germany, the area fell under the control of 
Germany.    

The United States’ entry into World War I eventually led Germany to retreat from the Baltic States and 
Finland. For the next three years, Russian and German interests continued to try to control the region. In 
1920, Finland, Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania all declared independence and were recognized as newly formed 
nations in treaties with the Soviet Union (formerly Russia).

The Baltic States and Finland would find themselves stuck between the warring powers of Nazi Germany and 
Soviet Russia during World War II. Additionally, the Soviet Union would once again establish control of these 
countries during the Cold War. Today, these countries are all independent nations.

Write your ten-word summary below:

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                

One question that our group has:

Adapted from:

Klaus Richter, “Baltic States and Finland” 
International Encyclopedia of the First World War 
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/baltic_states_and_finland 

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/baltic_states_and_finland 
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GROUP READING FOUR: CREATION OF THE AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPIRE 
AND THE CREATION OF YUGOSLAVIA 
Introduction 
The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Archduchess Sophie in June 1914 
would set into motion a war that would last four years and take the lives of more than 15 million people. In ad-
dition to the tremendous loss of life and the destruction of large parts of Europe, one of the legacies of World 
War I has been its impact on world geography, particularly in Europe and the Middle East. Borders were 
shifted and some countries disappeared from the map, while other countries were created. These geographic 
changes had a tremendous impact on future world events including World War II and the Cold War, and the 
ripple effect of these geographic changes are still being felt today.

Instructions: Your group will be assigned to read about geographic changes in one region outlined below. 
Locate the region on the maps from before and after World War I and examine how it changed. Create a ten-
word summary based on the reading to share with the rest of the class. Your group must also generate at 
least one question that you still have based on the reading for discussion with the class.

Breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Creation of Yugoslavia
In 1867, the empires of Austria and Hungary merged to create the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The newly 
formed empire featured many different nationalities, languages, ethnicities, and religions. Some of the 
territories taken over in the merger of these two empires were not pleased to be under the control of Austria-
Hungary.  

The leaders of Austria-Hungary also felt threatened by neighboring countries who might try to intervene 
in their affairs. After the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie, Austria-Hungary 
declared war on Serbia, beginning the chain reaction of events that began the war.

Over the next four years, Austria-Hungary fought alongside its ally, Germany, and ultimately lost the war. 
As the war drew to a close, the territory of Czechoslovakia declared its independence in October 1918, and 
Hungary left the empire on October 31. The breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire continued when the 
slavic states of Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, and others formed the country of Yugoslavia.  

During World War II, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia were both invaded and occupied by Nazi Germany and 
suffered millions of deaths. After World War II, both Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia fell under the control of 
the Soviet Union’s communist empire. After the Berlin Wall fell, Czechoslovakia split into the Czech Republic 
and Slovakia. Yugoslavia also splintered into multiple countries forming Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, and Slovenia. 

Write your ten-word summary below:

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                

One question that our group has:

Adapted from:

“Austria-Hungary, Historical Empire Europe” 
Encyclopedia Britannica 
https://www.britannica.com/place/
Austria-Hungary

David White, “The Austro-Hungarian Empire” 
Social Studies for Kids 
http://www.socialstudiesforkids.
com/articles/worldhistory/austro-
hungarianempire.htm

Tim Judah, “Yugoslavia: 1918-2003,” 
February 17, 2011 
BBC 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/
wwone/yugoslavia_01.shtml

https://www.britannica.com/place/Austria-Hungary
https://www.britannica.com/place/Austria-Hungary
http://www.socialstudiesforkids.com/articles/worldhistory/austro-hungarianempire.htm
http://www.socialstudiesforkids.com/articles/worldhistory/austro-hungarianempire.htm
http://www.socialstudiesforkids.com/articles/worldhistory/austro-hungarianempire.htm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/yugoslavia_01.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/yugoslavia_01.shtml
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GROUP READING FIVE: BREAKUP OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 
Introduction 
The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Archduchess Sophie in June 1914 
would set into motion a war that would last four years and take the lives of more than 15 million people. In ad-
dition to the tremendous loss of life and the destruction of large parts of Europe, one of the legacies of World 
War I has been its impact on world geography, particularly in Europe and the Middle East. Borders were 
shifted and some countries disappeared from the map, while other countries were created. These geographic 
changes had a tremendous impact on future world events including World War II and the Cold War, and the 
ripple effect of these geographic changes are still being felt today.

Instructions: Your group will be assigned to read about geographic changes in one region outlined below. 
Locate the region on the maps from before and after World War I and examine how it changed. Create a ten-
word summary based on the reading to share with the rest of the class. Your group must also generate at 
least one question that you still have based on the reading for discussion with the class.

Breakup of the Ottoman Empire
The Ottoman Empire originated in modern day Turkey in the 1300s and rose to be one of the most powerful 
empires in the world by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. At one point, the Ottoman Empire covered large 
parts of three continents and had millions of people under its control.  

By the start of World War I in 1914, the Ottoman Empire’s power and territory had shrunk dramatically and 
was sometimes referred to as the “sick man of Europe” due to its dying empire. The death of the Ottoman 
Empire was accelerated as it was on the losing side of World War I.  

As it became apparent that the Ottoman Empire was failing, other world powers started to make plans and 
sign agreements to carve up the Ottoman Empire. The Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, for example, promised 
to give Great Britain and France control of the newly formed borders of territories such as Syria, Iraq, 
Lebanon, and Palestine. Additionally, Russia and Italy received smaller portions of land to control. Additional 
border changes were created on the Arabian Peninsula in what is today Saudi Arabia and Yemen. In the end, 
all that remained of the Ottoman Empire was the country of Turkey, which gained its full independence in 
1923.  

The countries that saw border changes or were created as a result of World War I have continued to see 
conflicts in their region. The Middle East, as the region is commonly known, saw fighting related to the Cold 
War and countries such as Iraq and Syria have recently gone through civil wars. Additionally, there has been a 
constant state of tension and sporadic fighting between Israel and Palestine.

Write your ten-word summary below:

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                

One question that our group has:

Adapted from:

Malcolm Edward Yapp and Stanford Jay Shaw, “Ottoman Empire” 
Encyclopedia Britannica 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Ottoman-Empire

https://www.britannica.com/place/Ottoman-Empire
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MAP OF EUROPE, 1914 
BOSTON SUNDAY POST, AUGUST 23, 1914
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MAP, EUROPE, 1914 
UNITED STATES MILITARY ACADEMY AT WEST POINT 
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MAP, EUROPE, 1914 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF THE UNITED KINGDOM
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MAP, EUROPE, 1919 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF THE UNITED KINGDOM
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MAP, MIDDLE EAST 
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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MAP, OTTOMAN EMPIRE, 1914 
NEW ZEALAND GOVERNMENT
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