
Classroom Activity

Title: First World War in Symbols

Theme(s):

• Military & War
• War and the Canadian Experience

Lesson Overview: In this activity, students will analyze a selection of primary docu-
ments from the First World War. Included in this lesson are two types of documents; 
excerpts from a trench newspaper that was written and printed by soldiers in the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force for their fellow soldiers; and documents created for the 
purpose of inspiring patriotism and support for the war. Each document uses different 
types of symbols to convey their purposes. They can be subversive messages of co-
vert symbols known only to other soldiers who are in on the joke, or obvious symbols 
of national pride.

This activity is inspired by the Symbols in Canada issue of Kayak: Canada’s History 
Magazine for Kids.

Historical Thinking Concepts:

• Establish KLVWRULFDO�VLJQLƓFDQFH
• Use primary source evidence
• Analyze cause and consequence
• Take historical perspectives

Learning Outcomes:

Students will:

• Analyze excerpts from The Listening Post and other First World War publi-
cations to discover what types of symbols were used for other soldiers and 
compare them to those used for non-soldiers.

• 5HŴHFW�RQ�ZK\�WKHUH�PLJKW�EH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�WZR�W\SHV�RI�SXEOLFDWLRQV��
• Understand that there’s a strong disparity between the documents created by 

soldiers as they tend to be more humorous and satirical; and the documents 
created to inspire patriotism which tend to be more serious with strong con-
nections to the idea of the British Empire.

Background Information:

7KH�)LUVW�:RUOG�:DU�LV�ZLGHO\�FRQVLGHUHG�E\�KLVWRULDQV�WR�EH�WKH�ƓUVW�PRGHUQ�ZDU�RI�
the 20th century. Warfare completely changed in the First World War and saw great 

https://www.canadashistory.ca/explore/in-this-issue/symbols-in-canada


technological advancements that resulted in mass casualties. Canada suffered ap-
proximately 61,000 casualties during the war. For the British Empire, including former 
colonies like Canada and Australia, historians estimate that over 900,000 lives were 
lost. In total, the First World War resulted in 8.5 million casualties from wounds or dis-
HDVHV��3RLVRQ�JDV�DWWDFNV�ZHUH�XVHG�IRU�WKH�ƓUVW�WLPH�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU�DQG�PDVV�VKHOOLQJ�
mutilated soldiers indiscriminately. Put simply, the western world had not seen a war 
on this scale ever before.

Trench newspapers developed as a medium through which soldiers on the front 
FRXOG�YHQW�WKHLU�WKRXJKWV�DQG�ƓQG�D�FRPPRQDOLW\�RI�H[SHULHQFH�DFURVV�GLIIHUHQW�EDW-
talions. Much of the soldier experience was universal, though isolating. The Listening 
Post printed soldier-created articles, poetry, cartoons, and jokes that satirized and 
ridiculed the brutalities of war. Trench newspapers avoided military censorship that 
affected all public publications. Shrouded in humour, soldiers were able to articulate 
and commiserate about their shared experiences and the realities of war; which was 
often different than what they were told upon enlisting. 

Songs were created at home and then brought to the trenches and sung by both 
soldiers and civilians, though with slightly different meanings. Soldiers would often 
supplement their own lyrics onto well known tunes, co-opting the lyrics to make them 
more comedic or anti-war. These ulterior meanings of these adaptations were often 
lost on civilians who were not privy to the in-jokes of the soldiers. 

Before soldiers added their own lyrics, songs were used to inspire patriotism among 
citizens and soldiers alike and validate Canada’s continued participation in the war.

Lesson Activity:

Activating: How will students be prepared for learning?

1. Start this lesson by having a general discussion with your students about what 
WKH\�NQRZ�DERXW�WKH�)LUVW�:RUOG�:DU��7KLV�FDQ�LQFOXGH�DQ\WKLQJ�IURP�VSHFLƓF�
battles, the Homefront, or technology developed in the war. 

2. Students can put their answers in a K-W-L chart with a partner or a small 
group. They can track what they already know, what they want to know, and 
what they will learn. 

Acquiring: What strategies facilitate learning for groups and individuals?

Provide your students with paper or digital copies of the below excerpts. You may 
also ask them to pull them up on an individual digital device or display them for the 
whole class in a highly visible area of the classroom.



Document 1:The Listening Post No. 31 (July 1918)

With this cartoon, the idea is that it subverts expectations of what soldiers are really 
thinking about while on the frontlines. “As through this weary world I wander,/ My 
thoughts shall of times be of you ;/ in memory I shall see you ever– / I loved you bet-
ter than you knew.” Without the cartoon, reading the text would have us thinking this 
soldier is thinking of a loved one. However, it’s not until the third image we see he’s 
actually daydreaming about drinking a beer and the comforts of home pre-war, where 
such comforts weren’t rationed or hard to come by. It speaks to a commonality that 
many soldiers might also share these thoughts.

Ask your students:

• What do they think is happening in this cartoon?
• Why might it be funny to fellow soldiers?
• Can you relate to this cartoon? Is there something mundane that you miss/ 

missed during quarantines and lockdowns?

Document 2: Flanders as a Health Resort, The Listening Post, No. 20 Dec. 10, 
1916

Flanders, famous for the poem, commonly refers to the battles around Ypres Salient. 
These were important battles for the Canadian Expeditionary Force and were ex-
WUHPHO\�EORRG\��7KH�)LUVW�%DWWOH�RI�<SUHV�ZDV�WKH�ƓUVW�ODUJH�VFDOH�SRLVRQ�JDV�DWWDFN�LQ�
modern history.

This writer is satirizing the bloody events that took place in Flanders. Lines like “if you 
desire fresh thrills” and “if you desire a life of primitive simplicity uncontaminated by 
needless and hurtful luxury” speak to the humour within this passage. The writer is 
taking the horrors experienced by so many in Flanders and turning it into a satirical 
DG�IRU�D�ƓFWLRQDO�KHDOWK�UHVRUW��

Ask your students to do further research into the Battles of Ypre and connect histori-
cal events and details to the irony of this passage.

Document 3: Song, “It’s a long, long way to Tipperary.”

Written on a handkerchief, this popular wartime song was sung by soldiers and civil-
LDQV�DOLNH���,PDJHV�LQFOXGHG�DUH�GUDZLQJ�RQ�SDWULRWLF�V\PEROV��PXOWLSOH�%ULWLVK�ŴDJV�
�UHPLQGLQJ�&DQDGLDQV�RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�HPSLUH��ZKR�WKH\�ƓJKW�IRU���DOOLHG�ŴDJV�DV�ZHOO�

Ask your students:

• What sorts of images do you notice?
• How does this differ from content made for soldiers on the front?

https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_06774_31/24
https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_06774_20/1
https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_06774_20/1
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/objects-and-photos/art-and-culture/sports-and-entertainment/its-a-long-long-way-to-tipperary/?back=300


Document 4: Song, #15 Canadian War Hymn

Ask your students to compare the tone of this song with the excerpts from The Listen-
ing Post.

• Can you see any differences in the language used?
• What is this song trying to evoke?
• What was the purpose of this song?

Applying:

1. $VN�\RXU�VWXGHQWV�WR�UHHYDOXDWH�DQG�ƓOO�LQ�WKLQJV�WKDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�RQ�WKHLU�
K-W-L charts. Have they learned anything new? What questions do they still 
have?

2. Encourage your students to do further independent research into the areas 
they still have questions about. 

Extension Activity:

Ask your students to peruse The Listening Post and Wartime Canada�WR�ƓQG�WKHLU�RZQ�
documents to compare and contrast.  However, be sure to caution your students that 
WKH\�DUH�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�SULPDU\�VRXUFH�GRFXPHQWV�RYHU�����\HDUV�ROG��7KH\�PD\�ƓQG�
outdated or offensive terms or illustrations.

Resources:

• The Listening Post database
• Wartime Canada, primary source database 
• Canada and the First World War, Canadian War Museum
• WW1 Songs recorded, CBC
• Canadian Songs of the First World War, Canadian Encyclopedia 
• Laughter in the Face of Death: the Trench Newspaper, the Wipers Times, Toron-

to Public Library
• Canada and the Second Battle of Ypres, Canadian Encyclopedia

http://wartimecanada.ca/sites/default/files/documents/Regimental%20Songs_0.pdf
https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_06774
http://wartimecanada.ca/wars/world-war-i
https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_06774
http://wartimecanada.ca/wars/world-war-i
https://www.warmuseum.ca/firstworldwar/history/
https://www.cbc.ca/music/read/vimy-ridge-centennial-listen-to-12-songs-from-the-great-war-1.5073582
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/canadian-songs-of-the-first-world-war
https://torontopubliclibrary.typepad.com/arts_culture/2014/07/the-funny-business-of-war-the-trench-newspaper-the-wipers-times.html
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/battle-of-ypres

