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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This enquiry has been designed to help teachers of Key Stage 3 integrate the Korean War into a wider 

scheme of work on the Cold War. 

After covering, in outline, the main events of the war and Britain’s involvement, it then explores the war  

as it was perceived in Britain. 

It focuses particularly on opposition to the war from a number of individuals, investigating the reasons  

for that opposition and how their views were received by the media, politicians and the public at large. 

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•	� Introductory background knowledge: the causes and the course of the Korean War.

•	� The British reaction to the outbreak of war in Korea – how it was covered in the news and what this 

tells us about the British public’s knowledge of the situation in Korea.

•	� �Key groups and individuals who opposed the Korean War, the differing reasons for their opposition 

and the nature of their opposition.

•	� �The way that these individuals and groups were treated by politicians and the media and the influence 

(or lack thereof) that they had on wider public opinion.

•	� �Reach a judgement about the ‘significance’ of opposition to the war in Britain. 

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 3. The opposition theme is also tackled in Enquiry 8 as part 

of an A-level enquiry.  

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

Lesson 1 offers an overview of the Korean War, principally a focus on the causes of the war. This is rooted 

in the ongoing debate about how far the Korean War was a civil war between North and South and how 

far it was a manifestation of international tensions and rivalry. The resource in Lesson 1 is based on the 

work of Dr Michael Shin (2013). 

However, the principal focus of the enquiry is in Lesson 2. This focus emerges from the research of Huxford 

(2018), which charts a social history of the war in Britain and uses a range of source material including 

Mass Observation surveys, letters and diaries. 
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It is traditionally argued that when the Korean War broke out, there was relatively little interest in Britain at 

the time. Kynaston, for example, notes a diary entry that indicates that the birth of Princess Anne received 

more attention in the media than the outbreak of the Korean War (Kynaston, 2008). By contrast, Huxford’s 

research shows that there was a significant – if short-lived – anxiety shown by the public on hearing about 

the outbreak of war, with memories of the Second World War still very much alive. And although this 

anxiety and interest did subside after the first year, there was nevertheless a certain amount of ongoing 

controversy surrounding Britain’s involvement in the war. 

What is particularly striking is Huxford’s exploration of opposition to the Korean War in Britain. This is 

therefore chosen as the basis for this enquiry. This aspect has previously been somewhat overshadowed 

by opposition to the Vietnam War, which is typically viewed as the most ‘controversial’ war. Yet Huxford 

argues that there were absolutely contentious elements to British involvement in Korea, with some British 

people growing uneasy about how the war was conducted as it progressed. It was also during this period 

that many people started to adopt an anti-nuclear stance. Huxford highlights some fascinating stories of 

various individuals, ranging from fully paid-up communists, to journalists, to scientists who bought into 

rumours of germ warfare. One particularly absorbing story is the case of Monica Felton, a town planner 

who was sacked from her government position for taking part in a ‘fact-finding’ trip to North Korea.

Therefore, although ‘forgotten’ in this way, as well as in many others, the Korean War can be seen as an 

important turning point in anti-war opposition in Britain.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

Most teachers of Key Stage 3 will cover the Cold War at some point in their scheme of work, and yet  

the Korean War is rarely a main feature in this coverage. The starring role is usually reserved for Vietnam. 

Yet as Professor Kathryn Weathersby (2019) has argued, there are a number of important reasons for 

studying the Korean War:

•	 �The Korean War shaped the international post-war system.

•	 ��It was the Korean War that militarised the Cold War.

•	 ��The war transformed the communist side in the Cold War.

•	 ��It had a profound impact on North East Asia.

Add to this that Britain was the second largest force in the UN contingent, with over 100,000 British  

troops serving through the course of the war, and there are plenty of reasons why Korea should get a look-

in with Key Stage 3 students of history. This enquiry therefore seeks to expose students to this ‘forgotten’ 

war, emphasising its links with Britain, while bearing in mind that most teachers will not have space for 

more than two lessons in their Cold War scheme of work. 

The first lesson in the enquiry covers some essential groundwork, introducing students to the nature  

and causes of the war. It seeks to expose them to the historical debate surrounding the war’s origins  

(as set out in Shin, 2013, and referenced above), as well as to help them place into context people’s 

perceptions of the war back in Britain, ready for their second lesson. 

The second lesson draws on the work of Dr Grace Huxford outlined above and investigates reaction  

to the war back in Britain. It is hoped that students will understand that the outbreak of war did not  

go unnoticed in Britain, nor was there unquestioning acceptance of Britain’s involvement in the war.  

They are also required to grapple with how we might measure the ‘significance’ of opposition to the war. 

After completing the enquiry, it is anticipated that students will have a better and more well-rounded 

understanding of the early Cold War period so that their studies of (for example) Cuba or Vietnam will  

have some broader context. 
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW 

The enquiry provides two relatively self-standing lessons. We envisage that it would be taught in Year 9, 

building on earlier work covering the end of the Second World War and the onset of the Cold War  

(e.g. lessons on Potsdam and the Berlin Blockade).

Lesson 1 establishes an overview of the Korean War. If you have already covered this ground,  

you might go straight to Lesson 2. 

Students examine the historical debate around why conflict erupted in 1950. They find evidence to 

support two different arguments and come to a judgement. Following that, students build up a basic 

understanding of the main stages of the war. 

Lesson 2 focuses on the perception of the war in Britain. Students analyse a contemporary newsreel on the 

war’s outbreak and infer how the British government persuaded people back home that sending troops to 

Korea was necessary and worthwhile. 

The main focus of the enquiry is on opposition from different groups/individuals, and students consider 

how we might measure how ‘significant’ this opposition was. 

If you are not using Lesson 1, then Lesson 2 could easily be taught over two separate lessons. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1:

Why did Britain go to 

war in 1950?

For obvious reasons we don’t start with the enquiry question.  

We don’t even mention Korea. Given that this is a forgotten war,  

we presume that the students have not even heard of it.

In this lesson, students use oral history and photographs from the war to 

figure out which conflict they are about to examine. 

They examine two different explanations for the origins of the war and  

find evidence to support each. 

They use maps and a timeline to get a sense of the nature and course  

of the war. 

To summarise their learning in this lesson, they write a caption for the image. 

Lesson 2:

How significant was 

British opposition to 

the war in Korea?

In this lesson, students use a contemporary source and case studies based on 

Huxford’s research to explore how the war was perceived back in Britain. 

They use case studies of five groups/individuals who opposed the war to 

measure the ‘significance’ of British opposition. 

Using simplified role cards, they each research one of the five groups/

individuals who opposed the war, recording their findings, and then feed back 

to the rest of the class. 

They conclude by answering the overarching enquiry question. 

Section 3 | Enquiry 1 An unpopular war? Why did Britain go to war (again) in 1950?
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LESSON 1.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID BRITAIN GO TO WAR (AGAIN) IN 1950?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–7)

NB For obvious reasons, we don’t mention Korea at the start of this lesson. We don’t even 

mention it in the enquiry question! Test out whether this is really a ‘forgotten war’ –  

have students heard of it? 

Slide 3: Play the clip from 1’00” where Captain John Shipster describes how he took his golf clubs  

and tennis racquet with him to Korea (although Korea itself is not mentioned in this clip). 

Students speculate on the questions listed on the slide, perhaps writing their guesses down  

on whiteboards. 

•	 Shipster’s excellent accent should hopefully give it away that he is British! 

•	� Students might also pick up on details such as he mentions going to Japan, and also how he was 

greeted by a tall, black sergeant (they will probably need help with the phrase ‘We’ve got a right  

load of Charlies here’!). 

Allow them to make their guesses but don’t give the game away just yet. 

Following this, show/play them Clues 1–5 (on Slides 3–7) one at a time and in that order. After examining 

each one, they should attempt to answer any of the questions on Resource sheet 1.1A (reproduced from 

Slide 3). You are primarily leading them towards finding out where the conflict is, although students should 

also be able to make other inferences about the fighting conditions, the causes of the war and the troops too:

•	� Clue 1 might lead them to believe that the war is somewhere very cold (so the eventual answer  

may surprise them if they do not associate Asia with being cold!), and also reveal the difficulty of the 

winter conditions. 

•	� Hopefully they will recognise the Aussie accent in Clue 2 (some of them might also pick up on ‘napalm’ 

here and perhaps guess Vietnam). 

•	� Clue 3 should narrow down the possible location of the war as Asia.

•	� You might allow them to look at an atlas to assist with Clue 4, which also gives them a big hint as to 

US involvement and why the war is being fought.

•	� And of course, Clue 5 gives the answer if they haven’t guessed by then. 

�This has been a lengthy starter, but now that the secret is out that we are studying the Korean War,  

you can now overview the rest of the lesson and enquiry using Slides 8 and 9. 

ACTIVITY 1: WHY DID WAR BREAK OUT IN KOREA IN 1950? (SLIDES 10–13)

Use Slide 10 to give some very basic background to the situation in Korea in 1950. 

Then explain that historians don’t actually agree as to why the war broke out, and use Slide 11  

to introduce them to the two schools of thought: 

•	 that Korea was merely a symptom of Cold War tension between the USSR and the USA 

•	 that its origins lie with internal tension inside Korea 

Slide 12 gives them an explanation grid, also on Resource sheet 1.1B. They colour-code each piece of 

information to show which of the arguments it supports. 

(NB This sheet is based on the summary of the historiography presented in a podcast by Dr Michael Shin of 

the University of Cambridge, The Korean War, which is available on the HA website.) 

Slide 13: Recap by going through the answers and asking students to decide which statement on the slide 

they find more convincing. There is also a third option, which links the previous two together.

Section 3 | Enquiry 1 An unpopular war? Why did Britain go to war (again) in 1950?

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•	� Lesson PowerPoint 

1.1

•	� Resource sheet 

1.1A (Questions for 

Starter 2)

•	� Resource sheet 1.1B 

(Explanation grid for 

colour-coding for 

Activity 1)

•	 �Resource sheet 

1.1C (Timeline of 

the Korean War for 

Activity 2 plus maps 

to sequence on 

pages 2 and 3)
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ACTIVITY 2: WHAT HAPPENED DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 14–16)

The intention here is that students gain a basic understanding of the nature and course of the war 

between 1950 and 1953. 

Slide 14 gives a link to a BBC documentary 20th Century Battlefields: 1951 Korea, presented by  

Dan and Peter Snow. At the time of writing, the documentary was accessible on YouTube at  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLV3eonORPc, but if it disappears, a Google search for ‘Dan Snow Peter 

Snow Korean War’ should work!

You could start at 2’06”. The explanation of the war starts at 4’15” but students might find the preceding 

two minutes interesting as they describe the border today. Play on until around 9’30”. 

This clip should firstly give students a good idea of the strangeness of the current border situation  

between the North and South, as well as serving as an excellent introduction to the beginning of the  

war, ending with the arrival of UN troops in South Korea. 

Next, students should read through the fuller timeline narrative of the war (Slide 15 and on Resource  

sheet 1.1C) and, using this, attempt to place the four maps on page 2 of that sheet in the correct order 

– sticking them in the space on page 3. These illustrate the main stages in the war. You can then use the 

animation on Slide 16 to go through the correct answer.

Students may well ask why the stalemate continued for so long between 1951 and 1953 when it was 

achieving so little. There is much debate around this. 

•	� Some historians have blamed the American negotiators, who tried to force China and North Korea  

to accept humiliating terms. 

•	� Other theories include the view that Stalin actually wanted the war to continue because it tied  

up American resources. 

•	� There is some evidence that Mao was keen to continue fighting because he enjoyed the prestige of 

matching the Americans and also because Korea was an opportunity to give his troops experience. 

These issues are examined in depth in one of the Key Stage 5 enquiries (Enquiry 7). 

PLENARY (SLIDES 17–18)

Slide 17 continues the story to the present day and outlines casualty figures. 

Slide 18 shows a photo of the current border crossing between the North and South. It might look 

neat and ordered but the border (or Joint Security Area) is a symbol of extreme tension between the two 

countries, who are still technically at war. 

Students are invited to reflect on what they have learned about the causes and course of the war,  

writing a 25- to 50-word caption to go with the photograph.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLV3eonORPc
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LESSON 1.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS BRITISH OPPOSITION TO 
THE WAR IN KOREA? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

Slide 3 displays an image of Monica Felton and invites students to speculate about why she was  

sacked from her job in 1950. Either give students the eight clue cards relating to her (Resource sheet 1.2A) 

or drip-feed them in one at a time, starting with the less obvious clues – for example, ‘she missed an 

important meeting’ may encourage them to guess that she was sacked for not doing her job. 

Given some of the clues and the previous lesson’s learning, you may have students who quickly guess  

that this is related to the Korean War, despite any mention of Korea being deliberately left off the clues. 

Take that feedback from students but don’t reveal who is correct at this stage.

Explain that the clues were missing one vital piece of information: that Monica Felton’s trip in June 1951 

was to Korea. Congratulate any students who made the link and tell them that they will find out more 

about Monica Felton’s story later in the lesson. 

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DID THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT ‘SELL’ THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 6–7)

Briefly recap verbally (or ask students to do this themselves) on last lesson’s learning: why war broke out  

in Korea in 1950, and how British troops were a key contributor to the UN forces. 

Before going into the resources, ask the question of the students: ‘How would you expect the British 

people to react when war broke out?’ 

Students then watch the newsreel from September 1950 (we suggest from 2’06” to 9’ 30”) and answer 

the questions on Resource sheet 1.2B. There are two differentiated versions to choose from, depending on 

the ability of your students/class: page 1 has open-text response, page 2 has scaffolding in the form  

of options to choose from.

Take feedback on how the government persuaded British people that sending troops to Korea was 

necessary and worthwhile. 

ACTIVITY 2: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS OPPOSITION TO THE WAR? SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA 
(SLIDE 8)

Slide 8 introduces students to the study of opposition to the war. 

If you are choosing to extend this enquiry across two lessons, there will be scope for students to speculate 

about why people might oppose the war, perhaps making links to previous knowledge of the suffering 

of the Second World War, to the first use of the atomic bomb in 1945, or perhaps to more contemporary 

examples of opposition to war, such as the massive protests against the Iraq War. 

Tell students that they will examine some case studies of people who opposed the war and that their job 

will be to measure how ‘significant’ the opposition was. They will need to come up with some criteria to 

assist in that process – how could or should we measure how significant the opposition was? Give them 

one or two ideas to get them started and then ask each pair to come up with at least two more ways of 

measuring it. Take feedback then go through our suggestions on Slide 8. 

ACTIVITY 3: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS OPPOSITION TO THE WAR? CASE STUDIES (SLIDES 9–15)

Slide 9: Give each pair of students one of the five different case studies (they are all on Slides 11–15 and 

on Resource sheet 1.2C). They need to read the information about their person or group and complete the 

grid (shown on Slide 16 and Resource sheet 1.2C (page 1), which asks them to find out:

•	 why their person/group opposed the war 

•	 the nature of their opposition 

•	 how they were received by others in Britain 

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•	� Lesson 1.2 

PowerPoint

•	� Resource sheet 1.2A 

(Starter clues)

•	� Resource sheet 1.2B 

(Questions for guided 

listening to newsreel 

for Activity 1)

•	� Resource sheet 1.2C 

(Case study sheets 

for Activity 3)

•	� For plenary:  

A large continuum 

of significance on 

the wall – or desk – 

big enough to have 

a whole class worth 

of sticky notes. 
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Hopefully, armed from Activity 2 with how they might measure ‘significance’, they will be able to manage 

column 5 and give their case study person or group a significance rating. 

Depending on your group and whether you are extending Lesson 2 over two lessons, you could then 

either rotate the role cards around, giving the students other rows to fill in, or else invite pairs to feed back 

verbally to the rest of the class, with you as the teacher filling in the grid on the whiteboard.

PLENARY (SLIDE 17)

After feedback (in whatever form) on all case studies, students now return to the enquiry question. 

To scaffold this, Resource sheet 1.2C (page 7) provides a choice of adjectives (also shown on Slide 11)  

to describe the opposition. Students can circle the word(s) they think best describes it (or come up with 

their own). They need to write down between one and three pieces of evidence on their sheet to support 

their choice of words. 

Finally, to reflect on what they have concluded, and to judge overall significance, they place their sticky 

note on a continuum of significance. They should be able to justify their position according to the criteria 

that they have come up with for the Activity on Slides 7 and 8.

SELECTED LESSON POWERPOINTS

LESSON 1.1
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LESSON 1.1 (continued)
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LESSON 1.1 (continued)
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LESSON 1.2
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LESSON 1.2 (continued)
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