
ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

The enquiry consists of an introductory lesson on the reasons behind UN intervention in the Korean War 

followed by source-based case studies of the roles of Turkey, Denmark, the Netherlands and Canada.  

The case-study lessons include guiding questions for teachers to use if they want to supplement the  

source material.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

• The UNO, its origins and its role in the Korean War.

• The role of Turkey, Canada, Denmark and the Netherlands as part of the UNO force in Korea.

• The reasons for the UNO’s involvement and their place in the Cold War.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 4. Some suggestions for adaptation for Key Stage 3 are 

suggested in the curricular rationale.

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

This enquiry aims to contextualise students’ understanding of the role of the United Nations in the Korean 

War. It then builds on this contextual understanding with the use of source-based case studies on four of 

the countries involved in the UN coalition. 

By way of an introduction to the role of the UN in the Korean War, Isaacs and Downing’s Cold War (2008) 

has an excellent chapter on Korea (and accompanying documentary) that discusses the reasons behind 

UN intervention. More recently, Jeremy Black’s The Cold War (2015) also addresses the role of the UN, 

although it tends to focus on the military aspects of intervention. Digging further into the political and 

financial pressures of UN member states, it is worth reading about the implementation of Marshall Aid in 

Europe in Tony Aldous’s The Marshall Plan (1997). Also, regarding the repercussions of the Korean War  

in Europe, Martin Dedman and Clive Fleay’s article ‘Britain and the European army’ (1992) gives a detailed 

overview of the possibilities of a European army in the early 1950s. For the UN coalition’s experience of the 

Korean War, the roles of Commonwealth countries in Korea are treated in some detail in an excellent article 

by Brian Catchpole, ‘The Commonwealth in Korea’ (1998). In this publication, Margot Tudor (page 30) 

examines the changing dynamic of the UN security council at the time of the Korean War.

ENQUIRY 4  
THE UNO INTERVENTION. WHY DID THE UNO  
JOIN THE USA IN THE KOREAN WAR?
A two-lesson enquiry by Jacob Keet
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As argued in Sellin (2008), contextualisation of source material is vital for helping students to understand 

and utilise historical evidence. This is particularly relevant to any study of the Korean War, which both needs 

to be seen as part of the much bigger development of the Cold War but was also very complex in its own 

right. UN members that joined the USA in Korea were not exempt from the financial and political pressures 

of the Cold War period. Lesson 1 helps students to consider the varied issues that led to its involvement in 

Korea, particularly the pressures of the Cold War that UN member states faced at the time.

The use of case studies in Lesson 2 also gives students an opportunity to build their skills in analysing 

sources. Wooley (2003) has argued for the benefits of challenging students with long extracts and  

ample time to read and criticise source material. In addition, the Canada case study could develop into  

an oral history project that uses the large number of interviews with Canadian veterans of the Korean  

War that can be found on thememoryproject.com (see full links in the Canada case study itself – 4.2D). 

Using closely linked sources from an archive is a skill that is familiar to most professional historians and  

has been demonstrated to be of use in the classroom in Evans et al. (2004).

In the author’s view, the most useful aspect of creating these case studies for Lesson 2 was to learn more 

about the fascinating individual stories, from a wide range of nations, that emerge from the Korean War. 

Personal accounts and experiences can often be lost when students are led to focus on the high power 

politics of the Cold War period. In these case studies:

•   Students can read of an American soldier’s amazement at the solidarity shown between Turkish soldiers 

when taken prisoner by the Chinese. 

•   They can get a sense of the tension felt by a Canadian soldier on patrol in the demilitarised zone during 

the signing of the armistice that ended the war. 

•   They can see that the Danish hospital ship Jutlandia, though not a military vessel, played a highly 

significant role in the lives of many of those wounded in the conflict. 

Students should, ultimately, enjoy reading about the past; this can only help to foster the spirit of  

historical enquiry.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

This enquiry begins with an assessment of the UNO’s role in the Korean War and the processes and events 

that led it to intervene in the conflict. It then continues with four source-based case studies on the role that 

Turkey, the Netherlands, Canada and Denmark played in the Korean War. Its aim is to enable students to 

contextualise their understanding of the UNO’s involvement in the Korean War.

The involvement of the UNO in Korea is treated very briefly in current GCSE exam specifications that include 

the Korean War. Cambridge IGCSE, for example, has had questions in the exam that ask ‘why did the UNO 

get involved in Korea?’, but this is given generalised coverage in course materials, and Western Europe 

is depicted as a homogenous mass that followed the USA into Korea as one unified bloc. In addition, 

coverage of European involvement in the Cold War (with the exception of East Germany, Hungary and 

Poland) is lacking in current GCSE course material. This is problematic, as it leaves students with the 

assumption that all countries in Western Europe automatically supported the USA and its aims throughout 

the Cold War. 

In contrast, Western Europe in 1950 was home to a diverse range of political opinions and sympathies 

regarding the USA’s desire to intervene in the Korean Peninsula. Against this background of diversity, it is 

no surprise that the financial assistance proffered by the USA to Europe through Marshall Aid seems to 

have played a role in gathering support for the UNO coalition. 
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The enquiry also aims to develop students’ understanding of and use of source material. The guiding 

questions for each case study lead students to consider the context surrounding each source that they are 

confronted with. Following McAleavy (1998), this is a useful way to help students to understand that a 

source only produces evidence when it is understood in its historical context. The guiding questions also 

encourage students to make connections between the sources and work with them as a set to produce 

a judgement. This helps students to reason carefully about forming their own opinion, requiring them to 

make an effort to reach the most plausible interpretation of each country’s role in the Korean War based 

on contextual understanding and source material (Pickles, 2010) TH143.

This enquiry can be adapted for use with students at Key Stage 3. For example, the four case studies could 

be used to show the extent and variety of European involvement in the Cold War. The Danish case study is 

the most suitable for this, with an engaging range of material on the role that the hospital ship Jutlandia 

played in the Korean War. This study could also be used to emphasise the role that non-combatants played 

in this conflict, particularly the significance of the Jutlandia for injured soldiers fighting for the UN coalition. 

The first lesson would also make an ideal introduction to the origins of the UNO and its role in twentieth-

century Europe for Key Stage 3. Source 2 in Lesson 1 is likely to be the most useful here as it shows the 

wide range of countries that contributed to the UNO coalition that fought in Korea. This could be used  

to show both the diversity of nations within the UNO and the wide range of ways in which they were 

involved (from large-scale military involvement to non-combatant roles). Lesson 1 could also be used in 

conjunction with a model United Nations group in school to showcase how the UNO worked in practice 

during the 1950s.

SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

This enquiry begins with a single lesson to explain why the UN got involved in the Korean War.  

It leads students to examine the causes for the intervention of the UNO, the contributions made  

by its different members to the coalition and how US financial support influenced the countries  

in the coalition.

In Lesson 2, students work in groups to investigate four source-based case studies examining the roles 

of Denmark, the Netherlands, Turkey and Canada in the Korean War. Each case study includes carefully 

selected sources plus a set of guiding questions, but these are by no means exhaustive.  

The main point is digging into the sources.

Lesson 2 should be seen as a flexible source bank that you can use in many different ways. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Why did the UN join 

the USA in the Korean 

War?

Aims to:

•  Establish and tease out students’ prior knowledge and preconceptions 

about the UN and the Korean War.

•  Help students to understand the process that led the UN to intervene in 

Korea in 1950.

•  Develop students’ understanding of the factors influencing the UN’s 

decision (the USSR’s boycott and the influence of the USA and of  

Marshall Aid).
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Lesson Key content

Lesson 2: 

How significant was 

the contribution of 

the UNO in the Korean 

War?

Aims to:

•  Expose students to a range of source-based material from four different 

countries involved in the UNO coalition.

•  Develop students’ use of sources as evidence for building an  

historical argument.

•  Help students to understand the wider context of the UNO’s role in the 

Korean War. 

LESSON 4.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID THE UN JOIN THE USA IN THE  
KOREAN WAR?

STARTER (SLIDE 1–4)

This Source 1 and all the other sources are on Resource sheet 4.1A. Students highlight a keyword and 

image on the source that help them to identify its message. A useful way to support students with  

sources like this is to ask them:

• Was the source/artist for or against something, and if so, what?

• How can you tell?

• Why was it produced at this specific time?

The source is very rich, and teachers should make sure that students notice at least some of these features: 

• The UN appears large and powerful in the form of the large hand.

•  The ‘UN hand’ is reaching out to stop the communist aggressor, the Chinese, attacking the Republic of 

Korea, which appears wounded and broken. 

•  The people challenging the communist aggressor contain the flags of some of the 53 nations that 

condemned Chinese support for North Korea in its invasion of the South. The actual number who did 

so is 44, but this is exaggerated in the poster.

•  Students may link ‘Stop! Criminal!’ and ‘through United Nations – Peace!’ to the UN’s role in 

establishing and enforcing international law after the Second World War and think that this was 

justified as a policing action.

• The poster is American in origin and is therefore highly critical of communism.

Also make sure that they spot Britain in this visual.

ACTIVITY 1: WHY DID THE UN PASS RESOLUTION 83? (SLIDES 5–8)

Explain the context of the UN and the Security Council using Slides 5 and 6. Point out the empty chair in 

Source 2.

Students read Source 3, the extract from Cold War, then use a highlighter to bring attention to the causes 

that led the UN to adopt Resolution 83, which supported military assistance for South Korea. They then 

summarise each cause and write it on a line to show its importance in leading to UN intervention in Korea.

Feedback questioning could include:

•  What role did the USA play in this process?

•  Why did the USA take a leading role in this process?

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

4.1

•  Resource sheet 4.1A 

(Evidence pack: 

copies of Sources 

1–5 for each 

student) 
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•  Why was the USSR absent from the Security Council?

•  Would the vote have passed if the USSR were present? Why/why not?

•  What was the status of China in 1950?

ACTIVITY 2: WHO CONTRIBUTED TO THE MULTI-NATIONAL FORCE? (SLIDES 9–11) 

Students look at Source 3 and highlight the countries in answer to the questions on Slide 10. It is at a 

legible size on Resource sheet 4.1A. Students should be able to attempt the extension as this builds on 

knowledge obtained from Source 3. 

Show the answers on Slide 11. Feedback questioning could include the following to gain an idea about 

students’ prior knowledge of UN involvement in Korea:

•  Why did the USA and UK contribute to the most man-days in the Korean War?

•  Why did some countries, such as Denmark, not commit military forces?

•  Why did Canada (and other Commonwealth countries) provide so many troops?

•  Why was Turkey involved in the Korean War?

Extension:

•  Why didn’t the USSR or China send soldiers to support South Korea? 

•  Was China’s seat on the Security Council in 1950 fair (it didn’t represent the government that had 

power in China)?

ACTIVITY 3: WHAT WAS THE ROLE OF MARSHALL AID? (SLIDES 12–13 )

Students look at Source 5, a table showing the amount of Marshall Aid received by countries in Europe. 

Students should follow the instructions on the slide to identify links between this information and the 

amount of time/soldiers that each country committed to the Korean War.

This is a good place to highlight the difference between causation and correlation. Just because things 

match up, it does not mean that one caused the other. It may allow you to establish a hypothesis but you 

need further evidence to decide whether the correlation is also a cause or consequence.

Feedback questioning could include:

•  The UK received the largest amount of Marshall Aid and made the largest contribution to the war effort 

in Korea. Are these things linked? If so, why? 

•  Denmark, on the other hand, received relatively little in terms of Marshall Aid and committed only a 

hospital ship to the Korean War. Are these things linked? If so, why?

•  The Netherlands received a much larger amount of money in aid than Turkey or Greece, yet Turkey and 

Greece made much greater military contributions to the Korean War. Why do you think  

this was?

•  ‘The extent of UN involvement in the Korean War was dependent on financial aid from America.’  

How far do you agree with this statement?
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PLENARY (SLIDE 14 )

Students reach an overall answer to the enquiry question about the causes behind UN intervention  

in Korea. They should add to their initial understanding, taking into account the factors shown on the 

board and using the sources that they have been given during the lesson.

LESSON 4.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS THE CONTRIBUTION OF 
THE UNO IN THE KOREAN WAR?

Important! Please note that this lesson is intended to be optional, and teachers are encouraged  

to use the case studies as best fits their scheme of work. The guiding questions shown in each  

case-study pack are not exhaustive but are there to help students to understand the sources if 

required. Each case study has a slightly different angle, as described below.

CASE STUDY 1: DENMARK

Guiding questions aim to:

• Demonstrate the initial Danish reaction to the Korean War.

• Demonstrate the role of the hospital ship Jutlandia.

• Help students to use provenance to analyse a source.

CASE STUDY 2: THE NETHERLANDS

Guiding questions aim to:

•  Demonstrate how the Dutch contribution to the Korean War changed over time due to the context of 

the Cold War.

• Develop students’ understanding of the role of Marshall Aid in Cold War Europe.

CASE STUDY 3: TURKEY

Guiding questions aim to:

• Develop students’ understanding of battlefield conditions in the Korean War.

• Reveal the attitude to the Korean War of a Turkish prisoner of war.

•  Help students use an eyewitness source to corroborate the claims of a recent article.

CASE STUDY 4: CANADA

Guiding questions aim to:

• Help students to understand the battlefield conditions.

• Evaluate the role of Canada’s forces and Canadian attitudes to the war.

• Make inferences from source material. 
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STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

Use Slides 1–5 to explain how to use the case-study packs. Students should note that each case-study 

pack contains sources related to a different country that was involved in the Korean War.

ACTIVITY: HOW DID YOUR COUNTRY CONTRIBUTE TO THE UNO COALITION?  
(SLIDE 6 AND SOURCE PACKS)

In small groups, work through the guiding questions in your case study.

PLENARY (SLIDE 7)

Students prepare a verbal answer to the enquiry question ‘How significant a role did members of the UN 

play in the Korean War?’

They should use the language suggestions made on Slide 7.

They should make use of evidence from the sources and country they have studied to justify their answer.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

4.2

•  Resource 

sheets 4.2A–D 

(Source packs 

for Netherlands, 

Denmark, Turkey 

and Canada. 

Print enough copies 

for every student 

to get one country 

each)
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SELECTED LESSON POWERPOINTS

LESSON 4.1
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LESSON 4.1 (continued)

LESSON 4.2
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LESSON 4.2 (continued)

SELECTED SLIDES FROM THE CASE STUDIES
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CASE STUDIES (continued)


