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Modern World History 
 

I. DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE:  
A. PURPOSE 
 This year-long course examines the modern world.  Students will begin by exploring major turning points in European 

history from the eighteenth century to the present. 
 
 Students will investigate several themes with a historical perspective:   

• the influence of culture on people in all nations; 
• the influence of geography as a force shaping events and behavior; 
• the political dimension in countries, ranging from autocracy to democracy; 
• the various ways countries meet economic needs; 
• the social loyalties of people, ranging from the individual to the global perspective. 

 
 Students will study how these themes help to make sense of our historical past and the world we live in.  A wide variety 

of basic study skills, communication skills, interpersonal skills, and critical thinking skills will be stressed. 
 
B. GRADE PLACEMENT: 
 Grade 9 
 
C. PREREQUISITES: 

None 
 

II. TOPICS OF THE COURSE 
A. A Modern World View Emerges 

B. The Industrial Revolution 

C. Imperialism 

D. World War I 

E. The Rise of Totalitarianism 
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F. World War II and the Cold War 

G. The Contemporary World 

III. UNIT TOPICS, QUESTIONS, AND CONTENT STANDARDS 
A. A Modern World View Emerges 

 
 “In 1789 France fell into revolution and the 

world has never been the same since.” 
 

 
 

(Note: This unit will vary greatly from school to school.  Depending on what the incoming ninth graders have learned in their middle schools 
and on the overall structure of the course at each school, this unit may be a quick review, an introductory summary, or a more thorough 
investigation of the following topics.) 

 
A Central Question: Why has it been so hard to establish and maintain lasting democratic governments? 
 
1.  What were the ideas of the major Enlightenment philosophers and how did they draw on classical and Renaissance 

roots? 
 
2. To what extent die the American Revolution and the Constitution of the United States illustrate the ideas of the 

Enlightenment philosophers and English political precedents? 
 
3. How did the French Revolution illustrate the difficulty of establishing a stable, lasting democratic government? 

 
Related State Content Standards 
 
10.1  Students relate the moral and ethical principals in ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, in Judaism and in 

Christianity to the development of Western political thought, in terms of: 
 

1.  the similarities and differences in the Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman views of law; reason and faith; duties of 
the individual 

 
2. the development of the Western political ideas of the rule of law and illegitimacy of tyranny, drawing from selections 

from Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics 
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3. the influence of the U.S. Constitution on political systems in the contemporary world 

 
10.2  Students compare and contrast the Glorious Revolution of England, the American Revolution, and the French 

Revolution and their enduring effects on the worldwide political expectations for self-government and individual 
liberty, in terms of: 

 
1.    the major ideas of philosophers and their effect on the democratic revolutions in England, the United States, 

France, and Latin America (e.g. biographies of John Locke, Charles-Louis Montesquieu, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Simon Bolivar, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison) 

 
2.    the principals of the Magna Carta, the English Bill of Rights (1689), the American Declaration of Independence 

(1776), the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (1789), and the U.S. Bill of Rights (1791) 
 
3.    the unique character of the American Revolution, its spread to other parts of the world, and its continuing 

significance to other nations 
 

4.    how the ideology of the French Revolution led France to develop from constitutional monarchy to democratic 
despotism to the Napoleonic empire 

 
5.    how nationalism spread across Europe with Napoleon, was repressed for a generation under the Congress of 

Vienna and Concert of Europe until the Revolutions of 1948 
 
 “Britain after the fall of Napoleon became the 

workshop of the world.” 
 

 
B.  The Industrial Revolution  
 
 “Progressive people in other lands looked to 

Britain as their model, hoping to learn from its 
advanced industrial methods, and to imitate its 
parliamentary political system.  Thus more 
foundations of the nineteenth century were 
laid.” 
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 A Central Question:  Who wins and who loses when a country becomes industrialized? 
 

1.   What was life like for the English before the Industrial Revolution? 
 
2. What was the Industrial Revolution and why did it begin in England? 
 
3. What technological changes (such as inventions, sources of power, production equipment, etc.) were at the heart of 

the Industrial Revolution? 
 
4. What is capitalism and how did it influence English government policies and society? 
 
5. How did people’s lives and work change because of industrialization?  How did different groups fare under this new 

economy? 
 
6. What were the main responses to the Industrial Revolution, including labor movements, artistic expression, social 

criticism, and government reforms?  What were their effects? 
 
7. What are the immediate and long-term effects of industrialization on the environment, socio-economic classes, 

consumerism, and quality of life? 
 
 Contemporary Connections:  
 • How are industrializing countries today similar to 

and different from 19th century England? 
 

 • How are countries interconnected in today’s 
global economy? 

 

 • How does industrialization change traditional 
cultures?  Can tradition and industrialization 
coexist? 

 

 
 
 Related State Content Standards: 
 10.3  Students analyze the effects of the Industrial Revolution in England, France, Germany, Japan and the United 

States, in terms of: 
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1.  why England was the first country to industrialize 
 

2.  how scientific and technological changes and new forms of energy brought about massive social, economic, and 
cultural change (e.g. biographies of James Watt, Eli Whitney, Henry Bessemer, and Thomas Edison) 
 

4. the growth of population, rural to urban migration and growth of cities associated with the Industrial Revolution 
 
5. the evolution of work and labor, including the demise of slave trade and effect of immigration, mining and 

manufacturing, division of labor, and the union movement 
 

6. the connections among natural resources, entrepreneurship, labor and capital in an industrial economy 
 

7. the emergence of capitalism and a dominant economic pattern and the responses to it, including Utopianism, Social 
Democracy, Socialism and Communism 

 
8. the emergence of the Romantic impulse in art and literature (e.g. the poetry of William Black and William Wordsworth), 

social criticism (e.g. Charles Dickens’s novels) and the move away from Classicism in Europe 
 
 

 “In the short run, within a few years, the 
Industrial Revolution in Western Europe 
favored the liberal and modernizing principals 
proclaimed in the French Revolution.  In the 
middle run, or in a half century, it made Europe 
overwhelmingly more powerful than other parts 
of the world, leading to a world-wide European 
ascendancy in the form of imperialism.” 

 

 
  



San Mateo Union High School District 
Course of Study 

6 
 

C.  Imperialism 
 
 “Imperialism arose from the commercial, 

industrial, financial, scientific, political, 
journalistic, intellectual, religious, and 
humanitarian impulses of Europe compounded 
together.  It was an outthrust of the whole white 
man’s civilization.” 

 

 
 

A Central Question:  Did imperialism improve the lives of those who were colonized? 
 

(Focus on two of the following:  Africa, Southeast Asia, China, India, Latin America, and the Philippines) 
 

1.  What is imperialism and what were the various reasons for its rapid worldwide expansion in the late 1800’s? 
2. Where did the European nations establish colonies throughout the world? 
3. Looking at two regions as case studies, what were their political, economic, and social conditions prior to colonization? 
4. What were the factors that permitted European domination of these two regions? 
5. What were the main characteristics of different European approaches to colonial administration and control in these 

two regions? 
6. How did political, economic, and social changes under colonial rule impact these two regions? 
7. How and why were these two colonized regions able to achieve national independence? 

 
 Contemporary Connections:  
 • How might conditions in these regions today 

reflect the impact of imperialism? 
 

 • What are contemporary forms of imperialism?  
 

Related State Content Standards: 
10.4  Students analyze patterns of global change in the era of New Imperialism in at least two of the following regions or 

countries:  Africa, Southeast Asia, China, India, Latin America, and the Philippines, in terms of: 
1. the rise of industrial economies and their link to imperialism (e.g. the role played by national security and strategic 

advantage; moral issues raised by search for national hegemony, Social Darwinism and the missionary impulse; 
material issues such as land, resources and technology 
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2. the location of the colonial rule of such nations as England, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Russia, 

Spain, Portugal, and the United States 
 

3. imperialism from the perspective of the colonizers and the colonized and the varied immediate and long-term 
responses by the people under colonial rule 

 
4. the independence struggles of the colonized regions of the world, including the role of leaders and the role ideology 

and religion 
 
 
 “By one of the ironies of history, the 

imperialistic rivalries of the European powers, 
while representing Europe’s world supremacy, 
also contributed to the disaster of the First 
World War, and so the collapse of such 
supremacy as Europe had enjoyed.” 

 

 
D.  World War I 
 
 
 “Somewhere before 1941 Europe went off its 

course.  Europeans believed themselves to be 
heading for a kind of high plateau, full of benign 
progress and more abundant civilization…. 
Instead, Europe in 1941 stumbled into 
disaster.” 

 

 
 

A Central Question:  Did World War I illustrate the problems of the 19th century and establish lasting challenges 
for the 20th? 
1.  What were the causes of World War I? 
 
2. In what ways were the scope, tactics, and weapons different from previous wars? 
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3. How did the Russian Revolution and American entry affect the course of the war? 

 
4. What were the goals and motivations of the victors at the end of the war? 

 
5. What were the terms of the Treaty of Versailles? 

 
6. What were the short-term results? 

 
 
 Contemporary Connections:  
 • How did World War I shape the direction of 

world events in the 20th century? (e.g. 
totalitarianism, World War II, independence 
movements, ethnic conflicts) 

 

 
 
 Related State Content Standards: 
 10.5  Students analyze the causes and course of the First World War 

1.  the arguments for entering into war presented by leaders from all sides of the Great War and the role of political and 
economic rivalries, ethnic and ideological conflicts, domestic discontent and disorder, and propaganda and 
nationalism in mobilizing civilian population in support of “total war” 

 
2.  the principal theaters of battle, major turning points and the importance of geographic factors in military decisions and 

outcomes (e.g. topography, waterways, distance, climate) 
 
3.  how the Russian Revolution and entry of the United States affected the course and outcome of the war 

 
4.  the nature of the war, the human costs (military and civilian) on all sides of the conflict, including how colonial peoples 

contributed to the war effort 
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10.5  Students analyze the effects of the First World War, in terms of: 
 

1.  the aims and negotiating roles of world leaders, in terms and influence of the Treaty of Versailles and 
Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, and the causes and effects of U.S. rejection of the League of Nations on 
world politics 

 
2.  the effects of the war and the resulting peace treaties on population movement, the international economy, and 

shifts in the geographic and political borders of Europe and the Middle East 
 
3.  the widespread disillusionment with prewar institutions, authorizes, and values that resulted in a void that was 

later filled by totalitarians 
 
4.  the influence of World War I on literature, art, and intellectual life in the West (e.g. Pablo Picasso, the “lost 

generation” of Gertrude Stein, Ernest Hemmingway) 
 
 
 “The First World War dealt a last blow to the 

ancient institutions of monarchy and aristocratic 
feudalism… But for the basic problems of 
modern civilization, industrialism and 
nationalism, economic security and 
international stability, it gave no answer.” 

 

 
E.  Totalitarianism 
 
 
 “The Great Depression opened the way for 

unscrupulous and ambitious political 
adventurers, for dictators like Adolf Hitler in 
Germany, whose solution to all problems, 
economic, political, and international, it turned 
out, was war.” 
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A Central Question:  Were the totalitarian governments in the Soviet Union and Germany effective in promoting 
individual happiness and national goals? 
 
RUSSIA: 

1.  How did WWI and the conditions in Russia lead to the Russian Revolution? 
 
2.  What are the basic tenets of communism? 
 
3.  What is totalitarianism and how did Lenin and Stalin use propaganda, censorship, and terror to create a totalitarian 
state? 
 
4.  How did Stalin, through socialism, rapidly industrialize the USSR? 
 

 
GERMANY: 

1.  How did the Treaty of Versailles, the depression, and cultural and political factors lead to the rise of Hitler in Germany? 
 
2.  What is fascism? 
 
3.  How did the Nazis use propaganda, censorship, and terror to maintain and abuse power in Germany?  Compare and 
contrast these to the Soviet Union. 
 
4.  What methods did Hitler use to improve German’s economy?  Compare fascism to communism. 

 
(NOTE:  Some teachers may choose to contrast democratic approaches with totalitarian approaches here.  They may also choose to introduce or to 
review basic ideas about individual rights and democratic principles.  Other teachers will have introduced these ideas in the first unit, A Modern World 
View Emerges.) 
 
 
An Optional Central Question:  Were the totalitarian governments in the Soviet Union and Germany more effective 
than Western democratic governments in promoting individual happiness and national goals? 
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UNITED STATES, ENGLAND, AND FRANCE: 
 

1. What ideas about individual rights and participation in government do the key democratic documents from Greece, 
England, France, and the United States convey? 

 
2. What were the social and economic conditions that the European and American democracies had to face in the 1920s 

and 1930s? 
 

3. What political and economic approaches did these countries use to balance individual freedoms and national goals? 
 
 
 Contemporary Connections:  
 • How does a socialist economy like that 

developed in Russia compare with a capitalist 
economy? 

 

 • What are the causes and possible 
consequences of recent political, economic, and 
social changes in Russia and surrounding 
countries? 

 

 • Under what conditions do totalitarian and 
democratic governments rise, flourish, and fall? 

 

 • In which places in the world are individual rights 
and freedoms being compromised to promote 
national goals? 

 

 
 
Related State Content Standards: 
 

10.7  Students analyze the rise of totalitarian governments after World War I, in terms of: 
1.  the causes and consequences of the Russian Revolution, including Lenin’s use of totalitarian means to 
seize and maintain control 
 
2.  Stalin’s rise to power in the Soviet Union and the connection between economic policies, political 
policies, the absence of a free press, and systematic violations of human rights 
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3.  the rise aggression, and human costs of totalitarian regimes (Fascist and Communist) in Germany, Italy, 
and the Soviet Union noting their common and dissimilar traits 

 
 
 “The acceptance and glorification of violence, it 

has been noted, was the feature most clearly 
distinguishing the totalitarian from the 
democratic systems.  War in the Nazi and 
Fascist ethics was a noble thing, and the love 
of peace a sign of decadence.” 

 

 
 
F.  World War II and the Cold War 
 
 
 “They had made a treaty in 1919 which a dozen 

years later they were unwilling to enforce… 
From the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 
1931 to the outbreak of European war in 1939, 
force was used by those who wished to upset 
the international order, but never by those who 
wished to maintain it.” 

 

 
 

A Central Question:  Was total war justified? 
 

1. How did the economic and foreign policies of the industrial nations lead to World War II? 
 
2. Who were the major participants in World War II and where did they do battle against their adversaries? 
 
3. What ethical issues emerged as a result of the reliance on total war? 
 
4. How and why did the Holocaust and atrocities in Asia occur? 
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5. How did the world reorder itself after World War II in terms of military and economic alliances?  How was this 

different from World War II? 
 
6. What was the Cold War and how did it affect post-World War II life? 

 
 
 Contemporary Connections:  
 • Looking at military interventions today, what is 

the balance between national goals and 
individual human rights? 

 

 • How has the nature of war changed since World 
War II? 

 

 
 
Related State Content Standards: 
 

10.8  Students analyze the causes and consequences of the Second World War, in terms of: 
 

1. the German, Italian and Japanese drives for empire in the 1930’s, including the 1935 Rape of Nanking and 
other atrocities in China and the Stalin-Hitler Pact of 1939 

 
2. the role of appeasement, isolationism, and the domestic distractions in Europe and the United States prior to 

the outbreak of World War II 
 

3. the identification and location of the Allied and Axis powers; the major turning points of the war, the principal 
theaters of conflict, key strategic decisions; and the resulting war conferences and political resolutions with 
emphasis on the importance of geographic factors 

 
4. the political, diplomatic and military leadership (e.g. biographies Winston Churchill, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 

Hirohito, Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, Douglas MacArthur, Dwight Eisenhower) 
 

5. the Nazi policy of pursuing racial purity, especially against the European Jews, its transformation into the Final 
Solution and the Holocaust resulting in the murder of six million Jewish civilians 
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6. the human costs of war, with particular attention to the civilian and military losses in Russia, Germany, Britain, 
United States, China, and Japan 

 
 

10.9  Students analyze the international developments in the postwar world, in terms of: 
 

1.  the economic and military power shifts caused by the war, including the rise of Germany and Japan as 
economic powers, the Yalta Pact, and Soviet control over nations of Eastern Europe 

 
2. The causes of the Cold War, with the free world on one side and Soviet client states on the other, including 

competition for influence in such places as Egypt, the Congo, Vietnam, and Chile 
 

3. The importance of the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan which established the pattern for the postwar 
American policy of supplying economic and military aid to prevent the spread of communism and the resulting 
economic and political completion in arenas such as Southeast Asia (e.g. Korean War, Vietnam War), Cuba, 
and Africa 

 
 
 “… the wartime Western-Soviet coalition had 

fallen apart, shattering the dreams and 
aspirations of those who had fought the Second 
World War to a resounding triumph over one 
kind of aggression and totalitarianism, and then 
found themselves confronted with a new age of 
crisis.” 

 

 
 
IV.  SKILL OBJECTIVES 
 

A.  Basic Study Skills 
1.  Students will develop skills in the use of the basic  tools of both physical and cultural geography such as 

maps and globes. 
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2. Students will develop skills of acquiring new information by different means: listening, observing, interviewing, 
reading, and using new technological sources such as the compact discs, the World Wide Web, etc. 

 
3. Students will develop skills to analyze visual materials such as charts, graphs, political cartoons, and 

photographs. 
 
4. Students will develop skills leading to organized and effective writing and speaking. 
 
5. Students will learn the vocabulary skills and key concepts central to the study of history and geography. 

 
State Content Standards for Basic Study Skills: 
 
Chronological and Spatial Thinking 
 

3.  Students use a variety of maps and documents to interpret human movement, including major patterns of 
domestic and international migration; changing environmental preferences and settlement patterns; the frictions 
that develop between population groups; and the diffusion of ideas, technological innovations, and goods 
 

 
 
B.  Critical Thinking Skills 
 

1.  Students will develop skills to help identify and clarify questions for discussion and further research. 
 
2.  Students will develop skills to critically analyze facts and opinions. 
 
3.  Students will develop skills to determine relevant and irrelevant information. 
 
4.  Students will develop skills in making comparisons and contrasts. 
 
5.  Students will develop skills recognizing and interpreting causes and effects involved in historical changes. 
 
6.  Students will develop skills to identify stereotypes, bias, loaded words, and propaganda. 
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7.  Students will develop skills to help draw and support valid conclusions. 
 
8.  Students will be able to make valid conclusions between the past and the present. 
 
9.  Students will demonstrate an understanding of the interrelationships between human behavior and the 
environment. 

 
 
State Content Standards for Critical Thinking Skills: 
 

Chronological and Spatial Thinking 
 
1.  students compare the present with the past, evaluating the consequences of past events and decisions and 

determining the lessons learned. 
 
2.  students analyze how change happens at different rates at different times; that some aspects can change while 

others remain the same; that change is complicated and affects not only technology and politics, but also values and 
beliefs 

 
4.  students relate current events to the physical and human characteristics of places and regions 
 
Historical Research, Evidence, and Point of View 
 
1.  students distinguish valid arguments from fallacious arguments in historical interpretations 
 
2.  students identify bias and prejudice in historical interpretations 
 
3.  students evaluate major debates among historians concerning alternative interpretations of the past, including an 

analysis of authors’ use of evidence and the distinctions between sound generalizations misleading generalizations 
 
4.  students construct and test hypotheses; collect, evaluate and employ information from multiple primary and 

secondary sources; and apply it in oral and written presentations 
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Historical Interpretation 
 
1.  students show the connections, causal and otherwise, between particular historical events and larger social, 

economic and political trends and developments 
 
2.  students recognize the complexity of historical causes and effects, including the limitations on determining cause and 

effect 
 
3.  students interpret past events and issues within the context in which an event unfolded rather than solely in terms of 

norms and values 
 
4.  students understand the meaning, implication, and impact of historical events while recognizing that events could 

have taken other directions 
 
5.  students analyze human modifications of a landscape and examine the resulting environmental policy issues 
 

 
C.  Participation and Citizenship Skills 
 

1.  Students will develop personal skills such as empathy and sensitivity to others 
 
2.  Students will develop the ability to recognize personal biases and prejudices in a group setting, and the ability to 

understand people as individuals rather than as stereotypical members of a particular group. 
 
3.  Students will develop group problem solving skills such as listening to others, setting goals, resolving conflicts, and 

creating compromises. 
 
4.  Students will develop social participation and citizenship skills such as the ability to identify issues that require action, 

the ability to support or organize action groups, and the willingness to accept the consequences of one’s own actions. 
 
 
 

 


