
            

 Shackleton and Leadership Assembly Plan  

 

Suitable for KS2, KS3  

Aim:  To explore the idea of good leadership through the example of Sir Ernest 

Shackleton during the ‘Nimrod’ expedition of 1907 – 1909.   

Themes: The Nimrod Expedition (discovery of Antarctica); leadership; survival; 

sacrifice.   

Estimated time: 10- 20 minutes variable (includes time for reflection and 

discussion).  

Preparation and materials 

Background Information:  

 Ernest Shackleton organised and led the Nimrod Expedition as an attempt to 

reach the South Pole. It also aimed to a conduct scientific and geological 

study of the continent.   

 The expedition was officially called the British Antarctic Expedition but is 

better known as the Nimrod Expedition after the small ship in which 

Shackleton and his men sailed south. 

 Shackleton chose Jameson Adams, Eric Marshall and Frank Wild as his 

Southern Party companions in the attempt to reach the pole.  

 From Cape Royds, on the coast, they travelled across the frozen Ross Sea 

(an area the size of France) and discovered a route up the Beardmore 

Glacier. After travelling over 700 miles they were less than 100 miles from the 

pole but their food supplies were dangerously low. As leader, Shackleton 

made the brave decision to abandon his dreams of glory and turn back home 

rather than risk the lives of his men. 

 Starving, with little food on the return journey, on one occasion Shackleton  

gave his daily ration of a biscuit to one of his crewmen.    

 Shackleton’s wife Emily later recorded. “The only comment he made to me 

about not reaching the Pole was “a live donkey is better than a dead lion, isn’t 

it?” and I said “Yes darling, as far as I am concerned”. 

 Scientists on the expedition were the first to climb Mount Erebus; a live 

volcano covered in snow and ice, and reached the South Magnetic Pole – 

gathering valuable scientific data.  



 Shackleton and his men were celebrated upon their return to the United 

Kingdom. The King made Shackleton a knight. Sir Ernest Shackleton and all 

the members of the Nimrod Expedition who served in Antarctica received the 

Polar Medal in silver. 

Download our Nimrod Classroom Notes for further background information.   

 Materials: Shackleton and Leadership Presentation. A globe or a map of the world.  

Further images are available on our Freeze Frame site 

www.freezeframe.ac.uk/home/home   

 

Host the Assembly in 7 steps 

Step One Set the Scene: Ask the students to think about the word ‘leader’. What 

leaders have they heard about? Ask - what does it take takes to be a good leader? 

What sort of person makes a good leader? Draw out different qualities of leadership 

including the idea that a good leader cares for the people they lead.  

Step Two Introduce Shackleton (show the photograph of Shackleton): Explain that 

today you are thinking about a famous explorer who led men to explore Antarctica: 

Sir Ernest Shackleton. Many people think he was a good leader, not because he was 

successful, but because he cared for the men in his crew.  

Step Three Outline the background of the Nimrod Expedition: Show the group a 

globe or a map of the world. Explain that a little over 100 years ago much of 

Antarctica had not yet been discovered. Teams of explorers and scientists went 

there to discover new land and gather scientific information. Many explorers from 

across the world wanted to be the first to reach the South Pole. 

Step Four Introduce Shackleton, leadership, and sacrifice: Show the group the 

map of the Nimrod expedition: Using the map tell the story that Shackleton and his 

Southern Party took. 

Explain that a man named Ernst Shackleton led a crew of men on an expedition to 

Antarctica in 1907 to try and be the first to reach the South Pole.  

Show were Shackleton and his team landed at Cape Royds, McMurdo Sound. 

Explain that they set up a base for living and making preparations. In October 1908, 

(which is spring in Antarctica) Shackleton and three other men started the long 

journey to try and reach the South Pole. Shackleton calculated that the journey to the 

Pole would be around 747 nautical miles (859.64 miles). That’s longer than walking 

from John O’ Groats in Scotland all the way to Penzance in Cornwall!  

They took enough food for 91days with them. This was supposed to be enough to 

reach the Pole and make it back, but they were slowed down by heavy blizzard 

http://www.freezeframe.ac.uk/home/home


winds and the eventual death of their ponies. This meant they had to carry their own 

supplies (this is known as man-hauling). Realising they had not brought enough food 

for the return journey the men’s rations were continually reduced, in the hope this 

would stretch their food to make the Pole attainable.    

After 73 days of walking they had travelled over 760 miles and were just 97 miles off 
reaching the South Pole. Shackleton knew they had enough food to carry on and 
reach the Pole, but if they did they would probably not have enough food for the 
return journey.  
 
Show the photograph of Jameson Adams, Frank Wild and Eric Marshall with 

the Union Jack: Explain that on January 9 Shackleton decided that the South Pole 

could not be reached without loss of life. Believing that the lives of his team were 

more important than being the first to discover the South Pole, he decided that they 

should turn around and head back home to base. They had come closer to the Pole 

than anyone else in the world at that time. The photograph was taken by expedition 

leader Ernest Shackleton.  

 
Step 5  

Leadership and caring  

Go on to tell the group that as the party turned for home it became a race for 
survival. They had to limit their food. At one point they marched for 14 hours on just 
a cup of tea, two sledging biscuits (one for breakfast and one at dinner) and two 
spoonfuls of cheese.  
 
Show the group the image of the biscuit:  Start by asking the group to identify the 

object in the picture (it’s a ship’s biscuit, a special kind of biscuit that was a key part 

of Shackleton and his men’s diet). Even when starving Shackleton continued to put 

his crew first, giving Frank Wild his daily biscuit when Frank was falling ill with 

hunger. This gesture that moved Wild to write: "BY GOD I shall never forget. 

Thousands of pounds would not have bought that one biscuit.”   

Show image of their return: Explain that it took the men until March to finally reach 

the Nimrod - which nearly sailed away without them - and get a proper meal. They 

were marching through the snow for a total of 126 days and walked over 1,700 

miles! 

Show photograph of medals: Shackleton and his men were celebrated upon their 

return to the United Kingdom, with the King making Shackleton a knight. Sir Ernest 

Shackleton and all the members of the Nimrod Expedition shore party received silver 

Polar Medals.  

The South Pole was finally reached a few years later in December 1911 by the 

Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen. Although Shackleton tried again in 1914 to 

reach the South Pole, by crossing the Antarctica, his ship Endurance was crushed in 



the ice. Confronted by this disaster, Shackleton took on the challenge of returning all 

the men with him alive - a goal that he achieved. He was never to reach the South 

Pole. 

Step 6 Refection  Discuss with the group the qualities of leadership that 

Shackleton showed: Ask the following:  

 ‘What do you think of Shackleton turning back from the South Pole?’ ‘Would 

you be tempted to carry on to the Pole?’  

 ‘How do you think Shackleton felt when he decided to turn back from the 

Pole?’  

 ‘Imagine you were Shackleton, would you share your biscuit with someone in 

your crew if they needed it?’ ‘Even if you were hungry?’  

 

 ‘Do you think Shackleton was a good leader?’ ‘Why?’  

Allow some time for the group to share their ideas.  

Step 7 Explain that although he failed to be the first to reach the South Pole 

Shackleton showed wisdom by realising that that his team had gone as far as they 

could, and had displayed courage in deciding to turn back when he was so close to 

their goal. In doing so he ensured the safety of his crew and put their wellbeing 

above his own ambitions. 

Wrap up by reminding the group that sometimes being a good leader is not always 

about doing what you set out to do. It is equally important to care for the people that 

you are leading and recognise when to push forward to achieve a team’s goal and 

when to change your plans for the good of your team.  

Next Steps (optional): If this assembly has inspired students they may want to learn 

more about Ernest Shackleton and other explorers. They could explore the Virtual 

Shackleton site to learn more about Shackleton, his other expeditions to Antarctica, 

and more about his companions. You can also use our other  learning resources to 

explore how modern day scientists live and work in Antarctica today.  

Notes for Younger Groups  

You could simplify some of the language or explain some of the terms used. For 

example you could say ‘Ernest Shackleton led a team of men on a mission to 

Antarctica’, instead of ‘Ernest Shackleton led a team of men on an expedition to 

Antarctica’.  

You could also show them our short video on transport to show and discuss 

travelling in Antarctica. You could ask: ‘Why do you think it was difficult for 

Shackleton and his men to travel to the Pole?’ ‘What do you think Antarctica is like?’, 

http://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources/


‘What supplies would you take with you on a long journey?’ ‘What would you take 

with you to the South Pole?’  

Notes for Older Groups  

You might want to go into more detail to explain how Shackleton and his men made 

their journey using information included in our accompanying information pack. For 

further background information visit: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/archives/shackleton/  

During your reflection time, you could open up your discussion to consider 

Shackleton’s planning of the journey. You may to ask the group to consider the 

following questions: ‘Did he adequately prepare his men and supplies?’ ‘Should he 

have turned back sooner?’ ‘Would you award the team medals?’  

You could also discuss the quote his wife Emily later recorded: “The only comment 

he made to me about not reaching the Pole was “a live donkey is better than a dead 

lion, isn’t it?” and I said “Yes darling, as far as I am concerned”. Ask: ‘Do you think 

Shackleton saw himself as a good leader?’ ‘What does this quote tell you about how 

he thought his actions would be seen by people back home?’ 

http://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/archives/shackleton/

