
Brilliant ideas to get your students thinking creatively about 
polar exploration, with links across a wide range of subjects 
including maths, art, geography, science and literacy.

FOCUS ON SHACKLETON



WHAT? WHERE? WHEN? WHO?

This object is part of the collection at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge  ̶  see more online at: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/collections

AURORA AUSTRALIS
This book was made in the Antarctic by Shackleton’s men during the winter 
of 1908. It contains poems, accounts, stories, pictures and entertainment all 
written by the men during the 1907-09 Nimrod expedition. The copy in our 
archive has a cover made from pieces of packing crates. The book is stitched 
with green silk cord thread and held together with a spine made from seal 
skin. The title and the penguin stamp were glued on afterwards.

DID YOU KNOW?
To entertain the men during the long, cold winter months of the Nimrod 
Expedition, Shackleton packed a printing press. Before the expedition 
set off Ernest Joyce and Frank Wild received training in typesetting and 
printing. In the hut at Cape Royds the men wrote and practised their printing 
techniques. All through the winter different men wrote pieces for the book. 
The expedition artist, George Marston, produced the illustrations. Bernard 
Day constructed the book using packing crates that had stored butter. This 
was the first book to be published in the Antarctic. 

SHORT FILMS ABOUT ANTARCTICA: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

MORE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGE: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

Accession number: MS 722;EN – Dimensions: height: 270mm, width 210mm, depth: 30mm



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Visit our website for a high resolution image of this object and more: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

BACKGROUND ACTIVITY IDEA RESOURCES CURRICULUM LINKS
Aurora Australis includes lots of accounts, 
stories and poems written by the men. 
They wrote about events that they had 
experienced in the Antarctic.

As a class discuss events that you have all experienced - a 
school visit, a sports day or something familiar within 
school life. Allocate each child a genre (account, poem 
or story) individually produce a written passage about a 
familiar event. Share and compare.

An example of an account, poem 
and short story that is suitable for 
your class

LITERACY different styles of writing, 
language
SPEAKING and LISTENING

In the book, one of the men imagined 
himself interviewing an emperor penguin.

Working in pairs, select an Antarctic creature. Find out as 
much as you can about your chosen creature. Either write 
an interview, or act it by hot seating, radio or TV style 
interview.

Download image from Aurora 
Australis: Interview with an Emperor 
Penguin : www.spri.cam.ac.uk/
museum/resources

LITERACY speech marks, script 
writing
SCIENCE: adaptation

The artist George Marston, made a stamp 
featuring penguins that could be used to 
mark different pages in the book.

Print images with some rubber stamps. Which produce 
the best results? Discuss qualities of a good design for a 
stamp. Now design your own, layering up cardboard to 
produce an image. When finished, use wet paint to print.

Cardboard (or polystyrene tile), glue, 
scissors, paper, tracing paper, paint, 
Rubber stamps, ink pad
Images of relief prints

ART AND DESIGN constructing a 
stamp and relief printing, evaluation, 
exploring the work of other artists

Shackleton’s hut at Cape Royds was 
approximately 10m long and 5.8m 
wide with a floor area of 59m2. 15 men 
overwintered there in 1908.

Estimate how big you think a hut for 15 men would be. 
Now measure out the actual hut area. Discuss what 
it might have been like to live there over an Antarctic 
winter. What would be the pros and cons of a small hut? 
Pool descriptive words. How might you keep morale up?

Metre rulers, trundle wheels, chalk. 
Take a virtual tour of the hut:
http://bit.ly/ShackletonsHut

MATHS measuring, estimation
LITERACY adjectives, language
SPEAKING and LISTENING

During the winter the men learnt how to 
bind books. They used packing crates as 
the covers.

Look at a hardback book. How might it be made? Can 
your students teach themselves to make a simple book? 
Look online, there are lots of examples of child friendly 
book bindings out there for inspiration. 

Old boxes, glues, scissors, tape, hole 
punch, needle, thread, paper
Hardback books

DT problem solving, design, make, 
evaluate
COMPUTING



WHAT? WHERE? WHEN? WHO?

This object is part of the collection at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge  ̶  see more online at: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/collections

WATER DIPPER
This cylindrical metal tube is made from one sheet of metal with a seam 
along one side. One end is closed. It was used by Shackleton and his five 
companions to ration water during their voyage on the James Caird lifeboat 
from Elephant Island to South Georgia in 1916.  

DID YOU KNOW?
On board the James Caird lifeboat water was stored in barricoes. A barricoe 
is a small wooden barrel. It holds 6 gallons of liquid (approximately 27 litres). 
A barrel will hold 6 times as much liquid as a barricoe (36 gallons or 164 
litres). Barricoes were used to carry smaller amounts of liquid around the 
ship. Sailors called the water dipper ‘the thief’.

The James Caird lifeboat was on Shackleton’s ship the Endurance. This ship 
was used on the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition 1914-16 (known as the 
Endurance Expedition after the ship). 

SHORT FILMS ABOUT ANTARCTICA: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

MORE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGE: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

Accession number: N: 170 – Dimensions: height: 203mm, diameter 36mm



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Visit our website for a high resolution image of this object and more: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

BACKGROUND ACTIVITY IDEA RESOURCES CURRICULUM LINKS
The dictionary defines rationing as: ‘a 
system of limiting the amount that each 
person is allowed to have.’

Discuss if rationing is a good idea. Is it fair? What do they 
think should/shouldn’t be rationed? How can maths be 
used in rationing? Interview someone who is used to 
dealing with large quantities of food (cook/chef/caterer). 
How do they plan ahead?

Cook/chef/caterer or someone 
who is used to dealing with large 
amounts of food. 
Photo of rations: https://www.spri.
cam.ac.uk/picturelibrary/catalogue/
article/p48.16.184/

SPEAKING AND LISTENING
MATHS: solving practical problems
LITERACY: interviews/questioning

Rationing helps to plan in advance and 
ensure that everyone gets a fair portion. 
On Elephant Island raisins and chocolate 
were only brought out on very special 
occasions .

Discuss how to ration out a large packet of raisins 
between the class over the term. How would they ration 
a bar of chocolate? How could you check if it was fair? Is 
the best role to be rationing out the food to others or to 
be receiving the rations? Discuss why sailors called the 
water dipper a thief.

A selection of foods (Shackleton’s 
men rationed their food including: 
raisins, chocolate, oatmeal, lentils, 
tea and coffee). 

MATHS: division, fractions, 
percentages, weight, arrays, 
SPEAKING AND LISTENING
fairness, empathy

‘’Salt water in our clothing and the salt 
spray...made our thirst grow quickly to a 
burning pain...Our mouths were dry and 
tongues swollen.’’ Shackleton 

Why do we need water? Why couldn’t they drink sea 
water? Why do we need clean water? What happens if 
we don’t have enough water? Measure how much water 
you drink in a day. 

Water aid teaching resources: 
https://www.wateraid.org/uk/get-
involved/teaching

SCIENCE: animals including humans
MATHS: addition, volume, 
measurement 
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Each small barrel or barricoe held 6 
gallons (27 litres) of water. 6 men were at 
sea from 24 April until 15 May 1916. 

How much do you drink per day? (see activity above)
How many barricoes of water would the men have 
needed to take with them on the James Caird lifeboat? 

Photo of the James Caird lifeboat 
setting off for South Georgia: 
https://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/
picturelibrary/catalogue/article/
p66.18.66/

MATHS: measurement, volume, 
division, multiplication, time, 
fractions, percentages, solving 
practical problems

The same amount of water looks 
different in different sized containers.

Measure out the amount of water each man had per 
day. Put the amount of water in to different sized cups/
beakers—survey another class, which container do they 
think has the most water?

Transparent beakers/ containers of 
different sizes, food colouring, and 
water.

MATHS: measurement, volume, 
tallies, data recording
Optical illusions



WHAT? WHERE? WHEN? WHO?

This object is part of the collection at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge  ̶  see more online at: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/collections

SCOUT SHIRT
This scout shirt is made from mustard-coloured canvas with metal and 
bone buttons. There are a number of scout badges sewn on to the uniform, 
including one which says 1st Aberdeen. The shirt belonged to James Marr 
who was one of two scouts selected to go on the Shackleton-Rowett 
Expedition to the Antarctic, 1921-22. Shackleton died during this expedition 
and was buried on South Georgia.

DID YOU KNOW?
Shackleton’s final expedition was known as Quest after the name of the ship. 
1700 scouts applied to join the expedition. Inviting Scouts to join expeditions 
was fairly common during this era. The other scout selected was called 
Norman Moonie; he became very seasick on the journey so had to be sent 
home. James Marr wasn’t seasick and was therefore able to continue on to 
the Antarctic. In later life Marr became a marine biologist and wrote a book 
about krill. There is an Antarctic mountain named after James Marr.  

SHORT FILMS ABOUT ANTARCTICA: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

MORE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGE: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

Accession number: Y: 2002/9 – Dimensions: height: 1015mm, width 710mm



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Visit our website for a high resolution image of this object and more: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

BACKGROUND ACTIVITY IDEA RESOURCES CURRICULUM LINKS
Nowadays, lots of women travel to the 
Antarctic. However, during Shackleton’s 
time this would have been unthinkable. 
This didn’t stop women from applying to 
be part of the expedition though.

Imagine that you are going to work in the Antarctic. 
Research the different roles. What skills are needed for 
each role? What are the pros and cons? Design an advert 
for a role. Who in the class might be good at this? Set up 
a job advert board. Apply for one of the roles. Can you 
predict who will apply for each role?  

British Antarctic Survey job 
descriptions website: https://www.
bas.ac.uk/jobs/jobs-in-antarctica/

LITERACY: formal letter writing,  
description, report writing, 
summarising, prediction
COMPUTING: tabulating, word 
processing, data processing

Whilst processing applications for his 
1914 Endurance Expedition, Shackleton 
split them in to 3 piles: mad, hopeless 
and possible.

Compare your applications, which job is the most 
popular? Why? Show your data using graphs/ tallies/ 
tables/ charts. Write an application to match one of 
Shackleton’s categories– can someone else guess which 
pile it should go on?

Writing equipment; graph paper; 3 
trays with labels: mad, hopeless and 
possible.

COMPUTING: data processing
MATHS: graph, tallies
LITERACY: writing in different styles, 
first person

In 1907, a geologist called Raymond 
Priestley was interviewed by Shackleton 
to be part of the Nimrod expedition. He 
was asked if he could recognise gold and 
if he could sing.

Write your own list of questions to match one of the 
Antarctic job descriptions. Working with a partner, take it 
in turns to be the interviewer and the interviewee. 

British Antarctic Survey job 
descriptions website: https://www.
bas.ac.uk/jobs/jobs-in-antarctica/

LITERACY: persuasive language, 
questioning, open/closed questions 
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

The scouting organisation awards 
different types of badges for activities, 
challenges and achievements.

Are any of your students involved in scouting? Which 
badges have they done? How might badges have changed 
over the last 100 years? Make up a new scouting badge 
with a polar theme, list criteria, then design, make and 
evaluate your badge. 

Scouting badges: https://members.
scouts.org.uk/supportresources/
search/?cat=7,64,779

DESIGN TECHNOLOGY: design, make 
and evaluate

James Marr went on to become a marine 
biologist who specialised in krill. He even 
wrote a book entirely about krill. 

What is a marine biologist? What other aspect of 
Antarctic research would interest you? Undertake your 
own research. Compile a report or presentation about 
your chosen area. If you could travel to the Antarctic to 
do some research, what would you like to find out?

Visit the British Antarctic Survey 
website: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=cULdDUun94M (video 
about marine biology BAS)

LITERACY: report writing, persuasive 
language
SCIENCE: adaptation
GEOGRAPHY: topography, climate 
zone, volcanoes



WHAT? WHERE? WHEN? WHO?

This object is part of the collection at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge  ̶  see more online at: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/collections

CHALK DRAWING OF A PENGUIN
This white chalk drawing of a penguin with the text ‘THIS is a PENGUIN?’ was 
drawn on a rectangular board by Ernest Shackleton. The blackboard is made 
of several panels of wood which are starting to separate. It is signed ‘E. H 
Shackleton Dec 6 1909’. 

DID YOU KNOW?
After leading his first expedition (British Antarctic Expedition 1907-09, known 
as the Nimrod Expedition after the ship), Shackleton took part in a lecture 
tour around Europe in order to raise money to pay off the debts from his 
expedition. 

This chalk drawing of an Adelie penguin was made at a public lecture given 
by Shackleton at Owens College, Manchester, on 6 December 1909.  Captain 
Scott and Sir Ranulph Fiennes also drew chalk penguins publicising their 
expeditions. During the 1950s this blackboard was rescued from a skip.

SHORT FILMS ABOUT ANTARCTICA: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

MORE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGE: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

Accession number: Y: 2007/32/2 – Dimensions: height: 1265mm, width 950mm, depth 60mm



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Visit our website for a high resolution image of this object and more: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

BACKGROUND ACTIVITY IDEA RESOURCES CURRICULUM LINKS
Expedition leaders raised money to help 
fund their Antarctic exploration by giving 
talks about their experiences. 

Research the places visited by Shackleton on his lecture 
tour (see resources). Locate them on a map. How far 
did he travel? Using the seating plan from Nottingham 
calculate how much money he might have raised.

Download images of map, globe, 
list of places visited, mapping on 
computer and seating plan for the 
Nottingham lecture at www.spri.
cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

GEOGRAPHY: mapping, British and 
European cities
MATHS: multiplication, averages, 
estimation

Ernest Shackleton, Captain Scott and 
Ranulph Fiennes all drew pictures of 
penguins during their expedition lecture 
tours.

Compare the penguin drawings of Shackleton, Scott and 
Fiennes. Now look at some of the official artwork from 
the Shackleton and Scott expeditions  (George Marston 
and Edward Wilson). Try drawing from observation versus 
drawing from memory. Which do you prefer? What are 
the pros/cons of both styles?

https://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/
museum/catalogue/antc/
search/?q=chalk+drawing

https://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/
museum/catalogue/polarart/

ART AND DESIGN: observational 
drawings,  drawing from memory, 
different mediums and styles, study 
of historical artists
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Whilst on his lecture tour Shackleton was 
extremely bored. He wrote letters to his 
wife complaining...

How would you feel if you were on a lecture tour?  How 
could you keep in touch with your family and friends? 
Research one of the places visited by Shackleton on 
his tour, design and write a postcard home. This could 
include using images to design their own postcard/ 
stamp/ postmarks.

Postcards, travel guides (books and 
websites)

ART AND DESIGN: design/lettering
COMPUTING: images, research
HISTORY: changes
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

To boost morale Shackleton’s men 
made up lots of evening entertainments 
including performances, recitals, lectures 
and singalongs.

Play a polar version of Pictionary/drawing charades; share 
an experience/past event by giving a talk/lecture to the 
rest of the group; adapt lyrics of well known tunes to a 
polar theme and perform (accompanied by homemade 
percussion using found objects?)

https://www.familyeducation.com/
fun/party-games/quick-draw

ART AND DESIGN: sketching
MUSIC: performance
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Chalk, pencil and charcoal have been 
used on many polar expeditions as unlike 
ink, they do not freeze.

Test different rocks for mark making on different surfaces. 
Look at Stone Age art, discuss how pigments might have 
been extracted from rocks.

Different types of rock and drawing 
implements and paper
https://www.dkfindout.com/uk/
history/stone-age/cave-painting/

SCIENCE: rocks/ geology
ART AND DESIGN: early art
SPEAKING AND LISTENING



WHAT? WHERE? WHEN? WHO?

This object is part of the collection at the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge  ̶  see more online at: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/collections

CHOCOLATE
This unopened metal box contains chocolates. It is wrapped in brown paper 
and printed on the top, front and back with ‘CARSON’S CHOCOLATE // 
SPECIALLY PREPARED FOR // SIR ERNEST H. SHACKLETON’S Imperial Trans-
Antarctic Expedition. // Made in Great Britain.’ There is a gold seal on one 
end of the box with the words ‘CHOCOLAT // CARSON’. Shackleton’s Imperial 
Trans-Antarctic Expedition’ was known as the Endurance Expedition after the 
name of the ship.

DID YOU KNOW?
Food companies frequently sponsored expeditions in return for photographs 
that they could use in subsequent advertising campaigns. These chocolates 
were taken from Shackleton’s ship the Endurance before it sank. They were 
part of the stores taken to Elephant Island where the group camped. The tin 
was retrieved from Elephant Island by Thomas H. Orde Lees, the expedition’s 
store-keeper. His job was to ration out the food.

SHORT FILMS ABOUT ANTARCTICA: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

MORE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

HIGH RESOLUTION IMAGE: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

Accession number: Y: 72/1/1 – Dimensions: height: 65mm, width 160mm, depth 70mm



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR THE CLASSROOM
Visit our website for a high resolution image of this object and more: www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/resources

BACKGROUND ACTIVITY IDEA RESOURCES CURRICULUM LINKS
The men frequently traded skills for food. 
Thomas Orde Lees traded his darning 
skills in return for chocolate.

What is darning? Why was this skill important? Try 
darning. Is it difficult? (This would be a good for a small 
group activity.) What skills do you have? Teach another 
person your skill, what could you trade your skill for? 

Wool, large needles, woollen items 
with holes
Image of men sewing/darning: 
https://www.freezeframe.ac.uk/
collection/british-graham-land-
expedition-collection/p51-8-b106

DESIGN TECHNOLOGY: technical 
knowledge
LITERACY: instructional language
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Chocolate is still an important part of 
field rations in the Antarctic to this very 
day. 

Why is chocolate still an important part of food supplies 
in the Antarctic? Look at the nutritional information on 
the back of a bar of chocolate and compare it to other 
foods. 

Bar of chocolate and other assorted 
food in Antarctica.
For a video about food go to: 
https://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/
museum/resources/

SCIENCE: animals and humans, 
nutrition
MATHS: graphs, data, calculation

Large amounts of food were transported 
to the Antarctic in crates. These crates 
were stored outside.

Using the measurements overleaf, make a net of the 
box/tin. Calculate the dimensions of a crate to hold 12 
of these boxes/tins. How might the men have used the 
empty tin afterwards?

Images of crates: https://www.spri.
cam.ac.uk/picturelibrary/catalogue/
article/p2005.5.515/

MATHS: volume, weight, net, shape, 
measurement, angles

Orde Lees took a bicycle with him and 
frequently cycled across the ice. Bicycle 
wheels were often used as trundle 
wheels on the back of sledges to measure 
distance travelled. 

Why do you think Orde Lees took a bicycle with him? 
What might the others have thought? How else could 
a bicycle be used in the Antarctic? Use a trundle wheel 
to measure a set distance. Compare it to a pedometer. 
Which is more accurate? What unusual item would you 
take with you? How else could it be useful?

Trundle wheel, pedometer
Bicycle wheels from our 
collection: https://www.spri.
cam.ac.uk/museum/catalogue/
search/?q=bicycle

DESIGN TECHNOLOGY: technical 
knowledge and design
MATHS: distance, measurement, 
comparison, 
SPEAKING AND LISTENING

During one cycling expedition, Orde 
Lees was attacked by a leopard seal  and 
had to be rescued. Afterwards he was 
grounded by Shackleton.

What is grounding? Why did Shackleton ground him? Was 
it fair? What else might result in grounding? How might 
Orde Lees have felt about this punishment? How might 
Shackleton have felt? Write a diary entry for each man, 
hot seat or conduct an imaginary interview with them.

For more information on leopard 
seals:
https://www.bas.ac.uk/about/
antarctica/wildlife/whales-and-
seals/ and https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Leopard_seal

LITERACY: recount, diary-writing, 
empathy, opposing ideas
SPEAKING AND LISTENING
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