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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Historical debates 

Subject area: Leadership and command 

Rationale 
The aim of this lesson is to introduce some of the debate around leadership during World War 

One. It will invite students to consider a military leader’s job during the war and whether a 

conflict existed between civilian expectations and those of the military. 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Photograph - An officer’s dugout 

 Map - Map showing wet areas of Passchendaele front 

 Map - Map of the Somme area December 1916 

 Map - Battle for the Somme. Situation in July and August, 1916 

 Manuscript notebook - Garvin Papers: Record of Training at Chelsea 

 Manuscript - First draft of the speech given at the Supreme Command on 11 August 

1918, after the flight over Vienna 

 Photograph - Reading room for the officers 

 Photograph - HRH Regent Alexander with officers observing Bulgarian positions from 

trench 

 Book - Standards for the education and preparation of soldiers in combat 

 Manuscript notebook - Notes on a tour of a field Worlds with Major Rees DSO (Garvin 

Papers) 

Recommended reading (short article): 
Military structures and ranks by Dr Jonathan Boff 
Haig and generalship during the war by Laura Walker 

Key questions 

 Who makes the decisions in wartime about the military and within the military? 

 Who becomes a decision maker and how were they trained during World War One? 

 How difficult would it have been to make a decision knowing that people would be 

killed following orders? 

 Is it fair that decision makers and those who follow orders are treated differently? 

 Should decisions by the leaders during war be judged? 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/an-officers-dugout
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-showing-wet-areas-passchendaele-front
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-of-the-somme-area-december-1916
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/battle-of-the-somme-situation-july-and-august-1916
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/garvin-papers-record-training-at-chelsea
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-draft-speech-supreme-command
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-draft-speech-supreme-command
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/reading-room-for-officers
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/hrh-regent-alexander-with-officers-observing-bulgarian-positions-from-trench
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/hrh-regent-alexander-with-officers-observing-bulgarian-positions-from-trench
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/standards-for-education
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notes-tour-field-works-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notes-tour-field-works-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/military-structures-and-ranks
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/haig-and-generalship


The British Library | www.bl.uk/world-war-one  2 

 

Activities 
1.) Explain to the students that, in the UK, it is the government and parliament who decide 

if Britain should go to war rather than the military. Once a decision regarding going to 

war has been made and the military are involved, who makes the decisions ultimately? 

2.) Ask the students if they know anything about how the military operates. Who is in 

charge and who carries out various orders? The following site is recommended when 

looking at rank and command:  

Alan’s Web  

Using the information gleaned from this site, ask students to create a visual diagram of 

the command structure. 

3.)  Using the Garvin Papers: Record of Training at Chelsea and Notes on a tour of a field 

Worlds with Major Rees DSO (Garvin Papers), invite students to write their own 

manual summarising some of the ways in which officers were trained. 

4.) Using the maps, listed above, ask the students how they think the leaders took the 

decision to attack and where. The following website is recommended to learn more 

about the battles: BBC 

5.) In groups, discuss the following: how difficult would it have been to make a decision 

knowing that people would be killed following orders? Report back to the class (this 

might be more appropriate for older students). 

6.) Using the images in the sources listed above, discuss the following: is it fair that 

decision makers and those who follow orders are treated differently? 

7.) Finish with a discussion:  

a. Should decisions made by the leaders, during war, be judged? 

b. If so, who should judge them?  

c. Should there be any restrictions on how they are judged?  

d. What criteria should be used to judge them e.g. injuries, battle success, reports 

by those involved? 

Extension activities  

 Find out if officers and non-officers are treated any differently when they were buried 

at the Commonwealth War Grave Commission cemeteries. 

 Find out about the key British generals of World War One. What were their 

reputations? 
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