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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: The war machine  

Subject area: Aerial warfare 

Rationale 
This activity will introduce students to the first uses of aerial activities in World War One. 

During this conflict, air technology was still in its early stages. Students will begin to examine 

some of the purposes for which aircraft were used by the Allies and the Germans. In addition, 

they will explore Britain’s response to being attacked from the air and what that meant for 

civilians and the war at home. 

Additional information: At the start of World War One, the Royal Air Corps (part of the Army 

command) and the Royal Navy Air Service were separate units. Both of these units were later 

merged in 1918 to create the Royal Air Force.  

Aircraft in Britain were used mainly for reconnaissance activities and, as the war progressed, for 

some elements of aerial combat. In the early stages, the planes were simply not capable of a 

stronger combat role such as for bombing raids. All those using aircraft for reconnaissance 

found them useful for developing a better picture of the enemy’s defences and capabilities, as 

such aircraft were to be shot down to stop them from taking valuable aerial photographs. 

The Germans used Zeppelins (air-ships) to attack their enemies with bombs and there were a 

number of bombing raids carried out across Britain from Zeppelin attacks.  

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Book with photographs - Barnard on Learning to Fly 

 Map - Map of the Somme area December 1916 

 Child’s essay - Impressions of the airship raids over London, as recorded by boys in 

London  

 Photograph - Raid over Vienna. Major Gabriele D'Annunzio and his pilot Natale Palli 

 Leaflet - Flyer dropped during the flight over Vienna 

 Photograph postcard – Postcard of German Zeppelin that crashed on Fanø 

 Photograph - Italian soldiers with anti-aircraft machine gun 

 Photograph - Pilots of the first naval squadron 

 Manuscript letter - The use of the bomber squadrons in the next operations 

Recommended reading (short article): 

Aerial warfare by Bernard Wilkin 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/barnard-on-learning-to-fly
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-of-the-somme-area-december-1916
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/impressions-airship-raids-over-london-schoolchildren
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/impressions-airship-raids-over-london-schoolchildren
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/raid-over-vienna
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/flyer-flight-over-vienna
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/postcard-of-german-zeppelin-fano
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/anti-aircraft-location
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/pilots-first-naval-squadron
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-use-of-bomber-squadrons-in-the-next-operation
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/aerial-warfare-during-world-war-one
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External links: 

Royal Air Force  

The Royal Flying Corps 1914-18 

BBC 

Key questions 

 What were the different types of aircraft used by the military forces during World War 

One? 

 What type of uses did aircraft have during World War One? 

 What actions, if any, did the forces on the ground use to stop aircraft activities during 

World War One? 

 What affect did the use of aircraft activities have on civilians? 

Activities 
1.) Look at the photographs of the Zeppelin and pilots, listed above. Discuss the different 

types of aircraft. What is a Zeppelin and how did it work?  What do the pupils notice 

about the size of the airplane, and what does the caption tell them about the activities 

it carried out? 

2.) Using the map, as listed above, ask the pupils how the use of aircraft would help in 

creating a map, and discuss the values of using aerial photography: for example, what 

could each side learn from an aerial view? How could that information be found out 

without aircraft (if it could)? Asking volunteers to go into no-man’s land to carry our 

reconnaissance was very risky and not always reliable, especially as that information 

then had to be compared to old maps and often pre-war photographs and materials. 

How useful were the aircraft activities in collecting that information?  

3.) Do the students think aerial reconnaissance was dangerous? Discuss.  

4.) Using the Zeppelin raid essay and the material from the Italian propaganda drop, as 

listed above, ask the students to evaluate the different types of effects aircraft could 

have on civilian groups. What impact did air attacks have on civilians in the UK? 

Consider how safe people felt. What difference does that make to civilians’ 

understanding of the realities of war?  

5.) What was the impact of propaganda being dropped from the air? Do you consider this 

a good use of aircrafts?  

6.) Finish with students writing a summary of different types of air activities during World 

War One. The detail of this can be adjusted to suit different abilities.  

7.) An additional activity for older students: ask the group to read Barnard on Learning to 

Fly. What does this tell them about the experiences and training of pilots during World 

War One? Are they surprised by anything?  

http://www.raf.mod.uk/history/historywwi.cfm
http://www.airwar1.org.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17954439
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/postcard-of-german-zeppelin-fano
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/pilots-first-naval-squadron
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/map-of-the-somme-area-december-1916
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/impressions-airship-raids-over-london-schoolchildren
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/barnard-on-learning-to-fly
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/barnard-on-learning-to-fly
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Extension activities  

 Ask students to use the following areas as an independent research enquiry, essay title 

or homework task: 

- The development of air technology as the war progressed 

- The formation of the Royal Air Force 

- Why did Zeppelins stop being used? 

 


