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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Life as a soldier 
Subject area: On the battlefield  

Rationale 
In this lesson, students are encouraged to explore the realities of war. They will discuss how the 

men that fought went into battle on the Western Front and the impact it had on them in terms 

of fear, injury and death. Students will reflect on the idea of comradeship but also the isolation 

of preparing for and being in a battle. 

Through the use of predominantly visual images, the students will be asked to consider the 

reality of being in combat. They will also reflect on what that must have felt like to those who 

volunteered or were conscripted to serve. 

Please note that some of the images are of bodies – the images are not degrading or gruesome 

but they are genuine. Please consider the nature of your presentation of these contents and the 

responses of the students. 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Photographs - Civilised warfare photographic series 

 Photograph - Highland Territorials 

 Photograph - Church service in a field 

 Photograph - A listening post leaving the trench  

 Letter - Letter from Mohammed Agim to Subedar Major Firoz Khan 

 Drawing - Drawing of Ploegsteert Shoot on 24 October 1914 by Captain Overy 

(Hunter Weston diaries) 

 Photograph - A funeral procession in Helsingør, where a French soldier found his rest 

 Photograph - Italian Priest giving communion to English soldiers 

 Photograph - French soldiers ambush with a machine gun 

 Photograph / Map - Map with a bullet hole from the remains of Walter Flex 

 Manuscript diary - Extracts from the diary of Gerald Roland Garvin after detachment to 

Divisional Staff from July 1916 (Garvin Papers) 

 Manuscript poems - Rupert Brooke, ‘The Dead’ and ‘The Soldier’ 

 Photograph - Serbian Officer on the grave of his son 

 Photograph - Battlefield at Etrepilly, Marne 

 Photograph - Wounded soldiers in a military hospital in Strasbourg during the war 

Recommended reading (short article): 

Wounding in the First World War by Dr Julie Anderson 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/civilised-warfare-photographs
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/highland-territorials
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/church-service-in-the-field
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/listening-post-leaving-trench
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/excerpt-letter-from-mohammed-agim-to-subedar-major-firoz-khan
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/drawing-ploegsteert-shoot-hunter-weston-diaries
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/drawing-ploegsteert-shoot-hunter-weston-diaries
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/funeral-procession-helsingor
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/italian-priest-communion-english-soldiers
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/french-soldiers-ambush-with-machinegun
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/flex-map-bullethole
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/rupert-brooke
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/serbianofficer
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/battlefield-etrepilly-marne
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wounded-soldiers-strasbourg
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/wounding-in-world-war-one
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Combat and the soldier's experience in the First World War by Assistant Professor Vanda 

Wilcox 

Key questions 

 How comfortable do the trenches look in the photographs? 

 There are a number of pictures of the men going ‘over the top’ into battle. How 

dangerous does it look? 

 What are your impressions of a real battlefield? 

 In the sources listed above, there are two pictures of men taking part in religious 

services on the battlefield. Why do you think they are motivated to do this? 

 What are the students’ thoughts on the likelihood of being seriously injured in conflict? 

Three out of five infantry soldiers fighting for Britain were injured in some way in World 

War One. Nearly one in six of those who fought for Britain during World War One 

were killed. 

 How do you think soldiers prepare themselves for the fact that they or their 

friends/family might be seriously injured or killed? 

Activities 
1.) The following activities are designed to be put together as a series with the length of 

time spent on them and the level of detail for reflection dependent upon students’ 

ability. At each stage ask the students to reflect on what they can see and ask them to 

comment on the effect it has on them. You may also wish to put together a grid that 

the students can use throughout the exploration of the images. Here is an example: 

Description of 

the image 

What does it tell 

me about war 

and battle? 

General 

observations 

What does it tell 

me about the 

soldiers’ feelings 

as they go into 

fight? 

How does it 

make me feel 

about war? 

The highland 

territorials. 

The conditions 

are quite basic in 

the trenches. 

The conditions 

are cramped. 

The soldiers are 

expected to fight 

in a kilt. 

 

They look 

nervous. 

It looks calm not 

dangerous. 

 

2.) Using the images of soldiers on the battlefield either waiting to go into action or 

attacking, ask the students to write down what they notice about how the soldiers are 

prepared e.g. what does the scene look like? Is the scene what they expect to see of 

people going into combat?  

3.) Show the pictures, listed in the sources above, of the soldiers taking part in religious 

services. What might motivate the soldiers to do this so close to a battlefield? Is there 

anything about being religious and fighting that is in conflict with one another? How 

do people overcome these problems? 

4.) Finish with the poem ‘The Soldier’ by Rupert Brooke. Brooke was buried in a military 

cemetery in Greece after contracting blood poisoning on his way to fight in Gallipoli. 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/combat-and-soldiers-experiences
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/rupert-brooke
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What significance does the poem have now that students have thought about the 

realities of combat? 

5.) Ask students to reflect upon the importance of comrades in war and the loneliness of 

dying in battle. Before going into combat it is usual for service personnel to write a 

letter home to their loved ones. This letter is not sent but is prepared in case the worst 

happens. Ask students to consider what a World War One soldier might have told 

those that he loves before going into battle. Remind students that letters could be 

censored so it cannot include detailed descriptions of where he is nor any technical jobs 

he might have e.g. tunnel building. How might writing the letter prepare him for the 

action of fighting? Use the diary extract for additional material. 

Extension activities  

 Ask students to find out about the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

 Read the diary extracts and ask the students to use it to write a report based on the 
realities of conflict.  

 Visit a local war memorial. Does it contain names and what can you find out about 
these people? 
 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin
http://www.cwgc.org/
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin

