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Learning objectives 

During the enquiry pupils 
will have opportunities 
through the application 
and analysis of a wide 
range of historical skills 
and resources to: 

 Describe the 
achievements of 
Ranulph Fiennes, the 
qualities he possesses 
and give reasons why 
he is recognised as the 
world’s greatest living 
explorer; 

 Give an account of the 
accomplishments of 
Amy Johnson and give 
reasons which suggest 
why they can be 
considered remarkable 
given the role of women 
in society at the time;  

 Identify and recognise 
the main motives of the 
explorer Christopher 
Columbus, describe 
what he achieved and 
give reasons to help 
understand why he was 
able to accomplish what 
he did; 

 Describe and suggest 
reasons to help 
explain why the 
achievement of Neil 
Armstrong was so 
significant in the history 
of mankind and what 
enabled him to 
accomplish what he did; 

 Recognise, observe 
and suggest reasons 
for the particular 
challenges explorers 
venturing to Mars will 
face and explain the 
personal qualities they 
will require to complete 
the expedition 
successfully; 

 Through personal 
research, describe the 

Purpose and context 
This enquiry enables pupils to learn about the exploits of a range of famous explorers and to 
develop their knowledge of people’s lives at various points in the past, ranging in extent from 
16th century Europe to the 1930s in Britain and the 1960s in America. Pupils are encouraged 
to reflect on the achievements of the explorers studied in the context of the particular 
challenges of the times in which they lived. Opportunities are also provided for pupils to make 
connections between all of the explorers studied and in particular the personal qualities they 
exhibited in order to achieve what they did during the times at which they were alive 

 During the enquiry, pupils are introduced to a wide range of historical vocabulary and are 
supported to recognise where the people and events they are studying fit within a 
chronological framework that can be timelined. Throughout, pupils are encouraged to ask 
increasingly incisive questions, evaluate and reflect, and to produce a wide range of 
summative pieces to demonstrate how well they know and understand key events and ways of 
life at different times. The last ancillary question of the investigation looks to the future and the 
planned colonisation of Mars. It encourages the pupils to reflect on the qualities successful 
explorers will need, and to draw on what they have learned about the achievements of 
Ranulph Fiennes, Amy Johnson, Christopher Columbus and Neil Armstrong.  

National Curriculum coverage History 
Pupils should be taught about: 

 changes within living memory and, where appropriate, these should be used to reveal 
aspects of change in national life 

 events beyond living memory that are significant nationally or globally 
 the lives of significant individuals in the past who have contributed to national and 

international achievements. 

Connections to the subject content of other curriculum areas 
Language and literacy 

Teachers should develop pupils’ spoken language, reading, writing and vocabulary as integral 
aspects of the teaching of every subject. English is both a subject in its own right and the 
medium for teaching; for pupils, understanding the language provides access to the whole 
curriculum. Fluency in the English language is an essential foundation for success in all 
subjects.  

Spoken language   

Pupils should be taught to speak clearly and convey ideas confidently using Standard English. 
They should learn to justify ideas with reasons; ask questions to check understanding; develop 
vocabulary and build knowledge; negotiate; evaluate and build on the ideas of others; and 
select the appropriate register for effective communication. They should be taught to give well-
structured descriptions and explanations and develop their understanding through speculating, 
hypothesising and exploring ideas. This will enable them to clarify their thinking as well as 
organise their ideas for writing.  

Reading and writing  

 Teachers should develop pupils’ reading and writing in all subjects to support their acquisition 
of knowledge. Pupils should be taught to read fluently, understand extended prose (both fiction 
and non-fiction) and be encouraged to read for pleasure. Schools should do everything to 
promote wider reading. They should provide library facilities and set ambitious expectations for 
reading at home. Pupils should develop the stamina and skills to write at length, with accurate 
spelling and punctuation. They should be taught the correct use of grammar. They should build 
on what they have been taught to expand the range of their writing and the variety of the 
grammar they use. The writing they do should include narratives, explanations, descriptions, 
comparisons, summaries and evaluations – such writing supports them in rehearsing, 
understanding and consolidating what they have heard or read.  
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achievements of 
another major explorer 
and identify, give 
reasons and begin to 
explain the ways of life 
of most people in the 
historic period in which 
they lived. 

Key Subject 
Vocabulary 

Explorer; expedition; 
continent; ocean; North 
Pole; South Pole; 
Antarctica; mountain; 
Mount Everest; summit; 
polar; United Kingdom; 
Himalayas; Asia; courage; 
energy; spirit; bravery; 
persistence; resilience; 
patience; determination; 
purpose; aeroplane; 
transport; pioneer; aviator; 
university; ‘in service’; 
occupation; textiles; Civil 
Service; clerical; 
administrative; 
management; salary; 
equality; ‘women’s work’; 
engineering; domestic; 
gender; discrimination; Old 
World; New World; 
Europe; Asia; Africa; North 
America; South America; 
Oceania; Australia; port; 
trade; merchant; 
navigated; compass; 
voyage; China; silk; 
manufactured; crew; King; 
Queen; ship; damaged; 
palm; anchor; inform; 
discovered; voyage; 
islands; numerous; 
possession; unfurling; 
standard; abound; gold; 
inhabitants; affection; trust; 
Christian; flag; banner; 
symbol; landscape; native; 
indigenous; emotions; 
commercial; rocket; 
aircraft; NASA; space; 
astronaut; lunar; universe; 
mankind; planet; mission; 
President; United States; 

Vocabulary development  

Pupils’ acquisition and command of vocabulary are key to their learning and progress across 
the whole curriculum. Teachers should therefore develop vocabulary actively, building 
systematically on pupils’ current knowledge. They should increase pupils’ store of words in 
general; simultaneously, they should also make links between known and new vocabulary and 
discuss the shades of meaning in similar words. In this way, pupils expand the vocabulary 
choices that are available to them when they write. In addition, it is vital for pupils’ 
comprehension that they understand the meanings of words they meet in their reading across 
all subjects, and older pupils should be taught the meaning of instruction verbs that they may 
meet in examination questions. It is particularly important to induct pupils into the language 
which defines each subject in its own right, such as accurate mathematical and scientific 
language.  

Numeracy and mathematics 

Teachers should use every relevant subject to develop pupils’ mathematical fluency. 
Confidence in numeracy and other mathematical skills is a precondition of success across the 
National Curriculum.  

Teachers should develop pupils’ numeracy and mathematical reasoning in all subjects so that 
they understand and appreciate the importance of mathematics. Pupils should be taught to 
apply arithmetic fluently to problems, understand and use measures, make estimates and 
sense check their work. Pupils should apply their geometric and algebraic understanding, and 
relate their understanding of probability to the notions of risk and uncertainty. They should also 
understand the cycle of collecting, presenting and analysing data. They should be taught to 
apply their mathematics to both routine and non-routine problems, including breaking down 
more complex problems into a series of simpler steps.  

Science 

Animals including humans 

Pupils should be taught to: 

 find out about and describe the basic needs of animals, including humans, for survival 
(water, food and air)  

 describe the importance for humans of exercise, eating the right amounts of different types 
of food, and hygiene. 

Computing 

Pupils should be taught to:  

 use technology purposefully to create, organise, store, manipulate and retrieve digital 
content  

 recognise common uses of information technology beyond school  
 use technology safely and respectfully, keeping personal information private; identify where 

to go for help and support when they have concerns about content or contact on the internet 
or other online technologies.  

Geography 

Locational knowledge  
 name and locate the world’s seven continents and five oceans  
 name, locate and identify characteristics of the four countries and capital cities of the United 

Kingdom and its surrounding seas  

Geographical skills and fieldwork  
 use world maps, atlases and globes to identify the United Kingdom and its countries, as well 

as the countries, continents and oceans studied at this key stage. 
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Ancillary Question 3: Why did Christopher Columbus sail across an unknown 
ocean? 
Introduce the pupils to Christopher Columbus (Resource 14), who was born in Italy 
around 1450 (how many years ago is that?), although the precise date and place of his 
birth are uncertain. It’s not really known what he looked like, either. All paintings of 
Christopher that exist today were painted after he died and based on the memories of 
members of his family and people who knew and worked with him. Ask the pupils why they 
think no painting was completed of him when he was alive. It was very expensive to 
commission a painting, as it took a lot of time and expertise to complete. Only the 
wealthiest people in society would have been able to commission one. At the time of his 
birth, the map of the known world looked like the one in Resource 15. Print off copies of 
this map and also the modern-day map of the world in Resource 3. Encourage the pupils 
to compare and contrast the two maps and to identify the similarities and differences. What 
is missing? In 1450, people’s knowledge of the world consisted only of the ‘Old World’ of 
the continents of Europe, Asia and Africa. Virtually nothing was known of what is North 
America, South America and Oceania (Australia) today, and referred to as the ‘New 
World’. These continents and the people living there had not been ‘discovered’ yet by 
explorers from European countries.  

Christopher Columbus’s father was a merchant trader, who sent him to work on trading 
ships when he was just a boy. During this time he learned the skills he needed to be a 
good explorer. His great ambition in life as a boy was to find a quicker way to sail from 
Europe to Asia and he thought he could do this by sailing west across the Atlantic Ocean 
(show the pupils the map in Resource 16). Here it is important that the pupils understand 
that nearly 600 years ago merchants in Europe such as Christopher’s father were trading 
with merchants in Asia – buying and selling goods from each other. One item that 
European traders bought from merchants in Asian countries such as China was silk – 
Resource 17 – which is still manufactured in China today (Resource 18). It was highly 
prized by wealthy people in Europe and could be sold at very high prices, because no one 
in Europe knew how to manufacture it at that time.  

Christopher believed he could find a quicker route for ships to sail backwards and forwards 
to Asia by heading west from Europe across the Atlantic Ocean. He could not afford to 
fund the expedition himself, as he needed a lot of money to build and equip three ships 
and pay for a large crew. Eventually King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain agreed 
to pay the money he needed. In return, they expected Christopher to give any new land or 
treasure he found to them. Between 1492 and 1503, Christopher made four voyages 
across the Atlantic Ocean (Resource 19). Discuss with the pupils how he might have felt 
setting off across the Atlantic Ocean from Spain into the unknown in a tiny ship. What 
qualities would he have needed? What sort of person would he have had to have been 
compared to, say, Amy Johnson and Ranulph Fiennes? Christopher’s first voyage in 1492 
was particularly challenging and difficult because it lasted 36 days. His ships were 
damaged and had to be repaired while at sea, and his compass broke, which made it hard 
to know whether they were sailing in the right direction westwards. Eventually they 
reached land, which Columbus was convinced was part of the continent of Asia. He was 
not aware that he had in fact discovered the ‘new’ continent of North America.  

The woodcut print in Resource 20 was drawn in 1493. In the bottom left is King Ferdinand 
of Spain sitting on his throne. Print off copies and ask the pupils to describe what they can 
see. What is going on? The King is pointing across the Atlantic Ocean at Christopher 
Columbus, who is in his ship with his crew and just about to set foot on the new land 
where palm trees grow that he has ‘discovered’. The other two ships are shown anchored 
up. From his ship, what is Columbus looking at, shown in the top right of the picture? Who 
are these people? 

Now give out copies of extracts from a letter Christopher wrote to King Ferdinand of Spain 
in 1493 (Resource 21) and read it through with the pupils, confirming key vocabulary – 
determined, inform, discovered, voyage, islands, numerous, possession, unfurling, 
standard, abound, gold, inhabitants, affection, trust, Christians. Why was Christopher so 



Key Question: What does it take to be a great explorer? 

 

8 Connected History: Key Stage 1 – Key question: ‘What does it take to be a great explorer?’ 

NOTES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

friendly to the people who were living in the lands he had ‘discovered’? What was the thing 
the land ‘abounded’ in that Christopher wanted for the King of Spain? Why did he want 
them all to trust him? Distribute copies of the picture in Resource 22. What does it show 
Christopher Columbus and his crew doing? Encourage the pupils to speculate and reason. 
Christopher Columbus took as much gold, silver and jewellery as he could find from the 
people of the new lands he had discovered and loaded it on his ship to take back to the 
King and Queen. What else does the picture show? What is happening to the people who 
welcomed him and were so friendly? He is taking them back as prisoners to Spain. What 
do the pupils think happened to them? Most become slaves in rich families.  

After Columbus had written and published his letter, many artists painted pictures based 
on what he had described. Encourage the pupils to study the paintings in Resource 23. 
Divide the pupils into groups of four. Support them to identify and describe what they can 
see in each painting. In particular, how are the explorers behaving when they reach land? 
How does the painter show the emotions and feelings of the explorers as they finally set 
foot on land? What flags, banners and symbols are being flown? What is the landscape of 
the islands like? What are the native (indigenous) people (who Columbus named ‘Indians’) 
shown doing? What emotions and feelings do they display? 

Now encourage the pupils to review the life of Christopher Columbus, and in particular the 
motives behind him becoming an explorer. Why did he sail across the Atlantic Ocean? 
What was he hoping to find? When he did discover the ‘New World’ of the Americas 
(which he always thought was part of Asia), what did he do? What did he want from the 
indigenous people and how did he treat them? Columbus was a commercial trader whose 
main motive was to make money and become wealthy as a trader – first by finding a 
quicker western route from Europe and Asia to obtain silk and other products, and then to 
source gold from the people and lands that he ‘discovered’ in Central America. In what 
ways do the pupils think that Columbus a great explorer? He certainly worked hard to learn 
the skills he needed to navigate. He was also very determined and patient, as it took many 
years to convince the King and Queen of Spain to fund his expeditions. He was certainly 
brave to sail out into the unknown, and he was a good leader in that his crews believed 
him and trusted his judgment. However, in what ways might we nowadays think he was 
not ‘great’, in terms of how he treated the people he found living in the lands he 
‘discovered’? 

As a summative piece, encourage the pupils to imagine how the inhabitants of the ‘New 
World’ might have felt when Christopher Columbus and his settlers arrived on their islands. 
He took away all their land and made it part of Spain, as well as many of their 
possessions. How might their feelings have changed over time, as they came to realise 
what the settlers really wanted? The pupils might draw and paint a picture from the 
perspective of the local people and then describe and explain it to their peers. 
Alternatively, they might write a short message to King Ferdinand (the same length as the 
extract from Columbus’s letter) explaining their feelings and hopes for the future and how 
they would wish to be treated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Resource 14

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

J. Pierpont Morgan/Metropolitan Museum of Art



Resource 15

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Laurent FriesPtolemy/Willibald Pirckheimer/Wikimedia



Resource 16

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

©HarperCollinsPublishers 2018



Resource 17 

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Special Chinese and Japanese Fund/Museum of Fine Art Boston



Resource 18

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Botond Horvath/Shutterstock



Resource 19

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

© Collins Bartholomew Ltd



Resource 20 

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Library of Congress



Resource 21

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

“I have determined to write you this letter to inform you of 
everything that has been done and discovered in this voyage of 
mine.
I have discovered many islands inhabited by numerous people. I 
took possession of all of them for our King by unfurling his 
standard when I landed.
The islands abound with gold.  The inhabitants manifest the 
greatest affection towards all of us.   I gave them many things, 
which I had brought with me, in order to win their affection and 
trust.  
I am sure that they will become Christians and inclined to love 
our King and Queen and all the people of Spain and will be eager 
to search for and gather and give to us what they abound in and 
we greatly need.”

Christopher Columbus to King Ferdinand of Spain 1493



Resource 22

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

©HarperCollinsPublishers 2018



Resource 23: A 

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Chronicle/Alamy



Resource 23: B 

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

Library of Congress



Resource 23: C 

© HarperCollins Publishers Ltd 2018Connected History: Key Stage 1 – What does it take to be a great explorer?

FineArt/Alamy


