
The Coldest Place  
on Earth Lesson Plan
by Bill Bowler

Just a word of warning, there are ‘plot spoilers’ in the 
first paragraph below. So if you don’t already know the 
story of Captain Scott’s expedition to the South Pole, 
and how it ended, and don’t want to know, feel free to 
start your reading with the paragraph after it.

Winter can be a rather depressing time of year with 
its chilly weather and its short, dark days. But imagine 
if you were part of an expedition to the Antarctic 
with temperatures of minus 30 degrees Celsius and a 
number of different things going wrong. This was the
situation that ‘Scott of the Antarctic’ and his men faced 
on their ill-fated expedition to reach the South Pole in 
1910-1912. They did manage to achieve their goal on 
this trip. But when they arrived, the Norwegian flag and 
a letter from rival polar explorer, Roald Amundsen, were 
waiting for them. Amundsen had the glory of leading 
the first expedition in history to actually reach the South 
Pole and plant the flag of his country there, and Scott, 
arriving in second place, lost the race. After reading 
about this terrible situation, slightly chilly weather 
and a lack of daylight hours seem almost cheerful in 
comparison!

Here are some suggestions for activities to try with 
students if you are using the Stage 1 Oxford Bookworms 
Graded Reader, The Coldest Place on Earth. 

To begin with, before the students start reading, you 
can use picture cards (see Picture Cards download) to 
activate key vocabulary that will appear in the Reader. 

1 Put the students into small groups (breakout rooms if 
online), each with a set of cards, and ask them to sort 
the vocabulary into two groups: 
• ‘words we know well already’
• ‘new words for us’

2 With familiar words, a very good task is to ask 
students to write sentences to show the meaning of 
these words. 

3 Allow them to use a dictionary for help if you want 
them to the same task with ‘new words’. As well as 
giving a definition, most dictionaries will offer example 
sentences to show how a word works in a sentence 
(for example, which words come before it, and which 
words come after it) and also to help illustrate the 
meaning, for example:

pony = a small horse
Their little daughter loves to brush, feed and ride  
her new pony.

fog = a thick cloud of water drops in the air near  
sea or land; it is hard to see through
I drove slowly through the fog because I could see  
only a metre in front of me.
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4 When student groups have finished writing their 
sentences, you can ask them to read them aloud to 
the whole class, replacing the key word each time with 
the word ‘blankety-blank’, for example:

 Their little daughter loves to brush, feed and ride her new 
blankety-blank.

 I drove slowly through the blankety-blank because I 
could see only a metre in front of me.

5 Other student groups should listen to each ‘blankety-
blank’ sentence and call out the missing key word 
each time.

Once your class starts reading the story itself, the 
narrative drive should be enough to pull your students 
through the text. To my mind, the best kind of factual 
Readers are those which tell a story, whether of the 
different events in a famous person’s life, or a blow-by-
blow account of a famous historical event. The Coldest 
Place on Earth is a very good example of the latter type 
of a factual Reader. With students who are reading 
about a factual story for the first time, they will read out 
of curiosity, to find out what happens next. 

When using a class Reader approach, working 
through the same Reader with the whole class 
together, you can increase this sense of curiosity 
if you stop at the end of each chapter, or at 
appropriate points after every couple of pages and 
ask, ‘What do you think is going to happen next?’ 

With a Reader like The Coldest Place on Earth, it’s best not 
to introduce it to your class by telling them exactly how 
the story ends, as that will work against your students’ 
natural curiosity and will tend to destroy the narrative 
thread and the desire to read on. (That is why I gave the 
‘plot spoiler’ warning above!)

If you’d like to give your students something else to do 
in the same topic area after they finish The Coldest Place 
on Earth, use the Antarctic Explorers’ text and questions 
(see the Antarctic Explorers download), opening out 
the theme to cover other expeditions. 

You can take this further by asking students to 
research and make presentations to the class about 
other Antarctic explorers, such as: Richard Evelyn Byrd, 
Shirase Nobu, Edgeworth David, Edmund Hillary, Douglas 
Mawson, and Ranulph Fiennes. There are several women 
Antarctic explorers, too, like: Caroline Mikkelsen, Maria 
Klenova, Ingrid Christensen, Jackie Ronne, Ann Chapman, 
Ann Bancroft, and Felicity Aston. Another idea could be to 
focus on Polar Explorers in general (including explorers 
of both the Antarctic and the Arctic). 

Questions about Different Antarctic Explorers 

 
1. How did Amundsen’s men travel so fast? 

2. How far did Shackleton travel in his lifeboat for help? 

3. How many men stayed on Elephant Island while Shackleton went off for help in a lifeboat? 

4. How many ships did Wilkes take on his expedition? 

5. How many supply depots did Amundsen’s route have? 

6. How much of the Antarctic coastline did Wilkes map? 

7. What type of clothes did Amundsen’s men wear? 

8. What type of clothes did Scott’s men wear? 

9. What was the name of Shackleton’s ship? 

10. What was wrong with Oates’s feet on the return journey? 

11. What were the names of Ross’s two ships? 

12. Which country was Dumont from? 

13. Which country was Wilkes from?  

14. Which two of these Antarctic explorers have seas named after them? 

15. Who bought the ponies for Scott’s trip? 

16. Who discovered a new type of Antarctic seal? 

17. Who discovered a new type of penguin? 

18. Who has a crater on the moon named in his honour? 

19. Why couldn’t Scott and his men use sails on the sledges on their return trip? 

20. Why did Dumont name a part of Antarctica ‘Adélie Land’? 
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Antarctic Explorers - Answer Key 

 

1. They skied and used sledges pulled by huskies. 

2. 1,280 kilometres 

3. 22 
4. five 
5. eight 
6. 2,400 kilometres 

7. Light and loose fur clothes, like the Inuit 

8. Heavy woollen clothes 

9. Endurance 

10. He had frostbite in them. 

11. Erebus and Terror 

12. France 
13. The United States 

14. Ross and Amundsen 

15. Mears 
16. Ross 
17. Dumont 

18. Ross 
19. The wind was against them.  

20. Because his wife’s name was Adèle. 

 
 

Antarctic Explorers These days we know a lot about our southernmost continent thanks to the work of early explorers like these: 
 

Jules Dumont (1790-1842) On 22nd January 1840, French explorer Jules Dumont reached the Antarctic. He named the place Adélie Land, 
after his wife, Adèle. Landing, he claimed that part of Antarctica for France. He discovered a new type of penguin 
there with a long tail, and white-ringed eyes. Adélie penguins eat krill and fish. Leopard seals eat the adult birds.   

 

Charles Wilkes (1798-1877) Charles Wilkes was a US Navy officer. In 1838, he led an American expedition to the Southern Ocean. He travelled 
with five ships, artists to draw things, and scientific experts in animals, plants, minerals and languages to record 
new discoveries. On 25th January 1840, Wilkes reached Antarctica. He mapped 2,400 kilometres of its coastline. 

 

James Clark Ross (1800-1862) Ross, a British navy officer, led an expedition to Antarctica in 1839 with two ships HMS Erebus and HMS Terror. In 
1841, he discovered the Antarctic sea now named after him. His voyage lasted until 1843. During this time, he 
mapped a large part of the Antarctic coastline. He named two volcanoes in Antarctica after his two ships. He also 
discovered the Ross seal, one of the four types of Antarctic seal. In 1847, he published a book about his journey. 
A crater on the moon is named in his honour.  

Roald Amundsen (1872-1928) From 1910 to 1912, Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen led his carefully planned Antarctic expedition. On 19th 
October 1911, he and his men left base camp. They reached the South Pole on 14th December that year. They 
wore light and loose fur clothes like the Inuit. They were all good skiers and used  huskies to pull their sledges, so 
they travelled fast. Amundsen chose a short route from coast to Pole, with eight depots of supplies. His huskies 
had no problem with the cold, and Amundsen killed the weaker animals to feed the other dogs and men on the 
journey. Everyone on Amundsen’s expedition returned to Norway alive. The Amundsen Sea is named after him. 

 

Robert Falcon Scott (1868-1912) A British Navy captain, Robert Falcon Scott established that Antarctica was a continent on his first expedition. His 
second Antarctic expedition began in 1910. Scott used huskies, sledges with sails, motor-sledges and ponies on 
this trip. Mears went to Siberia to buy the ponies, not the horse expert, Oates. Without snowshoes, the ponies 
sank into soft snow and this made progress slow. The ponies also suffered in the low Antarctic temperatures and 
needed to rest under blankets when sweaty after pulling the sledges. Scott killed them early on, feeding their 
meat to his dogs. Scott’s men wore heavy woollen clothes and couldn’t ski well, so they walked. Scott didn’t take 
a motor-sledge engineer with him. He travelled a longer route than Amundsen with only two depots. He and his 
men reached the South Pole on 17th January 1912. On their return, the wind was against them and this stopped 
them using sails. Oates also had bad frostbite in his feet, and this delayed them. Scott and the remaining men 
with him died in a snowstorm before reaching base camp. Scott’s family heard the news over a year later. 

 

Ernest Shackleton (1874-1922) Anglo-Irish explorer Shackleton began his expedition to the Antarctic in 1914. He planned to cross Antarctica on 
foot. When their ship, Endurance, became trapped in thick sea ice and was later destroyed by it, Shackleton and 
his men travelled across the ice to the remote and uninhabited Elephant Island. As the chance of a passing ship 
rescuing them there was small, Shackleton and five other man sailed a small lifeboat over 1,280 kilometres across 
the Southern Sea to the inhabited island of South Georgia. As soon as he could, Shackleton returned by ship to 
rescue the 22 men still on Elephant Island. Everyone on Shackleton’s expedition returned to England alive. 
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