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RATIONALE:

This lesson could be a standalone single lesson or easily broken up into parts. The question 

‘Is Britain great?’ may never be fully answered. The sheer multiplicity of definitions for the word 

‘great’ means a similar multiplicity of answers. Even in the absence of shared definition, or 

answer to the key question, the learning journey involved in this lesson and the broad sweep of 

information about Britain, both historical and contemporary, means that this lesson is meaningful 

in considering exercise in the considering the key concept of greatness but may also act as an 

embarkation point for a study of the characteristics of (Great) Britain.

KEY CONCEPT:

Greatness

KEY WORDS:

Power, influence, legacy, identity, role, instigator, global force, lobbyist, revolution, progress, 

force, alliance, democracy, standing, decline, growth, nation state, global forces, globalisation, 

international language, trade and politics.

SUBJECT AREA RELEVANCE:

History, Geography, Media Studies, Economics, Politics, Global Studies, Citizenship.

USEFUL PRIOR LEARNING:

It would be beneficial for your students to have some understanding how the shape and spread 

of the United Kingdom has changed throughout history, especially the rise and fall of the British 

Empire.

LEARNING INTENTION:

To be able to judge the greatness of a country. 

SUCCESS CRITERIA:

We can

• Identify the factors that might allow for something or somewhere to be considered great.

• Describe the relationship between the greatness of a nation and its power and/or influence.

• Assess the factors that influence a nation’s greatness or standing in the world.

• Use our knowledge about Britain’s influence in the world to determine which factor is most 

significant.

• Use the evidence of our research and our understanding of the concept of greatness to answer 

the key question.

STRATEGIES USED:

Thought Map

Ranking

Jigsaw

AGE RANGE: Secondary
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1. Identify Important Concepts:

Some of the key areas to investigate within and around the concept of ‘greatness’ are the 

following:

• Legacy

• Power 

• Influence

• Identity

• Achievements 

• History 

• Size

• Progress

You may wish to share the following two pieces of information with your students before you 

provoke the discussion around the concept.

1. great Britain refers to the three constituent countries on the island of Britain – England, 

Scotland, and Wales. When we talk about the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland (Ulster) is 

included. 

2. An English dictionary definition of great:

Great /grãt/ 

As an adjective

Much higher in some quality or degree; much above the ordinary or average; especially:

1. Existing in a high degree; intense: a great light, great pain

2. Very much of a; acting much as (something specified): a great reader

3. Eminent; distinguished; illustrious; superior: a great playwright

4. Very impressive or imposing; remarkable: great ceremony

5. Having or showing nobility of mind, purpose, etc.; grand: a great man, great ideas
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Activity 1: Provoke the discussion with a Thought Map

Thought Maps help with the process of capturing, sorting, and classifying the thoughts and 

ideas that emerge when we brainstorm all that we know about a subject or concept. They serve 

to make the thinking visible. Students have ownership of these maps and can make them as 

simple or complex as they wish. As your students to work in pairs or small groups and consider 

the question: 

What are the elements of a nation that could make it great?

When your students have completed this work encourage them to look at and discuss other 

groups’ Thought Maps. 

 
 
 
2. Challenge Students’ Understanding Of The Concept:

 

Opinion Conflicting opinion 

Greatness is a just a measure of power and 

of size.

Greatness is about influence. You can lack 

power or size and still be great.

Greatness is obvious. Greatness is not obvious. Greatness can be 

achieved in many subtle and often hidden 

ways.

As a title, greatness lives with something 

forever.

Greatness can become the wrong title for 

something if it changes or loses its status.

Greatness is a positive status to hold. Greatness is a status that can be held by 

people, places and things that have done 

negative things. For example, Alexander 

the Great was regarded as a tyrant by the 

Persians.

A place is only called great because of its 

size.

A place can be called great for lots of 

reasons. For example, a nation is both 

a place and its people, institutions and 

culture. 

Here are some examples of cognitive conflict that we expect your students to experience:

government

size

population
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Questions for challenge

• What does it mean to be great?

• If something is great because of something other than its physical size, what could that be?

• What makes something or someone great?

• How do we know what greatness is?

• How do we measure greatness?

• How do things become great?

• What if there was no such thing as greatness?

• Is it possible to be great and awful at the same time?

• Is it possible to be great and ordinary at the same time?

• When is greatness possible?

• When can’t greatness be achieved?

• When is greatness a negative term?

• How do we decide if something is great? 

• What’s the difference between being great and being famous?

• What’s the difference between being great and being exceptional?

• Why is greatness important?

• Is greatness something that can be inherited?

• How long does greatness last for?

• ‘Great’ can have more than one meaning. When we ask the question, ‘Is Britain great?’, what 

do you think is meant?

• It is said that Britain exerts a sizeable influence in the world. Why is that? For example, 

Nigeria’s population is nearly three times the size of Britain’s, and its land area is nearly four 

times the size.

• How are greatness and influence connected?

• What are the differences between greatness and influence?

• What is influence? How is influence defined?

• What aspects of Great Britain could have influence?

• Does Britain have more influence than it should?

• How is influence measured? Can it be measured?

• What influences from Britain do people in the rest of the world think positively about? What 

factors are most likely to influence a group of people to think favourably towards a nation?

• Can influence be negative?

• What influences from Britain do people in the rest of the world think negatively about? 

• Britain used to have a large empire. It ruled India until 1947. Britain left behind a British style 

political, legal and railway system. What might Indians think of Britain’s greatness?

• How is the greatness of a nation the same as power? How is it different?

• Is power ever positive?

• The term ‘soft power’ is used to describe how Britain’s influence is conveyed through means 

other than military and economic might. How could soft power be an example of greatness?

• Can soft power ever be greater than military power?

• Can a nation be great without having power or influence?
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3. Construct Understanding:

Activity 2: Ranking

A Ranking strategy encourages active participation. It will help your students to prioritise 

information, clarify their thoughts and create reasons and reflections.

Linear RankingDiamond Ranking
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Divide your students into pairs or small groups and distribute the Activity 2 resource cards. 

Present your students with the following question: 

Which category is most significant to Britain’s potential for being called great?

Ask your student to rank their cards according to which they think most to least significant. This 

can be done as a Linear or Diamond Ranking – whichever is preferred.

• Which card have you put at the top and why?

• Which card have you put at the bottom?

• Can you explain your thinking to the group next to you?

Ensure that your students capture their Ranking with a photograph or by writing down the order.

Activity 3: Jigsaw and research activity

You should now ask your students to find out more about the categories they’ve ranked. 

Organise your class so that all the categories they ranked are evenly shared out. Then ask your 

students to go away and find out as much as possible about the category they have been given, 

simply in terms of the British context and how much influence that category exerts on the idea 

of greatness.

The Activity 3 resource cards provide some ideas to help your students start their research. 

There use is very much optional.

When students have had sufficient time for this research (this may be between lessons), ask 

them to provide some information about their category to the rest of the class. The following 

prompts may help them to structure this presentation:

• Why is the category they researched significant to Britain?

• How does that category contribute to the idea of Britain being great?

Activity 4: Re-ranking

Provide your students with the opportunity to re-rank the category cards (from Activity 2) and 

to note any differences with their initial ranking.

 

Questions to promote further dialogue

• Has anyone ranked the categories differently when they did it for a second time? Why? Could 

you explain how your thinking has changed?

• Which influences do you think that Britain should be most proud of? Is this influence the 

same as the one that you thought was the most important?

• Should Britain be ashamed of any of its influence?

• Does Britain have significant influence in the world?

• Can Great Britain be called ‘great’ because of that influence?
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Adaptation

Limit the number of categories the students need to rank and research.

Extension

You could provide your students with the opportunity to consider other categories and factors 

that could contribute to the greatness of a nation.

 

4. Consider The Learning Journey:

At the end of the activity it is worthwhile to encourage the students to review their learning 

journey and the thinking process they have participated in throughout the lesson. 

This can consist of reflection on the thinking that has taken place by summarising and concluding 

on their newfound understanding. 

Explicit reference to the Learning Intentions and Success Criteria is a good starting point for this 

reflection but it is also helpful to consider some of the following questions:

• What is your understanding of the concept of greatness?

• Do you have a deeper understanding of this concept?

• What aspects of the lesson deepened your thinking?

• What will you remember from this lesson?

• What skills have you used during and across this lesson?

• How might your thinking be changed in the future in relation to this concept and the topics 

we’ve explored?

Ideas for transfer

Your students could consider the concept and title of greatness when it is applied to things other 

than a nation, such as people, literature, buildings, etc.

Your students could explore how the perceived greatness of nations rises and falls over time. They 

could attempt to identify what causes this change to occur.

Many nations have considered themselves to be the greatest nation on Earth. Your students could 

investigate this idea and develop a set of criteria for measuring the greatness of a nation.
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The English Language

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• The profile and significance of 
the English language

• The global spread of the 
English language

ACTIVITY:
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Significant British leaders

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Henry VIII

• Queen Elizabeth I

• Queen Victoria

• Sir Winston Churchill

• The British Prime Minister 

• The Archbishop of Canterbury  

ACTIVITY:
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The British Royal family

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Queen Elizabeth II

• Royal houses, landmarks and 
artefacts

• The extended royal family 

ACTIVITY:
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British explorers and 
colonialists

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Captain James Cook 

• Cecil Rhodes

• Sir Earnest Shackleton

• Sir Walter Raleigh

• Sir Edmund Hillary
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British business and trade

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• The East India Company

• The City of London

• The slave trade

• British multinational 
companies

ACTIVITY:
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British Sport

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Football (soccer) and the 
English Premier League

• Rugby

• The modern Olympic Games 
and William Penny Brookes

• Cricket

• Formula 1

• Golf

ACTIVITY:
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British political influence

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• The UK (British) Parliament

• The British education system

• Britain and the UN Security 
Council

• Britain and the European 
Union

• Britain and NATO

ACTIVITY:
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British Writers

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• William Shakespeare

• Charles Dickens

• J. K. Rowling

• Jane Austen

• J R. R. Tolkien

• The Brontë sisters
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British Society and Law

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Magna Carta

• The ‘British’ legal system

• Workers’ rights and the Trade 
Union movement

• Council of Europe and the 
European Convention on 
Human Rights

• The National Health Service 
(NHS)

ACTIVITY:
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British Lobbyists

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Amnesty International

• Oxfam

• The Anti-Apartheid Movement

• The Women’s Suffrage 
Movement

ACTIVITY:
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Britain and Science

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Crick and Watson

• Sir Isaac Newton

• British universities

• Alan Turing

• Stephen Hawking

• Charles Darwin

• Tim Berners-Lee

ACTIVITY:
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British engineers and 
industrialists 

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Richard Arkwright

• Thomas Newcomen

• George Stephenson

• Isambard Kingdom Brunel
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British popular cultural icons/
movements

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• British rock and pop music 

• The Beatles

• Punk

• The Beckhams

• The British fashion industry

ACTIVITY:
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London

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Multicultural London

• London and tourism

• The Blitz

• London as a cultural hub

ACTIVITY:

Is Britain great?
3-14

©2019 www.challenginglearning.com

British military power

You might start your research 
by finding out about:

• Britain and NATO

• Nuclear weapons 

• Britain as a ‘superpower’

• Britain and the World Wars

• Britain as a colonial or 
Western power
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