Victorian Family Trees – Lessons

The Victorians are a fabulous topic to study in primary schools. It appears in KS1 and KS2 in various guises and has the same ‘wow’ factor about it as Ancient Egyptians and Romans when we look at the great changes that took place and the inventions that were made at the time that fill up a large part of our lives today. The QCA schemes of work have some fantastic ways into the subject but it was on a visit to the Milestones Living History Museum in Basingstoke that I happened upon an idea which, when further developed by the children, gave the most wonderful insight into life at the time and let them observe a very personal picture of Victorian life. It’s very easy to do with a little preparation beforehand and very much worth the effort. 
With the assistance of the Hampshire Records Office, Milestones produced a pack, sadly now out of print, of facsimile records relating to the life of a man called Robert Finch who lived in Winchester in the first half of the 19th Century. The records included births, marriage and death entries, together with workhouse records and maps of the area of Winchester where they lived. The pack was produced mainly for the children to identify the family tree of the Finches, but the peripheral information led to a series of fascinating lessons that really opened up details of life at the time in Winchester.

Lesson 1
The children were split into groups of three and given a pack of records to look at. I took the risk of asking them just to look through them to see if they could identify a theme. In spite of the faded copperplate writing, it wasn’t long before the name ‘Finch’ was being touted. As each group found the key name, the search changed to try finding any links to Finch.  The key here is to put together a set of records that have a family running as a theme through it. As the Finch data was taken from actual records this could be repeated as long as you aren’t too worried about the local connection. 
Many of the children had come across family trees before and soon they were constructing a basic one with Robert Finch and his family. As the tree grew, several questions were posed by the children including what had happened to Robert’s first wife, Jane and what had happened to his second wife’s first husband. Similarly they were intrigued by the death of one of their children so soon after its birth and the death of Jane days after giving birth to one of their children. This set up the next lesson perfectly…

Lesson 2

The children now had a family tree with dates of birth and death for the members but still had their questions unanswered as to why the children would die so young and why Robert’s wife died so soon after childbirth. We began by discussing our findings from the previous lesson and hot-seated a ‘Victorian Expert’, our ‘ancient’ head teacher with some of the questions we wanted answering. Carefully she directed the children towards thinking of healthcare and medicine at the time together with living conditions. We had already seen a reconstruction of the Finches’ home at Milestones and so the children knew the accommodation was basic although they had little idea of the squalor that was endured. Research in books and the internet yielded the picture of the sign above a hospital in Victorian times ‘Abandon Hope All Ye That Enter Here’ and the children immediately wanted to hot-seat our expert again to find out what this was about.

This time the head appeared in a Nightingale-esque costume and answered the children’s questions on the state of hospitals, gaining much insight into the ‘place of last resort’ that hospitals were in Victorian times. They were amazed that hairdressers would perform operations and that medicine relied on luck or natural remedies to cure the sick. Many had found descriptions of the cholera, smallpox and typhoid epidemics of the time and soon the images of Queen Victoria and the middle and upper classes with their fine houses and clothes came crashing down. We were really getting somewhere in understanding how tough it could be. Try using a hot-seat guest with the children, especially if it’s someone they don’t know too well. It adds to the intrigue and excitement 

Lesson 3

This is where this learning experience came into its own. In the previous lesson one of the girls had said that she almost felt she knew the Finches personally. This led me to wonder whether the children could actually write a biography of the family based on all of the information they had collected or surmised from the facts given. We began by timelining all the events in their lives back as far as the Finches’ parents on a washing line across the classroom and how they might have met, leading on through the deaths of their partners and child, and finishing with their descent into the workhouse and how they managed to extricate themselves. Interspersed with this we added national events and thought about how that might have affected their lives. We illustrated the story with pictures we had taken at Milestones together with pictures of the street in Winchester where they lived. I was amazed at the depth of understanding in the writing of the children bearing in mind they were only year 5. They certainly captured a snapshot of the times just as effectively as some of the videos that come with packs on the lives of the poor Victorians. Finally we converted the story to a play script and performed it to the parents for an assembly. We received many positive comments from the parents, not only on the performance, but also in terms of how much the children had wanted to talk about their project at home. The only cloud spoiling the occasion was the thought in the children’s minds that we had taken the project as far as it could go. However another comment from a child opened up a link with the next part of our Victorian studies.
Lesson 4

We needed to look at the jobs people did in Victorian times, especially those where children were employed. One of the class had brought in an episode of the Tony Robinson series on The Worst Jobs in History where the workhouse link led us back to our work on the Finches. One of the children had completed a family tree of their family including their occupations and so for a half term homework project we all did the same. Of course we had to be careful of any skeletons in family cupboards but even having the opportunity to opt out if necessary, all the parents agreed to share their histories. On return to school we constructed a database of the huge variety of jobs that their ancestors did over the course of the Victorian era and, by tagging them as rural, urban, skilled or unskilled, we again discovered a noticeable trend. At the start of the period the majority of the jobs were rural and unskilled but as the era progressed, more of the jobs became urban and more skilled. This led on perfectly to discussing the consequences of the industrialisation of Britain but from a viewpoint that the children had ownership of through their families.
Throughout this topic, which started with a school visit and led to a complete rethink of the planning for it, the children gained a very personal insight into life in Victorian times. It was a lot of hard work for both the children and teacher in terms of planning and research but led to some exemplary literacy work, practise of research skills and fantastic speaking and listening work. A year on from the first time we ran the topic, the children involved still talk excitedly about it. This year’s class, having heard so much about it are already very excited about taking part and to retain some of the mystery of the introduction we have a new family, the Carters to discover.
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