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Parents who worked in factories didn’t earn much 
money. They had to send their children to work in 
order to earn enough money to feed the family.

The owners of factories 
employed children because 
they could pay them less 
than they paid the men. 
Boys and girls as young 
as five worked in factories 
and mines for up to twelve 
hours a day.

Children working in a brick 
yard carrying heavy lumps of 
clay for the brick makers. 

Clay was used to make bricks.
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A girl pulling a tub of 
coal along a mine shaft.

Mines were always in danger of flooding. 

In 1838 a stream overflowed during violent 
thunderstorms and flooded a mine. The flooding 
caused the deaths of 26 children. 

Eleven girls aged between 8 and 16 and 15 boys 
aged between 9 and 12 years died. When Queen 
Victoria heard about the disaster she ordered an 
enquiry.

When the results of the enquiry 
were published people were 
shocked at the conditions the 
children were forced to work in.
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Many children went to work in the 
factory with their fathers. 

Factory work was hard, boring and 
dangerous, especially for children. 
If a child fell asleep on the job, they were beaten. 

Many children were badly injured 
as they fell asleep near moving 
machinery that trapped and 
crushed their feet and hands.
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A Victorian child apprentice 
in a cotton mill

The most cruelly treated factory 
workers were the pauper 
apprentices. Pauper children 
were homeless and orphaned 
and were sent to work for 
factory owners.

Factories were run under
strict rules and children 
were often beaten. 

Many children ran away but were found and taken back.
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Climbing boys had to climb chimneys in order to 
sweep them. If a boy got stuck in the chimney the 

master sweep might send another boy up the 
chimney to try to pull the first boy out with a rope 
tied round his legs. If they couldn’t get him out 

quickly, the boy would suffocate to death. 
His master would have to cut away the chimney in 
order to get the boy out. He would stick pins in the 
boy’s feet or light a small fire under him to see if 
he was alive. If he was, the boy would try to move. 

Some parents 
couldn’t afford to 
look after their 
children so they 
sold them to 

tradesmen such 
as chimney 
sweeps.

A Master Chimney Sweep 
and his apprentice
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In the match factory, young girls and women worked 
fourteen hours a day and were paid very little. They 
were fined for anything they did wrong and 
suffered terrible illnesses
caused by working with 
white phosphorus which 
was used to make the 
matches. White phosphorus 
caused toothache then 
the gums would swell 
and, over time, the jaw 
bone would rot away and 
cause brain damage.
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It wasn’t until late in Victoria’s reign that the 
better off began to feel concerned about the many 
people in Britain who were poor, sick, homeless 
and unemployed. Until that 
point, the wealthy 
Victorians preferred 
to ignore the suffering 
of the working class 
people who worked 
in terrible conditions 
and lived in poverty.
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Hard Times by Hubert von Herkomer 1885

This painting shows the family of a travelling day-labourer at the side of the 
road. The father is unemployed and is moving his family to the next village in 
the hope of finding work. Everything they own goes with them.
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Towns were overcrowded. Diseases such as cholera 
were common and spread quickly through the 
streets. Mounds of rubbish built up and factory 
chimneys belched smoke                               
that polluted the air and                               
turned the buildings                                        
black with soot.
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The wealthy lived in grand houses 
with servants to look after them 
while the middle classes lived 
comfortable lives. 

For the working 
classes life was 
very different.

Men, women and children had 
to work very long hours for low 
wages. Bread was expensive and 
many families could barely afford 
to feed or clothe themselves.

A girl pulling a tub of 
coal along a mine shaft.
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In 1842 the Mines Act stopped children under ten 
working in mines.

In 1843 children under ten were stopped from 
working as climbing boys or chimney sweeps.

In 1875 the use of climbing boys was stopped 
altogether.

As a result of all these reforms, the poorest families 
were worse off. Many parents lied about their 
children’s ages in order to keep their children 
employed and earning money.
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There were no pensions and benefits from the 
Government as we have today, so people dreaded 
losing their job, becoming ill and growing old.

Working people didn’t have 
the right to vote so they had 
no say in how their country 
was run. In the early part of 
Queen Victoria’s reign some 
people tried to change this 
but others laughed at them 
and their good intentions 
failed.
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Life in parts of the big 
towns and cities was 
terrible. The streets 
were crowded, busy 
and dirty. 

There were often no 
underground sewers which 
meant that sewage was
left to find its own way to 
a nearby river. No one bothered to clear away 
rubbish so it was left to rot in the street.
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Workers lived close to the 
factories that they worked in. 
They lived in small overcrowded 
houses and whole families often 
shared just one room. 

Water had to be collected 
from a pump in the street 
and there were no toilets 
inside the houses. A Victorian Slum
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It was so unhealthy for those that lived in the 
slums or on the streets that three out of every ten 
children didn’t live to become adults.SAMPLE SLIDE
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The city streets were full of homeless people. Many of 
the homeless were orphans. 

This painting by the Victorian 
artist William Powell Frith 
shows a lady waiting to cross 
a street while a little boy 
(a crossing-sweeper) begs for 
money for food.

A crossing-sweeper was a person who 
swept a path across the dirty streets in 
exchange for money. Some people thought 
they were a nuisance and refused to pay.
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Can you guess why 
crossing sweepers were 
often seen on the 
streets in large cities?
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What would life have 
been like for a crossing 
sweeper like this boy?

Painting by Augustus Edwin Mulready 1884

SAMPLE SLIDE
www.ks1resources.co.uk

What would life be 
like for these young 
flower sellers?

Painting by Augustus Edwin Mulready
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The Toy Seller by David 
Henry Friston 1869

Street Sweeper Painting by 
Augustus Edwin Mulready 1884
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• To understand that ways of life differed greatly across Victorian Society.
• To use evidence from Victorian paintings and photographs to suggest how people from the past lived.

• To collect information from a range of sources and draw conclusions about the Victorian period

• To understand that there are many representations of the Victorian period 

• To recognise some similarities and differences between the lives of children from different areas of Victorian 
society; ask and answer questions about the period by using at least one source of information

• To understand that the work of individuals can change aspects of society 

• To find out about important figures in Victorian times

Who were the Victorians and when did they live? 

What do you think life was like for the Victorians and their children? 

What was life like for the poor in Victorian times? 

How do you think it was different from our lives?

Who helped to improve the lives of Victorian children?

How did life change for the children as they grew up?
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