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Teachers’ Notes 

 

Author / Work: Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre 

Theme: Depictions of Childhood 

Rationale 
In this activity, students will examine the early experiences of Charlotte Brontë and explore the 

context of childhood at the beginning of the 19th century. At this time, a child’s formative years 

were an unforgiving mixture of religious instruction, rigid dogma that decreed them good or 

evil, strict standards of behaviour, rote learning, sparse diet, dangerous illness and limited 

freedom. Students will consider philosophies behind these ideas, the methods used to control 

children, representations of these elements within Jane Eyre, and Charlotte Brontë’s depiction 

of a young girl’s burgeoning resistance to adult tyranny. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Child’s First Tales, written by the Brontë sisters’ headmaster (c. 1829) 

 Hymns for the Amusement of Children by Christopher Smart (1772) 

 Mother Goose’s Melody (1817) 

 An address to children by Patrick Brontë, father of the Brontës (1824) 

 The First Principles of Polite Behaviour; or Practical Lessons and Examples for the 

Improvement of Youth (1825) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Jane Eyre: Childhood by Professor Sally Shuttleworth  

Moral and instructive children’s literature by Professor M O Grenby  

Fairytale and realism in Jane Eyre by Dr Carol Atherton 

Chapbooks by Dr Ruth Richardson  

Documentary films: 

A selection of short documentary-style films (approx. 10 minutes each): 

www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos 

Key questions 

 At the beginning of the 19th century, what were the dominant philosophies and 

religious beliefs underpinning theories of both the nature of the child and childhood? 

 What methods did adults use to control children and enforce their own views? 

 What is new about the way in which Charlotte Brontë constructs the character of Jane 

as a girl who questions the views of adults? 
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Activities 
1) At the beginning of the 19th century, the child was configured according to the following 

main discourses: 

 The child is a tabula rasa (blank slate) and can be trained to develop into a rational 

being (exemplified by John Locke) 

 The child embodies a state of innocence, purity and natural goodness which is only 

contaminated by contact with corrupt forces (exemplified by Rousseau and the 

Romantics, including Wordsworth) 

 The child is inherently evil and must therefore be controlled and punished in order to 

submit to the rules of God and society. 

 The Augustinian model, by which the child is a mini-adult and should be treated as 

such. 

 

The teachings of Methodism, which stemmed from the Puritan faith, gave expression to the 

evangelist idea that children were innately sinful and needed to be saved. Ask students to 

research its main tenets and key proponents. 

2) Three prominent characters within the narrative express various aspects of Methodism. 

 Mr Brocklehurst, Principal at Lowood, espouses a version that is both cruel and 

hypocritical; its intention is to instil humility through humiliation, punishment and 

privation. 

 Helen Burns, Jane’s friend at Lowood, meekly accepts what she believes to be God’s 

will, and refuses to question those in positions of authority.  

 St. John Rivers, who appears later in the novel and offers Jane marriage as a means to 

fulfil her moral duty, represent an ambitious, self-important and self-serving version of 

Evangelism.  

 

Compile a list of the characters’ pronouncements to illustrate each of their positions.  

3) Mr Brocklehurst is based on the Brontë sisters’ own headmaster, the Reverend William Carus 

Wilson (1791 – 1859), who ran the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge. In the novel, 

Brocklehurst promulgates the idea that if the body is punished, the soul will be saved. Study 

some of the publications written by Wilson that have the express intention of controlling 

behaviour through fear. What was claimed would be the outcome of ‘bad’ actions? 

4) Jane Eyre is dominated by references to the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and related 

symbolism and imagery. Explore some of these references and their significance within the 

narrative of Book I. 

5) In addition to frightening children into submission, adults used corporal punishment as a 

standard method of degrading a child. Children might also be deprived of sufficient clothing 

and warmth. What physical and mental abuses does Jane suffer at Gateshead Hall, and later 

with fellow pupils, suffer at Lowood?  

6) Charlotte Brontë’s elder sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, both died of Typhus fever at Cowan 

Bridge in 1824 – 25. Study statistics examining mortality amongst children and young people. 
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What diseases were the biggest killers? What advancements improved child health in the early 

part of the century? Consider the part played by poor diet and the deliberate withholding of 

food and its consequences. 

7) Examine the relationship between the pupils and teachers at Lowood. What model of 

education is used? Examine the relationship between Jane and Miss Temple, and later, between 

Jane and her charge Adele. What did Jane learn as a pupil and how does she use her 

experience and knowledge in her adult role as governess? Examine the details of Charlotte 

Brontë’s career as a governess and discuss how this informs Jane Eyre (1847) and later, Villette 

(Brontë 1853). 

Extension activities  

 Jane Eyre is groundbreaking in that it is told from a first person female perspective. 

Even as a child, Jane is an individual who refuses to bow to accepted convention, 

current mores or figures of authority. Other than marriage and childrearing, what were 

the prospects for women in the 19th century who refused to conform?  

 Critics agree that it is difficult to know exactly Charlotte Brontë’s religious views as 

expressed through Jane. However, it is clear that Jane refuses to be subjugated to the 

views of others. Her relationship with God appears to be a more personal and direct 

version of Christianity. Debate the consequences for Jane of listening to her own 

conscience. 

 Research Harriet Martineau (1802 – 1876) and other prominent 19th century female 

writers on the subject of education and children. 

 John Wesley (1703 – 1791) and George Whitefield (1714 – 1770) shaped the early 

English the early Evangelical movement. In what ways do their versions of faith differ? 

 Wesley was an Abolitionist. Jane frequently refers to herself as a slave. Explore themes 

connected to slavery and colonialism, including the role of Bertha Mason.  

 Apart from reading, what other games and pursuits might a middle-class child in the 

early part of the 19th century enjoy? Compare Brontë’s depiction of childhood with 

those written by her contemporaries (Dickens, Gaskell, Thackeray). 

 Investigate Brontë’s description of clothes and appearance, and note the importance 

attached generally to good looks. Investigate the Victorian notion of physiognomy. 

How do ideas of beauty fit with the Calvinist roots of Methodism? 

 Investigate the law-banning corporal punishment in schools. 

 Debate the nature of 21st century faith schools and their significance. 

 

 


