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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Charles Dickens, Great Expectations 

Subject area: Social Mobility 

Rationale 
Pip’s desire to become a gentleman – and all the problems and complications this entails – is 

the central theme of Great Expectations (1861). It also draws on the great concern of many 

young men in 19th-century Britain: how to better themselves and achieve wealth and status in 

a society where the middle classes were expanding and the emergence of new professions was 

offering the possibility of advancement to many. 

 

This lesson will explore this theme of social mobility through a reading of extracts from Samuel 

Smiles’s Self-Help (1859), the handbook that many turned to in seeking advice as to how to 

better themselves. Students will look at these extracts alongside key moments in Pip’s life, and 

will also consider why Charles Dickens was so concerned with the theme of social mobility, 

drawing on what they know of the author’s early experiences. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Self-Help by Samuel Smiles (1859) 

 F W Pailthorpe’s illustrations to Great Expectations (1885) 

 Advertisement for Warren’s Blacking Factory  

 Engraving of Marshalsea Prison  

Recommended reading (short articles): 
Great Expectations and class by Professor John Bowen 

The middle classes: etiquette and upward mobility by Professor Kathryn Hughes 

Documentary films: 

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

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

External links: 

The life of Charles Dickens 

BBC History: ‘The rise of the Victorian middle class’ 

The Victorian Man and the Middle Class Household 

The Victorian Middle Class 

The complete text of Self-Help at Project Gutenberg 

The Economist: ‘Samuel Smiles: on the origin of self-help’ 

Smith, Mark K. (2009): ‘Samuel Smiles and self-help’, The Encyclopaedia of Informal Education. 

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/self-help-by-samuel-smiles
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/f-w-pailthorpes-illustrations-to-great-expectations
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/advertisement-for-warrens-blacking-warehouse-with-cat-crest
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/engraving-of-the-marshall-sea-prison-where-dickenss-father-was-imprisoned
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/great-expectations-and-class
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-middle-classes-etiquette-and-upward-mobility
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos
http://www.dickensfellowship.org/life-charles-dickens
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/middle_classes_01.shtml
http://logicmgmt.com/1876/overview/victorian_man/victorian_father_household.htm
http://vichist.blogspot.co.uk/2010/08/victorian-middle-class.html
http://www.gutenberg.org/dirs/etext97/selfh10h.htm
http://www.economist.com/node/2610260
http://infed.org/mobi/samuel-smiles-and-self-help/
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Key questions 

 What are the defining qualities of a ‘gentleman’?  

 Why was the idea of social mobility such an important one in Victorian Britain? 

 What advice did Samuel Smiles give to aspiring gentlemen? 

 What are the key points in Pip’s quest to become a gentleman? 

 In what ways can the theme of social mobility be linked to Charles Dickens’s early 

experiences? 

Activities 
1) Draw the outline of a person on the board, or on a large sheet of paper. Tell students 

that this is a gentleman. What is a gentleman? What does ‘gentlemanly’ behaviour 

involve? Do you have to be born a gentleman, or can you become one? Students 

should write their ideas inside the outline. 

2) Why was the idea of social mobility so important to the Victorians? Use the sources 

listed under ‘External links’ to identify key factors. Add these to the diagram of the 

gentleman. 

3) Introduce Samuel Smiles and his notion of ‘self-help’. Students should use the extracts 

from Smiles’s text, along with the additional sources listed under ‘External links’, to 

identify ten key pieces of advice Samuel gave his readers. Add these to the diagram of 

the gentleman. Does Smiles make becoming a gentleman sound easy or difficult? 

4) Give out Pailthorpe’s illustrations to the 1885 edition of Great Expectations. Students 

should work out which events they represent and place them on a timeline. 

5) Students should then explore key points in Pip’s quest to become a gentleman. Able 

students could be asked to identify these points themselves. Alternatively, you could 

select them in advance (perhaps using an online edition of the novel to locate extracts 

that could be printed out for students to explore in the lesson). What dilemmas and 

complications does Pip’s quest involve? Add these around the outside of the diagram of 

the gentleman. 

6) Ask students to consider the extent to which Pip’s experiences problematize the model 

of social mobility that Smiles offers. 

7) Why might Charles Dickens have been so concerned with social mobility? Show the 

advertisement for Warren’s Blacking Factory and the engraving of the Marshalsea 

Prison. Ask students to research Dickens’s childhood, exploring key early incidents that 

shaped his desire to escape poverty. 

Extension activities  
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 The genre of ‘bildungsroman’ or ‘novel of education’, with its emphasis on the growth 

of the individual from childhood to adulthood, is often viewed as intrinsically Victorian. 

Students can explore other examples of the ‘bildungsroman’, such as Charlotte Brontë’s 

Jane Eyre and Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield. What similarities do they share 

with Great Expectations? Was it possible for women to become ‘self-made individuals’ 

in the same way that men could? 

 John Betjeman’s 1958 poem ‘How to Get On in Society’ is an amusing satire on the 

aspiring upper classes of the mid-20th century. There are a number of entertaining 

readings of this poem available on YouTube.  

 Samuel Smiles’s book is often described as being the first of the genre of ‘self-help’ 

texts, but it is very different to the kinds of self-help manual that are published today. 

Why do students think there is such a wide market for these texts? Could they rewrite 

some of Smiles’s advice in the style of a modern self-help manual? Similarly, what 

constitutes ‘gentlemanly’ behaviour today? Students could explore changing 

expectations of social behaviour and write a guide to becoming a gentleman in the 21st 

century. 

 


