
The British Library | www.bl.uk/discovering-literature  1 

 

Discovering Literature 
www.bl.uk/discovering-literature 

 

Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist 

Theme: Depictions of Childhood 

Rationale 
This activity will introduce students to influential philosophies current at the beginning of the 

19th century that construct the nature of the child and childhood itself. Students will examine 

how Dickens depicts both the character of Oliver and his upbringing within this context. 

Orphans with familial ties or guardians often feature in Dickens’s narrative, and although their 

tales may be unhappy, they seem fortunate by comparison with children lacking any form of 

adult protection.  Students will discover how the orphans’ struggle for survival was desperate 

and often hopeless. In addition, students will discuss how notions of childhood have developed 

since Dickens wrote his seminal novel, and consider how punishment, policy and provision for 

children and young adults evolved. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 A letter to The Times on the punishment of child criminals (1834) 

 Motherless Mary (1827) 

 A voice from the Factories, a poem by Caroline Norton about 19th century child labour 

(1836) 

 Moral lessons for children (1825) 

 An account of the institution and regulations of the guardians of the asylum, or house 

of refuge (1793) 

 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Orphans in fiction by Professor John Mullan  

Perceptions of childhood by Professor Kimberley Reynolds  

Juvenile crime in the 19th century by Dr Matthew White  

Ragged schools by Dr Imogen Lee 

Prostitution by Judith Flanders  

Documentary films: 

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

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

 How does Dickens construct the child, childhood and family within the context of 

Oliver Twist? 

 What kind of provision, if any, was made for orphans who found themselves entirely 

alone in the world? How does Dickens depict these existences? 

 How were children who committed crimes dealt with by the courts, and how were they 

viewed by society? 

Activities 
1) At the beginning of the 19th century, the child was configured according to one of three 

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 society (a Puritan and Evangelic approach to child-rearing) 

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

such. 

 

How and to what extent does Dickens enter into a dialogue with these contrasting discourses 

within the narrative form of Oliver Twist?  

2) Investigate statistics to determine how many children, like Oliver, were born and orphaned 

in the workhouse. Apart from the workhouse, what other provision, if any, was available to 

young children?  

3) Orphaned children were regularly ‘employed’ by adults. What were these occupations? How 

did adults treat the children who worked for them? Refer to Oliver’s experience at Mr 

Sowerberry’s, the undertaker.  

4) Children who committed offences were flogged, imprisoned or transported. Students can 

compare contemporary 21st-century cases with 19th-century court proceedings and trials.  

5) Debate the following: 

 How do we define what it is to be a ‘child’ in terms of age, rights and responsibilities in 

the 21st century?  

 When does a ‘child’ become responsible for their actions?  

 How do our views differ from those prevalent in the early 19th century? 

 

6) How does Dickens construct alternative families and parental figures? Students can compile 

details and discuss depictions of protection and vulnerability, nurture and neglect. 

Extension activities  
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 Research pioneering figures who influenced the way in which children were treated 

during the 19th century. Students might also like to consider the role of the Foundling 

Hospital, with which Dickens had close connections, and the work of Henry Mayhew 

(1812 – 1887) and Dr Thomas John Barnardo (1845 – 1905). 

 In the novel, Dickens explores issues of agency, presenting Oliver as essentially 

powerless and passive although capable of making choices. He is implicated in crime 

because he has no choice, but remains uncorrupted because he refuses to co-operate 

willingly with his captors. In this sense he is an imperfect child. Eventually, Oliver is fully 

restored by his middle-class rescuers and further vindicated by the discovery of his 

gentile heredity. Students can discuss how this conclusion positions Dickens in terms of 

his contribution to the burgeoning 19th century depiction of idealised childhoods.  

 Plot the changing constructions of childhood through the 19th century citing literary 

texts. 

 Debate the extent to which Oliver Twist is a fairy tale. 

 Discuss what constitutes an ideal childhood today. 

 What measures did Government take to reflect the growing concern about the 

economic exploitation of children? Research legislation passed by Parliament to control 

the employment of children in factories, and plot the emergence of child protection 

policy during the 19th century.  


