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The Middle Ages 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

History 

Key Stage 

3 

Theme 

Towns and villages 

Rationale 

How was medieval society organised and who lived where? Was it better 
to live in a town or in a village? What was life like in these places? Of 
course, much of this is subjective and one might disagree over the merits 
of town or country life in modern society. However the primary sources 
available offer a valuable insight into medieval town and village life in a 
different time and lend a medieval perspective that enables students to 
make links across time. This activity is suitable for students in Key Stage 
3 and might be most usefully attempted following learning about other 
aspects of medieval life such as religion, medicine and the Black Death. 

Content 

Recommended reading from the website 

• Inside the walls: exploring towns in the Middle Ages by Alixe Bovey 

• Peasants and their role in rural life by Alixe Bovey 

http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages
http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/inside-the-walls-exploring-towns-in-the-middle-ages
http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/peasants-and-their-role-in-rural-life
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Key questions 

• How was society organised in the medieval period?  

• How much can the sources tell us about life in towns and villages? 

• What were the pros and cons of living in a town or a village? 

Activities 

1. Ask the class for their ideas about how society is organised today. It 
may be useful to think about different types of work in primary, 
secondary and tertiary industries and different lifestyles. Can they 
work in groups to produce a diagram or role play that helps to 
explain how society is organised? 

2. Now look at medieval society. Either use a drawn diagram of the 
feudal system or give students roles and create a living diagram. 
Students should understand each group’s role in society and what 
they owe to one other. 

3. Use selected data from the Office for National Statistics and Census 
to plot where people live today and the make-up of towns and 
villages. 

4. Explain that in the medieval period, the majority of people (85%) 
lived in villages. Why might this have been? How is this different to 
modern day statistics? Does this mean that it was better to live in a 
village in the medieval period? 

5. Use the work already carried out on the feudal system, rural and 
town life sections of The Middle Ages resource, plus a map of city 
street names to identify some of the types of people who might 
have lived/stayed in the town and countryside. A London map is 
good for this as many street names reflect their function during the 
medieval period, for example Apothecary Street and Pudding Lane. 
You can use Google maps to help identify possible street or area 
names. 

6. Split the class into two groups. Use the rural and town life sections 
of The Middle Ages resource, plus additional sources and research,  
to prepare a case for either town or village life. Allow students to 
present their cases and hold a class debate. As an alternative, you 
could divide students into groups and ask them to create a game 
with characters that demonstrates the ups and downs of town and 
village life. Where was it better to live in the medieval period? 

http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/peasants-and-their-role-in-rural-life
http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/inside-the-walls-exploring-towns-in-the-middle-ages
http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/peasants-and-their-role-in-rural-life
http://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/inside-the-walls-exploring-towns-in-the-middle-ages


The British Library | www.bl.uk 

3 
 

7. Plenary: How much has life in villages and towns changed since the 
medieval period? 
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