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Curriculum subject: History 
Key Stage: 2 and 3 
 
Theme: Medieval context 

Topic: What can Magna Carta tell us about life in medieval 

times?  

Rationale 
Magna Carta is a rich source of evidence about life and customs in the 13th century. This 

activity will enable students to get better acquainted with both the medieval period and Magna 

Carta; it will also help pupils develop skills in enquiry and in handling historical evidence.  

This activity assumes some prior knowledge: students should have been introduced to the 

medieval period and be able to place it on a timeline, along with the specific date of 1215. 

They should also have some knowledge of how a king needed his barons to help him keep 

control.   

Content  
Historical sources:  

 Magna Carta, 1215 

 Great Seal of King John (1203) 

 Seal of Stephen Langton (1228)  

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Magna Carta: people 

Magna Carta in context by Claire Breay and Julian Harrison 

 

Films: 

 Animation: What is Magna Carta? 

 Animation: 800 years of Magna Carta  

Key questions 

 What is Magna Carta? 

 How do we know Magna Carta was important? 

 What can Magna Carta reveal about life in the 13th century? 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/great-seal-of-king-john
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/seal-of-stephen-langton
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/people
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-in-context
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/videos/what-is-magna-carta
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/videos/800-years-of-magna-carta
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Activities 

1) What is Magna Carta? What does it look like? Introduce/recap the story of King John 

and Magna Carta with students using these short animations. The story of King John 

and Magna Carta could be told in comic strip format or through role play. Encourage 

students to look at the copy of Magna Carta and make observations about it, before 

explaining that it was a set of rules that John had to agree to make peace with his 

barons.  

2) How do we know that Magna Carta was an important document? Allow students to 

look at the copy and pay particular attention to the seal. What was this for? Why was it 

necessary? Why didn’t the King sign it? Why was a seal important (e,g, it was a mark 

of authenticity). Explore ideas of mark-making with students. 

3) Allow students to look at some of the other examples of seals. Who else might have 

had a seal? What do they notice about the designs? Who might have a seal today? This 

could provide the basis for a short piece of internet-based research. Allow students to 

experiment with their own designs for a personal seal and if resources allow, you might 

like to experiment with students making their own wax seals and adding them to an 

important document that they have produced.  

4) What can Magna Carta tell us about life in medieval England? You may need to 

reproduce small sections of the original clauses, (see link to transcript below) and these 

may need differentiating in terms of language for students. Split the students into 

several different groups, each with a different clause or set of clauses. Allow the groups 

to rotate until each has built up a mind map of information about the 13th century 

based upon the information in the sources.  

Any of the clauses (with language differentiated and a glossary of terms) might be 

used, but here are some recommendations: 

 Clauses 10 and 11 are interesting to explore attitudes towards money lending 

and the different rules concerning money lending for Christians and Jews at the 

time. 

 Clauses 20, 21, 24, 28, 30, 31, 38, 45 examine law and order, justice, different 

ranks in society, goods and trade. The terminology will need some scaffolding.  

 Clause 35 gives valuable insight into goods, but also into buying and selling.  

 Clauses 39, 40 and 41 examine some of the underpinning principles of human 

rights.  

http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-english-translation
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 Clauses 8 and 54 provide an interesting insight into the status of women. 

 Clauses 56-60 provide some information about relations between England, 

Scotland and Wales at the time.  

In addition, there are several clauses dealing with the forests (Clauses 44, 47, 48 and 53). This 

is because the King owned all of the forests in the kingdom, and could charge hefty taxes or 

impose fines if people killed animals or collected firewood from his forest, even if they lived 

there. Many of the clauses also point towards different financial, religious or organisational 

customs. 

5) Allow students to decide on one or two pieces of information from their mind maps to 

formulate an enquiry question. For example, after looking at clauses 8 and 54, they 

might decide to do some more research about medieval women and their status. Work 

with students to help them formulate their own enquiry questions that they can 

investigate using other books and the internet if possible. What other questions do 

these pieces of information lead them to? What other related questions might they 

want to ask?  

6) Feedback: what was the most interesting fact about Magna Carta? What did it tell you? 

How has Magna Carta helped students to learn more about the lives of medieval 

people? 

 
 


