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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: History  
Key Stage: 2-4 
 

Theme: Exhibiting Victorian Britain  

Rationale  
A great deal of what we think we know about the past comes from the exhibitions and 

museums dedicated to telling the stories of past societies. However, do we ever stop to 

question those interpretations? What stories are important to tell? How do we go about 

curating an exhibition? What stories about Victorian Britain do pupils think are important to 

tell? Indeed, the Victorians themselves were very keen on exhibiting and the story of the Great 

Exhibition provides the perfect opportunity to explore how the Victorians wanted the world to 

see them. This activity could be a final activity to round off a unit of teaching on the Victorians 

and could be adapted for use at any level from Key Stage 2-5.  

Content 
Historical sources:  

Dickinson's Comprehensive Pictures of the Great Exhibition of 1851 (1854)  

All sources on the British Library Victorian Britain website  

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The Great Exhibition by Liza Picard  

All articles on the Victorian Britain website  

Key questions 

 How does an exhibition tell a story? How easy is it to decide what story should be told?  

 What story of Victorian Britain should be told? 

 How do the museums and exhibitions we visit affect our ideas of the past? 

Activities 
1) Discuss with pupils any exhibitions or museums they have visited. What do they 

remember? What stood out? Collect examples from around the class.  

2) Explore the images of the Great Exhibition with the class. What were the Victorians 

trying to say about themselves in the displays and the venue? If we were designing an 

exhibition about Britain in 2015, what might we choose to display and how might we 

display it? 

3) If possible, follow this up with a trip to an exhibition or display at a museum, gallery, 

library or archive. Allow pupils to work through the exhibition or a particular gallery, 
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paying particular attention to the exhibit labels and the information they give about the 

objects being viewed. Do they tell a story? Do they adequately explain the place of the 

object in the context of the exhibition? Is the placing of the objects and labels indicative 

of the importance they’re given? Do any of the objects relate to each other or particular 

themes?  

4) Split students into groups and explain to them that they will be planning and curating 

their own exhibitions about the 19th century that will be displayed at school. This could 

be tied into an open or parents’ evening. Each group must plan and curate their own 

exhibition. They must decide what they feel is important to tell and know about the 

19th century and what connections should be made. They should pick and choose a 

number of items from the British Library’s Victorian Britain website. They must collate 

these, add their own labels and explain how the sources fit together to tell their story. 

This should then be presented in the manner of an exhibition. This could involve 

printing out materials and placing them on display boards, with pupils choosing how 

they should be displayed. Alternatively, it could be created digitally through the 

creation of an online exhibition that could be viewed via computer or data projector.  

5) Hold an exhibition for the school/parents/governors/local community. 

6) Allow for reflections. What kind of reaction did the exhibition get? What influenced 

pupils’ choices? How much does what we are shown influence what we believe about a 

particular theme/story/issue?   
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