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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: History 

Key Stage: 3 

Theme: Poverty  

 
Rationale 

This activity seeks to explore the concept of poverty in both Victorian Britain and the present. 

Through the examination of primary source materials, students will develop an insight into the 

definition of poverty both then and now. They will examine how the nature, distribution of and 

attitudes towards poverty has changed (or not) over time in London. This activity could also be 

adapted for use at A Level for students studying the Poor Law, the problem of poverty and 

reform in the 19th century. 

Content 
Historical sources:  

 Charles Booth's London Poverty Map (1889-90; 1898) 

 'Christmas Among the London Poor and Sick' from Household Words (1850) 

 The Rookeries of London, a survey of London's poorest quality housing (1850) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The working classes and the poor by Liza Picard 

The built environment by Liza Picard 

External links: 

London’s poverty profile  

Map of London  

Biography of Charles Booth  

Key questions 

 What is poverty? 

 How was poverty defined in the 19th century?  

 How is poverty defined today? And how similar/different is that definition to the 19th 

century one? Why? 

 How has poverty changed in London over time? 

 What can Charles Booth reveal about attitudes to poverty? 

http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charles-booths-london-poverty-map
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charles-booths-london-poverty-map
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/christmas-among-the-london-poor-and-sick-from-household-words
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/christmas-among-the-london-poor-and-sick-from-household-words
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-rookeries-of-london-a-survey-of-londons-poorest-quality-housing
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-working-classes-and-the-poor
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-built-environment
http://www.londonspovertyprofile.org.uk/
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=printable+map+of+london&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0CAgQ_AUoAmoVChMIv7X2sKXJxwIVzHAaCh16kQID&biw=1093&bih=514
http://booth.lse.ac.uk/static/a/2.html
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Activities 
1) What is poverty? Brainstorm ideas about class perceptions of what poverty is and how 

we might define it.  

2) What did poverty mean in Victorian Britain? Introduce Charles Booth and his poverty 

map to students. Look at his labels: how did Booth define poverty? What can this tell us 

about attitudes to poverty?  

3) Ask students to interrogate Booth’s poverty map to identify which areas of London 

displayed the greatest and least poverty.   

4) How accurate was Booth? Ask students to cross reference Booth’s map with the 

locations mentioned in Christmas Among London’s’ Poor and Sick and The Rookeries of 

London. Do they tally with how Booth describes these areas?   

5) Now, using London’s poverty profile and a map of modern London, ask students to 

work in groups to create a similar poverty map of modern London. They will need to 

decide upon their own poverty definitions based on the key indicators given by the 

profile and key of colours.   

6) What similarities and differences are there between the definitions of poverty that 

Booth used and the poverty indicators used today? Why might these differences exist?  

7) How does the modern poverty map of London compare to the map created by Booth? 

How has the definition and distribution of poverty changed over time?  

8) Booth: “One of the great and good”? Or out of touch? Prepare for a mini class debate 

and allow students to explore the biography of Booth and, time-permitting, his 

contemporaries. What can his original motives for producing the map reveal about 

attitudes towards poverty in Victorian Britain and the class system? How might this help 

to explain Booth and others’ work to reveal the extent of poverty in late Victorian 

Britain?  

Extension activities 
Written piece: Booth’s original intention in producing his poverty map was to disprove what he 

felt were grossly overestimated reports that 25% of Londoners lived in poverty. Does this make 

him any less celebrated as a social reformer? Or his work any less significant?  

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charles-booths-london-poverty-map
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charles-booths-london-poverty-map
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/christmas-among-the-london-poor-and-sick-from-household-words
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-rookeries-of-london-a-survey-of-londons-poorest-quality-housing
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-rookeries-of-london-a-survey-of-londons-poorest-quality-housing

