Using Census returns in the classroom

The resources on this website have been chosen to give you the widest range of options when choosing how to use them with you class. There are copies from each census from 1841 – 1891. Where practical a transcript has been provided with each page (but please note that it is not always possible to clearly read the original!).

Using one census page

You can select any original page from the transcript and ask children to investigate what general information it contains. They could record this material as a report – showing that you can find out where people were born, what their job was, their age etc.

They can find out information about the style of writing used in Victorian times, and that all this information was recorded by hand (no computer or typewriter).

Looking at the specific information for the page, the pupils could investigate one household. Who lived there, how many people, were they rich or poor? What sort of house do they think they may have lived in?

Please note that census returns have been included for both the places pictured on the Trowbridge Homes page.

Comparing with today

You could ask pupils to research the 2001 census on the internet and find out what information is recorded during the census today. Are there similarities or differences with the Victorian census?

Where are they from?
The ‘Where Born’ column allows you to trace a families movements from just one census return by showing where the parents came from and where they were living when each of the children was born. It they are all from Trowbridge this shows the family hasn’t moved far, but some have several children all born in different towns.

Jobs

The ‘Occupations’ column gives a good insight into Victorian life and the work available in Trowbridge. Using one or more sheets the children could focus on the jobs listed. They may find further information on some of the jobs in the website glossary. Why were there so many engine drivers in Trowbridge before the railway was built? What did a Malster do? 

Age
The age column gives an indication of how old children were when they started working and how long people worked before they retired. It also gives an idea of how long people lived, it is unusual to see anyone listed older than today’s retirement age.
Using 2 or more census pages

Comparing rich and poor

The website contains pages from the 1851,1861 and 1871 census returns for two very different parts of Trowbridge, one rich and one poor. Pupils can look at the census returns for the two areas in the same year and work out which is the rich area and which the poor. To do this they would need to look at the jobs, the size of the household and the presence of servants. They can match the areas with those pictured on the Trowbridge Homes page.

Tracing a family

There are 3 census returns for Rodwell Hall showing the Gouldsmith Family over a period of 20 years. The children can look at the three census pages and see how the family has grown and changed in that time. The returns also show that they started living in Rodwell House but it changed to Rodwell Hall – did they rebuild or just rename the house? The family grows over this time and the sons are no longer at home, where might they be, boarding school, university?

Comparing the census
Children can look at two pages of census returns to see how the information collected changed in the Victorian period. Beware, however, that some changes like legibility are dependent on other factors, like the age of the original sheet and the neatness of the person who recorded that particular page. However, the 1841 census is clearly in a different format to the later ones, it is portrait not landscape and holds less information on each person.
