
 The Industrial Revolution (Stage 3)  

For thousands of years, the majority of the British 

population lived peaceful lives in the countryside.  In 

fact, ‘countryside’ was all there was! Between 1870-

1914, there was a big industrial change. New farming 

tools and machines meant that farmers needed fewer 

workers.  Meanwhile, the invention of new machines, 

tools and processes were turning small towns into industrial cities. Thousands of people flocked to these industrial 

areas to find work. We call this time of rapid change (from around 1760 to 1840) the ‘Industrial Revolution’, and Great 

Britain led the way.  

Steam and coal  

  

Many of the new machines were steam powered. Before the invention of the steam engine, factories and mills relied on 

water, wind, horse or man for power. Steam power was much more efficient and reliable. The textile industry boomed 

during the Industrial Revolution, thanks to steam powered looms.  Steam engines were also used to produce iron, which 

could then be made into all sorts of things, from kettles to bridges.  

  

Steam engines relied on a steady supply of coal to keep the furnaces burning and the water boiling. The number of 

British coalfields doubled between 1851 and 1881, and coal mines were dug deeper to keep up with demand. Coal is 

very heavy to transport, so factories and mills tended to be built near coal mines. The coal mining industry created lots 

of jobs, but the work was very dangerous.  

  

Working Conditions  

  

By the mid-1800s, over half of Britain’s population lived in towns and cities. Most working class people lived in cramped 

houses, worked long hours, and received very little pay. Children were employed from a young age. Work was often 

dangerous because most factory owners put profit above safety. Over time, working conditions improved. The 

government put an age limit on work. New laws limited the hours children could work, and types of jobs they could do.   

Living conditions  

  

Many people moved from rural areas to industrial areas creating a severe housing shortage. Often, whole families lived 

in one small room. Some factory owners, such as John Cadbury and Henry Isaac Rowntree, built houses for their 

workers. With so many people living in cities and towns, sewage and disease were huge problems. People threw rubbish 

and toilet waste out onto the streets, and it was difficult to find clean drinking water. Most people had to use public 

toilets, which were dirty, smelly and unhygienic. Diseases such as cholera, typhus, typhoid, diphtheria and smallpox 

were common.   

Legacy  

  

Over time, inventions such as better sewage systems made life in industrial areas more bearable, and increased the life 

expectancy of people living there. The Industrial Revolution made Great Britain very wealthy.  Huge quantities of goods 

could be produced very quickly, and sold much more cheaply. Lots of new jobs were created.  However, life in industrial 

cities was very different to life in the countryside. The air was polluted, the streets were dirty, and work was often 

dangerous and exhausting. The Industrial Revolution changed life in Britain – but it came at a cost. Was it worth it?  

  

 



The Industrial Revolution Guided Reading Questions (Intermediate) 

Fill in the blanks. - 

'We call this time of _____ change (from around ____ to ____) the ‘Industrial __________’, and Great _______ lead the way. ‘ 

As demand for coal increased, what happened to be able to keep up the supply of coal? - 

 The miners had to work twice as fast 

 The number of coal mines doubled 

 The coal mines were dug deeper 

 The price of coal increased 

 Factories were limited to how much they could use 

 Coal miners had to work twice as many hours 

What does the word ‘exodus’ mean? - 

 Large numbers of people arriving 

 Lots of new products being created   

Large numbers of people leaving 

 Lots of new jobs becoming available 

 Lots of illness and disease spreading 

 Many people starting new jobs 

Steam power was commonly used for the new machines. Why was steam power considered to be 

better than previously used powers, such as horse and wind? - 

 It was more efficient 

 It was more easily available 

 It was more environmentally friendly 

 It was more reliable 

 It was simpler to use 

 It was safer to us 

What laws were given to improve working conditions for children? - 

 Limited the weight of things they could carry 

 Limited the hours they could work 

 Limited the type of work they could do 

 Limited how much they could earn 

 Limited the age they could start working 

 Limited the number of children each factory could employ 



The cities were very unhygienic and the spreading of diseases was common during this time. What 

examples of diseases are given? (R) - 

 Cholera 

 Influenza 

 Typhus 

 Typhoid 

 Tuberculosis 

 Smallpox 

What does the word ‘revolution’ mean? - 

 To improve working conditions 

 To build new factories 

 To turn something old into something new 

 To overthrow an old system 

 To live in the countryside 

 To spend lots of money 

At the end of the article, the author asks the reader whether the Industrial Revolution was ‘worth 

it’. Why do you think they ask this? - 

 To show how important it was 

 To make the reader evaluate the positive and negative points 

 To highlight that there were good and bad outcomes 

 To find out how much money it would cost 

 To make the reader think about it themselves 

 To show that it was not worth it 

The Industrial Revolution made Great Britain more wealthy, how did this happen? - 

 People could sell less but more expensive products 

 More products could be made quicker and cheaper 

 The new factories created lots of new jobs 

 People worked harder than before 

 People often built and owned bigger houses 



What is a good summary of the second paragraph? - 

 Living conditions during the Industrial Revolution 

 The new steam powered machines of the Industrial Revolution 

 Working conditions during the Industrial Revolution 

 An introduction to the Industrial Revolution 

 The coal mining industry during the Industrial Revolution 

 Illness and disease during the Industrial Revolution 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

mills. Coal powered Steam Engines, so that the miners could dig deeper to mine and transport more and more 

coal. Steam technology meant that fuel was cheaper making steam technology cheaper and very popular as 

the demand for coal grew. Steam engines were used in the iron and metal works industries. Steam technology 

allowed bigger furnaces to be built and new exciting steam powered tools to be made, like the steam 

hammer.   
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The Steam Engine   

When water is heated to boiling point it transforms from a liquid into a   

gas or water vapour we call steam. Steam is more powerful than water   

and its energy spreads further. An engine is a machine that uses energy   

to create movement. Steam engines are like giant boiling kettles and   

work by burning coal to heat water and produce steam. Steam passes   

through a valve and pushes a cylindrical tube called a piston back and   

forth making the wheels of the engine turn and powering the train.   

  

The Steam Engine was the symbol of the   

Victorian Industrial Revolution.   

James Watt invented and built the first   

practical Steam Engine that contributed   

majorly to the great success of Victorian   

Industry. James Watt was a Scottish inventor   

and he realised that existing Steam Engines   

actually wasted energy.  In 1778 he created a   

new and improved style of engine that cost   

less money to use, was more efficient, reduced   

energy waste and was more powerful.     

  

Water and steam technology were used in coal   

mines and to make textiles in Victorian cotton   
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The Victorians used to transport their goods around England on the sea in ships, via roads or along rivers. 

These methods were dangerous and expensive. Ships could be captured by pirates or caught in storms, rivers 

were dirty and sometimes flooded or dried up. Not all towns and cities were near the sea or had connecting 

rivers, and road travel was becoming very pricey. To solve 

these problems, the Victorians built canals.   

  

Canals are manmade waterways. They connect towns, cities, 

factories, rivers, lakes and even oceans. They are deep 

enough to hold narrow boats laden with heavy goods and 

can transport far more than a horse and cart could manage 

in less time. Canals allowed the Victorians to send raw 

materials like coal and wood as well as fragile objects like 

pottery all across the country to factories and then to the 

shops.   

  

The first Victorian canal was built by the Duke of Bridgewater who wanted to get his coal to a big market in 

Manchester six miles away. The Canal was designed and built by James Brindley, it was a great success. The 

cost of the coal transported by this canal halved in price and the Duke made a lot of money.   

  

James Brindley went on to build nearly 400 miles of canals. His 

most famous canal is 93 miles long called the Trent and Mersey 

canal, it links three of the most important Industrial counties 

Cheshire, Staffordshire and Derbyshire. Although he tried to avoid 

building canals on hills this was not always easy, locks were 

invented to move boats up and down on a flat surface. Water was 

supplied to the canals by nearby streams and rivers. Reservoirs 

were also built to hold lots of water.   

  

Canals connected major industrial cities like Leeds and Liverpool, 

Coventry and Oxford.   
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Canals   
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Lightbulb  

 

 Before the invention of the light bulb, gas 

lamps were used to light homes and public 

places. However, they were smelly and gave 

out a lot of unnecessary heat. Inventors were 

hard at work, trying to find a better solution. 

That solution turned out to be the 

incandescent light bulb.  

Incandescent light bulbs work by passing an 

electrical current through a wire circuit 

containing a power source (a battery, or 

electricity from a plug socket) and a light bulb. 

Inside the light bulb is a tiny coil of conductive 

material, called a filament. The electric current 

heats the filament. Under normal 

circumstances, it would set on fire. However, a 

British inventor named Frederick DeMoleyns 

invented the glass bulb. Air was pumped out of 

the bulb to create a vacuum. With no oxygen 

to fuel a fire, the filament glowed hot but did 

not burn.   

  

Today, lots of people give the American 

inventor Thomas Edison all the credit for 

inventing the incandescent light bulb. 

However, an English inventor called Joseph 

Swan independently came up with the same 

invention in the same year.  

  

In 1850, Swan began working on a light bulb 

using carbonised paper filaments in a glass 

bulb with no in a glass bulb with no oxygen. It was patented in 1860, and again in 1878. His house in 

Gateshead was the first in the world to be lit by a light bulb.   

  

Swan started his own company, the Swan United Electric Light Company, in 1881. The  

company sold and installed electric light bulbs. Meanwhile, in America, Thomas Edison set up the Edison 

Electric Light Company. He aimed to light up the whole of New York City with his light bulbs!   

  

Then, in 1882, Edison and Swan combined their businesses and knowledge. They set up the Edison and Swan 

United Electric Company. And the rest, as they say, is history!   

  

  



  

  

  

In the Victorian times people wrote letters or sent telegrams to each 

other by sending messages via electrical signals.  

Sounds are made when objects vibrate and create soundwaves. These 

soundwaves enter your ears and send signals to your brain so you can 

hear, understand and respond to what someone is saying to you. A 

Scottish man called Alexander Graham Bell discovered that he could 

transmit sound using electrical signals and vibrations. Mr Bell studied the 

human voice and worked in schools for deaf children. He was an 

engineer, inventor and a scientist. He immigrated with his family to 

Canada. Mr Bell used his knowledge about vibrations and soundwaves to 

conduct an experiment to transmit sound and invented the telephone. 

The first words Mr Bell said over the telephone were to his assistant Mr  

Watson. He said “Watson, come here, I want to see you.”  

In January 1878 Mr Bell showed the telephone to Queen Victoria. The Telephone Company Ltd was formed 

and that is how the telephone became part of British life.   

  

Some people can’t hear properly and can become 

deaf, because of this they can struggle to 

communicate. Alexander Graham Bell 

understood this, his mother and wife both 

struggled with hearing problems. Mr Bell learnt a 

finger language to help his mother to 

communicate with people known today as sign 

language. He also understood that if he spoke against her forehead the vibrations of his voice would help her 

hear more clearly. A little girl called Helen Keller was very poorly when she was a baby and lost her hearing 

and eyesight. Mr Bell and a teacher called Annie Sullivan helped her to learn how to read and write using a 

special language for blind people called Braille. Helen became a teacher and an author when she grew up.   
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Telephone   
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