
Aims and Objectives 

1. To consider the background of the Industrial Revolution and its influence on the ordinary 
lives of people in the south Wales valleys during the nineteenth and twentieth century.

2. To understand that a historical object, namely the pithead baths, had a far-reaching 
impact on the lives of miners and the wider community in the twentieth century.

3. To develop information processing skills: questioning, reasoning, creative evaluation, 
information gathering, thinking and analysing.

4. To understand chronological order.
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Resources

•  Interactive white board (IWB)
•  Classroom computers/computer room
•  A picture and description of the pithead baths
•  Cards with various pictures of objects for the 

presentation
• Pictures of a town in south Wales before/after 
the Industrial Revolution
• Atlas/map of Wales
• Big Pit: National Coal Museum website
• Interactive quiz

Worksheets:
• source analysis
• children in the coal mines
• miners’ homes and the role of women

Teaching and learning activities

Introduction

1. Provide a collection of pictures of various objects powered by different energy sources to 
groups of three or four (e.g. gas cooker, remote control toy, windmill, car, coal fire, computer, 
water wheel, solar panels, oil heater, mobile phone etc). Discuss each object briefly with the 
class.

2. Ask the groups to sort the pictures into piles. Which objects would go together? Why? 
Encourage the children to reflect and come to their own conclusions first. Then, tell them that 
the objects need to be sorted into piles according to the energy source that powers them 
(e.g. wind, oil, batteries, electricity, petrol, water, coal etc.)

3. Ask the children about the most common energy source today. Look around the class for 
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examples of objects – come to the conclusion that energy from electricity and oil is more or 
less essential to our lives today.

4. Tell them that they are going to learn about a time when coal was more important than 
any other type of energy in Wales and Britain. Talk about the background of the Industrial 
Revolution in south Wales, about the development of industry on a huge scale, and the need 
for coal as fuel to work trains, steamers and the machines in the factory. (By 1850, more 

    people were employed by industry than agriculture in Wales, and by 1913 Cardiff Port was 
the largest coal export in the world). Refer to the description of coal as ‘black gold’ in that 
period. Why was it called ‘black gold’?

5. Discuss the development of valleys such as the Rhondda in south Wales from agricultural 
areas at the beginning of the nineteenth century to busy industrial towns by the end of that 
century (the teacher could show pictures of a town in both the early and late nineteenth 
century on the IWB for the children to compare). Talk about the migration from rural areas 
such as Ceredigion to the south Wales valleys as families moved to look for work in the coal 
mines (some of these journeys could be followed in an atlas or on a map of Wales on the 
IWB).

One

1. Show the picture of the pithead baths on the IWB.
2. Divide the class into groups of three or four and ask them to complete the worksheet on 

source analysis after reading the information about the object on the website. Groups could 
work on individual computers in the ITC room or in the classroom.

3. After completing the activity, encourage the pupils to share the information they have found 
about the pithead baths with the rest of the class.

4. Have a class discussion about why the introduction of the baths was so important to the lives 
of miners in the early and mid twentieth century. Were there any negative factors about the 
baths from the miners’ point of view? If so, what were they?

Two

1.  Discuss briefly with the class the fact that the Coal Mines Act passed in 1842 prohibited 
women and girls, as well as boys under the age of 10 from working in coal mines in  
England and Wales. Mention that another act was passed in 1860, prohibiting boys 
under the age of 12 from working underground, and another act in 1900, prohibiting boys 

     under the age of 13.  
2. Explain that, before these acts came into force, very young children would undertake hard 

and extremely dangerous work underground in Victorian times.
3. Divide the children into groups of three or four. Set them a challenge of gathering information 

about the lives of children in the coal mines in the nineteenth century. Encourage them to 
record their work in a ‘KWHL’ grid.
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4. Each group to choose one member to cascade the information they have found to the rest of 
the class.

5. Have a class discussion on the views of the pupils about the lives of children in the coal 
mines during the nineteenth century. How are their lives different today?

Three

1. Divide the class into groups of three or four. Ask them to read the information on the Miners’ 
Homes and The Role of Women worksheet. Discuss the major change to the lives of miners’ 
wives as a result of the pithead baths. Emphasise that most houses had no bathroom, and 
the toilet was outside in a shed at the bottom of the garden.

2. Ask the pupils to complete the activities on both worksheets.
3. Undertake the ‘Hot Seat’ activity with the whole class – ask one pupil to imagine that he/she 

is a miner, or a miner’s wife, when the pithead baths were built in the local coal mine. The 
rest of the class has to think of suitable questions to ask him/her about how his/her life has 
changed since the baths were built.

Plenary

1. Browse through the Big Pit: National Coal Museum website with the class on the IWB. 
Talk briefly about the history of Big Pit – it was first opened as a coal mine in 1860 
and later named ‘Big Pit’ as it was the first shaft in Blaenavon that was big enough 
to accommodate two coal drams, side by side. At the end of the 1870s the shaft was 
extended (to a depth of 293 ft) and by 1908 Big Pit had 1,122 employees. But, by 1970, 
the workforce had reduced to 494. The pit was closed on 2nd February, 1980, and then 
reopened as a museum in 1983.

2. Have a class discussion about why there are very few operational coal mines left in 
Wales. Encourage the children in pairs/groups to consider the main reasons for this. 
Why is there less demand for coal now? What industries have replaced the coal mines in 
south Wales? What alternative ways do we have of producing energy today?

3. Discuss the groups’ ideas as a class.
4. Complete the interactive quiz about the pithead baths as a class to revise the work of the 

lesson.
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Extension or homework

1. Pupils could be divided into groups to gather information about one of the following 
aspects of the life of a miner in the first half of the twentieth century:

• Work
• Clothes and Equipment
• Leisure Time
• Society
• Food

They could prepare presentations based on the information gathered to present it to the 
rest of the class.

2. A clip could be shown of the Aberfan disaster on the eClips website. A brief discussion 
could be had on other disasters that happened in the coal mines of south Wales during 
the nineteenth and twentieth century, focusing specifically on the Senghenydd disaster 
of 1913. Discuss the features of a news clip before the pupils research the background 
of the disaster and create a news item for the radio about what happened on Tuesday 
morning, 14 October 1913 in the Senghenydd coal mine.

3. The pupils could research the life of women at home and their role in other industries 
throughout Wales during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, concentrating on 
an industry relevant to their local area - e.g. steel, iron, lead, wool, slate etc.

4. The pupils could research alternative ways of producing energy that exist today and 
prepare an information leaflet on the computer, considering the advantages and 
disadvantages of green energy production. 
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