

Key Stage 5

Using the Churchyard as a Resource for Sixth Form Students

Guidelines for Teachers and Suggestions for Lessons


Visiting the Churchyard with A’Level students is a useful method of encouraging research skills as well as the all-important skill of cross-referencing. It would benefit students regardless of their chosen course of A’Level study, but would particularly benefit those students (as at Cheney School) studying England in a New Century for AS Level in the Lower Sixth.


A visit to the Churchyard is recommended, as are the Fact Sheets on Public Health and on the Schools, and the Tables on A Selection of people buried in the churchyard, War Graves and Children’s Graves.  Written tasks could also be based on a textual analysis of the report on the Temperance Society and newspaper accounts of the Barber Family Murder (News item, Comment and Report) which could be discussed in class.


Students could make their own selection of interesting graves, using the maps of the Churchyard and the Selection Table. This could be used as a prompt and students could ‘follow-up’ by researching the lives of individuals via the Internet, using the Census of 1881, which they can search free of charge, or the Census of 1901, now on-line. They might decided to investigate, for example, the reputation of the workhouse master and matron, the Stedhams (B58) by using an Internet site such as www.workhouses.org.uk  where sources suggest they were not hard taskmasters. Then again, the life of a college servant, for example, or lodging housekeeper might stimulate a student’s interest.  More fruitfully, perhaps, from the perspective of developing their own research interests, students could select a few graves which particularly appeal to them - of individuals who died after 1881, using the Census to research their occupations and thus compiling their own picture of the variety of life in East Oxford. The Census of 1881 is available via the International Genealogical Index at www.familysearch.org. 


Another potentially productive line of research for an A’Level student of this period would be to select one of the War Graves, using the Table ‘War-associated and military graves’, and search the records to find out how and where that soldier died, using the Commonwealth War Graves Site on the Internet. This might lead some of them in the direction of a Personal Study into one of the battles of the First World War and the controversy surrounding the way the generals and government managed the war effort. They could ‘follow-up’ by examining the Index on the Oxford Family History Society CD to find out what happened to the soldier’s family. Too many, tragically, had brothers also killed in the War, while in other cases, heartbroken relatives didn’t live much longer, as in the case of the Dawson family (CO67 and CO75). Some might find it of interest to note how many women, born in the late 19th Century, remained unmarried, such as the family of Portman sisters (F230) or Ivy Barnes (D310) born in 1900. And they might link this to the impact of the war.


The Fact sheet on Public Health provides useful information about late Victorian and Edwardian public health issues, supporting AS Level studies of the Liberal Government’s Welfare Reforms, changing attitudes to state intervention, and the problem of poverty and National Efficiency. Studying the children’s graves in depth, using the Table Children’s Graves, will help to give them a sense of changing mortality rates and bring home the urgency of the need for reform at this time. They could choose a sample of graves and calculate Average Life Expectancy, comparing the result with what they know about other areas of England at this time where conditions were much harsher. Was National Efficiency an issue in Oxford? Some of the results from the children’s graves might suggest it was!


Visiting particular graves would also give Sixth form students an insight into Victorian/Edwardian Values. Inscriptions can give an idea of prevailing values, and information on the Selection Table reveals how important Charity and Philanthropy were in the life of the Community: Frances Dorcas Moberly, for example (B153) and Joseph Leech (C141) both gave to the poor. And yet the Churchyard contains surprises which might challenge pre-conceived notions of Victorian Values. The response to the Barber Family Murder, for example (D264) could be analysed in class discussion using reports from local newspapers (see news item, comment and report).

 In addition, the rather enigmatic inscription on the headstone of Edwardian woman, Dorothy Browning, (B246) provides considerable food for thought.  Born in Bartlemas Road in 1900, she married a local artist, Wilfrid Browning, who served on the Western Front, and moved with him to live in a London suburb where he spent his time making detailed drawings of insects. Did this have something to do with the War, or did he always find insects beautiful? Did he lose his Faith on the Western Front?  Dorothy, however, returned to her local church to be buried. But it wasn’t her husband who wrote the Inscription: ‘to you the stars, narcissi fields and music.’ Evidently, life was not quite so simple, so ‘black and white’ in Edwardian times, as the stereotypical notions we have?  And in pondering these themes, A’ Level students of History, as well as related disciplines in the Humanities, could learn a great deal from visiting their local churchyard where there are many fascinating and poignant stories to be unearthed.


With regard to written tasks: - the question of Victorian/Edwardian values would be an interesting one for A’ Level students to pursue in the form of an essay using the newspaper accounts of the Barber Murders and the report on the Temperance Society included in the Documents Section, while the fact sheets on Schools, the Workhouse and Public Health would help them prepare for the exam.

------------------------------------------------------------------


Finally, as a fun revision exercise for students studying ‘England in a New Century’ : A pre-exam visit to the churchyard with a list of questions designed to trigger their memories!


Find the grave of someone who died in the same year as the People’s Budget.


Find the grave of someone who could not have opposed the National Insurance Act?


Could Mary Atkinson (B19) have benefited from an Old Age Pension?


Could Watson Russell (B89) have received a Medical Inspection while at school?


Could Henry and Isabella hall (B247) have had an opinion on the Second Home Rule Crisis?


Could Dorothy Browning have been a suffragette? And when could she have voted?


Who was Prime Minister when Private Dawson (CO75) was wounded?


And when Private George Bunce was killed in action (F257)?


And when Peace was declared?


Or, they could write their own questionnaire combining evidence from the Inscriptions with their knowledge of the period to test their friends.


All in all, there much in the churchyard for Sixth Form students to explore.

