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Introduction: background information 

 

Read the information below and highlight the key terms and dates. 

 

The Industrial Revolution changed how the how the people of Britain worked, lived and 

travelled. Driving this change was the steam engine – the invention of internal combustion 

allowed for machinery to be driven at high power by steam, produced by boiling massive 

quantities of water using fossil fuels such as coal. Such high-energy reactions powered the 

machinery and factories of the Industrial Revolution, and thousands of factories were created, 

replacing the old domestic system with the new factory system (sometimes called the industrial 

system). 
 

 

 

With the newfound importance of coal, the importance of different raw materials and industries 

shifted, and the population of Britain alongside it. Where previously Britain’s population had 

congregated around industries such as wool, ships and tin, now industries such as iron, cotton, 

and coal mining drove a population boom. 

 

There were three key features and changes that you will learn about: 

1. The domestic system. 

2. The impact of steam power. 

3. The impact of factories upon towns and cities. 

 

Task 1: The domestic system 

 

The word ‘domestic’ means ‘to do with the home’, and the ‘domestic system’ was how goods 

used to be produced by local tradesmen, often in their homes. This was the main way that goods 

were produced before the 18th century. This was particularly true of cotton production, as 

families would spend spare time at home weaving cotton threads to be sold to the cotton 

industry.  

a. Read the statements in the table on the next page and categorise them as positive or 

negative (colour-code or use + and – symbols).
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Positive or negative? 

The workers involved could 

work at their own speed 

while at home. 

Conditions of work were 

better at home as windows 

could be open, and people 

worked at their own speed 

and rested when they 

needed to. 

The domestic system was 

not as efficient, as people 

had to motivate themselves 

and set their own targets. 

The production of goods was 

very slow, meaning that not 

enough goods could be 

produced. 

Production of textiles had 

to speed up because there 

was not enough cloth to 

clothe the fast-growing 

population of Britain. 

The women of a family 

worked at home, so 

someone was always there 

to look after the babies, but 

they could still contribute 

to the household income. 

The power of water was 

being developed, but small 

cottages could not possibly 

take advantage of this 

source of power. 

Children working in the 

domestic system were 

better treated than they 

were to be in the factory 

system. 

The complete process of 

producing goods was usually 

done in several cottages, 

and time was lost as 

materials were taken from 

cottage to cottage. 

As people worked for 

themselves, they could take 

pride in what they did. 

The image of nice, quaint 

country cottages giving 

workers a quality lifestyle is 

simply not a correct one. 

Tension in the workplace 

was minimal as the family 

worked as a unit. 

Children as young as four 

worked in the domestic 

system, and the small 

amount of goods produced 

meant that they lived in 

poverty. 

Meals could be taken when 

needed. 

The best home-produced 

goods were of an excellent 

quality. 

 

b. Using what you have learnt, write a paragraph to answer the following question:  

‘Why would the domestic system hold back a country’s economy?’ 

 

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................  

 ..................................................................................................................... 
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Task 2: The impact of steam power 

 

Read the information below carefully and use the description of how a steam engine works to 

draw a diagram of one. Then, in one sentence, summarise what difference the steam engine 

made to how work was done. 

 

At the start, the growing factories mostly used water power, using the movement of rivers to 

turn large wheels or drive water-mills. This had its problems, though, as water was not 

reliable or strong enough. This all changed when the steam engine was invented. 

The steam engine was invented by James Watt and Matthew Boulton, who met at the Lunar 

Society in Birmingham. They worked out a way to burn fuel to produce steam to drive early 

machines. 

 

1. At the base of the machine, a large fire burned (mostly using coal) to produce a large 

amount of heat. 

2. Directly over the heat was a large water tank. 

3. Out the top of the large water tank was a thin pipe for the steam to rise out of the boiling 

water. 

4. This thin pipe led the steam to collect in a steam chamber. 

5. Above the steam chamber was a piston, or beam. This would be lifted as the pressure from 

the steam rose. This beam had a pivot in the middle, so the far side was pushed down when 

the steam pushed the near side up. 

6. Once the steam had pushed up the piston, the steam could escape from the chamber. This 

decreased the pressure and allowed the piston to fall. 

7. The repeated up and down (see-saw) motion of the piston pushed around a circular gear, 

which was attached to the far side. 

8. The movement of this circular gear, around and around, was the movement that drove the 

factory. 

 

This meant that factories could be mechanised. All the factory owners had to do was ensure a 

steady supply of coal and water to their machines, and those machines would continue to run. 

Thanks to this efficiency, one machine operator in Richard Arkwright’s cotton factory could 

produce 60 times as much cotton as one family in the old domestic system. 

 

 

 
 .....................................................................................................................  



What was so industrial about the Industrial Revolution? 

© www.teachit.co.uk 2022 108231 Page 4 of 6 

Task 3: The impact of factories upon towns and cities  

 

Read about the impact of factories below and complete the thought bubbles with the different 

reasons why each person may have wished to move nearer to a factory.  

 

a. Urbanisation: People moved from the countryside to the cities to seek work. They heard 

stories of making fortunes in the city. Jobs were plentiful in factories, and people thought 

they might get lucky and get rich, or at least avoid poverty. 

b. Factory demands: When entrepreneurs set up a new factory, they needed workers. In 

turn, these workers needed food, police, haircuts, shoes, places to relax, etc. These 

demands led to the creation of factory towns – buildings of all sorts grew up around the 

new factories and factory houses. New markets, pubs and clothing shops quickly sprang up 

near factories to serve their working populations. 

c. Population growth: In the early 18th century, population was concentrated in the South, 

around the Thames River, River Severn and Bristol port. There were few population 

centres in the North. Towns were built on wool, silk, iron and tin production. Later, in the 

19th and 20th centuries, the population focus had moved to the Midlands and North (with 

London and Cardiff remaining significant population centres in the South). Manchester and 

Liverpool were huge population centres in the North, based around coal and cotton 

industries, with Nottingham and Birmingham in the Midlands. There was also increasing 

population growth in lower Scotland (Edinburgh and Glasgow) and the North-East of 

England. All of these focused on high/cheap availability of the lucrative industrial raw 

materials, coal in particular. 

 

Example: 

 

 

 

 

I might be able to get 

more customers in the 

cities, from all those 

men in the factories! 

A shoe-maker 

 

A poor farmer 
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A singer 

 

A singer 

A miner A rich investor 
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Teaching notes 
 

This lesson is part of a mini scheme of six lessons covering the Industrial Revolution, all available 

on Teachit History. This lesson is the fourth in the series, and the full set of resources runs as 

follows: 
 

1. How did Britain change during the Industrial Revolution? 

2. What made the Industrial Revolution possible? 

3. Why was population important to the Industrial Revolution? 

4. What was so industrial about the Industrial Revolution? 

5. How were children used in the Industrial Revolution? 

6. How did trains change Britain in the Industrial Revolution? 
 

The following homework or challenge task could be given to students: 

Research a real steam engine from the Industrial Revolution. How does your drawing compare? 
 

Answers 
 

Task 1 

Positive or negative? 
 

The workers involved could 

work at their own speed 

while at home. 

Conditions of work were 

better at home as windows 

could be open, and people 

worked at their own speed 

and rested when they 

needed to. 

The domestic system was 

not as efficient, as people 

had to motivate themselves 

and set their own targets. 

The production of goods was 

very slow, meaning that not 

enough goods could be 

produced. 

Production of textiles had 

to speed up because there 

was not enough cloth to 

clothe the fast-growing 

population of Britain. 

The women of a family 

worked at home, so 

someone was always there 

to look after the babies, but 

they could still contribute 

to the household income. 

The power of water was 

being developed, but small 

cottages could not possibly 

take advantage of this 

source of power. 

Children working in the 

domestic system were 

better treated than they 

were to be in the factory 

system. 

The complete process of 

producing goods was usually 

done in several cottages, 

and time was lost as 

materials were taken from 

cottage to cottage. 

As people worked for 

themselves, they could take 

pride in what they did. 

The image of nice, quaint 

country cottages giving 

workers a quality lifestyle is 

simply not a correct one. 

Tension in the workplace 

was minimal as the family 

worked as a unit. 

Children as young as four 

worked in the domestic 

system, and the small 

amount of goods produced 

meant that they lived in 

poverty. 

Meals could be taken when 

needed. 

The best home-produced 

goods were of an excellent 

quality. 

 


