
Children then and now 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How this links with the Derwent Valley Mills World Heritage Site: 
Children from as young as 7 years old worked 12 hour shifts in the mills as ‘scavengers’ (crawling under the 
machines) and ‘doffers’ (removing bobbins from the spinning frames when they were full and replacing them with 
empty ones).  Arkwright advertised for large families to come and work in his mills in Cromford and all the mills 
had communities built up around them to house the workers.  It was important that the children could do their 3 
R’s (reading, ‘riting and ‘rithmetic) so children were taught on a Sunday, sometimes in the attics of the mill 
buildings, and later taught in specially built schools.  Life was very different for the children in the 1800s than it is 
for children today! 

 

 
You will need: 

• Pencils 

• Coloured Card 

• Plain paper from sketch book 

• Scissors 

• Glue 

• Wool 

• Pencil crayons 

• Inspiration pictures (see below) 
 

 

How to have a go:  

 
Step 1:  

• Take a piece of A4 card 

• Fold it in half lengthways 

• Cut down the middle to make a long 
strip 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Step 2: 

• Fold the strip in half 

• Fold it in half again 

• You will have a concertina of four 
pieces 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Step 3: 
 

• Draw the shape of a child onto your 
card. 

• Make sure that the hands and feet 
touch the edges of the card (look at 
the * on the picture) 

• Keep the card folded and cut out the 
shape of the child 

• Don’t cut where the hands and toes 
touch the edge so the card stays 
connected on the folds. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Step 4: 
 

• Carefully open out the card 

• You will have four children holding 
hands in a row. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
Step 5: 
 

• Look at the pictures of mill worker 
children. 

• The girls would wear aprons, long 
skirts and tops with frilly collars and 
the boys would wear woollen suits 
and often a flat cap. 

• Decorate two of your children as mill 
workers from the 1800s.  You can 
colour in, draw on, cut out pieces of 
paper and glue them on. 

 

 

 
 

 
Step 6: 
 

• Think about how children dress today. 

• Using your crayons, wool, coloured 
card and pencils decorate the other 
two children to look like they are from 
the present day. 

 

 
 

 
Step 7: 
 

• Cut out four speech bubble shapes 
from plain paper. 

 

 
 

 
Step 8: 
 

• Write what each of the children might 
say in a speech bubble and stick it 
onto the back of their head. 

• Think about how they would spend 
their time, what they might get in 
trouble for, what they might enjoy, 
what was easy or difficult for them. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Step 9: 
 

• Write the speech bubbles for your 
modern children.  Again think about 
how they spend their time, what they 
like to do, what they get in trouble 
for, what they are allowed to do or 
not do. 

• Stand up your mill and modern 
children and display them on a 
windowsill or shelf. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mill worker children (Credit: Belper North Mill Trust) 

 



 

 

Rest of images credit:  DVMWHS Learning Pack: What was it like to live in Belper in the past? 



Please let us know what you think of this activity and share your work 

with us 

When you have had a go at this activity, we’d love to hear what you think, or see your work.  

Please send us any feedback below by 12th October 2020. 

Post us your work – If you would like to post us any of your work or let us know what you 

think of this activity with a note with your name and address (and age if you’d like to share 

that). We are hoping to have an exhibition in the Autumn on one of the mill sites of the work 

created by people all along the valley. We will return all your work to you after the exhibition. 

Postal address: 

Georgina Greaves (DVMWHS Creativity Packs) 

Derbyshire County Council 

North Block S7 - County Hall 

Matlock 

Derbyshire DE4 3AG 

 

Send us a photo – Email a photo of your creation to info@derwentvalleymills.org  

Social Media – If you use social media use #DVMWHSCreativity and post the images of your 

work and tag us at: 

 

Facebook: @DerwentValleyMillsWHS 

Twitter: @DVMillsWHS  

Instagram: @DerwentValleyMillsWHS     

Hope you enjoy doing this craft activity! 
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