
2.c.    HISTORY ACTIVITY:  
        Digging and Discovery Role Play -  
       The Impact of Fossils on Society 
 

To be done after Activity 2B

TIME NEEDED: 40 - 50 mins

AGE: Year 6

LEARNING OUTCOMES 
Knowledge: Victorian history, industrialisation, Paleontology.
Skills: Teamwork, drama.

MATERIALS: Paper and pencils.

PREP: 

Attached background reading for teachers: Industrialisation, Geology and New Ideas.  
Some cutting out to do (see below).

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TEACHERS

Aim: Discuss and debate the impact of  fossil discoveries on Victorian Society. 

• Read the attached background reading for teachers (Victorian Britain (1837 – 1850) Industrialisation, 
Geology and the Impact of  New Ideas), then share the central themes with the class.

• Copy and cut out the character cards below. One set for each group. For a class of  30 there will be 5 
or 6 groups. Photocopy the Scene and Story below, one copy for each group.

• In class: put the children into groups of  5.
• Give out the scene and story to each group. 
• Read out the story and ask the groups to summarise it on paper first.
• Give out the character cards, some paper and a pencil to each child.
• Each child takes a character. They will write down answers to the following questions on the back of  

their card to better understand their characters:



What status do you have in Axminster? 

What is your source of income and how do you survive?

What are your fears or biggest challenges? 

What are your hopes and achievements?

They will then discuss the following in their groups:

What do you want to happen in this situation? 
Each child puts their character’s case forward in their group.

• Choose a group to perform their debate to the class, then discuss central themes.



THE SCENE

(Constriction of Northchurch Tunnel near Tring, 1837, 
but we will imagine it is a railway cutting near Axminster!)

THE STORY
Newspaper article in local Axminster Press: 

MYSTERIOUS CREATURE FOUND IN RAILWAY CUTTING, AXMINSTER. 1845.

Disputes have broken out over the discovery of  a 

strange creature at the Axminster railway cutting. 

While blasting the rock quarrymen have discovered 

an enormous, strange skull of  a creature, measuring 

around 8 foot long. It is said to be similar to the skulls 

found on the cliffs in nearby Lyme Regis by Mary 

Anning, daughter of  the cabinet maker. William 

Buckland, scientist and expert on all dead and living 

creatures, who is currently on a geological visit to 

Lyme Regis, has ordered the creature to be dug 

out of  the hillside, preserved as a whole specimen, 

and transported to London for examination by the 

Geological Society. A dispute has arisen between Mr 

Buckland and the railway company manager Mr 

Collings, who has ordered the workers to ignore the 

fossil and continue their work. 

This has enraged Lord Hunter, the owner of  the 

land, who has ordered the fossil to be removed for 

inclusion in his own private collection. 

Reverend White has been called in to settle these 

disagreements, and other disputes between the 20 

or so labourers working on the railway line. Some 

have shown a great interest in learning more about 

the mysterious animal and wish to preserve it. They 

say the new paper ‘Chambers Journal’, available in 

the Working Men’s Club, explains the discovery of  

these ancient creatures, and that they are ‘extinct’. 

An opposing group of  workers, agree with Reverend 

White, and claim this is impossible, as according to 

the Book of  Genesis, all animals were created by 

God at the same time and exist equally. 



RAILWAY COMPANY 

MANAGER

Mr Collings

Oversees the building of  new railway.

A father to 2 children.

LOCAL LAND OWNER

Lord Hunter

Supports the building of  the 
railway through his land.

Keeps law and order.
Has a fossil collection as a hobby.

QUARRYMAN

Jim Brown

Digs on the railway line.
A father to 3 children.

Attends church on Sunday.
Attends the Reading Room 

some evenings.

FOSSIL COLLECTOR / 

SCIENTIST

William Buckland

Wants to expand his fossil collection.
Obsessed with prehistoric creatures.

Is writing a book on the 
origins of  the world.

VICAR and TOWN 

MAGISTRATE

Rev Reginald White

Runs Sunday services in church.
Concerned with moral education 

of  the poor.
Keeps law and order.



SUMMARY 

Themes for discussion and debate

• How did industry and engineering contribute to our understanding of  how the world was formed?
• Information and power – Was knowledge and power restricted to the wealthy? 
• What role did religion play in people’s lives and keeping order in society? Could vicars continue to 

preach the same stories from the Bible? What effects might this have on society?

FOLLOW UP
In class summarise the main themes, Victorian values, characteristics of  society, power and status.
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