
2.13 SkillBuilder: Identifying continuity and change
2.13.1 Tell me
The importance of identifying continuity and change
We study history to help us understand the world around us and the society we live in. Our society never
stands still, and change is all around us. Nevertheless, many elements of society have remained constant
for long periods of time. By recognising those elements, and comparing them with those things undergoing
rapid change, we can begin to understand the significance of those changes. For example, as we have seen
in this topic, farming practices in Britain at the start of the eighteenth century had changed very little in over
600 years. This is an example of long-term continuity. During the eighteenth century, farming practices
were revolutionised so that in less than 100 years there had been a complete change. It is the speed of that
change that makes it so significant. The period of the Industrial Revolution brought more rapid change than
had ever occurred previously anywhere in the world. It is important to be able to identify turning points
that caused the change and to be able to describe the speed, rate and extent of the change, by examining
the significance of events, ideas, people and groups.

2.13.2 Show me
How to identify continuity and change
We learn to identify periods of continuity and periods of change by examining a variety of historical
sources. Contemporary writers and artists often record rapid change happening around them. Statistics from
the period in question can often inform us of dramatic or significant change. Look back at the statistical
tables in subtopics 2.6 and 2.9. In each case the figures demonstrate periods of significant change through
the Industrial Revolution. They contrast with statistics from previous centuries that indicate very little
change over long periods of time.

Examining an example: the growth of the railways
One dramatic change that occurred during the period of the Industrial Revolution was the development of
the railways. In 1825 and 1830, the first railway lines were experiments in attempting to use steam power
to transport goods and people. Within 50 years, railway lines crisscrossed all of Britain and rail travel had
become a major form of transport.

Consider the following question:
‘To what extent did the development of the railways bring significant change to the way of life of people

in Britain?’
We can begin to answer this question by examining the following historical sources.

SOURCE 1 Transport capability

Method of
transport

Tonnage
carried

Distance
travelled in
a day

Horse-drawn
cart

2 tonnes 30 kilometres

Railways 40 tonnes 300 kilometres

SOURCE 2 Journey times from London (in hours)

Destination By horse-drawn
carriage (1836)

By train (1850)

Edinburgh 43 12

Liverpool 24 7

Exeter 18 5

Birmingham 11 3

Brighton 6 1.5
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SOURCE 3 Total British railway
length (in kilometres)

Year Total length

1840 3000

1845 4000

1850 10000

1860 14000

1880 25000

1900 30000

SOURCE 4 Number of passengers carried

Year Total population Total number of
passengers

carried

1845 18 million 30 million

1900 32 million 1100 million

SOURCE 5 A description of a major railway junction on the outskirts of London in 1876 from A. Trollope, The
Prime Minister, 1876

It is quite unnecessary to describe the Tenway Junction, as everybody knows it. From this spot, some six or seven
miles distant from London, lines diverge east, west, and north, north-east, and north-west, round the metropolis in
every direction, and with direct communication with every other line in and out of London. It is a marvellous place,
quite unintelligible to the uninitiated, and yet daily used by thousands who only know that when they get there,
they are to do what some-one tells them. The space occupied by the convergent rails seems to be sufficient for a
large farm. And these rails always run one into another with sloping points, and cross passages, and mysterious
meandering sidings, till it seems to the thoughtful stranger to be impossible that the best trained engine should
know its own line.

What conclusions can we draw from these sources in response to the above question? Look first at
SOURCE 1.
What change occurred? These figures show us that one train hauling a number of goods wagons could

carry 20 times the weight of goods as a horse-drawn cart, and could cover 10 times the distance in a day.
What was the impact of the change? This ultimately meant that both raw materials for factory

production, as well as finished goods, could be transported more cheaply, because of the greater volumes
and speed. It also meant that fresh food could be transported to the growing cities and still be fresh when it
arrived, as the journey would not take much more than a day.
Conclusion: Access to cheaper goods and a greater variety of food would have brought significant

change to the way of life of people in Britain.
SOURCE 2 allows us to draw similar conclusions about the level of changes to people’s way of life.
What change occurred? Before the nineteenth century, most people did not travel far from their

hometown or village. The railway allowed people to travel more easily and quickly.
What was the impact of the change? With the ability to travel to other towns and cities in around a

quarter to a third of the time, people could become more mobile and travel greater distances, to find work
or for other purposes.

SOURCES 3 and 4 help us draw similar conclusions.
What change occurred? By the middle of the nineteenth century, most of Britain was accessible by rail

with all major cities connected to each other. This rail network continued to expand, so that by the end of
the century there was hardly anywhere in Britain that was more than a few kilometres from a railway line or
a station.
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What was the impact of the change? In 1845 the railways carried 30 million passengers, with a total
population of 18 million – the equivalent of 1.6 rail journeys per head of population for the year. By 1900
this had grown to the equivalent of 34 rail journeys per head of population.
Conclusion: This level of usage is a clear indication of a major change in the way of life of the British

people in little over half a century.
Anthony Trollope’s description in SOURCE 5 carries some additional implications.
What change occurred? Trollope was born in 1815, so he was 60 years old when he wrote these words.

He had grown up in the era before the railways, and had lived through the period of its greatest expansion.
What was the impact of the change? His description of the junction as a ‘marvellous place’ and ‘quite

unintelligible to the uninitiated’ is an indication of his amazement at the rail system and the way it had
grown so rapidly. Most people of his age would have had similar feelings about this new technology.
Conclusion: This extract also tells us how sophisticated the system had become by 1876, with large rail

junctions controlling dozens of trains going in all directions across the country.
Each of these sources tells us of a revolutionary rail transport system that not only captured the

imagination of people in Britain (and ultimately around the world), but brought major changes to people’s
way of life. So efficient and effective was rail transport that it is still a highly favoured means of transport
today. This change that occurred so rapidly in the nineteenth century has continued to influence our lives
even in the twenty-first century.

2.13.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

2.13 ACTIVITIES
1. Using the example above as a model, and SOURCES 6, 7 and 8, consider the following question:

‘Explain the relationship between the following significant changes that occurred in Britain during the
nineteenth century:
• improvements in coalmining
• the use of steam power
• the growth of the textile industry
• rapid increases in the population of particular cities.’
Consider the following questions in your answer:

• What change occurred?
• What was the impact of the change?
• What conclusions can you draw about the individual change?
• What conclusion can you draw about all the changes looked at together?

2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skill in identifying continuity and change to
answer the following questions.
(a) Outline two changes caused by improvements in coalmining.
(b) How did the development of steam power affect the location of textile factories?
(c) What general conclusions about the changes in population patterns can you draw from the

sources in this SkillBuilder?
3. Reflect on your development of this skill by answering the following questions.

(a) Do you understand the concepts of continuity and change? Define these terms in your
own words.

(b) How would you rate your ability to explain continuity and change using sources? Score yourself
out of 5, with 1 being weak and 5 being strong.

(c) How can you improve your ability to use sources to explain continuity and change?
[Personal and Social Capability]
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SOURCE 6 A map of Britain showing the location of major coalfields
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Source: Spatial Vision
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SOURCE 7 Number of cotton mills in Great Britain, 1787 and 1835

1835

County 1787 Operating Empty People employed

Berkshire 2 — — —

Cheshire 8 109 7 31512

Cumberland — 13 — 1658

Derbyshire 22 93 3 11585

Durham — 1 — 33

Lancashire 41 683 32 122415

Leicestershire — 6 — 592

Middlesex — 7 — 350

Nottinghamshire 17 20 — 1723

Staffordshire — 13 — 2048

Westmorland 5 — — —

Yorkshire 11 126 — 11211

Source: From R. Burn, Statistics of the Cotton Trade (1847), p. 26; in A. Aspinall and E. Anthony
Smith (eds), English Historical Documents, XI, 1783–1832, Oxford University Press, New York,
1959, p. 512.

SOURCE 8 Population growth in major English cities 1750–1861

Town/city 1750 (estimated) 1801 1861

London 675000 959000 2804 000

Bristol 45 000 64000 154100

Birmingham 24000 74000 296000

Liverpool 22 000 80000 443900

Manchester 18 000 90000 338300

Leeds 16 000 53000 207200

Sheffield 12 000 31000 185200

Source: British census figures
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