
 
 

KS3 History – How did medieval monarchs keep 
control? 

Realising the significance of Matilda’s gender and her 
claim to the English throne  

 
This lesson will highlight to children the position of women in medieval times.  They will 
read about Matilda’s career as the ‘Lady of the English’.  They will use texts to extract 
information about the role that Matilda’s gender played in her claim to the throne.  They 
will also prepare arguments for a debate on the subject of her gender. 
 
Learning Objectives: 
To know about medieval attitudes to women 
To know the story of Matilda and her struggle to secure the English throne  
To extract main points and ideas from texts 
 
Success Criteria: 
Children should be able to: 
Use sources to reach conclusions about women’s position in medieval times 
Identify reasons why Matilda failed in her attempt to rule England 
Use information to argue the case that Matilda’s gender played a part in her failure to 
secure the English throne 
 
KS3 National Curriculum Links: 
History – 1b: developing a sense of period through describing and analysing the 
relationships between the characteristic features of periods and societies,  1.2 a: 
understanding the diverse experiences and ideas, beliefs and attitudes of men, women 
and children in past societies and how these have shaped the world, 1.4 a: analysing and 
explaining the reasons for, and results of, historical events, situations and changes, 2.3 a: 
present and organise accounts and explanations about the past that are coherent, 
structured and substantiated, using chronological conventions and historical vocabulary, 
British History g: the way in which the lives, beliefs, ideas and attitudes of people in 
Britain have changed over time and the factors  that have driven these changes. 
Literacy – 2.2 a: to extract and interpret information, events, main points and ideas from 
texts, 2.2 e: assess the usefulness of texts, sift the relevant from the irrelevant and 
distinguish between fact and opinion, 3.1 a: activities should include prepared, formal 
presentations and debates, and b: informal group or pair discussions. 



 
Resources: 
 
Powerpoint 
Images of medieval women 
Copies of the story of Matilda’s life 
Resources about Matilda and medieval life 
 
Introduction: 
 
Explain to the children how the nature of succession to the throne was determined in 
medieval times. Explain to them the situation facing Henry I as he approached death (his 
only legitimate son was killed leaving him with no male heir). Explain to the children that 
the decision Henry made was controversial for the time (he asked his chief noblemen to 
swear that they would take his daughter, Matilda, for their queen in England after his 
death).  
 
Ask the children to speculate on the reason why the decision to give power to a woman 
might have been controversial in the Middle Ages.   
 
Teacher-led Activity: 
 
Explain to the children that they are going to try and find evidence that illustrates 
women's place in medieval society. Ask them to look at a few images together and list 
what the images might tell them about medieval women.  
 
Then ask the children to look at more images of medieval women with a partner and, 
together, discuss what they find out. 
 
Ask the children to use their newly acquired knowledge to predict whether or not Matilda 
was successful at becoming Queen of England and their reasons why. 
 
Development: 
 
Paired work: 
 
Ask the children to look at the story of Matilda's career as 'Lady of the English' and her 
struggle with her rival, Stephen. 
 
Then ask the children to underline parts of Matilda’s story that relate directly to her 
gender. Ask the children to annotate each underlined section with: ‘This tells us Matilda 
was… (e.g. ‘expected to marry a man her father chose for her’)  
 
Independent work: 
 



Ask the children to look at the story again and identify and justify evidence that supports 
the theory that medieval men could not accept Matilda as monarch because she was a 
woman. For example, the children might write; ‘People couldn’t accept her as leader 
because England had never been ruled by a woman before.’ 
 
Differentiation: 
 
G&T – Pose to the children the statement: ‘Matilda’s gender was the main reason she 
didn’t win control of England’.  Ask the children to look at all the evidence they can, 
using a variety of sources, and ask them to agree or disagree with the statement. Then ask 
them to build a case for their argument. 
 
SEN/ EAL – Ask the children to use copies of the story of Matilda’s life with sections 
already underlined for them.  
 
Plenary: 
 
Ask the children to look at the following arguments: Matilda failed to negotiate 
effectively with the people of London’s requests, and Matilda’s army was weaker than 
Stephen’s.  Ask the children to prepare responses to these statements, counter arguing that 
it was her gender that caused her to lose the throne.  Then ask them to consider the theory 
that it was a mixture of reasons that caused her to lose the throne. 
 
Briefly explain to the children the difference between male and equal primogeniture. Ask 
the children to suggest which system is in the UK, and which is in Sweden.  Ask the 
children to suggest the system they think is fairer.  If Henry I was alive today, would he 
have supported the ‘Succession to the Crown Bill’ of 2004 (unsuccessful bill to change 
the law to equal primogeniture)?  
 
Homework / Extension: 
 
Ask the children to locate on world maps all the countries that have monarchies.  Then 
ask them to list the countries that have equal primogeniture. 
 
Possible Follow-Up Lesson: 
 
Ask the children to write letters from Matilda to her son, Henry II, encouraging him to 
claim back the English throne. Ask them to imagine what she might have said to him 
about her own failed attempt, about her belief in him as the true heir, and any advice 
she’d have for him etc. 
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