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What factors brought improvements in children’s health 
in the 20th century?

TASK 1
Use Source A.

What does the artist of Source A want to say 
to us about: 

a) the doctor?

b) the effectiveness of medical treatment?

TASK 2 
Use Sources B, C and D.

Do these three sources show that sick children were 
well cared for in 19th-century Britain?

TASK 3 
Compare Source E with Source D. In what ways are
these wards different? What does this tell us about
changing attitudes to sick children? In what ways is 
a children’s ward in a hospital today different from 
Source E?

TASK 4
What do Sources E and F tell us about the role 
of governments in dealing with child illness in the 
20th century?

Children’s health used to be an even greater problem to
doctors than adult health. Children got different diseases, 
they were more likely to die, and they reacted differently to
doctors’ attempts to use adult cures on them. Death was
always close to a child’s life: in 19th-century Britain, 16 per
cent of babies born failed to reach their first birthday and 
40 per cent failed to reach 15. Often, even the most caring
doctor could only sit and hope, like the doctor in Source A.

Changing attitudes in the 19th century
Britain lagged behind other countries in setting up
hospitals specialising in the care of children. Children’s

hospitals were started in Paris in 1802, in Berlin in 1830, 
in St Petersburg in 1834 and in Vienna in 1837. Great
Ormond Street Children’s Hospital in London was opened
in 1852. For many years, children were put in mixed wards
with adults and parental visits were discouraged.

In the 19th century, more notice was taken of children’s
health. Unfortunately, not all the advice and remedies 
offered were worth having. Nor was much effort made 
to make hospitals friendly places for children.
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Source A. 

A doctor watches over a sick child – a 19th century painting. V0036150
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Source B. 

‘How to Nurse Sick Children’, 1864. L0008371
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Source C.

Advertisement for Godfrey’s Cordial, 1861. The ingredients
in medicines for children included harmful substances such
as opium and brandy. L0025768

Source D. 

Children in Great Northern Central Hospital, London, 1912.
V0028914
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Source E. 

Children’s ward in St Thomas’ Hospital, London, 1920.
L0001071

Source F. 

Poster persuading mothers to have their babies inoculated
against diphtheria, 1940s. L0025724

Please note: All images are from the Wellcome Trust's Medical Photographic Library
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Search, enter the Image Number (i.e. L0031455) and click the search button.


