
Reading lesson 1: Read the following text named, ‘Pit Boys’. Underline any 

words you wish to clarify, use a dictionary to find their definition and write your 

own sentences using these words in context.  

 
From 1 March 1843, it became illegal for women and children 

under ten to work in coal mines in Britain. Many families living 

in mining villages relied on the money their children earned, 

and birth certificates had only begun to be issued in 1837. After 

the 1842 Mines and Collieries Act passed, some children were 

still working underground although a government inspector 

was appointed to ensure the law was obeyed… 

Joseph  

Joseph closed his eyes for a moment, fending off sleep. He forced them open again: pitch 

black. In the darkness the familiar sounds were amplified: the distant clink of the miners’ 

pickaxes cutting away at the coalface, the rattle and rumble of coal tubs being hauled 

along the tunnels. The dank, dusty air sighed and whistled as it squeezed through the joints 

of the door beside him. He wondered what time it was. He must have been sitting here for 

several hours already. How many more hours would it be before he heard the welcome 

shouts of “loose, loose” echo along the tunnels, signalling that it was time to begin the 

long crawl back to the mineshaft? 

 

The dark hollow where he spent his days was halfway along a tunnel so narrow that he 

had to sit crouched with his legs pulled up against his chest. Joseph spent twelve hours a 

day, six days a week at his post in this gloomy, damp tunnel where water dripped from the 

rock onto his head and sometimes came up to his ankles. The only glimmer of light came 

from the candles carried by the hurriers and thrusters who dragged and pushed the heavy 

coal tubs along the tunnels. When he heard the clatter of wheels approaching, he had to 

pull at the string that he held in his hand, which opened the trap door and let them 

through. He knew that the draught the door let through helped prevent dangerous gases 

building up and causing explosions like the one that had blinded his father. To close the 

door, he had to release the string and let it swing shut again.  

 

Joseph’s day had begun at three o’clock in the morning when the knocker-up had 

rapped on his bedroom window with a bamboo pole to wake him. The knocker-up in their 

village was an old woman called Mary. She stalked the lanes with her wire-tipped pole, 

looking for the houses that had slate boards propped outside, with a wake-up time 

chalked onto them. As soon as the rap of the pole had woken him, Joseph had dressed 

quickly in front of the kitchen fire, then had some milk and bread for his breakfast, before 

setting out on the two-mile walk to the coal mine. His mother had packed him another 

piece of bread, with some bacon fat soaked into it, to eat in the middle of the day. But 

when he had rummaged in his bag to find it, it had gone. It wasn’t the first time the rats 

had stolen his lunch; sometimes he could hear their squeaks and scurrying feet in the dark. 

They made their nests in the straw and hay provided for the pit ponies and fed on scraps 

dropped at mealtimes. He wouldn’t tell his mother but, without any bread, the day 



seemed even longer and already his stomach was grumbling with hunger. Sometimes he 

tried singing to himself or reciting a prayer that he had learnt at Sunday school to pass the 

time. Sunday was his only day off. Often, he was too tired to go to school, but Joseph 

longed to learn his ABC and be able to read and write. It was something his father had 

said to him when he first realised that he was blind: “I shall never read or write now. It’s too 

late for me, but it’s not too late for you, Joseph.”  

 

Joseph’s father, Samuel, had been a coal miner all his life. He had begun work as a hurrier, 

but he was a strong lad and, in his teens, was soon working at the coalface, hacking out 

the coal with his pickaxe, or filling home-made cartridges with gunpowder to loosen the 

seam. Hewers like Samuel were the only ones who had the luxury of safety lamps or 

candles, which they needed to see the coalface. For trappers like Joseph, the 

pennyha’penny that a candle cost was too much of a drain on the few pennies he 

earned as his daily wage. Sometimes, the candles carried an even higher cost. If 

dangerous gases like firedamp built up, a single spark could trigger an explosion. Samuel 

told his son that coal was the first thing he had seen as a baby, and the last thing he had 

seen as a man. Now, he was unable to work in the mine to support his wife and five 

children. He spent his days at home by the fireside, making brushes, or weaving baskets 

from willow stems. Joseph might dread the twelve hours a day he spent in the pitch dark 

of the mine, but at least on summer days like today, he would see the sunlight when he 

left the mine at four o’clock. His father would never see sunlight again. The thought made 

him sad and he rocked his body backwards and forwards for comfort. In the velvety 

darkness, his eyelids were beginning to feel heavy. The lack of food and the boredom 

from sitting at his post alone was making him sleepy. His fingers still grasped the string in his 

hand, but his head began to nod against his chest as his eyes closed and he drifted into 

sleep.  

 

Joseph had no idea how long he had been asleep. All he remembered was being woken 

by a thwack across the head with a wooden stick. 

 

“Wake up, you useless article!” a rough voice shouted. It was Thomas Foster, the man 

employed as the Doggy in the coal mine. He worked as deputy to George Smith, the Butty 

contracted by the coal mine owner to manage the mine. The Butty and his Doggy both 

took a share of the mine profits. The Butty employed the men and paid their wages. The 

Doggy’s task was to check for dangerous gases in the mine. If he detected any, he had to 

post a warning before the miners began work in the morning. Usually, he left a shovel 

stood on its end, sometimes with a warning chalked beside it. Finding a trapper asleep at 

his post was enough to make the Doggy strike out with his stick.  

“Maybe this will wake you up, you careless boy,” he thundered, whacking Joseph across 

his body with the stick.  

Joseph cowered in his corner, wincing from the painful sting of the blows. 

“Sorry, Sir. I didn’t hear you coming,” he stammered.  

“Of course you didn’t hear me, you were asleep on the job. We don’t pay you four 

pennies a day to sleep, do you hear me?”  

Joseph flinched from another blow.  

“A sleeping trapper can get us all killed. You remember that. Now get this door shut 

behind me.”  

Joseph let go of the string, grimacing with pain. Never had he felt more grateful to be left 

alone in the darkness.  



Reading lesson 2 

Circle the correct answer or answer these multiple 

choice questions on Purple Mash. 

  

1. What was Joseph employed to do? 

a. sit crouched with his legs pulled up 

b. haul coal tubs along tunnels 

c. open and close a trapdoor 

d. collect dripping water 

e. cut away at the coalface with a pickaxe 

 

2. Joseph’s father was blind because… 

a. he had been born that way. 

b. he had an incurable disease. 

c. of a childhood accident. 

d. of a mining accident. 

e. he hadn’t eaten healthily for years. 

 

3. Why did Mary, the knocker-up, need to use a bamboo pole? 

a. to reach the bedroom windows 

b. to poke at people in their beds 

c. to prop up the slate boards 

d. to find her way in the dark 

e. to protect herself from rats 

 

4. Joseph worked in the darkness. Why didn’t he have a candle? 

a. it was a luxury he couldn’t afford 

b. he was too young 

c. there was not enough space for a candle 

d. he couldn’t be trusted with a naked flame 

e. he liked to work in darkness 

 

5. Joseph flinched from another blow. Which of the following words is closest in meaning to 

flinched? 

a. stumbled 

b. walked 

c. cried 

d. pinched 

e. cowered 
 

 
 



Reading lesson 3 

Re-read chapter one of the text, ‘Pit Boy’ and answer 

the questions below. 

 

1. Look at the paragraph beginning: Joseph closed his…  

Write down two sounds that were familiar to Joseph during his working hours. 

 

2. Look at the paragraph beginning: The dark hollow… How did Joseph know when he 

needed to pull at the string? 

 

3. Look at the paragraph beginning: Joseph’s day had… 

Why do you think Joseph decided not to tell his mother about what had happened to his 

lunch?  

 

4. Look at the paragraph beginning: “Wake up, you… 

Do you think that Joseph deserved to be punished?  Give a reason for your answer.  

 

5. At the end of the chapter why do you think Joseph felt so grateful to be left alone in the 

darkness?  
 

 

6. Put these events in the order in which they happened 

in the story, numbering them from 1 to 5. The first one has 

been done for you. 

 

Joseph searched his bag for his lunch before realising that it had been 

eaten by rats. 

 

Joseph was woken up at three o’clock in the morning. 1 

A man told Joseph that he was a useless article.  

Joseph, feeling hungry and bored, fell asleep while he was supposed 

to be working. 

 

Joseph set out on his two-mile walk to the coal mine.  

 

Extra challenge: Spelling, punctuation and grammar 
 

1. Choose the correct spellings to complete the sentences below.  

 

 

2. Why has a hyphen been used in the sentence below? 



 

3. Which sentence uses the colon correctly?  

 Tick one 

Joseph: could hear several sounds the rattle and rumble of coal 

tubs, the clink of the miners’ pickaxes and the clatter of wheels. 

 

Joseph could hear several sounds the rattle and rumble: of coal 

tubs, the clink of the miners’ pickaxes and the clatter of wheels. 

 

Joseph could hear: several sounds the rattle and rumble of coal 

tubs, the clink of the miners’ pickaxes and the clatter of wheels. 

 

Joseph could hear several sounds: the rattle and rumble of coal 

tubs, the clink of the miners’ pickaxes and the clatter of wheels. 

 

 

4. Underline the modal verb in the passage below.  

5. Rewrite the sentence below so that it is in the active voice. 

 

Reading lesson 4:  
 

Activity 1: Create a role on the wall about Joseph. 

Inside: inferences made from his actions and speech 

Outside: anything retrieved directly from the text/image (looks, his likes/dislikes and his 

attitude) 

 

Activity 2: Compare your life to Joseph's by writing a short paragraph (using semicolons) or 

using a table. Refer to your role on the wall to consider his: looks, likes and 

dislikes and his attitude.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Answers: 

 
Retrieval Questions: 

1. C 

2. D 

3. A 

4. A 

5. E 

 

Inference Questions: 

 

1. ‘the distant clink of the miners’ pickaxes cutting away at the coalface’ & ‘the rattle and 

rumble of coal tubs being hauled along the tunnels’ 

2. ‘when he heard the clatter of wheels approaching’ 

3. She would be concerned, worried and annoyed that he had not eaten his lunch. 

4. Yes – He was not doing his job properly (with reference to the text e.g. ‘A sleeping trapper 

can get us all killed.’ 

No – He is only child (clear justifications must be provided) 

5. Joseph was relieved that he wouldn’t be inflicted with more pain. 

6.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extra Challenge: 

1. Incredibly, considerably, terribly 

2. Wire-tipped [The hyphen has been used to avoid ambiguity.] 

3. Number 4 [the last sentence in the table] 

4. Shall 

5. A thwack across the head with a wooden stick woke Joseph up. 

Joseph searched his bag for his lunch before realising that it had 

been eaten by rats. 

3 

Joseph was woken up at three o’clock in the morning. 1 

A man told Joseph that he was a useless article. 5 

Joseph, feeling hungry and bored, fell asleep while he was supposed 

to be working. 

4 

Joseph set out on his two-mile walk to the coal mine. 2 


