
 

Home learning activities 

Years 7, 8 & 9 

Subject 

 

History 

 

Year Group 

 

7 

 

Unit of work / Knowledge organiser 

 

Unit 4: Who was the most successful Medieval Monarch? 

 

 

Activities 

 

 Students read through Section 1: Context and Section 2: In depth 

description of the period. 

 

 Students copy, copy check Section 3: Key people 

 

 Students create a timeline using the information on Section 4: Key dates 

 

 Students copy out Section 5: Key words. For each word students to draw a 

symbol to help them remember the meaning. 

 

 Students to answer all questions in Section 8: Questions. 

 

Where do you complete the work? 

 

Study books. 

 

What to do if you finish the work? 

(Extension activity) 

 

Students to choose one monarch: William I, Matilda, Stephen, Henry II, King John, 

Richard II. 

 

Research the monarch and create a fact file about the monarch. You should 

include: 

 Date of birth/ death 

 Dates of reign 

 Key events during their reign. 

 Reason for importance. 

 

These websites might help: 

 BBC bitesize: History 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit Title: Unit 4 – Who was the most successful Medieval monarch? 

2. In depth description of the period 

A. The death of William the conqueror in 1086 saw Norman England face another succession crisis. 

William had three sons – all of which felt it was their right to take the throne and continue their father’s 

rule over the Saxons. William’s eldest son Robert was discredited by his father as being incapable of 

rule, so the throne passed to his second son – William II (otherwise known as William ‘Rufus’). William 

Rufus would rule in a similarly strong and commanding way to his father until his death in a freak 

hunting accident in 1100, when his younger brother Henry I would take control of the country. 

B. Henry I was determined for his family to continue ruling the country – despite the accidental death 

of his two sons in the ‘White Ship’ accident in 1120, where both men drowned. Henry made powerful 

bishops swear they would support his daughter Matilda as queen when he died. However, many 

men felt a female ruler was unacceptable and so supported Henry I’s nephew -Stephen of Blois – a 

man unsuited to rule. This civil war or ‘anarchy’ era saw Stephen take the throne, but to stop Matilda 

from continuing to fight against him, promise to allow her son Henry to become King Henry II 

C. Henry II would face challenges from inside his court – namely from his friend Thomas Beckett -the 

archbishop of Canterbury. The two most powerful men in England would fall out over changes Henry 

II wished to make to the church courts, alongside Thomas Beckett’s excommunication of bishops 

loyal to Henry II. In December 1170 Henry, in a fit of rage would shout out the famous line ‘is there no 

one who will rid me of this troublesome priest?!’. Four Knights stood nearby heard his rant and took 

action – murdering Beckett in Canterbury Cathedral. Henry is accused of ordering the death of the 

Archbishop – but was it a simple misunderstanding? 

D. The son of Henry II, John was to be the next king to suffer a troubled reign. His weak leadership, 

poor military skills (leading to him being nicknamed ‘softsword’) and love of money saw his once 

loyal barons demand changes to the power of the King. The Barons threatened John that he needed 

to change how he ran the country, or they would attack him. John agreed to their demands, and in 

June 1215 at Runnymede in London, King John agreed to 63 points which limited his power. This 

document, known as the magna carta, reduced the King’s ability to raise taxes and interfere with the 

laws of the country. This document is argued to be the inspiration for the American bill of rights. 

E. in 1348, a mysterious disease was sweeping across England. The Black death had arrived from 

trade with mainland Europe. Within 2 years, 1/3 of the population had died from the mysterious illness. 

Those peasant farmers that were still alive after the Black death found that their skills were in such 

short supply that they could demand higher wages for their service. However, by 1381, they King – 

Richard II had brought laws into England which reduced the pay for peasants (the ‘statute of 

Labourers). He also began to demand taxes and military service for wars in France. Under the 

leadership of peasants such as John Ball and Watt Tyler, the peasants revolted against the King. 

 

3. Key People 
Empress Matilda – claimant to 

the throne after the death of 

Henry I in 1135. 

Henry II – Son of Matilda. King in 

1154 Hot headed and accused 

of ordering the murder of 

Thomas Beckett. 

Thomas Beckett – Archbishop of 

Canterbury during Henry II’s 

reign. Murdered in Canterbury 

Cathedral in December 1170. 

King John – Son of Henry II. 

Forced to sign magna carta in 

1215 

Watt Tyler – leader of the 

peasants revolt in 1381. 

4. Key Dates 
September 1087 – William I is injured in 

battle. He dies on 9th September 1087. 

 

August 1100 – William II (Rufus) killed in 

hunting accident. Henry I succeeds Rufus. 

 

25th November 1120 – Henry I loses both 

sons in the ‘White ship’ accident 

 

1135-1154 – Anarchy between Stephen of 

Blois and Empress Matilda 

 

29th December 1170 – Murder of Thomas 

Beckett in Canterbury cathedral. 

 

6th April 1199 – King John succeeds Henry II 

as King of England 

 

15th June 1215 – King John signs Magna 

carta, limiting the power of the monarchy 

 

1348 – Black death arrives in Melcombe, 

Dorset. In 2 years, 1/3 of the population is 

killed by the disease 

 

June 1381 – Peasants revolt against King 

Richard II begins. It is to last until November 

1381. 

 

 

 

1. Context  

A. William of Normandy had defeated 

Harold Godwinson and the Saxon Earls 

at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. His 

coronation in December 1066 marked 

the beginning of Norman control in 

England. His methods to control the 

Saxon population were devastating 

and successful, and by the time of his 

death in 1086, Norman England was a 

very changed country. William’s death 

led to a succession problem as his three 

sons vied to take control. With the 

death of William II during a freak 

hunting accident, the throne would 

pass on to William’s youngest son Henry 

I – whose family would continue 

Norman traditions and expectations. 

 

B. The kings of England during this 

period faced more challenges to their 

throne than ever before. King Henry II 

would face opposition from inside his 

court from the second most powerful 

man in the realm – Thomas Beckett, the 

archbishop of Canterbury, whilst 

Henry’s son John would be forced to 

sign an agreement between himself 

and his despised barons in order to limit 

his taxation of the poor and his weak 

leadership. 

 

C. The Black death of 1348 would be a 

major turning point in medieval society 

as 1/3 of the population would die of 

the ‘pestilence’. Those left alive 

suddenly became very valuable 

workers, and could undermine the 

feudal system. 

 

 

Unit Objectives  
1. To explain the importance of succession after William I 

2. To explore the reasons for the murder of Thomas Beckett 

3. To evaluate the impact of the Black death on the peasants of England 

Prior Learning you MUST go back and 

look up to understand this unit  

Succession crisis of 1066 

Battle of Hastings 

William’s control of England 

Life in Norman England 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Key Words:  

You will be expected to know what each of these 

are and have found the definitions for each. 
 

Anarchy – a period of time where no laws o rules are obeyed 

 

Black death – killer disease that wiped out millions of people 

across Europe 

 

Chancellor – the most important person in England after the 

King. The job involved sending out royal letters and charters 

 

Charter – A statement of a group of people’s rights, written by a 

king or lord 

 

Consecrated – when someone is officially given a position of 

religious responsibility or duty 

 

Crusades – a series of journeys made by Europeans to take back 

the Holy Land from the Muslims in the middle ages 

 

Excommunicated – when someone has been officially excluded 

from the catholic church 

 

Great council – a group – including the king and his barons, who 

met to discuss how the country should be run 

 

Hundred years’ war – a series of battles between England and 

France that began in 1337 

 

Magna Carta – a document setting out people’s rights. The 

barons forced King John to sign this in 1215 

 

Peasants revolt – an uprising by peasants led by Watt Tyler who 

marched on London in 1381 

 

 

6. Key Actions 
You will be expected to know what these are and how they 

caused/ are linked to each issue in the consequences box.  

1. Death of William of Normandy, 1087 

2. Anarchy between Matilda and Stephen, 1135-

54 

3. King John raising taxes and losing land in 

France 

4. The black death arrives in England, 1348 

 

   

    

 
 

1. Death of William of Normandy, 

1087 
 Succession of William II (Rufus) 

 Death of Rufus and appointment of Henry I 

 

2. Anarchy between Matilda and 

Stephen, 1135-54 
 Country at war amongst supporters of the 

two claimants 

 Stephen shown to be weak monarch 

 Stephen rules over country but promises to 

grant succession to Matilda’s children – 

Henry being the eldest. 

 

3. King John raising taxes and losing 

land in France 
 John raises taxes and loses lands in 

Normandy – gains nicknames of ‘lackland’ 

and ‘softsword’ based on his inability to 

maintain kingdom 

 Barons refuse to support him – June 1215 

raise army and force King John to sign 

magna carta, limiting Kings power over 

taxation and laws. 

 

4. The black death arrives in England, 

1348 
 1/3 of British population dies 

 Those left alive charge higher wages. 

 King introduces statute of labourers to 

reduce fees 

 Peasants object to pre-black death wages 

and poll tax to pay for 100 yrs. war 

 Peasants revolt in Southern England. Led 

by Watt Tyler and John Ball 

 Tyler murdered 

8. Questions  

1. Who was the most successful ruler – 

William II or Henry I? 
- Compare strengths and weaknesses of 

the two rulers reigns 

2. How do 2x sources explain the 

differences between Stephen of Blois 

and Empress Matilda? 

- Look for personality differences and 

attitudes towards the barons 

3. Was King Henry II responsible for the 

death of Thomas Beckett? 
- Judge whether Henry wanted Beckett 

murdered or ‘removed’ 

4. How significant was the signing of 

Magna carta by King John? 
- Consider who would be affected by 

magna carta and whether it benefitted 

everyone in England 

 

5. What can we learn about Medieval 

attitudes to medicine through a study 

of the treatments for the black death 

of 1348? 
- Look at what people thought caused the 

plague and how they treated it. Consider 

superstition and religious treatments and 

beliefs 

 

6. Who benefitted from the Black death 

of 1348? 
- Think about religious, social, economic, 

political and moral impacts of the plague 

 

7. Was Wat Tyler murdered? 
- read the accounts of the events and 

decide whether Tyler was aggressive 

towards Richard II or it was a planned 

assassination of a troublemaker. 

  

  

7. Consequences  

You will be expected to know what  

these are and how they are caused by / linked to 

each issue in the Key actions box.  

 


