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The Heritage Family History 

School Records Project 

 

Information Sheet 3: Census Records. 

 

 

Notes: Most censuses are available for viewing on the Internet 1841-1911 ï charges may apply. 

Check the Resources sheet. 

All census images are © Crown Copyright Images reproduced by courtesy of The National 

Archives, London, England. www.NationalArchives.gov.uk & www.TheGenealogist.co.uk 

 

 

What is a Census? 

 

A census is a list of everyone living in a particular geographical area. Some censuses will just list 

the number of people there are, but many give further details about the people and what they were 

like.  

 

There has been a census of all the people living in the United Kingdom every ten years since 1801 

(except during the second world war) and we still have a national census today. (Your parents will 

probably have filled in a census form in 2001 ï ask them if they remember and what they had to 

do.)  

 

 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.thegenealogist.co.uk/
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Censuses can give us lots of information about people who lived in the past ï not just their names 

and ages but also what they did for a living as well as details of where they lived, where they were 

born and who their parents or spouses were.  

 

The census is arranged by area (geographically) and then by household ï so everyone living in the 

same house on the night the census was taken will be listed together. You will not be able to look 

at every census. Only censuses of approximately one hundred years old are available for viewing. 

This is to protect the privacy of people who may be recorded and still be alive today. The latest 

census you can see is the 1911 census. 

 

 

 

 

A Typical Victorian family 

 

Institutions such as prisons, workhouses, schools and also ships can also be found on the census. 

If your school was a boarding school you should find the children listed.  

 

Not all the censuses give the same information. The earlier ones give less than the later ones. The 

earliest census to give proper details of each person was the 1841 census, although it does not tell 
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us a personôs place of birth or how he or she was related to other people within a household. Ages 

for adults are rounded down to the nearest five years.  

 

From the 1851 census you will find an exact record of each personôs age at the time the census 

was taken and by 1911 the census even gives details of the number of years a couple had been 

married and how many children they had had both living and dead.  

 

The 1911 census is slightly different to look at to the earlier censuses. You will actually see the 

handwriting of the householder who filled in the information required. Images from earlier 

censuses are images of the census books, which were fair copies of the original information 

schedules made by the census enumerators. Enumerators were the people who went round to each 

house and collected the information from the householders. 

 

If your ancestor went to a school a long way from home he or she may have boarded at the school 

and will be found on the census at the school address. Look at the images below to see a census 

return for a boarding school in the 1881 census. (Images are repeated in full size at the end of the 

information sheet as well). The first image shows the headmaster and his family and then the staff 

that worked at the school. The second image shows some of the pupils. See how many different 

types of people were employed in the school. What does the headmaster say his profession is? 

Why do you think he has not entered ñteacherò as his profession? 
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How to search the Census Records. 

 

The census was originally arranged geographically, but now it is possible to search for individual 

people using a search engine via the Internet or many website will let you search the records by 

area.  

 

Irish census records.  

 

Note that only the 1901 and 1911 censuses survive for Ireland. There are other records that can 

be used instead although they are not as comprehensive. One of these is known as Griffithôs Land 

Valuation and took place in the mid 1847-68. The valuation was a government project to assess  
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the value of property paid by each taxpayer since the local taxes were linked to property holdings. 

All properties including land and houses were valued and the results are now available online, 

providing details of the names of not just property owners but also the occupiers as well as an 

indication of the value of their house and land. 

 

 

Mistakes in the census 

 

Not all information in the census is correct ï sometimes there are mistakes in peopleôs names and 

ages. Names were often spelled differently or the enumerator collecting the information misheard 

and wrote a name down incorrectly. If you look at the image of the 1901 census shown on this 

page there is a girl aged 3 years old called ñLawrence Goodwinò. She was actually Florence 

Goodwin so the enumerator must have mis-heard her name or made a mistake when he copied up 

his notes. He has put her age in the column for females so it was probably the latter.  

 

Look at the last page of this information sheet to see the 1901 census with this mistake on! Also 

take a look to see where the pupils were born. The school is in Suffolk so how far away were they 

born? 

 

There are also what we call transcription errors especially if using an internet search engine. This 

is where someone has misread the name on the census when they were making the index for the 

Internet. Old handwriting is often hard to read and mistakes are easy to make. 

 

Our usage of words has sometimes changed over time. Son in law or daughter in law may mean 

stepson or stepdaughter.  

 

Sometimes the census enumerator missed out a whole house when he was collecting his 

information. This was easy to do if the house was tucked away out of sight. 
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Dates on which the censuses were taken. 

6 June 1841, 

30 March 1851 

7 April 1861 

2 April 1871 

3 April 1881 

5 April 1891 

31 March 1901 

2 April 1911 

 

 

Abbreviations 

 

You will find some abbreviations used in the census that you do not understand. This is want 

some of them mean. 

Abbreviation Meaning  

Ag lab Agricultural labourer  

Ap. Apprentice  

Army Member of HM land forces of any rank  

Cl. Clerk  

F.S. Female Servant  

H.P. Member of HM armed forces on half pay  

Ind. Of independent means e.g. widow on army pension  

J. Journeyman   

M. Manufacturer  

m. "maker" added to another word such as brick  

M.S. Male servant  

Navy Member of HM naval forces or marines, any rank  

P. Pensioners in armed forces  

Rail. Lab. Railway labourer  

Serv.   Servant  

 N.K       Not known ï often for place of birth                                                  

 FWK       Framework knitter                   

 S/I/F       Scotland/Ireland/Foreign parts (in last column)                                                    
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 B/U                  House being built/Uninhabited house 
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Victorian boarding school in the 1881 census return. This page shows the headmaster and his 

family and some of the staff. 

 

 

 

 



 

©Celia Heritage 2012 

www.heritagefamilyhistory.co.uk 
10 

 

 

 

 

 

Victorian boarding school in the 1881 census return. This page shows some of the pupils.  
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1901 census. Laurence Goodwin is a girl and her real name is Florence Goodwin! 


