
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isambard 
Kingdom 
Brunel 

1806 – 1859 

 

Write a biography 

1. Draw or paint a picture of Brunel or you could 

dress up like him and take a photo. 

2. Prepare and present a fact file full of 

interesting information about Brunel. 

3. Write a biography informing your reader of his 

life and achievements. 

 

 

Design a bridge or other practical 

structure 

1. Make a model of one of 

Brunel’s most significant 

achievements. 

2. Design your own bridge and 

make a model from your 

plan. 

3. Decide upon the need for a 

modern, practical structure 

then design and build a 

model of it. 

 

 

Week beginning 8.06.20    Isambard Kingdom Brunel 

This week, we will be learning about an extraordinary Victorian engineer called Isambard Kingdom Brunel whose work remains of such 

significance that, in one poll taken by the BBC, he was voted the second most influential Briton of all time after Winston Churchill! You 

will find a section linked to each activity idea for you to support your child and their learning. The activities are just suggestions and if 

your child wants to take the learning in a new direction then that is fine. Please remember your children’s work may be on the computer, 

handwritten or drawn, built in Lego, Meccano, sticks, stones or mud – whatever works for you. These are options to choose from – there 

is no expectation you will complete them all! 

 
 

Follow in his footsteps 

1. Mark Brunel’s railways, bridges, tunnels and 

stations on a map of the UK. 

2. Illustrate and annotate the map to give an 

enthusiast more information. 

3. Plan a holiday route around the UK, visiting 

Brunel’s many achievements and produce a 

brochure to persuade holiday makers to follow 

in his footsteps. 



An Introduction to Isambard Kingdom Brunel 

Before you start thinking about the suggested activities, you might want to find out a little bit about Isambard 

Kingdom Brunel (not least where he got his name!). 

This video will introduce you to the famous engineer and explain a little of why his work remains so significant 

today. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/true-stories-isambard-kingdom-brunel/zjrtvk7 

There are more websites to look at after the activity pages – do look at the first one as it’s full of videos and 

activities all about Brunel. You’ll be a Brunel expert if you do it all! 

 

Brunel and The SS Great Britain 

Brunel designed a number of important ships but the SS Great Britain was the 

biggest ship he, or anyone else at that time, had ever designed. It was built from 

iron instead of wood. In addition, Brunel used a screw propeller powered by 

steam to drive the ship through the water - before that, the steam had driven 

huge paddles.  It was an innovation and changed the way ships were built. She 

had a long and useful life as a passenger ship, a cargo ship and, after being 

severely damaged by storms, for storing goods off the coast of the Falklands. 

Eventually, the SS Great Britain was left to gradually rot away in Sparrow Cove 

in the Falklands. However, it was decided to rescue her and return her the 

some 8,000 miles to the docks in Bristol where she was built.  On the left is a 

picture of the SS Great Britain being towed up the River Avon, under the Clifton 

Suspension Bridge, to the Bristol docks. I lived very near here when I was a 

child and I remember walking from home up to the tower on the right and 

watching as the liner made her way, oh so slowly, up the river behind the little tug boat. She had made a long and perilous journey and it was a 

wonderful sight to see her come home at last! 

Armed with this knowledge, perhaps you’ll visit Bristol one day where you will see the famous Clifton Suspension Bridge, visit the SS Great 

Britain and find out even more about this extraordinary engineer.  

  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/true-stories-isambard-kingdom-brunel/zjrtvk7


Suggested Activities 

 

Write a biography        

Isambard Kingdom Brunel was an engineer, born before Queen Victoria came to the throne, but now renowned for many of the engineering feats we 

associate with her reign. Here is a very well-known photograph of him, wearing his stove pipe hat and smoking a cigar, standing in front of the huge chains of 

the Great Eastern steamship that he designed. 

 

1. Make a stove pipe hat and dress up as Brunel. Look carefully at his collar and his watch chain. Look how muddy 

his trousers are and I wonder what’s in that bag over his shoulder? Ask someone to take a photograph of you dressed as 

Brunel – will I be able to tell the difference? 

2. Draw a picture of Brunel and write three fascinating facts about his life below it. Try to use sentences and 

punctuate them correctly. 

3. Research the life of Brunel and write a fact file or poster about his achievements. Lay your work out to make it 

interesting for your reader with colour, pictures and different fonts. Find at least six different facts. 

4. Write a short biography of Brunel. Research his life and arrange the information you find in chapters or 

paragraphs. You might start with his early life before he trained to be an engineer, then move on to look at his training 

and winning the award to build the Clifton Suspension Bridge, the significant projects he worked on and his family life. 

Remember biographies are written in chronological order. 
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Children can:  

a observe or handle evidence to ask simple questions about the 

past; 

b observe or handle evidence to find answers to simple questions 

about the past on the basis of simple observations; 

c choose and select evidence and say how it can be used to find out 

about the past. 

Children can:  

a use a range of sources to find out about the past; 

b construct informed responses about one aspect of life or a key 

event in the past through careful selection and organisation of 

relevant historical information; 

c gather more detail from sources such as maps to build up a clearer 

picture of the past;  

d regularly address and sometimes devise own questions to find 

answers about the past; 

e begin to undertake their own research. 

Children can:  

a recognise when they are using primary and secondary sources of 

information to investigate the past;  

b use a wide range of different evidence to collect evidence about 

the past, such as ceramics, pictures, documents, printed sources, 

posters, online material, pictures, photographs, artefacts, historic 

statues, figures, sculptures, historic sites; 

c select relevant sections of information to address historically 

valid questions and construct detailed, informed responses; 

d investigate their own lines of enquiry by posing historically 

valid questions to answer. 

 

  



Build a Bridge  

Brunel’s work is still here to see and is in daily use – Clifton Suspension Bridge (on the right), Paddington Station and, not 

far from here, the railway bridge over the Thames at Maidenhead are just a few examples of his work. Have a close look at 

Brunel’s bridges, particularly the suspension bridges. As well as being fabulous to look at, these are very clever because 

they are suspended or hanging from cables supported by towers positioned often at the ends of the bridge; they can span 

long distances and withstand strong winds. We still build bridges like this today – the iconic Golden Gate Bridge in San 

Francisco is an example and the longest suspension bridge in the world is the Akashi-Kaikyo Bridge in Japan which is 

nearly 2km long. We even have suspension bridges in London such as the Hammersmith Bridge and the Millenium Bridge. 

 

1. Have a look at pictures of the bridges Brunel designed and choose one to make a model of. Use Lego, Meccano, 

stones and string, twigs and sticks – whatever you can find and see if you can copy his ideas. 

2. Looking at Brunel’s ideas, can you design a bridge for a location near you? It might be to cross the void from your 

bedroom window to the tree in your garden, between the sofas in your living room or from your bed to your 

computer. Draw a detailed plan and make a model of it (please don’t try making the real thing!) using materials you find around the house. 

3. Become an engineer and design and build a structure to meet a need. Brunel made things people needed – tunnels, stations, hospitals – what do we 

need today that you could design? Explain clearly what your structure is for, why we need it, what it would be built from and how it would be built. Use 

illustrations to help the reader understand your ideas and build a model to show people how it would look and work. 
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KS1 Design and Technology National Curriculum 

Children can: 

a use their knowledge of existing products and their own 
experience to help generate their ideas; 

b design products that have a purpose and are aimed at an intended 
user; 

c explain how their products will look and work through talking 
and simple annotated drawings; 

d design models using simple computing software; e

 plan and test ideas using templates and mock-ups; f

 understand and follow simple design criteria; 

g work in a range of relevant contexts, for example 
imaginary, story-based, home, school and the wider 
environment. 

KS2 Design and Technology National Curriculum 

Children can: 

a identify the design features of their products that will appeal 
to intended customers; 

b use their knowledge of a broad range of existing products to help 
generate their ideas; 

c design innovative and appealing products that have a clear 
purpose and are aimed at a specific user; 

d explain how particular parts of their products work; 

e use annotated sketches and cross-sectional drawings to develop 
and communicate their ideas; 

f when designing, explore different initial ideas before coming 
up with a final design; 

g when planning, start to explain their choice of materials and 
components includi function and aesthetics; 

h test ideas out through using prototypes; 

i use computer-aided design to develop and communicate their 
ideas (see note on p. 1); 

j develop and follow simple design criteria; 

k work in a broader range of relevant contexts, for example 
entertainment, the home, school, leisure, food industry and the wider 
environment. 

KS2 Design and Technology National Curriculum 

Children can: 

a use research to inform and develop detailed design criteria to 
inform the design of innovative, functional and appealing products 
that are fit for purpose and aimed at a target market; 

b use their knowledge of a broad range of existing products to help 
generate their ideas; 

c design products that have a clear purpose and indicate the design 
features of their products that will appeal to the intended user; 

d explain how particular parts of their products work; 

e use annotated sketches, cross-sectional drawings and exploded 
diagrams (possibly including computer-aided design) to develop 
and communicate their ideas; 

f generate a range of design ideas and clearly communicate final 

designs; 

g consider the availability and costings of resources when planning 
out designs; 

h work in a broad range of relevant contexts, for example conservation, 
the home, school, leisure, culture, enterprise, industry and the wider 
environment. 



 

Follow in his footsteps   

Brunel designed and built many railways, railway stations and bridges as well as 

designing one of the first fully steam-powered ships to cross the Atlantic and a pop-

up hospital rather like our Nightingale Hospitals but for the real Florence Nightingale 

in the Crimea! Although he was based for much of his life in the west of the country, 

as he was employed by the great Western Railway, examples of his work can be 

found throughout England and further afield. 

1. Draw a map or use a pre-printed one like the one below and mark on it 

Brunel’s many buildings or other projects.  

2. Develop your map by drawing little illustrations and key features on it to 

make it look interesting. 

3. Take you map even further and extend it into a travelling holiday brochure that enthusiasts could follow to visit the different locations and see his works 

first hand. You might mark on railways that could be used to travel between the locations and other places significant in his life such as his place of 

birth and where he’s buried. Make your brochure look enticing and remember to use persuasive language. 

 
KS1 LKS2 UKS2 
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Children can: 

a name and locate the world’s seven continents and five 
oceans; 

b name, locate and identify characteristics of the four countries 
and capital cities of the United Kingdom and its surrounding 
seas; 

c use key vocabulary to demonstrate knowledge and 

understanding in this strand: United Kingdom, England, 

Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, town, city, village, sea, 

beach, hill, mountain, London, Belfast, Cardiff, Edinburgh, 

capital city, world map, continent, ocean, Europe, Africa, 

Asia, Australasia, North America, South America, Antarctica. 

Children can: 

a locate the world’s countries, using maps to focus on South 

America, concentrating on environmental regions and key 
physical and human characteristics; 

b name and locate counties and cities of the United Kingdom, 

identifying human and physical characteristics including hills, 

mountains, rivers and seas, and how a place has changed; 

c identify the position and significance of latitude, longitude, 
Equator, Northern Hemisphere, Southern Hemisphere, the 

Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, Arctic and Antarctic Circle, 
the Prime/Greenwich Meridian and time zones; 

d use key vocabulary to demonstrate knowledge and understanding 

in this strand: county, country, town, coast, physical features, 

human features, mountain, hill, river, sea, climate, tropics, 

tropical, of latitude, longitude, Equator, Northern Hemisphere, 

Southern Hemisphere, the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, 

Arctic and Antarctic Circle. 

Children can: 

a use maps to locate the world’s countries with a focus on 

Eastern Europe and South America, concentrating on their 
environmental regions, key physical and human characteristics, 
countries, and major cities; 

b name and locate counties and cities of the United 

Kingdom, identifying their physical features, including 

mountains, and rivers, and land-use patterns; showing 

change over time; 

c identify the position and significance of latitude, longitude, 
Equator, Northern Hemisphere, Southern Hemisphere and use 

longitude and latitude to find locations on a map; 

d use key vocabulary to demonstrate knowledge and understanding 
in this strand: atlas, index, coordinates, latitude, longitude, 
contour, altitude, peaks, slopes, continent, country, city, North 

America, South America, border, key. 



 



Useful websites 

A Teachers’ TV website full of facts, games and activities to follow. https://gridclub.com/activities/brunels-britain  You will need Flash to access this site. 

A summary of important facts on this site https://primaryfacts.com/797/20-isambard-kingdom-brunel-facts/ 

Listen to this engaging radio broadcast and find out how Isambard Kingdom Brunel inspired a modern engineer https://www.funkidslive.com/learn/inspiring-

engineering/isambard-kingdom-brunel/# 

Lots of information about both Brunel and his achievements with links to other sites that you might find interesting here https://www.theschoolrun.com/homework-

help/isambard-kingdom-brunel 

This is the website of the SS Great Britain but it also has information about other aspects of Brunel’s life  https://www.ssgreatbritain.org/story 
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