State Education v Voluntary Schools: An Observation
Friction between the National and British Societies was not the only division over elementary education. At first the government had not been prepared to interfere actively in popular education, but when in the 1840s it began to take a greater interest in the matter, it met with opposition from the Societies. If the poor were to be educated, whose was the right, as well as the responsibility to control that education – the Churches’ or the States? Should it be religious or secular in character?

State intervention in education can be said to have come about in the first instance almost incidentally. In 1802 an act concerned with the Health and Morals of so called factory ‘apprentices’  ordered among other things that these children should receive every day, at the expense of the factory owners, some instruction in the three ‘R’s’ along with religious teaching on Sundays. The Act was not very effective as it was difficult to enforce and it covered only a small proportion of the child population – but it is notable as the first piece of legislation on elementary education.
As early as 1807 the fame of the Monitorial Schools’ success led to a Parochial Schools Bill being debated in Parliament. It proposed the setting up of local rate-aided schools, which would provide up to two years’ free schooling for the very poor. But this proposal met with opposition especially from the Church and was defeated largely as a result of a speech made by the Archbishop of Canterbury who felt that the scheme would undermine the role played by the Church in the provision of education.

In 1816 a parliamentary committee was appointed ‘to enquire into the Education of the Lower Orders’. Its report on the lack of educational facilities for the poor led to suggestions that if endowed school funds were redistributed a national system of popular education could easily be financed. This idea was incorporated in the 1820 parish Schools Bill ‘for the better Education of the Poor in England and Wales’ which provided for the erection of new schools at the expense of manufacturers. Once built these schools would be maintained by contributions from the rates, from a redistribution of school endowments and from fees, from parents who could afford them. Day to day control of the schools would be the sole responsibility of the Anglican Church. This last proviso aroused so much opposition from other denominations that the Bill had to be withdrawn.
In the early 1830s an investigation into the elementary educational facilities available in the country revealed that out of every ten poor children of school age, four went to no school at all, three to Sunday school only, two to Dame schools or other venture schools, and one to a Monitorial School. In 1833 the government took an important step towards state involvement in elementary education when for the first time Parliament voted funds for school buildings. Although the £20,000 was small compared with the £50,000 granted in the same year to repair the royal stables, it was nevertheless a landmark. The grant was divided between the National and British Societies in proportion to the amount of money they raised locally for their schools. This system of allocation was continued during succeeding years, which meant that, as the larger and richer organisation, the National Society took about 80 per cent of the annual grant. This was increased in 1839 to £30,000 and was extended to include the small Dissenting and Roman Catholic School Societies.
Renewed demands for a system of state-controlled education led to several Bills being introduced during the 1830s, all of which failed as a result of the ‘religious difficulty’. The Church of England continued to assert its traditional rights over education. Nonconformists claimed the right to teach their own children, while a growing body of opinion favoured no religious teaching of any kind in state-aided schools. In 1839 a Committee of the Privy Council was set up ‘for the consideration of all application of any sums voted by Parliament for the purpose of promoting public education’. It was the first central administrative authority for national education – the forerunner of the Department for Education – and its first Secretary was Dr. James Kay, better known as Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth. Kay-Shuttleworth had worked both a s a doctor and as a Poor Law Commissioner. He came to believe that education was the key to social reform because it would enable the workers to help themselves, and that educating the poor was a national responsibility. Unlike many of his contemporaries he saw elementary education not as mechanical learning, but as the development of skills and intelligence. For him a school ought to be the focus of community life and culture, the home of a local library and the place where societies of all kinds could meet in comfort. He realised that changes could not be implemented whilst the Monitorial system continued and he began to introduce practical schemes for the proper training of teachers (see Russells’ book or further information). Kay-Shuttleworth never expected ‘that members of the middle class of society will to any great extent choose the vocation of teachers of the poor’ but hoped to ‘render the profession of schoolteacher popular among the poor, and to offer to their children the most powerful incentives to learning’. (for further details on Kay-Shuttleworth see Frank Smith ‘The Life and Work of Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth’ , John Murray, Bath, 1974. [especially Chapter 2and pp. 201-205]) To initiate change he introduced the pupil-teacher system into schools in 1846.
Under this system boys and girls were selected at the age of 13 and apprenticed as pupil-teachers to work for five years under heir headteacher and within their own school. The teachers who trained them during that time received government grants, subject to the pupil-teacher passing an annual examination conducted by government-appointed inspectors. The pupil teachers received, or were supposed to receive, seven and a half hours’ instruction every week, before and after school, and spend five and a half hours of the school day in some kind of teaching activity. At the end of their apprenticeship they could apply for a Queen’s Scholarship to a teacher training college, such as Trinity College here in Carmarthen. Training colleges received an annual grant form the government for each ex-pupil teacher they accepted. Despite its success, Kay-Shuttleworth expressed reservations about the wisdom of the pupil-teacher scheme he had introduced. He personally favoured ‘a good secular education’ for the poor as the best way to remedy their ills, but to his credit he later realised that his own efforts had made this development less likely.
 Kay-Shuttleworth was also responsible for introducing government inspectors of schools. Since 1833 inspectors had been appointed for schools, but chosen by the national and British Societies themselves. The introduction of the first two government inspectors to verse the spending of the government building grant in 1839 was not easily accepted by the Societies, and their role was only advisory. On learning, however, the Inspector’s  report could decide whether a school could receive a government building grant or not and this did not please the National Society who finally came to an agreement with the Government that no inspector would be appointed unless approved by the Archbishops of York and Canterbury. The Government said that their inspectors would also ‘enquire how far the doctrine and principles of the church are instilled into the minds of the children, for no plan of education ought to be encouraged in which intellectual instruction is not subordinate t the thoughts and habits of the children by the doctrines and precepts of revealed religion’. The number of inspectors grew as elementary education expanded. Although their visits were not popular with staff or pupils, they helped to introduce new ideas and to raise standards, as well as doing much to ensure uniformity of educational practice throughout the country, essential if a national system of elementary education was ever to develop.
By the mid-1840s it was becoming evident that voluntary efforts on their own were insufficient to provide properly for the elementary education of all working-class people. There were two aspects to the problem of what should be done to improve the provision – how could enough school places be made available, and how could children and their parents be persuaded to take advantage of them?

In 1844 as in 1802 a factory Act attempted to introduce an element of state compulsion. Parents and children working in textile mills were ordered to make them attend school on three full or sic half days a week. These provisions were later extended to cover children in other industries, but as in 1802, the Act was easy to evade, particularly by parents of children sent to work in agriculture. There were not enough places anyway for all the children covered by the Act.

In 1850 growing public impatience with the ‘religious difficulty’ led to the introduction of a Bill which in some ways was a forerunner of the 1870 Education Act. It proposed that compulsory powers should be given to ratepayers to establish schools in areas where there were not enough places, and to raise and ‘education rate’ to support such schools. These would be secular in character and free to children aged between seven and 13. No provision was made for the continuance of denominational schools, and bitter opposition of the ‘voluntary’ bodies to the whole idea of secular education killed the Bill stone dead.

By the early 1860s it was clear that voluntary bodies on their own, even with the help of government grants, could not cope with the growing educational demands placed upon them by a rapidly increasing population. Some sort of additional local assistance was essential and rate-aid was suggested. Rates were indeed locally raised, but ratepayers were of a great variety of opinions and not all agreed with religious control over education. However, apart from a few,  there was general agreement that popular education should have some moral and ethical content and that this implied a religious basis. During this debate a new Education Department took the place of the old Privy Council Committee and in 1858 a Royal Commission headed by the Duke of Newcastle was set up to ‘inquire into the Present State of Popular Education in England, to consider and report what measures if any are required for the Extension of sound and cheap Elementary Instruction to all Classes of the people’. The Commission reported in 1861 with recommendations for ‘the extension of sound and cheap elementary instruction’. ‘Cheap’ was the important word here. The Commissioners recommended that the State should pay a capitation grant for every pupil in regular attendance and able to satisfy the government inspector in reading, writing and arithmetic, together with an extra grant for every pupil-teacher. There was no suggestion that school fees should be abolished; in fact it was specifically stated that the amount received from grants must not exceed the sum raised by the voluntary societies from fees and philanthropic subscriptions.
 By the time the Newcastle Commission reported, educational administration was in the hands of Robert Lowe. He was very different to Kay-Shuttleworth because first and foremost he was an economist who believed in giving free reign to market forces to produce an educational system which ‘if it is not cheap shall be efficient, and if not efficient, shall be cheap’. Although he proposed to keep the denominational character of elementary education and the ‘practice of giving grants from the central office in aid of local subscriptions’, he did not accept another recommendation by the Commission that part of the cost of elementary education could be met from the rates. He looked to other ways of reducing Government contributions to elementary education. He decided to base the Education Department grant to each school, not just on an amount in proportion to that raised by local voluntary effort, but on the evidence of continued and regular attendance of pupils under a qualified teacher and a satisfactory report on the attainments of each child in ‘the three R’s’ by a government inspector. This was a system that came to be known as ‘payment by Results’. Lowe further pruned central spending on education – teachers’, pensions, grants for school apparatus, and payments for pupil- teachers were all severely cut or abolished. As embodied in the ‘revised Code’ of 1862, Lowe’s system of ‘Payment by Results’ was to last, with some modifications, for nearly 40 years.
Was it a good system? It certainly affected economies in government spending – the education grant fell by 25 percent in the three years to 1865. It encouraged schools to pressure pupils into longer and more regular school attendance in order to obtain the largest possible grant, and in 1868 average attendance figures rose. It did something to improve the general standards of elementary education. Schemes of work were better graded and organised than before. They had to be to ensure that each pupil would pass the annual examination, be promoted to the next Standard and earn his or her capitation grant for the school. There were however great deficiencies within the system. The threat of annual examinations caused great anxiety to pupils and teachers alike. The teachers’ own salaries, even their job security could depend on how much grant their pupils earned for the school. Not surprisingly there was a tendency to concentrate on rote learning of grant-earning subjects, at first only reading, writing and arithmetic although later other subjects were added. The emphasis on grant-earning led also to the temptation to falsify registers in order to improve the average attendance figures. The withdrawal of pupil-teachers’ grants led to a rapid decline in their number, for not many children had families able to support them through the five year apprenticeship. The result was that the standards of admission to training colleges fell, as they had to accept less well-educated, largely untrained applicants (see R. Grigg). Fewer pupil-teachers assisting in schools coupled with rising school attendance figures meant larger classes. As the examination grants per head were scaled according to age, the numerous six year olds in Standard I were more likely to suffer from inadequate teaching than the small number of 11 to 12 year olds in Standard VI who were financially more valuable to the school.
In 1867 the Second Reform Act enfranchised householders in the industrial cities who paid rates. Robert Lowe took a poor view of this further widening of the franchise – ‘We must educate our masters’ he said. The realisation that @From the moment you entrust the masses with power their education becomes an imperative necessity’. Was, however, only one of the Act’s provisions. The other was economic pressure. In the 1860s the National Education League in Birmingham and the National Education Union in Manchester had begun to demand a better public educational system. Their members many of them manufacturers and businessmen realised that Britain was in danger of losing her position as the industrial leader of Europe because of the growing competition from abroad. This decline they attributed to the poor education available to her workforce compared with that in other countries.

Overview – Religion: help or hindrance to education in England and Wales after 1800?

Any general consideration of education in the nineteenth century and up until the First World War must take account that there were tow major systems within it in England and Wales. On the one hand, elementary schooling intended for the majority of the population, the three ‘R’s’ for the working-class, both boys and girls – and the other a private fee-paying system, incorporating secondary schooling and university for boys (not girls until the last part of the century) from middle and upper-class families – an education for leadership. It can be argued that there was a small overlap between the tow systems in so far as, until 1870s, some working-class parents sent their children to  fee-paying ‘venture’ schools, even though the education provided by them was not always better than in elementary schools.

 A national, efficient, compulsory, and ultimately free system of elementary education was not established in Britain until the latter part of the nineteenth century. Other less prosperous less prestigious countries managed to provide such a system much earlier. Why was Britain so slow? Was the Home Secretary right in 1843 in his remark that religion, the keystone of education, was to blame for the delay?

The teaching of the religious bodies, especially the Church of England that the social stratification of the country had been divinely ordained and should not be tampered with gave support to the middle and upper classes, whose members wanted at all costs to maintain the social status quo. It made acceptable the argument that manual workers, who made up over three-quarters of the population, needed little or no education to carry out the menial tasks for which God had intended them. These doctrines helped both to create the initial gulf between the education considered suitable for the well-to-do minority, and that thought appropriate for the majority, and to maintain it afterwards.

The ‘religious difficulty’ – conflict between Church and Chapel over the denominational nature of religious teaching and over which of them should control the education of the nation’s poor – was not helpful either especially when in 1843  it led to the defeat of Graham’s Factory Act which provided for rate-aided factory schools run by Anglicans. Lord Shaftsbury denounced both parties: ‘Dissenters and the Church have each laid down  their limits, which they will not pass, and there is no power that can either force, persuade or delude them’. The two groups did not trust each other, and for the next 20 years Church and Chapel remained jealously entrenched, united only in opposition to state intervention as ‘uncalled for, inexpedient, and dangerous to public liberty’.
However, organised religion had eventually to give way to the state, largely or economic reasons. The great population explosion of the nineteenth century meant a large increase in the number of children needing education, and from the mid-nineteenth century onwards it became clear to most observers that voluntary efforts alone were not enough to educate the nation’s poor. The Societies could not, even with government grants, raise enough money to provide new buildings or maintain those they had, train or pay enough teachers, or buy enough books and equipment to deal with the numbers needing education. National and British schools were equally frequently reported by HMIs in the 1840s and 1850s as unsatisfactory, being often dark, damp and badly-ventilated, and poorly equipped.

Although there were some who still asserted the need for elementary education to be free from ‘a rebellious conspiracy for the dethronement of religion from her seat at the right hand of God’, more agreed by the 1850s that ‘popular education must become the affair of the state – of the state not merely making grants to the different societies and demanding the right of inspection … but as establishing some system administered by an efficient and responsible board for providing masters … paid at least in part by the state or by compulsory and local assessments’. Only the state had the money and resources to remedy the existing situation; only the state could establish a national system, enforce attendance, and eventually remit the need for fees.

As society became more secularised and the churches lost significance in the public mind, the idea of state participation in elementary education became more difficult to resist. Growing propaganda in favour of a universal state system, fuelled by the provision of the 1867 reform Act to extend the franchise, led in 1869 to the formation of the National Education League to promote secular education. At about the same time the Nonconformists who, although they had opposed state education, had never committed to denominational teaching, came to accept that ‘voluntaryism’ had failed. Nonconformist support for the Liberals followed from this announcement and was a powerful force in the parliamentary campaign leading to the 1870 Education Act.
However limited or biased their actions, the religious bodies must have the credit of having been the first in the field of popular education. Through the work of the voluntary societies they laid the foundations for the elementary school system introduced by the state in 1870. They were responsible for the Sunday School movement, and for the Ragged Schools Union which gave some teaching to the utterly destitute. Whatever heir motives, they alone did, in the early years of the century, provide a minimal education for a proportion of the nation’s poor.

It would however be unfair to place all the blame for the deficiencies of elementary education before 1870 on the failures of Church and Chapel to agree with each other or with the state. Employers and working-lass parents had their own interests in opposing universal and compulsory schooling. Most adult wages were very low and needed to be supplemented by those of their children if hardship was to be avoided. Until nearly the end of the century children could be employed even more cheaply than adults, and mine and mill owners, farmers all declared their absolute economic need for children. In any case it was expected by everyone as a matter of course that working-class children would work. In these circumstances education had a low priority. At he end of the century improved technology was replacing child workers with machines in the factories, workshops and fields at the same time as adult wages were rising in real terms. As a result there was no longer the same need, demand or expectation on the part of the employers and parents for child labour. Full time, universal elementary education then became a practicable proposition, and by the 1890s a reality.
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