Education for the poor - Ragged Schools  
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"RAGGED SCHOOLS"

Mr. Charles Dickens in an eloquent Letter addressed to the editors of the Daily News describes the places which bear the above name, as an effort "to introduce among the most miserable and neglected outcasts in London, some knowledge of the commonest principles of morality and religion; to commence their recognition as immortal human creatures, before the Gaol Chaplain becomes their only schoolmaster; to suggest to Society that its duty to this wretched throng, foredoomed to crime and punishment, rightfully begins at some distance from the Police-office; and that  the careless maintenance from year to year, in this capital city of the world, of a vast hopeless nursery of ignorance, misery and vice : a breeding place for the hulks and gaols : is horrible to contemplate.
    "This attempt is being made in certain of the most obscure and squalid parts of the Metropolis; where rooms are opened at night, for the gratuitous instruction of all comers, children or adults, under the title of 'RAGGED SCHOOLS.' The name implies the purpose. They who are too ragged, wretched, filthy, and forlorn, to enter any other place: who could gain admission into no charity-school, and who would be driven from any church-door: are invited to come in here, and find some people not depraved, willing to teach them something, and show them some sympathy, and stretch out a hand which is not the iron hand of the Law, for their correction."
    To these words of burning truth, we may add that this great work of reclaiming the Destitute Poor has now been in progress some three years and a half. The first systematic start was, however, made by a Society called "The Ragged School Union" formed in April 1844, at a meeting of the teachers of various Schools, held at the St. Giles's Ragged School, Streatham-street, in Bloomsbury. During the first year, two hundred of these Schools were opened, the rent and other expenses being paid, generally, by the teachers themselves; and, sometimes, by one or more benevolent individuals in the locality of the School. This was done by various denominations of Christians, without any concert or co-operation between the Schools; and the object of the Society is to create a Union between them, in order more fully and effectually to encourage such institutions; and, by small pecuniary assistance, extend their usefulness, and increase their number.
    At the head if this "generous band," is Lord Ashley, as Chairman of the General and Visiting Committee; and, according to the only Report yet printed, the twenty Ragged Schools then established showed an average attendance of nearly 2,000 children and 200 teachers : to one School, 5,783 had been admitted since its commencement; and there had been, during the winter, an average attendance of 250 children, of youths of both sexes, whose aged ranged from eight to sixteen years. In some cases, these Schools are only open on the Sabbath; but, mostly, one or two week-day evenings as well. At the date of the above Report, the operations of the Society had been much cramped for want of funds; yet, with so small a sum as £61 9s. 6d., they had contributed towards the formation of several schools.
    We have selected one of the Society's Schools for illustration, that in Jurston-street, Oakley-street, Lambeth; a locality where the work of reclamation and prevention is much needed. The School is opened on Sunday evenings at six o'clock; and the year's average attendance has been 250 children and 25 teachers. Several distinguished individuals have already visited the Schools in operation; amongst others Lord Ashley, Lord Robert Grosvenor, Lord Sandon, Hon. W.F.Cowper, Charles Dickens, Esq., Lady Troubridge, and Lady Alicia Lambert.
    Meanwhile the system is rapidly extending; for, where so much good can be effected at such trifling cost, the result must be successful. We gather from a lecture recently delivered at the Literary and Scientific Institute in Aldersgate-street, by the Rev. Mr. Ainslie, that the sum of £300 was raised, in one day, at Epping to establish there a school of this description. At Windsor, a school on "the Ragged" principle has been established by a poor chimney-sweep, "who," said Mr. Ainslie, "had himself been a bad and abandoned man, but who was reclaimed, and who now sat there, with his dirty face, teaching and doing more good than thousands of others of ten times his capacity." On Mr. Ainslie's visit to this School there were upwards of 100 young persons present, from the age of eight to ten, boys and girls, all behaving with the greatest decorum, and tolerably well clothed - "for educate the mind, and it immediately revolts at the body being clothed in rags."

William Locke, Report of the Standing Committee on Criminal and Destitute Juveniles, 1852

Mr William Locke, Hon. Sec. of the London Ragged School Union since its establishment in 1844, giving evidence:— Ragged Schools originated a very long time ago; some think they were first begun when Mr. Raikes got ragged children out of the street into his Sunday Schools [in Gloucester, about 1780]; or when honest John Pound gathered a class of ragged children round him in his little shop at Portsmouth [for about 20 years until his death in 1839]. However, the Ragged School Union was established in 1844, when some friends and I, engaged in Sunday School teaching, found so many children excluded from the Sunday Schools in consequence of their filthy, dirty, and ragged condition, that we were very anxious indeed to have another class of schools in London at that time, and we thought it an excellent plan to have a Union so that we might arrange plans, and assist each other in carrying out so desirable an object as that of gathering in the outcast and destitute who were idling or doing mischief in the streets.
    Since that time the Schools in London have increased from 16 to 110; the voluntary teachers have increased from 200 to 1600; there were no paid teachers at first, and we have now 200; the children at first were only about 2000 in number; we have now in our day and evening schools about 13,000, which does not include the Sabbath School children, who amount to about half that number. We take the children at any age, but usually from 4 to 16, and even above that; we have adult classes for some as old as 20, and even 30. About half the children are under ten years.
    When they are first taken into the Schools, most of them are in a very ignorant, destitute, neglected condition... Many of them are quite homeless; many of them are entirely neglected by their parents; many are orphans, outcasts, street beggars, crossing-sweepers, and little hawkers of things about the streets; they are generally very ignorant, although in some points very quick and cunning ... We have children of convicts who have been transported; children of convicts in our prisons at home; children of thieves not in custody; children of the lowest mendicants and tramps; children of worthless drunken parents, a large class; children of stepfathers or stepmothers, often drive by neglect or cruelty to shift for themselves; children of those who, although suitable objects for a workhouse, prefer leading a vagrant life, pilfering when they can, sometimes in employment but oftener engaged in practices of a doubtful or criminal nature; children of parents who, though honest, are too poor to pay even one penny a week for a school, and who cannot clothe their children so as to obtain admission to better schools; children who have lost parents, or are deserted by them, or have run away from home, and live by begging and stealing; youths who, disliking the workhouse, have left it, and lead a vagrant life; youths who are at work during the day as ostler boys, labourers’ assistants, and in other ways, or who go about selling articles in the streets, such as fish, fruit, and vegetables, and who cannot therefore attend a day school, even if free admission be offered; girls who are driven into the street by cruel and worthless parents, and live by begging and selling water-cresses, oranges, and lucifer matches; children of Roman-catholics who come in large numbers to the Ragged Schools, and do not object to reading the Bible.
    The condition of admission?—Destitution. In many cases, the children are admitted by personal application; in many other cases by the teachers going round and seeking for them, and by the assistance of the City missionaries [of the London City Mission], who have been exceedingly useful to us from the first, not only in finding scholars, but in getting the good-will of parents towards us and our operations
    The daily routine varies according to the kind of school. Some of our schools, which are day schools, are very similar to British or National schools, assembling at 9 to 12, and then to 2 to 4, dismissing the children then for the evening. In the same building where the day school is held we have generally an evening school for boys, and also girls, who cannot attend during the day, having to work or beg in order to get food to eat.
    In the day schools we have reading the Scriptures, singing, reading, writing, and arithmetic, and in some schools industrial classes; in the evening schools we have similar instruction; in many of the schools we now have industrial classes, both day and evening, for teaching the boys tailoring, shoe-making, carpentering, mat-making, brush-making, pocket-book making, and other handicrafts, and for teaching the girls to sew, knit, etc. In Liverpool and Manchester they make bags for grocers, and print reports for societies and bills for tradesmen; they have got a printing-press in the Manchester school, and in the Liverpool schools. In the latter they make clogs and also shoes, and have some garden-ground to work in...
    In many cases, because the children are so destitute that they cannot be taught, we give food—generally soup, occasionally meat, and good wholesome bread, sometimes coffee or cocoa, and bread and cheese. In one school they feed about two hundred twice or thrice a week... The children who come to the schools pay nothing; all the Ragged Schools are quite free, being intended only for the destitute...
    With regard to the results. . . We have had very many children, who were formerly very bad characters, reformed; we have many out in situations, and doing well, who were formerly quite a pest to the community... we have emigrated about three hundred, and from the letters which we have received from them from abroad they are all doing well—those children who, while they were here, were earning nothing; many were vagrants or pick-pockets, doing a deal of mischief, and cost the community a great deal of money by robbing tradesmen, and so on; they are now earning an honest livelihood in the colonies, and, on the average, they receive from l0s. to 20s. a week, as well as their food...
    Would [we] consider it an objection to take a boy if he had been convicted of offences—say, four or five times? No, we have rather from the first studied to take the worst. Boys of this description have often been of a very disorderly character; the teachers have been insulted and driven from the schools sometimes; I have myself frequently been driven out of the school, and obliged to run for the police to protect us against them; but it appears to me that nothing can withstand the influence of affection and kindness even in that very debased class, and in time we have managed to get nearly all into subjection... Kindnesses, Christian love to the children, and teaching them their duty to their neighbours and to their God, and making the Bible the theme of all our instruction...
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