Historiography: Compulsory Schooling
Writing in 1857, Horace Mann referred to ‘the social wretchedness which blights all educational promise’. His analysis of the failure of working-class parents to send their children to the growing number of elementary schools highlights the problems faced by the advocates of compulsory education. The conflict between school attendance and child labour and the need for children’s wages, however small, remained a dominant issue in the provision of education throughout the 19th century. Gillian Sutherland (Policy Making in Elementary Education 1870-1895, London: Oxford University Press, 1973) demonstrates the dependence and progress of educational legislation on the regulation and control of child labour.

Throughout the 19th century compulsory schooling was a controversial issue. Joseph Lancaster considered it unacceptable to an Englishman with his ‘spirit breathing the language of independence’. Andrew Bell argued that the practice of universal compulsion, ‘does not admit of being universally adopted, and if it did, would not be productive of general benefit’.
Harold Silver (Education as History: Interpreting Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Education, London: Methuen, 1893) traces the attempts to limit child labour and the principle of education for factory children from the Health and Morals Apprenticeship Act of 1802. He examines attitudes towards half-time education as a solution to the problem of losing children’s earnings. For many parents the question was ‘education on the half-time plan or no education at all’.
W.B. Stephens (Education in Britain, 1750-1914, London: St martin’s Press, 1998) examines the effect from 1830s of legislation designed to restrict excessive hours of work for the very young, women and children, and the impact it had on the provision of education. Compulsory education is distinct from compulsory schooling, since it can be obtained outside the school. Stephens considers the education available to working-class children in England: dame schools, common schools, voluntary schools promoted by denominations, Sunday schools and ragged schools 9free for poor children). Brian Simon (Education and the Labour Movement 1870-1920, London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1965) discusses popular education and working-class attitudes towards its provision and use. The preoccupation  of trade union leaders with the right to education and the need for free compulsory education are discussed in detail together with the reactions of members of the labour movement towards the emergence of class-based systems of education.

In 1861 the Newcastle Commission examined the state of popular education. Silver analyses the change in the strongly held views on compulsory school attendance expressed by the commission that Englishmen would never permit state compulsion such as existed in Germany because it would be ‘too great a shock to our educational system’, and the ‘metamorphosis of opinion between 1870 and 1880’. Sutherland examines the role of politicians in changing public opinion and explores the confused ideas of the Liberal party on the need for universal direct compulsion if elementary education was provided nationally.
