Education: Past, Present, Future
Assignment Two: Essay 

1944 Butler Education Act

The 1944 Education Act is considered to be the ‘defining moment in the history of modern education’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 83), one reason for this is that it was the first to specify the ‘split between primary and secondary education at age 11’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 82) that still exists today. This clearly suggests that the 1944 Act had a significant impact on Education in the UK, especially in terms of its structure. Furthermore, according to a BBC article other important points that the Act established included the Ministry of Education replacing the Board of Education, ensuring that education within ‘maintained schooling’ was fully-state funded, the tripartite system and further education within ‘county colleges for school-leavers to 18 years of age’ (Barber, 2014).   

Prior to the 1944 Butler Education Act, the majority of the responsibilities of educational provision was carried out by local education authorities, as at that time the ‘Board of Education had been very limited in its powers and ambitions’ (Mcculloch, 2002, p. 236-237) in terms of education. When the 1944 Act was passed the Board of Education became the Ministry of Education, which ‘intended to exercise much power and influence to develop a national policy…for providing a varied and comprehensive educational service in every area’ (Mcculloch, 2002, p. 236-237). This meant that 1944 Act allowed the government to be more involved in educational provisions than they had before, as well as giving them the power to ‘influence LEAs and [create] a universal system of secondary education…overseen by the Ministry and administered by LEAs’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 82-83), essentially giving the government more control. That being said there ‘was a ‘balance of control’ between central government, local government and the schools’ as well as the churches (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 83) over the education system established by the act. This ensured that not one party had too much control, and everyone involved remained satisfied. This is important in terms of modern education, as the government has continued to be more involved in making decisions regarding education and its services. 

The secondary education system established by the 1944 Education Act was a significant step forward in terms of education. Firstly, the act ‘required LEAs to provide state-funded education for pupils, up to the age of 15’ 
(The Guardian, 2004). As a result, all children regardless of their position in society were able to continue their education after the age of eleven, transitioning from primary - where they would have acquired a formation of education - to secondary school. Prior to the 1944 Act it was commonly the students from more affluent families that would progress onto secondary education. Poorer families often did not have the financial ability to support their children to further their education, therefore many poor yet able students were not in a position to benefit from this opportunity. The 1944 Act, therefore had a significant impact on modern education in the UK, as fully state funded education still exists, and further education is now an entitlement for every student regardless of wealth or status.

Furthermore, the 1944 Act introduced a new secondary system called the tripartite system. The tripartite system divided the education system into three different types of secondary schools: secondary grammar, secondary technical schools and secondary modern schools. The school each child would attend was determined by the results of the 11 plus exam that all children would take in their ‘final year of primary school’, results of the 11 plus were essentially entrance criteria (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 84). 

Secondary grammar schools ‘focused on academic studies, with the assumption that many of their pupils would go on to higher education’ (politics.co.uk, 2019). Usually those who gained entry to grammar schools were often the ‘more intelligent pupils’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 84) and the most likely to progress into professional careers. Secondary technical schools on the other hand were more vocational with a curriculum that focused on educating pupils on the ‘craft and technical skills’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 84) that employers sought after. Pupils would often go on to become ‘skilled workers and engineers in industry after taking apprenticeships’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 84). Whilst technical schools no longer exist today the idea behind them can still be identified in the current education system, as there continues to be a subtle divide between those who want to go onto university to develop their further education, and those who go on to do apprenticeships as a more practical and first-hand experience form of further education that leads them to their chosen career. Additionally, secondary modern schools were primarily for students who weren’t suited to either of the above schools and instead received a more ‘general education to prepare them for their future lives as citizens and (largely unskilled) workers’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 84) such as shop assistants, factory workers waitressing etc. Once again this highlights the significant impact of the1944 Act within the UK, and whilst the tripartite system is no longer used, the concept and reasoning continues to be present in schools today, although in perhaps a diluted fashion.

It is important to mention that whilst ‘firm guidance by the Ministry of Education stipulated a tripartite system of grammar, technical and secondary modern schools’ (The Guardian, 2004), not all LEA’s implemented a tripartite system in their schools. That being said, according to (Mcculloch, 2002, p. 235):
Under Section 11 of the Education Act of 1944, every LEA in England and Wales was obliged to draw up a development plan, in consultation with the Ministry of Education , that specified the nature of local provision in its own area.
This tells us that whilst the tripartite system was highly supported by the Ministry of Education, it was not introduced in all schools. Although, we can assume that because the LEAs had to produce a development plan for the Ministry of Education on the provisions in each of their areas that they had to ensure schools acted in accordance to the tripartite system. In fact, many schools adopted a bipartite system as according to an article from the Guardian very few technical schools were established (The Guardian, 2004), which would have meant in many areas children would either be sent to grammar schools or secondary modern schools. 

Furthermore, another important aspect of the 1944 Education Act was that it was able to do what other acts had previously failed to accomplish, which was to unite the Church and the government in terms of education. Previously, the Church was reluctant to cooperate with the government on education as the Church had initially ‘dominated schooling for centuries’ and in the efforts of attempting to ‘maintain control of its schools…refused to cooperate with the government’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 77) resulting in the Church gradually losing power to influence education. However, the 1944 Education Act changed this, according to Barber (2014) through agreeing that:
the state would pay for their schools…[and] repair the many inadequate buildings…[it also gave] Anglicans and Catholics [the power to] determine the nature of the school’s daily act of worship but parents could choose to opt their child out of it if they chose…[as well as ensuring] religious education would be required in every school in the country.
The government was then able to gain the support of the Church. This definitely had a significant impact as without the Church’s support, the 1944 Act may not have been passed. Additionally, another reason why this had an impact on education in the UK, is that the teaching of religious education within schools today continues to be a part of the curriculum which shows that the Church and education are still connected. 

To analyse the 1944 Butler’s Education Act, I am going to follow ‘The Policy Cycle’ put forward by Bowe, Ball and Gold in 1992 (Looney, 2004, p. 82). In terms of context of influence, according to Bartlett and Burton (2016, p. 82):
The evacuation of children from the cities to the rural areas led to school closures and discontinuity of experience for pupils. It was recognised that families who had suffered through the war deserved a better future. There was concern to encourage the ‘spiritual, mental and physical’ well-being of the community. 
Therefore, in terms of what was happening in the UK to influence the development of the 1944 Act it indicates that it aimed to lift the spirits of the people in Britain after the devastation, suffering and loss that everyone experienced as a result of the war. Additionally, it was not just the government that wanted this as according to a BBC article the people of Britain were also a significant influence as they ‘ignited the campaign for secondary education for all’ (Barber, 2014) in the hopes of rebuilding a better and more prosperous Britain. Furthermore, according to the parliament website ‘plans for post-war secondary education in Britain aimed to remove the inequalities which remained in the system’ (UK Parliament, 2019). This also suggests that the purpose of 1944 Education Act was to not only to benefit the rich but all children regardless of their position in the society, as everyone regardless of class made equal contributions in the war and it would be unfair to not consider or reward those from the poorer section of society in the Education Act. As this would completely go against what the Act stood for, which was hope. Hope that things were going to get better, and education played a significant role in that as it aimed to increase the chances of a ‘better future’ for all children.

However, whilst the idea behind the 1944 Act was highly commended and supported by all. The reality is that whilst on paper that Act appeared to ‘remove the inequalities’ of the education system, in practice it wasn’t as successful as it set out to be.  Firstly, whilst the 11 plus exam offered children from poorer families the opportunity to go onto grammar schools, despite the education provided being paid for it didn’t take into account other expenses that had to be paid. As a result, many children from poorer families who gained places in grammar schools, would often have to turn them down. Also, as not many technical schools were built at the time, this meant that students who were more suited to practical learning and more likely to become skilled trade workers often missed out, as instead of attending technical schools they often ended up in secondary moderns instead. As a result, they would miss out on the ‘craft and skills’ needed to become skilled workers and end up in unskilled work instead. Furthermore, extreme pressure was put on children especially those from the middle class to pass the 11 plus so that they could receive free entry to grammar schools. This led to many children being coached to pass the exam with the primary school facilitating the preparation for the exam rather than providing education (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 85). 

In terms of context of policy text production, the 1944 Education Act incorporated a combination of both writerly and readerly text.  An example of writerly text would be the raising of state funded education to 15, as this was compulsory for all schools. Whereas, an example of readerly text would be the tripartite system and the curriculum at the time. As researched revealed than many schools chose a bipartite system which tells us that it wasn’t compulsory to adopt a tripartite system, despite the fact that the Ministry of Education highly supported it. Also, under the 1944 Education Act the curriculum continued to be ‘left to the discretion of the teachers and the individual schools’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 82). Therefore, the reason why the tripartite system and curriculum were readerly text aspects of the 1944 Education Act is due to the fact they were open to interpretation rather than ‘concrete’ like the raising of the school leaving age and there was no set framework to abide by.

As a result, the readerly text aspects sometimes have negative consequences, that influence the context of practice. In relation to the 1944 Education Act, the consequences of the readerly texts meant that it was difficult to fully analyse the effectiveness of the tripartite system as many schools didn’t fully adopt it. If the tripartite system was made a legal requirement for all schools under the Act, it might have been more effective. As more secondary technical schools would’ve have been established, increasing the opportunities and future aspects available to students who didn’t have the results to get into grammar schools.  

In conclusion, whilst the 1944 Education Act was a ‘defining moment in the history of modern education’ (Bartlett and Burton, 2016, p. 83), and certainly had a significant impact on modern education in the UK. It was strategically inadequate it its aim to remove ‘social inequalities’ within the education system, and therefore not entirely effective. 
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