Historiography: Schooling before Compulsory Education
‘A parent conferred no considerable benefit on his child by bringing him into the world, if he afterwards entirely neglected his culture and education and suffered him to grow up like a mere beast to lead a life useless to  others and shameful to himself’

Sir William Blackstone argued therefore in the 18th century, that the education of the masses was vital to safeguard freedom. The issues raised about the purpose of education and the responsibility for its provision had been discussed since the Middle Ages.

There are several works which have a broad chronological sweep. Richard Aldrich (An Introduction to the History of Education, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1982) in the first three chapters of his book, analyses the role of the family, gender, rank, order, and class set against population, investment and consumption, and occupation, maintaining that these issues have not merely influenced the history of education but largely constituted it. Roy Lowe ([ed] History of Education: major themes, Vol. 4, London and New York: Routledge/Falmer, 1992.) examines these issues in the context of the 19th century and challenges the view that schooling reflected a polarization between the upper and lower classes resulting from the lengthy education of the elite and the short elementary education of the lower orders. He analyzes views on the appropriateness of different kinds of education for differing levels of society. John Lawson and Harold Silver (A Social History of Education in England, London: Methuen, 1973), in their survey of schooling from 1300 to 1870, explore population structure and distribution, particularly changes brought about by the industrial revolution and urbanization after 1850. they argue that throughout the period religious issues, attitudes towards educational philanthropy, and concern for the extent and function of literacy are related to educational developments. The reader can trace the response to the need for education from 1350 to 1870 in Aldrich who surveys primary education, and stresses the role of the parish priest and the song schools in the medieval period; the development of reading schools, petty schools, and private schools; and the expansion of elementary education through the provision of charity schools in the 17th and 18th centuries. Lawson and Silver provide a more detailed study of the period, with many local examples illustrating dame schools – private-enterprise schools that were often small and badly organised, held in teachers’ houses, their existence depending on local demand. D.W. Sylvester (Educational Documents, 800-1816, London: Methuen, 1970) provides a study of the period 1340 to 1816 based on contemporary documents and commentary. The documents on the petty school include illustrations of an ABC primer of 1538 intended to teach children about religion and church services.
Most of the studies under consideration here concentrate on shorter periods. A.V McClelland (ed) (The Churches and Education, Leicester: History of Education Society, 1984.) includes two essays which consider the factors that promoted mass schooling in the period 1780-1840. The early history of the SPCK and its role in promoting charity schools is discussed critically. In the essay ‘Religion and the Origins of Mass Schooling: The English Sunday School 1780-1840’ discusses the existing studies of the Sunday school movement in an attempt to explain the provision of such schools and concludes that ‘Sunday Schools enabled mass schooling to secure acceptance within the traditionally-minded upper and middle classes’. H.C. Barnard (A History of English Education from 1760, London: University of London Press, 1961; revised edition, 1969) describes the various types of school;s that provoded some kind of elementary education in the early years of the 19th century. The institutions included dame schools common day schools, charity schools, schools of industry, and Sunday Schools.
The need to increase the provision of popular education in the 19th century led to the work of Andrew Bell (an Anglican) and Joseph Lancaster (a Quaker) in developing the Monitorial system, a system of mass production in education. The Monitorial schools gave rise to a ‘religious difficulty’ in education and led to the formation of two societies – the National Society for promoting the education of the poor in the principles of the Established Church of England and Wales and the Royal Lancastrian Society (later renamed the British and Foreign School Society). The latter had schools open to pupils of any denomination, although attendance at a place of worship on Sunday was required. G. F. Bartle (‘The Role of the \British and Foreign Society in the Country Towns of South-east England during the Nineteenth Century’, History of Education Society Bulletin, 56, (1995): 7-16) examines the problems faced by the schools of the British and Foreign Bible Society. Her discusses fees, funding, attendance, and enrolment of teachers and considers their success and failures. H. Bagworth (‘The Changing and Developing Roles of British and Foreign School Society Agents and Inspectors 1826-1870’, Education Society Bulletin, 61 (1998): 15-28) discusses the changing roles of agents and inspectors of the British and Foreign School Society arguing that ‘the importance of this portion of the society’s labours can scarcely be overestimated’. T.G. Cook (ed), Local Studies and the History of Education, London: Methuen, 1972) stresses the role of religion and the conflicts of Church and dissent but emphasises the hostility of both to a state system of education. In his conclusion he suggests that the fundamental problem that arises with topographical studies in history: these often reveal developments in the provision of local education which contrast with information given in national reports. He considers the national policies of the National and British Schools Societies and their modification and interpretation by the local communities of Lancashire.
M. Hyndman (Schools and Schooling in England and Wales: A Documentary History, London: Harper and Row, 1978) has an interesting introduction, examining attitudes about education in the 18th and 19th centuries, followed by a chapter illustrated by extracts from contemporary documents on the societies and their schools between 1800-1861. He includes an assessment of the work of individual pioneers, including Robert Owen. P.H.J.H.Gosden (ed)(How they were taught: An Anthology of Contemporary Accounts of Learning and Teaching in England 1800-1950, Oxford: Blackwell, 1969), using contemporary documents describes the condition of elementary schools and the teaching methods used in the classroom before 1862. he then examines the increasing involvement of the state in the provision of elementary education through the Revised Code of 1862. By imposing standards nationally, the government hoped to avoid a breakdown of society under the strain of developing urbanization. Pamela Horn (Children’s Work and Welfare 1780-1880s, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994) examines changes in the employment of children as they affected education between 1780-1890. legislation controlling the mining and textile industries demonstrated the government’s claim to authority over children, which often conflicted with that of parents.
While the state exerted influence on educational developments, other pressure groups also brought about changes. J.S. Maclure (Educational Documents: England and Wales 1816-1963,London: Chapman and Hall, 1965) illustrates the increasing involvement of the government in providing education following the creation of the Committee of Council of Education in 1839. the appointment of commissioners to inquire into the state of popular education in 1858 led to recommendations to improve education. Presented through documents on the Newcastle Commission are the arguments for and against state aid, payment by results, attendance and compulsion and the religious control of schools.
In 1870 W.E. Forster posed the question, ‘How can we cover the country with good schools?’ His speech included in Maclure, summarizes the factors that he had to consider in shaping the Education Act of 1870. Lawson 7 Silver discuss the problems faced by Forster in 1870, particularly the shift in support from voluntaryist approaches to the programme of the National Educational league for compulsory free, and unsectarian schools maintained from local rates and inspected by government, following the Reform Act of 1867 which enfranchised working men in towns. The Education Act of 1870 incurred opposition and criticism, but the creation of school boards did eventually ‘fill the gaps’ and increase the number of school places. Lord Sandon’s Act of 1876 set up school attendance committees in districts where there were no school boards. The Act placed on parents the responsibility or ensuring that their children received ‘efficient elementary instruction in reading, writing and arithmetic’.

Many of the surveys of educational history in the long period concentrate on England and Wales combined but G.E.Jones (The Education of a Nation, Cardiff: UWP, 1997) considers the essential of Welsh education in upholding Welsh culture and society as well as the significance of the Report of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education 1847, and its influence on Kay Shuttleworth and English education.
