Contested Acts in Education

The elementary education act (Forster’s education act) (1870) & The Welsh language and education act 2014
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The Elementary Education Act (1870)
The 1870 elementary education act, also known as the Forster’s education act, set the framework for compulsory education and implemented school boards to manage local schools. Prior to this act, there was a rising demand for a more accessible and organised education system in the uk which prompted the UK government to set up a fixed set of expectations of what is taught in schools. 
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The Elementary Education Act (1870) was an act brought in by the Liberal party, a party consisting of defected Whigs, Radicals, and conservatives who made their alliance around free trade and a shared distaste for the Conservative Party (The Constitution Society, 2025). The party wasn’t explicitly left-wing; however, they held progressive views and wanted a better society through political reforms as seen in the 1867 Reform Act that effected the redistribution of seats in county council, helping working class men hold the majority of the seats (Spartacus Education, 2020). The 1870 elementary education act was progressive for the time since it aimed to provide education for every child, that before would’ve been viewed as unattainable and not necessary by the upper-class Tories and Whigs previously in government. Coming out of the peak of the industrial revolution, the upper classes were still focused on having access to cheap labour from lower classes, meaning an education act encouraging lower class children into school would hinder their economic success. For this reason, many of the upper class was opposed to the 1870 elementary education act (horrible histories, 2011). 
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The upper classes weren’t the only group to contest this act since the parents of lower-class children still needed the income their children provided to survive, which explains their apprehension towards sending their children to school rather than work (Branch, 2013). 
[image: Sixpence 1871, Coin from United Kingdom - Online Coin Club]Many compromises were made in the creation of this act, ranging from religious to economic debates in parliament. Originally this act aimed to provide free access to education for all between the ages of 5-13, however, amendments had to be made to introduce a small fee in order for these schools to be created and maintained. Against the wishes of the liberal party’s original proposition parents were still expected to pay for a place in school, which negatively affected parents                   (online coin club, 2025)
already struggling with a low income. School fees would’ve been around 6 pence per week. This act greatly benefited English children in the middle-lower classes since they would have had access to affordable education that they previously wouldn’t have, however, didn’t help the families in the very lowest classes of society since 6 pence a week per child wasn’t a realistic expense, especially since families at the time had many children, often between 4-6, to combat childhood death by disease and poor sanitation (house of commons library, 2012). With childhood mortality rates very high, some families didn’t think it was worth paying to educate their children instead of buying food or clothing to sustain the whole family (statista, 2025).
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Leading to amendments to the act before its release. After much debate and suggestions, a compromise was settled that schools out still teach the bible and Christianity, but teaching specific dominations was not allowed (Liberal history, 2018). At the time this act was introduced, the Church of England was recognised as an establishment church, holding a formal relationship with the state. This means that they had an overarching voice and opinion in new legislation being passed. It is for this reason that they could so easily request changes to this education act to be more in their favour (Wikipedia, 2025). 

[image: Welsh Not - JungleKey.fr Wiki]This act affected Wales even more so since it made a point of encouraging children into education. At this time the Welsh Not was being used in the majority of schools in the country, creating issues for Welsh children’s education and the preservation of the local language. Although it was not legally enforced, the Welsh Not was viewed as standard practice for most of Wales, especially in the South.  After the treachery of the blue books in 1847, Welsh children’s (jungle key, 2025)

education was already substandard in comparison to their English counterparts due to the language barrier when learning (BBC, 2014). The elementary education act in 1870 advised all education boards to teach reading, writing, and basic mathematics and that all teachers must teach in the same way, including the language of delivery. This act further cemented the idea that English was the language of education, minimising the Welsh language. The main argument for English to be the dominant language comes from the industrial power of the British empire and the English language spanning across ¾ of the globe. By learning English, Welsh people could better trade their agriculture and mining, however, since much of the economy was built on mining and agriculture, many children would be lead into a life of manual labour, due to the class divide, meaning they would be highly unlikely to climb the socio-economic ladder to be in the position to trade outside of the country. 
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At the time of the act’s passing, education was authoritative and held the belief that children learn best by sitting and listening without active feedback. This is a result of the cultural view of society that children would listen and do as their told, understanding in the similar way an adult would, due to many decades of them working in manual labour jobs and listening to instructions like adults (Victorian children, 2025). Rote learning was viewed as standard practice with children learning by repeating information and memorising it rather than putting it into practice to fully understand like in a lot of modern-day classrooms (the Victorian school, 2011).
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After much debate and amendments, vice president of the education department, William Forster and the Liberal party managed to pass a revolutionary act that started the chain of events to what we know education as today. This act showed the changing attitudes towards children and truly recognises the value of education for everyone for the first time, wavering the idea that education is a luxury reserved from the very top in society only and helped the wealth divide dramatically decrease in the United Kingdom many years later than its original implementation (voxdev, 2025). 


Welsh language and education act (2014)
The Welsh Language and Education Act (2014) was an act implemented in attempts to raise the Welsh speaking population in Wales. This act was in support of a wider target to have 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Gov 2024). This act’s sentiment has been pushed for many years to try and preserve Welsh language and culture along with ensuring the validity of Welsh for future generations (Swansea council 2024). 
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The 2014 Welsh language and education act was a subsequent modification from the first Welsh language act in 1967. The 1967 Welsh language act came into force due to the 1965 Hughes Parry report which recommended allowing Welsh and English equal treatment in the legal sector. Through the years this idea has expanded to many other public sectors including the education sector in 2014 (Wikipedia 2025). This act helps Welsh become more accessible to all Welsh people which has been the goal of all Welsh language acts since they began. There is some discourse amongst Welsh people about whether learning the Welsh language is useful or necessary, however, the vast majority of Welsh people do agree that it is at least somewhat important for children to learn Welsh at school with 67% agreeing that efforts should be made to increase the usage of the Welsh language. Only 20% of Welsh people disagree with the Welsh language becoming more prevalent, showing that the Welsh language is a part of the cultural identity of the people of Wales (YouGov, 2025). 


[image: Cofiwch Dryweryn! – All About Chris]Historically Wales was invaded and oppressed by England. Beginning in 1267 when England forcefully took control of Wales; Welsh culture, language, and people had been treated as inferior. The treaty of Mongomery changed the course of Welsh history forever. It was a great betrayal by the English as they welcomed the Welsh army and Prince Llewellyn into the medieval castles in Mongomery and Dolforwyn under a false pretence of a peace treaty and recognition of a Welsh state only to lock the doors and slaughter all of the Welshmen inside, taking the Welsh land under English rule (royal commission on the ancient and historical monuments of Wales, 2017).(all about Chris, 2019)

 In the late 1880s, a small village in Powys, called LLanwddyn was flooded and Welsh residents were displaced from their homes in order for England to support the rapidly growing population of Liverpool. They used the location of the village to build a dam with the aim of creating a water source for the city over the border (North Wales live, 2022). This act of destruction showed Wales that they were viewed as less important than their English neighbours and that the dismantling of Welsh life wouldn’t end with attacking their language and culture, but also the homes of the people who lived there. This isn’t the only time that Welsh homes and communities have been buried for a Liverpudlian reservoir, as in 1965 Capel Celyn was also flooded even after a decade of protesting against the flooding of their home (people’s collection Wales). 
[image: CLUB 51: Hogen Fuda and the Welsh Not]Moreover, the Welsh language had been targeted by the Welsh not in the 19th century and was used in many schools in Wales throughout the century. The Welsh Not was used to discourage children from using the Welsh language in school as they’d be threatened with physical violence if they spoke any Welsh. (Martin Johnes 2024). Due to this anglicisation, the number of Welsh speakers in Wales significantly dropped which is why the government saw it necessary to put measures in place to increase the use of the Welsh language in Wales. 
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[image: FE News | More support available in schools for Welsh learning]There were some concerns raised about this act due to its effectiveness in implementation. Some worried that the proposed system would lead to very different linguistic ability as teachers have different Welsh speaking abilities. (senedd 2025) Others queried about how useful learning Welsh would be for children and if it would take away from their literacy and mathematics learning. These concerns are brought up with every Welsh language act however there isn’t significant data showing Welsh teachers unable to teach their subject. For this reason, teachers’ unions criticised this act, pointing out that the government’s plans to increase the number of bilingual teachers and teaching assistants won’t change the issue that Welsh medium teachers are in short supply already (Cambrian news 2025). 
(FEnews, 2022)
Even though education workers and unions were apprehensive about this new act, the Senedd agreed unanimously for this new legislation to be passed, expressing excitement and hope for their future target increasing the number of confident Welsh speakers in the coming decades. With the nature of politics and party alliances and rivalry, it is not common for a collective agreement to appear when new propositions are put forward, showing the deep-rooted cultural importance of the Welsh language (western telegraph, 2025). 
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Carwyn Jones, leader of the labour party and First Minister for Wales in 2014, approved the education minister, Huw Lewis’, idea to make Welsh compulsory in all of primary and secondary education without pushback due to his views of its importance (Welsh government, 2014). Although it isn’t necessarily important in a practical sense, the education minister wanted to improve the education experience for young people and believed that teaching them about culture was just as valuable as science, mathematics, and literacy skills. During the creation of this act, a compulsory Welsh second language GCSE was also suggested and widely accepted by the Senedd in order to more accurately measure the success of the proposal and to enhance the level of Welsh each child was expected to leave school with (planetmagazine.org, 2013). 

Since the passing of the Welsh language and education act (2014), every child in Wales is given the opportunity to sit a GCSE level qualification in multiple UK languages and are given opportunities strictly for this country. The Welsh second language GCSE results show that the 2014 Welsh language and education act, and subsequent Welsh language acts in later years, have been increasingly successful for the rise in Welsh Language speakers across the country. In the academic year 2023/2024, it was reported that 61.8% of Welsh second language GCSE results were C grade or above, with Welsh first language GCSE results showing 71.7% of participants being awarded a C grade or above (statwales, 2024). This shows that the young people in education today are interested in learning and studying the Welsh language. 




















Reference list:
A very short history of the Liberal party, the Constitution Society, 2025 - A Very Short History of the Liberal Party - The Constitution Society
Child mortality rate (under five years old) in the United Kingdom from 1800 to 2020*, statista, 2025 - United Kingdom: child mortality rate 1800-2020| Statista
Coat of Arms of the United Kingdom logo logo Download png, Ape Icon - Coat of Arms of the United Kingdom Logo Download png
Cofiwch Dryweryn!, all about Chris, 2019 - Cofiwch Dryweryn! – All About Chris
Cymraeg 2050: welsh language strategy action plan 2024/25, welsh government. https://www.gov.wales/cymraeg-2050-welsh-language-strategy-action-plan-2024-2025-html
Education: historical facts, house of commons library, 2012 - Education: Historical statistics
Education should be a leveller, planetmagezine.org, 2013 - Planet - The Welsh Internationalist
Florence. S. Boos, “The education act 1870: before and after, Branch, 2015 - Florence S. Boos, “The Education Act of 1870: Before and After” | BRANCH
GCSE entries and results (pupils in year 11 / aged 15) by subject group, StatWales, 2024 - GCSE entries and results (pupils in Year 11/pupils aged 15) by subject group
Gladstone and the 1870 elementary education act, liberal history, 2018 - 101-Chorley-Gladstone-and-1879-Elementary-Education-Act.pdf
History of the Church of England, Wikipedia, 2025 - History of the Church of England - Wikipedia
How public education transforms opportunity: Evidence from the 1870 Education Act, voxdev, 2025 - How the 1870 Education Act transformed Britain | VoxDev
More support available in schools for Welsh learning, FE news, 2022 - FE News | More support available in schools for Welsh learning
School days: video lesson, The museum of Early Trades and Crafts, 2026 - School Days - Video Lesson - Museum of Early Trades & Crafts - Madison, NJ
senedd research, welsh parliment 2015 - https://fr.linkedin.com/company/senedd-research-welsh-parliament
Should use of the Welsh language be more promoted in Wales, YouGov, 2025 - Should use of the Welsh language be promoted more in Wales? | YouGov
Sixpence 1871, Coin from United Kingdom - detailed information, online coin club, 2025 - Sixpence 1871, Coin from United Kingdom - Online Coin Club
The Liberal party, Spartacus education, 2020 - The Liberal Party
the lost Welsh village residents had to abandon before it was submerged in water, North Wales live, 2022 - The lost Welsh village residents had to abandon before it was submerged under water | North Wales Live 
Timeline of Prime Ministers of Great Britain and the United Kingdom facts for kids, Kiddle, 2025 - Timeline of prime ministers of Great Britain and the United Kingdom Facts for Kids
Tryweryn, People’s collection Wales - Tryweryn | People's Collection Wales
Victorian schooling, the Victorian school, 2011 - The Victorian School
Wales must find as capable and successful leader as carwyn Jones, independent, 2018 - https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/carwyn-jones-welsh-labour-party-assembly-jeremy-corbyn-carl-sergeant-a8316911.html
Welsh language act 1967, wikipidia 2025 - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Welsh_Language_Act_1967
Welsh language and education act ‘woefully unrealistic’, Cambrian news, 2025 https://www.cambrian-news.co.uk/news/politics/welsh-language-and-education-act-woefully-unrealistic-782300
Welsh language education bill 2025, senedd - https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/welsh-language-and-education-bill-support-for-the-principles-but-concerns-over-workforce-capacity/
Welsh Not, Jungle key, 2025 - Welsh Not - JungleKey.fr Wiki
Welsh not elementary education and the anglasasion of wales, martin johnes, 2024 - https://www.uwp.co.uk/app/uploads/9781837721818_WEB.pdf

William Edward Forster (1818-1886), British Liberal statesman. In 1870, in Gladstone administration, carried Elementary Education Act through Parliament, getty images, 2026 - William Edward Forster , British Liberal statesman. In 1870, in... News Photo - Getty Images
Written statement from the Welsh government, Welsh government, 2014 - Eich cyf
image1.png




image2.png
= Thelear Fusel (Lot Jof Russel)

r HennfCamptetSannerman
HebertHenry Asquh
DavdLiojdGeorge

10 1805 1810 1815 1820 1825 18 1835 1840 1845 1850 1855 1960 1965 1870 1875 1D 185 10 195 100 105 10 115 1920

Political parties: W wnig B consenatve I Liberal
W oy Pesiie




image3.png
BaE

iy,





image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg




image8.jpeg
THE THREE R’s; OR, BETTER LATE THAN NEVER.
Rtoun Tow. W. E. Fonsren (Ciatmarax ov Bosrn). “ WELL, MY LITTLE PEOPLE, WE HAVE BEEN GRAVELY AND EARNESILY CONSIDERING WHETHER
£0U-MAY-LEARN 10 READ. I AM HAPPY 10 TELL YOU THAT, SUBJECT T0 A VARIETY OF RESTRICTIONS, CONSCIENCE CLAUSES, AND THE
CONSENT OF YOUR VESTRIES— YOU MY





image9.jpeg
N T N ™




image10.jpeg




image11.jpeg




image12.jpeg




image13.png




image14.png
Honest politics.

W
P -




