Pauper Education
If we look at the setting up of the New Poor Law then the medical services developed without the encouragement of central authority officials. The opposite is true in relation to the education of pauper children. This was one of the earliest examples of specialist provision within the workhouse system. The 1834 Report had assumed that workhouse children would be educated so as to render them ‘industrious and valuable members of the community’. According to the Poor Law Commission included in its workhouse rules the stipulation that children were to be instructed for at least three hours a day: ‘in reading, writing and the principles of the Christian religion: and such other instructions … as are calculated to train them in the habits of usefulness, industry and virtue’.
 The schooling of paupers required some justification. Apart from the army and prison, the workhouse school was the only direct incursion of the British state into the education of its citizens before the Education Act of 1870.
The main protagonist of workhouse education was the assistant commissioner, James Phillips Kay (later Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth), fourth annual report of the Poor law Commissioners in 1939. Kay maintained that workhouse children (especially those orphan or deserted children for whom the guardians acted in loco parentis) had a claim ‘not for food and clothing merely, but for that moral sustenance which may enable them … to attain independence’ he wished to exclude them from the rigours of less eligibility on the grounds that they were ‘not as a consequence of their errors but of their misfortunes’. Whilst their physical condition should be elevated above that of the ‘self-supported labourer’, it was rational to regard education ‘as one of the most important means of eradicating the germs of pauperism from the rising generation, and of securing in the minds and in the morals of the people the best protection for the institutions of society’. The education Kay advocated was to focus on industrial training, plus the kind of intellectual and moral curriculum found in voluntary schools. The value of this seemed self-evident: ‘The duty of rearing these children in religion and industry, and of imparting to them such an amount of secular knowledge as may fit them to discharge the duties of their station, cannot be doubted.’

Kay’s preference was for large district schools serving several unions, but in practice few of these were built due to limits imposed on size and costs, but also to political fears about ceding too much power to the central body. When the Poor Law Commission fell in 1847, a District Schools Act led to the formation of six additional schools in addition to those built in London, Liverpool and Manchester. However enthusiasm for the idea had waned and only a further three were established throughout the rest of the century and none in Wales. None the les, pauper education was on the agenda and its rationale of reducing pauperism in the next generation, linked to cheaper welfare system and the prospect of social stability, was attractive to the propertied classes. The interest of historians in the arguments of those, like Kay, who advocated educational reform as a means of ‘social control’ is understandable and it is useful to set the Poor Law into a broader ‘dicourseof moral regulation’ which emerged in the 1830s. However, the district-school principle became discredited, earning the epithet ‘barrack school’ for its regimented discipline and narrow curriculum. In any case the total numbers involved were small.

More common was the individual workhouse school. Kay had the long-stay workhouse children in mind, especially those who were orphaned or deserted, but the ‘ins and outs’ (children in the workhouse with their destitute parents for short but often repeated stays) could be significant and often fluctuated with the pattern of seasonal employment. Moreover, the workhouses continued to deal with pauper children in traditional ways. The most notable example was the practice of apprenticing children to outside employers (the fate of Oliver Twist), often at around nine or ten years of age. Placements were appropriate to pauper status with the majority in our area of study being involved with agriculture and domestic service.
We know considerably less about the circumstances of the vast numbers of pauper children who were listed among those on out-relief. As a whole, children comprised between 30 and 40 per cent of total pauperism from the mid century onwards. Of these, the workhouse children were easily outnumbered by those relieved outdoors: in 1851, by a ratio of more than six to one. The child on outdoor relief remains obscure to us. The statistics cover a diversity of circumstances and conditions. Unlike the workhouse community they had little chance of receiving an education. Guardians routinely enquired of adult applicants if they had children of working age (nine to ten). However, some paid the ‘school pence’ of the outdoor poor. In 1855 this practice was legalised 
and, in 1876, was made a statutory requirement to assimilate the pauper child into the rate-aided elementary system. Even before this, an increasing number of outdoor pauper children attended some sort of school, by 1869 the national average was as high as 69 percent.
Many of the pauper children attended ragged schools which were devoted to the moral education of the destitute children. Their objectives were essentially evangelical rather than academic and they were inspired by the existing model of the Sunday school which, by the mid-nineteenth century, were catering for the ‘respectable’ rather than the ‘rough’. In 1844 the Ragged School Union (RSU) was formed from 19 ragged schools, with Shaftsbury as its president. As the title suggests, the movement classified children according to the condition of their clothes. But the ‘ragged’ child lacked more than a decent wardrobe. Shaftsbury equated sartorial and family status when he told the House of Commons in 1849 that among a cohort of ragged-school children: ’24 had no parents, six had one, three had stepmothers, 20 had no shirts, nine no shoes’.

By the 1850s, ragged schools could be found in most towns throughout Britain. Each was independent, although most were members of the RSU. They used volunteer and paid instructors and concentrated on teaching the children to read the Bible. But as well as places of instruction the ragged schools were centres of child care. Most fed their pupils, and several operated thrift clubs and clothing banks. Many undertook specialised work, such as: refuges for the homeless; industrial training schemes; emigration training homes; treat, excursions and holiday camps; and temperance Band of Hope.
 The Education Act of 1870, which extended the principle of compulsory education to all children, undermined the work of the ragged schools. Although they were to continue into the twentieth century, direct state intervention in the education of the child redirected charitable energies. The welfare focus narrowed to anxiety over malnourishment and various volunteer societies sprang up for the feeding of board-schoolchildren. Finally the state, seeing the welfare of the child as an investment in the future efficiency and well-being of society, undertook to provide school meals to the poor in 1906.
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