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Government policies towards education 1918-1939

In December 1916 the new Coalition Government Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, appointed the historian Professor HAL Fisher, Vice-Chancellor of Sheffield University, as President of the Board of Education. He was appointed as part of a commitment that radical educational measures would be taken to reform and improve the educational system. Inevitably education was not a priority during the war, and schools and teachers had had to struggle on as best they could with reduced budgets and diminished staffs and deteriorating buildings. There was disappointment that the introduction of local authority secondary schools had not opened up secondary education to the vast majority of working class children as places were limited and few of them were free. There was also concern about the level of child labour which not only continued but during the War had increased, particularly in agriculture. 
The Education Bill which was eventually passed in August 1918 was not the radical measure that educational reformers had once hoped for. Indeed many of its measures had been discussed and proposed within the Board of Education before the onset of war.
 Its main measures were that all children must remain at school until they were fourteen (which came into force in 1921 following another, consolidating, Education Act) and that the half-time system (under which children could leave school at twelve if they nominally continued to attend school for half the week) would be abolished. And all those who left school before sixteen should have part-time continuing education until they were eighteen. Local authorities were given various powers to provide a range of educational services and facilities including nursery schools (although the Geddes Committee proposals for education budget cuts in the early 1920s made these powers academic during the following years). The continuing education element was also postponed, and then a victim of these cuts. The Act did not alter the overall structure of education in any way although there were measures aimed to encourage local authorities to develop the schools which were necessary for their areas.
The backdrop to state education in the interwar years was frugality. Elementary class sizes were increased (many former pupils remember classes of up to 60 pupils); special services like school meals and the medical service were cut; and teachers’ conditions declined. “The theme of strict economy begun in 1921-22 was to characterise education throughout the interwar period”.
 However there were changes and reforms to the education system, many arising out of discussion and debate which had begun in the years before the First World War. Thus the chaotic secondary school examination system was given a structure (see separate paper on examinations), changes were made to teacher training (see separate paper  on teacher training), and the school structure began to be reorganised following a series of reports published by the Board of Education’s Consultative Committee. Chaired by Sir Henry Hadow, vice-chancellor of the University of Sheffield, there were six of these reports, together with a final one chaired by Will, later Sir William, Spens. The six Hadow reports were: The Differentiation of the Curriculum (1923); Psychological Tests of Educable Capacity (1924); The Education of the Adolescent (1926); Books in Public Elementary Schools (1928); The Primary School (1931); Infant and Nursery Schools (1933); the Spens report was: Secondary Education with Special Reference to Grammar Schools and Technical High Schools (1938).
The Hadow Reports show that although the majority of children in the 1920s still attended ‘all-age’ schools to fourteen, the trend of educational thinking was now in favour of dividing schooling at eleven. The 1924 Report on Psychological Tests firmly states that “We agree, of course, with the generally accepted view that transference to the secondary school should normally take place at the age of 11.”
 The committee went on to decry the lack of free secondary places and argued that however good the selection process was ( and they had many of criticisms of it ), it was no substitute for “the large increase in the Secondary School accommodation and in the supply of free places which is so urgently needed”.

The 1926 Hadow committee reported on ‘the education of the adolescent’; it had been asked to look at education for those staying on at school until they were fifteen (the school leaving age which was now being discussed, although a bill which included its introduction would be defeated in the Lords in 1931.) It said that:

the growth of secondary and of central schools has revealed a wealth of ability among children attending the elementary schools, the existence of which is a ground both for confidence and for anxiety - confidence in the natural endowments of our fellow countrymen and anxiety lest, at the age at which the powers of the rising generation are most susceptible of cultivation and sensitive to neglect, the nation should fail to turn to the best account so precious a heritage.

It considered how the schooling should be organised, with what aim, and what and how the pupils should study. Its first chapters were detailed surveys of how education how developed in England and Wales and how it was currently structured. It offered some interesting overall statistics: in 1923-24 just over a fifth of children stayed on at school between 14 and 16 and 7.2% of the total number of 11-16 year olds (ie including two years of non-compulsory education) were at grant-aided secondary schools; the rest being in elementary schools (55% - or 83 % of those between 11 and 14), in other education (less than 1%), or in employment or unspecified destinations. The Committee could not get detailed local figures for the whole country but from those LEAs who gave them figures they noted there was “the widest diversity of educational provision in different areas”.
 The proportion of the total school population over 11 in secondary schools varied from as low as 6.9% to as high as 42.5%. The proportion of elementary school leavers who entered some other institution giving full-time education ranged from 4.4% to 45.4%, ten times as much.

The 1918 Education Act had given local education authorities a duty to provide elementary school pupils with suitable practical instruction “by means of central schools, central or special classes, or otherwise” and also, “courses of advanced instruction for the older or more intelligent children in attendance at such schools”. There was clearly demand for this provision, with an an inexorable rise in the proportion of children staying on at elementary schools after 14: In 1913-14, 47,066 stayed at elementary school past 14, in 1919-20, 125,292, and in 1922-23, 170,893. Expressed as percentages of the age group 10-11, it was 7% in 1913-14, 18.8% in 1919-20, and 26.1% in 1922-23. So by 1922-23 just over one quarter of the children in the elementary schools between 10 and 11 remained in them beyond the age of 14. 
The Hadow Report said it was clear from the Parliamentary Debates around the Education Act that the advanced instruction mentioned was intended to be general instruction, not practical or vocational, and it was intended for older children who stayed on beyond fourteen, and also for clever children who attained the highest standard well before the school leaving age, and “were apt to drift into desultory reading if no advanced instruction suitable to their requirements were available”.
 
Local education authorities had been left free to develop the methods which they considered best suited to their local circumstances and needs. By 1926 just under half the education authorities in England and Wales had organised advanced instruction within the elementary school system but the provision was less than that figure suggested: the number of children in advanced courses formed only 5.4 % of the total number of children over 11 attending the public elementary schools. In this the Hadow Committee said, just as with secondary education, there was a marked divergence between the provision made in different parts of the country. In London the corresponding percentage was 8.5, in the areas of borough and urban district authorities 7.4, in the areas of county borough authorities 6.5, and in the areas of county authorities 2.7.

The Committee looked in some detail at nine different local authorities across the country which illustrated clearly what a complete mixture of systems there was across the country. Some authorities – notably London – had organised ‘Central Schools’ for some of their pupils since 1911, (similarly Manchester had established six ‘District Central Schools’ in about 1912), and London  had also established other kinds of schools to try to meet – within its budget – what it perceived as the differing needs of its child population. By 1923-24 London had 211,516 pupils over the age of 11 in elementary schools; approximately 40,600 pupils in secondary schools; 19,708 in central schools (with plans to have 22,000 in 62 such schools by 1925); and approximately 3,090 in junior technical (and trade) schools, full-time junior domestic courses, and full-time junior art departments in art schools. There were also 10,105 pupils in part-time day continuation schools. London’s central schools provided a four years' course with an industrial or commercial bias or both. They were open to eleven year old elementary school pupils and were selective in the sense that the central school head teacher made the final decision on admission depending on a range of reports and examinations, and a parental undertaking that the pupil would stay on at the school for a reasonable period. 
Other authorities developed central schools which were non-selective – taking pupils who wanted to stay on beyond 14, or semi-selective, taking all those who reached a certain standard. Or they organised advanced classes in large elementary schools which were sometimes called ‘higher’ or ‘upper tops’. Or an elementary school would bring in children from other schools to its advanced ‘central class’. In some areas central schools were called ‘middle’ or ‘intermediate’ schools. Other local authorities divided all their children at 11, with those not going to a secondary (grammar) school going either to a selective or semi-selective central school where it was expected they would stay to 15 or 16, and the rest to a ‘senior’ school where schooling ended at 14. So across the country there was a complete hotchpotch of school systems and even within one area there might be a variety of different types of provision. 
Anticipating what would be fully implemented after the Second World War, the 1926 Report concluded that:

primary education should be regarded as ending at about the age of 11+. A second stage should then begin, and this stage, which for many pupils would end at 16+, for some at 18 or 19, but for the majority at 14+ or 15+, should, as far as possible, be regarded as a single whole, within which there will be a variety of types of education.
 
In effect it was calling for the end of elementary schools in their old guise of schools for 5-14 year olds; a process which had already started in a number of areas. It also called for a raising of the school leaving age to 15, preferably by 1932, although when the Report was published this was immediately rejected by the President of the Board of Education , Lord Eustace Percy.
The Report recommended that after 11, “all normal children should go forward to some form of post-primary education”, in which the curricula would vary according to the interests and abilities of the child and the age to which they would stay at the school.
 These schools would include what were called ‘secondary’ schools which followed a predominantly literary or scientific curriculum and educated children until at least 16 and would become known as ‘Grammar’ schools (and the Committee hoped that many more children would attend these); Central Schools, both selective and non-selective, which would be known as Modern Schools and would provide a 'realistic' or practical trend in the last two years (of a four-year programme to 15) although it should not “prejudice the general education of the pupils”
; the existing ‘Junior Technical’ and ‘Trade Schools’. Finally, where none of these schools could be provided, the mishmash of Senior Classes, Central Departments and 'Higher Tops' would have to continue but the Committee urged that some kind of break with primary education be given to them as well.
After this report reorganisation of the structure of schooling gradually moved forwards across the country. There was no compulsion or legislation but the Board of Education made encouraging noises and issued a favourable pamphlet about reorganisation.
 In 1932 the Principal of the London Day Training College (about to be the Institute of Education at the University of London), Sir Percy Nunn, described the development in many parts of the country of this quiet reorganisation. He praised the freedom from the constraint of examinations in the London central (or ‘selective senior’) schools although this appears to have changed because we have interviewed former pupils of London central schools who did take School Certificate. Bill Endersby proudly described how he covered the SC history syllabus in a year and then took it a year earlier than the grammar school boys he knew because he was leaving at 15 rather than 16. Others were already going to ‘senior’ schools which, Nunn explained, are not “non-selective”, as they are “definitely intended for children of middle and lower grades of ability”.
 
By December 1933 the Board of Education was estimating that, if they included children in all-age schools with senior divisions, approximately 50% of pupils over 11 were in reorganised schools.
 The un-reorganised schools were mainly in rural areas and where there was a preponderance of voluntary schools (mainly Church of England and Roman Catholic) which were not eligible for building grants from the government, although some local authorities were beginning to provide some funding to them. By 1937 nearly 40% of authorities had reorganised most of their pupils into senior schools (this figure – unlike the 1933 one – does not include pupils in all-age schools with senior divisions). As for secondary (now to be called ‘grammar’ schools) schools, the proportion of ex-elementary children attending them in 1937 was between 12-13% (12.8% and 13.7% quoted in different reports). The 1936 Education Act raised the school leaving age to 15 as from September 1939 but this was delayed because of the 2WW. Because of the implications of this for extra accommodation LEAs were empowered to make partial grants for the enlargement or establishment of ‘non-provided elementary schools’.
In 1938 the Board of Education’s Consultative Committee reported again (the Spens Report) – this time on secondary education, looking particularly at grammar and technical high schools. It regretted the missed opportunity to develop technical or vocational education when secondary education was expanded in the early 1900s. It stated that: 
the mental differences between one child and another will grow larger and larger and will reach a maximum during adolescence. It is accordingly evident that different children from the age of 11, if justice is to be done to their varying capacities, require types of education varying in certain important respects.
 
So it went on to follow the earlier Hadow Report on the adolescent and recommended a differentiated, tripartite system of grammar schools, technical high schools, and modern schools, each providing a complete curriculum of secondary education for pupils above the age of eleven, ideally all with parity of esteem and staffing. Parity between the three types of school meant that it was “inevitable” that the school leaving age would have to be raised to sixteen so that all schools would be similar to grammar schools in this respect, even though it was not “immediately practicable”.
 Accepting contemporary expert opinion that innate intellectual ability could be objectively measured, it recommended that pupils be allocated to these separate institutions on the basis of written intelligence tests.
Particular emphasis was placed on improvements to technical high schools (the re-named junior technical schools), to make them effective alternatives to grammar schools. The possibility of providing secondary education in ‘multilateral’ (comprehensive) schools was considered at some length, though the idea was rejected other than as an expedient in sparsely populated rural areas. However, “the multilateral idea, though it may not be expressed by means of the multilateral school, should in effect permeate the system of secondary education as we conceive it. Each type of secondary school will have its appropriate place in the national system with its educational task clearly in view”.
 Support for a multilateral system had developed over the decade or so since the publication of the Hadow report on the adolescent and a majority of the teachers’ organisations and unions favoured it, although the Board of Education officials remained largely unenthusiastic. 
As far as the vexed question of how many grammar school places were appropriate, the Committee declared it could not be too prescribing as the situation varied so much across the country but reckoned that a rough guide would be to provide places for about 15% of the elementary school cohort each year. With the proviso that as more boys would go to technical high schools, and as girls were already under-provided for at grammar schools, there would need to be a “somewhat higher grammar school provision” for girls.

The Spens Report was largely shelved after its publication but its ideas simmered away, and became part of reconstruction thinking during the war, anticipating the 1944 Education Act. In fact the Ministry of Education arranged for it to be reissued in 1947 as it was seen as so relevant to the development of the new structure of secondary education. 
Government policy towards the education of younger children was obviously inextricably bound up with its policies on the older ones; the concept of a division of schooling at 11 had enormous implications for earlier education and indeed that was a major part of the rationale for the change. 
Government guidance on history and policy on history

Elementary/primary schools 

During the interwar years the Government continued to issue ‘Suggestions for the Consideration of Teachers’ who were teaching elementary/primary school children; until the Second World War they appeared at intervals of between six and  ten years. There were no dramatic changes of direction but there were subtle changes each time. Throughout all of them it was stressed that “each teacher should think out and frame his own scheme, having regard to the circumstances of the school..”
 Indeed an American commentator, writing in the mid 1930s, said that, “Since 1918, the Board of Education, pursuing what is undoubtedly the most liberal policy of any Board of Education in the world of the present time, has refused to prescribe the subjects of study for the elementary schools”.
 However the considerable use of ‘should’ and ‘has to’ throughout the ‘Suggestions’ slightly detracts from the extreme laissez faire practice she claimed for the Board. In 1918:
the pupil has to acquire , by the time he leaves school..a tolerably connected view of the main outlines of British History..some knowledge of the government of the country, the growth of free institutions, the expansion of the Empire, and the establishment of our position among nations.
 
Indeed the history section of the ‘Suggestions’ concluded that for young children the study of history is:

pre-eminently an instrument of moral training...There is no need for the teacher to turn his lessons into sermons...If he makes history living to the children, they will learn naturally in how many different ways the patriot has helped his country, and by what sort of actions nations and individuals have earned the gratitude of posterity...the influence of their lessons in History will be at work long after the information imparted in them has been forgotten”.
 
Not surprisingly the Board of Education recognised that, “the teaching of History in the Elementary Schools presents great difficulties”. Apart from the problems of making complicated changes and events comprehensible to young children, “large classes, restricted time, and the want of good text-books for children, are obvious difficulties”. In fact, “in history, perhaps more than in most studies, the personality of the teacher and his own reading  are of the first importance”.
 
For both juniors and seniors it was recommended that teachers teach, “the picturesque element which quickens imagination and gives life and reality to persons and events” by the use of stories and biographies.
. Recent history was to be taught, but it was seen as problematic: treating it “reign by reign” would never be “really interesting and attractive”, but looking at constitutional and economic changes would be either too difficult for the children or potentially controversial. It was suggested they could deal with topics like, ‘The Industrial Revolution’ or ‘The growth of Empire’ or ‘Social Reform’ or else look at the changes through, “the lives and careers of men and women who played a principal part in them”, or through study of local and social history and visits to historic sites.
 It was recommended that maps should always be part of history lessons. The use of drama was also encouraged, if carefully employed, and the pupils encouraged to do research, so that they “may learn much of the life and colour, speech and habits of the periods from which the scenes are taken”.
 Several former pupils in our survey remembered the use of drama, although it was not a regular feature of lessons:

Every summer term there was an open day when the Juniors performed a play and/or tableaux with singing and/or dancing. It always seemed to be a hot sunny day. The Burghers of Calais, QE speech at Tilbury, and a medieval market with folk dancers, I recall. Garments were borrowed or old curtains draped, sometimes crepe paper cloaks – all very cheaply made. We had a large playground on the slope of a hill and so all the parents had a good view as we performed in the ‘bowl’ at the foot of the slope (pupil born 1927).

The continuing debate over ‘periodic’ and ‘concentric’ teaching was now seen as exaggerated; both methods had their disadvantages unless well-handled, so a mixture of both was seen as probably best as long as it did not lead to the “too common” practice when classes were grouped together, of “children spending two or even more years on a single period, with the result that their knowledge stops, for example, at Tudor times”.
 As for dates – “they should not be regarded as separate facts but as a means of tracing the course of events”, and “there is much to be said in favour of committing to memory the dates of the accessions of the English monarchs as a useful framework of chronology in addition to the dates of certain other outstanding events”. Turning to “kings and their reigns”, the Suggestions mentioned criticism of the emphasis on them in lessons and textbooks but felt that studying them was justified, partly because of the stories and personalities which appealed to children but also because the character of the king “has often been a determining factor in the story of our country”.
 Pupils taught in the mid 1920s remember this as the defining theme of history lessons: one born in 1919 said “I will gloss over my Junior School in the 20s because it was the old traditional Kings, Queens and battles theme.”
; and for another (born 1920) “...The teaching was straight forward – kings, dates & the main events”.
 

There was no change in the advice about history teaching in the ‘Suggestions’ reprinted during the early 1920s but a decade later, the 1927 ‘Suggestions’ reiterated the advice about ‘kings’, and were sterner about dates which they described as an “old practice” for which “there is much to be said in favour”.
 Indeed:

For a time some teachers tried to do without them [dates] with the result that many children lost all sense of historical sequence. All good teachers now recognise that some dates are necessary and can easily be memorised by children. 

Ignorance of dates had been a continuing concern; in 1918 an HMI complained that:

The reaction against the ‘dates of the kings and queens’ has gone too far, and in many cases left the post-elementary school scholar without any dates at all, sometimes with very little appreciation of historical time.
 
The construction of ‘time charts’ by the children was suggested as helping to provide a clear idea of dates and the duration of periods. And by 1927 there was clear guidance on pedagogic method – “experience shows that, for the senior classes at any rate, the ‘periodic’ plan works out more successfully in practice”.
 The aim now for the school-leaving pupil was that, “he should have gained a connected and definite knowledge of the story of Britain and of the British Commonwealth of Nations, and have begun to realise the bearing of this story on everyday life”, with an understanding of the process of gradual change in Britain and if possible of, “the growth of free institutions at home and overseas, and some idea of the place of the British story in the story of the world”.
 The Board commented that: “this is the ideal..it is recognised to attain it fully may be beyond the reach of many schools”.
 Indeed a pupil born in 1924 said of his early schooling, “I remember little about history lessons. Most as I recollect involved looking at maps with red coloured countries and tales of the Empire.”

The importance of World history and the League of Nations was stressed in the 1927 ‘Suggestions’. The aspects of World history to be studied are those “from which modern civilisation can trace a direct descent, i.e. Palestine, Greece and Rome”.
 A few pupils do remember some study of the Greeks and Romans although Vikings and Normans figure more prominently:

We learnt about the Anglo Saxons, the Celts, the Gauls, the Norsemen etc & then the Romans. We would draw their helmets, their weapons and their boats. We were also told of their heroes both real and mythical. Beowulf etc. (pupil born 1924)

We were introduced to the history of Greece and Rome, Roman invasion of Britain and their influence. Bath and Hadrian’s wall features mainly, but in those days it would be rare for a Liverpool child to have visited either or even dream one day of doing so. I recall one teacher telling us how our language had developed from many continental influxes and influences and we had games guessing the root of words and where they might come from – very simple, obviously..(pupil born 1927)

For more recent history it was admitted that there was rarely time for “systematic teaching of foreign or world history” but reference should  be made wherever possible to the wider world when dealing with events like the Crusades, the Reformation or the scientific discoveries of the 17th century. Study of the League of Nations might be approached in a similar way, showing how it had become “necessary that the peoples of the World should combine with their natural sense of local patriotism a conception of their common interests and duties”.
 In fact the Suggestions included a twenty page appendix describing the development and work of the League. A Board of Education inspectors’ survey in 1926 of 41 London elementary schools for older children (chosen to be an average sample of schools teaching to 14) showed that most schools taught syllabuses, “concerned too exclusively with the story of Britain and the British Empire”. Recommendations by the London County Council that pupils should receive ‘some notion of world history’ “appear to have had little effect”, although in about a quarter of the syllabuses there was some reference to the League of Nations.
 A few years later the Board of Education carried out its own inquiry into the teaching of the League. With “a few exceptions, every Local Authority in England and Wales encourages League Instruction in its schools”.
 In practice the form this encouragement took varied widely – from a circular approving such teaching to granting leave to teachers to take courses on the League of Nations in Geneva. And the way the League was dealt with in schools also varied; essay competitions, exhibitions, intensive two week courses dealing with the League, the use of drama, as well as direct teaching of its aims and development in some schools, usually in history lessons in the last year of school. The pamphlet admits the unease that even teachers who supported the League sometimes felt about what might be seen as biased teaching or propaganda, but claimed that the League’s influence was so pervasive that it was taught ‘indirectly’ anyway through references particularly in History lessons but also in Geography, Scripture, English and Science.

The Report on the teaching of History in London said that the syllabuses for older children were “almost, without exception, overloaded with material”.
 The report gave an example of one which included over fifty different topics for study over the year at a school where only one hour a week was allowed for history. They ranged from “The Early English Town” to “The Trade Wars of the Eighteenth Century”, although they were at least in chronological order; the syllabus for younger children while it “rightly consists almost invariably of a series of stories about particular persons and incidents” often lacked interest or “historical significance”, and was not always presented chronologically. So in one school ‘Florence Nightingale’ was followed by ‘Captain Scott’, by ‘Stephenson and the Railway’, and ‘Joan of Arc’. The schools were criticised for their low use of historical aids – only two had adequate history libraries, thirteen had no history books and none possessed a historical atlas. Few made much use of historical pictures – 15 used none, and only 12 appeared to have used lantern slides. 
As for the lessons themselves, in the lower classes the inspectors criticised the London teachers’ lack of narration skills and the rare opportunities given for children to ask questions or participate in any way themselves. They praised the use of drama – in particular, for revealing how much had been absorbed by the children, but said that, “as a method of teaching, most teachers have abandoned dramatisation as leading to waste of time”.
 Turning to the older classes, the inspectors estimated that the majority of children in London elementary schools spent at least 75% of their time “as passive listeners, and in some schools it is difficult to ascertain what else they do”. They attributed this mainly to sheer pressure of the syllabus and urged that, rather than trying to cram in too much material, teachers concentrate on fostering clear thinking and a continuing interest in history which would be inspired by good teaching about “great men and women of the past, and, when their outline can be seen through the mists of time, the lesser men and w omen too”.

As we saw in the previous section, although elementary schools in some areas continued to educate children up to the age of 14, the idea of a break in schooling at eleven or twelve was increasingly accepted as the appropriate pattern for children long before the 1944 Education Act. The ‘Suggestions’ continued to include pedagogical instruction for children to 14, but increasingly primary education (to age 11) was considered as separate from that post 11; indeed most of the respondents in our survey talk of primary and secondary schooling. The official emphasis began to be on encouraging a spirit of inquiry and enthusiasm for primary school subjects rather than a strict instillation of information. The first quarter of the twentieth century saw a rapidly growing interest in ideas about child development not just among educationalists and psychologists but also among the educated general public. A number of writers and educationalists were influential: Froebel was an early nineteenth century educationalist whose ideas about the importance of play and creativity in children’s learning had considerable impact in the later nineteenth century although they were somewhat oversimplified in their application to English elementary schools. Montessori stressed the importance of allowing children to develop academically in a carefully structured environment, in their own way and at their own pace. Dewey advocated making content relevant to a student’s experience, with the teacher guiding and facilitating the process of learning, not just presenting information to passive recipients. More locally, the McMillan sisters, Margaret and Rachel, advocated the importance of child-centred teaching, nursery education and good primary teacher training; and the former Chief Inspector of Elementary Schools, Edmund Holmes, wrote a searing indictment of the entire system he had previously endorsed as an inspector, and pleaded for progressive educational measures. Later Susan Isaacs and Jean Piaget’s theories of child development were also extremely influential. 
Although the conceptual frameworks of all these writers were often extremely different, if not opposed, they all had as a basis the idea of the importance of the child’s experience in their developing intellectual and psychological framework. It was in direct conflict with the idea of a regulated group of young children sitting in rows passively absorbing large amounts of factual information. Developing a more child-centred educational system for children up to the age of 11 was an inevitable extension of all this, although at the same time there were pressures leading the other way: the growing importance of selection tests at 11 as the numbers of secondary school places slowly increased and as selective central and technical schools were developed, and the increasing influence of psychologists such as Cyril Burt (school psychologist at the London County Council and professor of educational psychology at the London Day Training College until 1931), who stressed the overwhelming influence of genetic factors on a child’s intelligence and advocated streaming and selection from an early age.
The 1931 Hadow Report on ‘The Primary School’ confirmed that there should be a definite break between primary and secondary schooling at 11 and also strongly advocated a separation between children up to seven and those aged seven to eleven. Echoing the ideas of educational psychologists like Burt, the Report concluded that older children differed far more widely in intellectual capacity than younger children: “innate differences between individual children increase in direct proportion to their age”, so by the age of ten pupils in a single age group should be divided by ability, although not to the same extent as when they are in secondary education. At that stage the Report was adamant that, “the innate differences between individual children becomes so wide that various types of secondary education are needed”.

However almost all of the older primary age group shared the characteristics of “curiosity, 'matter-of-factness', and, particularly from about the age of nine onwards, the love of constructive work and the desire to handle or to shape something which is new”.
 The Committee called for more research into the physical and mental development of primary age children but was already clear that; “We are of opinion that the curriculum of the primary school is to be thought of in terms of activity and experience, rather than of knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored.”
 And although they believed it was essential that there was “an adequate amount of 'drill' in reading, writing and arithmetic” they suggested a reconsideration of the teaching of separate ‘subjects’ in primary school and suggested teaching by means of “a series of central topics which have relations with many subjects”.
 Classes should not have more than 40 pupils in them; following the opinion of teachers’ and educational organisations the Report said,” If the claims of the individual child to suitable treatment and attention are to be met, it is essential that the classes should be reasonably small. A class of say 50 children must mean stereotyped instruction and mass discipline, and inability on the part of the teacher to deal appropriately with the individual child.”

The Report declared that the curriculum, “is to be thought of in terms of activity and experience rather than of knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored”.
 As far as history was concerned, it was proposed that the child should finish its primary education “beginning to have a lively sense of the bearing of history upon his everyday life and environment”, rather than attempting “to acquire at the primary stage a knowledge of historical facts which properly belongs to the later stage”.
 Indeed the report said that:
in the primary school much of what is commonly taught as history may better be read as literature. We have in view partly stories, such as the legends of King Arthur and Robin Hood, which are priceless national treasures but not serious history, and partly other stories of genuine historical texture that make a strong appeal to children ... A child may gain useful historical materials from such stories, but he should read them, as he may later read a historical novel, mainly for the interest of their contents.

Furthermore:

their experience, at first but rudimentary, of the flux of events in time, should be deepened and widened in the direction of what is called the historical sense, so ... they may understand a little of how the present has grown out of the past and contains within itself the germs of the future. Although formal history is appropriate only to a later stage, they should have gathered, about people and things in successive historic periods, a harvest of romantic information which will create an intelligent interest in history of a serious character.

With this rather vague aim of instilling an interest in history inspired by a romantic telling of stories the Committee not illogically rejected the suggestion by some of their witnesses that only topics which had a direct bearing on the present should be selected; they did not rule out contemporary themes in the primary school but wanted care taken “lest the romance of history disappear altogether”.

As far as practical classroom guidance was concerned, the Report advocated use of carefully selected pictures and visits to museums and monuments. Later on time charts and drawing and handwork should be introduced where it seemed appropriate. Again the Report reiterated  the importance at the primary stage of giving children a sense of history rather than a knowledge of historical facts.
 
The Hadow Report on the Primary School reflected much of the educational academic thought of the time although how far its ideas percolated down is hard to say. Teachers of course were left free within reason to teach what and how they chose. The Board of Education’s next ‘Suggestions’ for elementary school teachers, issued in 1937, built on their predecessors’ ideas but perhaps not surprisingly had a more tentative feel; this was a world of intense change and uncertainty. Their cautious approach to what can realistically be achieved definitely reflected the Hadow view of history teaching:

When conditions are favourable, the child may perhaps be expected, by the time he leaves the Elementary School, to have some idea of the stage in world history at which British history begins; of the peoples that were merged in the English nation; of the main social and economic changes through which the country has passed in the last thousand years; of the development of the national system of government; of the growth of the Empire; and of the present position of the British Commonwealth of Nations in the world…..

This is the ideal, but it is recognised that to attain it fully may be beyond the reach of many schools….in schools where conditions are difficult, a less-extended but well-considered treatment of the subject may be all that is possible. In such cases it must be remembered that the maintenance of interest in the subject is the primary all important consideration. To keep this alive it may well be desirable to shape the whole course substantially on the lines suggested for the Junior School [ie stories and biographies], so that the pupil shall leave school with at least some knowledge of those outstanding characters in our national story whose names are commonplaces of our daily life and thought. Alternatively, it may be prudent to omit many topics, in themselves of great importance, in which the children can feel little interest….

However a few pages later, in a slightly contradictory passage the Suggestions said: 
...if History is to be to the child anything more than a succession of interesting stories, the teacher will have to present them in such a way as to help him to realise that the world is always changing – and not in a fortuitous way. He can show how a particular event may influence many subsequent events, and he can let the pupil feel that some events are vastly more important than others.

It has always to be borne in mind that history is a continuous narrative of events and that the teaching should avoid the danger of leaving in the child’s mind a series of isolated episodes.

The 1937 Suggestions discussed the study of world history and the League of Nations in the same way as in 1927. They urged the study of modern history to the present day but saw it as “of peculiar difficulty”, because of the complex economic and political concepts involved, and said it should be taken towards the end of the school course when children’s minds were most mature. In direct contradiction of the advice in 1918 they see “dangers” in treating recent history, “by reference to isolated movements” (or topics) such as ‘Social Reform’. Unless children have sufficient factual background, “this method leads to the accumulation of knowledge in water-tight compartments, with a consequent loss of time sense and of understanding of gradual development”.
 Nor do they recommend using biographies to teach contemporary history, “because of the obvious difficulty of dealing with the careers of men still alive”.
 Better to use local history or comparisons between the present and the past – or use it as a basis for teaching ‘citizenship’. It is suggested that “many teachers...believe that the history lessons provide the best medium in which to develop the beginnings of training in intelligent citizenship”. Others preferred to teach it as a separate subject, but as the Suggestions point out, citizenship teaching still relied, “in the main on a historical treatment”.

A 1937 inspection report on a group of reorganised elementary schools in West Holborn, a then working class area of central London containing senior boys, senior girls, junior boys’, junior girls’ and junior mixed (plus infants) schools, looked particularly at how history was taught:

The teaching of history in this group of schools presents some interesting features. None of the teachers has special qualifications in the subject, and except in the senior boys’ school, where one master takes history in two classes, there is no specialisation. The conditions are, therefore, those that obtain in most junior schools and in very many senior schools. All the teachers are earnest and hardworking, and it might be expected that very similar results would be achieved in all the departments. But it is not so, and the differences must be attributed to the different syllabuses followed in the junior schools.

They described the various syllabuses; the junior boys were taught by “a series of history stories, mostly biographical”, drawn from European and English history “down to the present time”, together “with an admixture of social history illustrated from the history of Holborn. The junior girls just had “a series of stories beginning with ancient history and going down to Drake and Shakespeare”. Whereas in the junior mixed school, “the work is based on a series of text-books that aims at rousing the children’s interest in the past through its influence on the present, and follows a course of inventions etc, by an outline of English History in which the influence of the past on the present is constantly emphasised”.

The report remarked with amazement:

The effect of the different syllabuses must be seen to be believed. The children in the separate sex junior schools are interested in the stories told to or read by them; but they are not interested in history because they are not taught it. The boys do, indeed get a glimpse of the influence of the past on the present through their slight study of local history, but the girls do not have this, and even their stories stop with the death of Elizabeth. The children in the junior mixed school, on the contrary, have a real interest in history for its own sake, and listened with intelligence to a broadcast talk on a medieval manor that would have been outside the interest of the others.

In the senior school the “superiority” of the junior mixed course as a foundation for the senior school courses is marked.”
If even three linked schools had such different approaches to teaching history, it is clear how hard it is to generalise about how history was taught. Quotes from some of our survey pupils born in the late 1920s, show up some of these different experiences:
As far as I can remember there were no history lessons or projects. I left primary school knowing nothing at all about history. All our lessons concerned the 3 Rs (pupil born 1927).

There was not much History taught at Primary School. The Head Master would try, but with large mixed classes in small surroundings, they tended to concentrate on the 3 Rs (pupil born 1928).

There was no teaching of history at either the infants or junior school. The syllabus was limited to the 3 Rs...My only recollection is an incident in my last year at infant school when I drew a Viking longboat in chalk on my slate (pupil born 1929).

On the other hand, others had a more varied experience:

Infant school – costumed figures from various periods

Junior – stories, vaguely biographical, about historical characters. Lantern slides of prehistoric sites and fossils. Artifacts collected for ‘show’ table (pupil born 1929).

My main memory of the first half of primary school was of copying pictures of Anglo-Saxon houses and other objects. We also learnt something about the way Anglo-Saxons and Normans lived from the teacher. Either then or later we learnt about the Medieval 3-fields system. At the age of about 9 we did quite a lot about pre-history and probably the Romans onward, although my memory is a bit vague (pupil born 1929).

We did the Stone Age and the Romans. Manchester had an anniversary and I remember my elder sister being dressed in Tudor costume for a pageant at a nearby large park. I believe we were taught about the Tudor period and also about the civil war. Guy Fawkes, of course, and also Robert the Bruce and the spider. Stonehenge in the ancient history. Henry VIII and his wives. You get the picture – anything to appeal to children (pupil born 1929).

Secondary education 

Throughout this period, ‘secondary’ education consisted mainly of what we would now call grammar schools although as we saw above, there were increasingly central, junior technical and ‘senior’ schools for pupils between 11 and 14 or 15. As far as the secondary grammar type schools were concerned, the kind of curriculum and teaching envisaged by the Board of Education was that enshrined in the 1908 Circular 599. As will be seen later, the syllabus was largely dominated by the requirements of the examination boards.

Towards the end of the First World War there was increasing interest in how history would be taught in schools in the future. A number of representations were made to the Board of Education for history to concentrate on particular areas: Sir Charles Lucas, a retired civil servant and historical geographer argued for more teaching about the British Empire;, others argued for more emphasis on naval history or on American history.
 There was also discussion at the meetings of the Historical Association. Indeed towards the end of 1917 JW Headlam, the former HMI now working at the Department of Information, later at the Foreign Office and a founder of Chatham House, but maintaining his interest in matters educational, wrote to Professor AF Pollard to request that the Historical Association table a discussion on ‘The effect of the War on the teaching of History’ at the forthcoming AGM in January 1918. The ensuing discussion as reported at the Board of Education and in History (the Historical Association’s journal) seemed fairly inconclusive but there was a general feeling that more ‘contemporary’ (ie post 1915) history should be taught.
 
During the following year there was discussion within the Historical Association and other organisations about the direction of history teaching, and in April 1919 the Board held a conference on the ‘Teaching of History (and Geography) in Secondary schools’. It was originally scheduled to be on ‘The modifications required in the teaching of History and Geography in Secondary Schools as a result of the War’ but the majority of those who attended were historians rather than geographers and the emphasis was almost exclusively on history. As a historian, the President of the Board of Education, HAL Fisher, was very interested in its teaching but in fact the meeting followed three official ‘memorials’  to the Prime Minister rather than to him, asking for an official Committee of Enquiry (as had been established for Science and Modern Languages) into the position of history teaching. These were from the Workers’ Educational Association, the Historical Association, and a group of history teachers (from the university, training colleges and secondary and elementary schools) of Cambridge. All focused upon different aspects of history teaching but all had as a basis the idea that in the new post-war world the general population were going to have to be much more aware of history.
 The sixteen invited participants included a mixture of academics, public school and state school teachers . The former included Professors Pollard and Tout who were both involved with the Historical Association, as was CHK Marten of Eton College who also attended (together with Graham Greene’s father, the headmaster of Berkhamsted School). At the request of the Board the meeting was chaired by Professor CH Firth, the then president of the HA. 
Firth summed up the feeling of the two day conference as being that more should be done in elementary schools to prepare pupils for history in secondary schools, and that this might be helped by more co-operation between teachers in the two types of schools; that there should be a four year History course (rather than the usual three in most secondary schools) which included more European and colonial history and concluded with contemporary history, “and that the inclusion of these subjects would be promoted by the assistance of a definite syllabus”.
 They also agreed the best time to do a special period was in the last stage of school (cf the modern sixth form) when it might be combined with geography and literature. They also “endeavoured to determine” what universities expected of intending History Honours students and looked at a range of issues such as examinations and books and equipment. All felt that there should be an enquiry which could be organised through a Committee appointed either by the Prime Minister or the  Board of Education but which should:

enquire into the place of History in the educational system of the country, (including the provision made both in the Universities and in the Training Colleges for training teachers of History), regard being made to the requirements of liberal education, the encouragement of historical knowledge, and preparation for citizenship.

A few weeks after the Conference Charles Firth wrote to ‘Fisher’ with more of his reflections on the two days. “Above all”, he said, “they want the amount of time given to history in schools increased (say from two periods a week to three)”. He declared himself “in complete agreement” with this; to improve the History in secondary schools, and in particular to include “an adequate amount of Imperial, European and Economic History” which was not possible without more time devoted to History. Firth suggested some small committees to look into questions like the correlation of history teaching in elementary and secondary schools, on teacher training, and the history syllabus and then a main committee which would co-ordinate the conclusions reached by these.

In January 1920, Fisher set up three small committees - A, B and C - as Firth had suggested. The first looked at the relations between history at elementary and secondary schools. It comprised four teachers from elementary, central and secondary schools and two HMIs, and produced a very short (one and a half pages), realistic report. It suggested that for children under 11, “there should be no attempt to teach formal English History, in the sense of a complete account of political, military or economic events with their causal connections”, but there should be a continuous course for 7-8 year olds onwards:

in which centuries rather than reigns should be used as divisions of time and a few really significant dates learnt. The teaching should be given largely in the form of stories which will lead the children to understand something of the great characters of the past and to realise the changing life of the people in different ages. For example, they should be able to picture for themselves life in a Saxon village, a feudal hall, a medieval town or a monastery.

The committee members envisaged the course starting with heroic stories of Greece and Rome and the Sagas and then moving onto British history, with the inclusion of some world and local history. They said that secondary school history teachers would be content if children arrived in secondary schools with “an interest in the subject, with some respect for the past and a desire to know more about it”, but it would be helpful if they had some grasp of major events and figures. More than that was not realistic, and even then they recognised that teachers must be given “adequate time for the preparation of every lesson” and “access to an adequate supply of suitable books and illustrative material”.

The second committee considered whether the Board should seek to improve history teaching in elementary (and central) and secondary schools by means of issuing circulars or syllabuses or both. The committee, which comprised three teachers from secondary, central and public schools  and one from Homerton teacher training college plus the two HMIs, recommended having one circular on history teaching for schools of all types. They decided that it would be “a mistake” to issue complete syllabuses for all schools. “Such syllabuses would become stereotyped, would exclude exploration and initiative, and would be provided for by specially written text-books of a uniform and narrow type”.
 They did think ‘specimen’ syllabuses might be of use (“suggestive rather than exhaustive”), and they also thought that schools without specially qualified teachers or equipment might profit “by fairly detailed guidance”. They thought the existing Circulars on history teaching in secondary schools were good although they thought the recommendation in Circular 599 that the last year’s history teaching consist of revision was wasteful of time and should be unnecessary, and they had a few other minor criticisms and felt there should be more emphasis on encouraging “an active state of mind in the pupils. History teaching is particularly liable to degenerate into lecturing”.
 
They attached some suggestions for syllabuses to their report, for pupils from 7 upwards, complete with lists of books for the teacher and the children. It was suggested the youngest children might study either Greek myths or ‘Primitive Man’ and a strong recommendation was made that in all the early stages of history it should be linked with ‘Handwork’. The committee made various suggestions for syllabuses of children in different stages of elementary schools; their final one, for “the advanced classes” of central or elementary schools where teachers are interested in History, suggests grouping “the bulk of work in English, Reading, Writing, Literature, Geography, etc, round a historical period”; the course be taken over three years and would take 10-12 hours a week bringing in as well as the subjects mentioned above, also art and music.
 Whether this innovative idea was ever put into practice in any schools is unfortunately not known..
The third committee had been asked to look at how teacher training colleges and university training departments trained history teachers for all levels of schools and, “to report on their adequacy and suitability”. Its report was more detailed than the others but it was mainly an overview of the way teachers were trained. It concentrated on the training colleges because they trained the majority of elementary teachers. The committee was fairly damning: “we find that the academic study of History in the Training Colleges, in comparison with that provided in the Universities, is seriously handicapped in four main respects, viz, in the low entrance qualifications of the students, in the unequal qualifications of the teaching staffs, in the poor equipment of the libraries and in the shortness of the course”.
 It considered not enough time could be devoted to history teacher training and strongly recommended that the two-year course be lengthened as it accepted that other areas of study could not be truncated. Meanwhile it urged that Training Colleges encourage their students to take the third year of training which was available under the regulations (eg the Academic Diploma in History at the University of London). 
Reports A, B and C were not intended for public or even wide circulation; they were intended to feed into a general enquiry into History teaching like ones which had been established for Modern Languages, Natural Science and Classics and English. However this never happened (“it was ..subsequently decided that.. [this] was not then desirable”
) – probably the deterioration of the political and economic situation meant that a large expensive enquiry was no longer  seen as a priority; there were certainly no more single subject committees of enquiry in the interwar years. Instead, early in 1921, HAL Fisher, still the president of the Board of Education, decided to ask the teaching Inspectorate to report on history teaching in grant-aided (state funded) secondary schools. A small committee of HMIs, together with JW Headlam Morley, the former HMI who was now Historical Advisor to the Foreign Office (and who had acquired an extra surname), was appointed and eventually it was decided that their report should be published as a Board of Education pamphlet rather than as a completely official Board document. 
Their Report was very positive about the improvement in history teaching; “when regular  inspection  of Secondary Schools began some twenty or thirty years ago the History teaching was in the majority of cases at very low level”, but since then there had been “more progress in the effective teaching of History in schools than in all the rest of the hundred years since Dr Arnold began” (to teach history at Rugby School in the early 1830s).
 In the early 1900s schools were dominated by a multiplicity of examinations leading to some periods being studied year after year and others being completely ignored; maps and atlases were rarely used;  many schools had no libraries, and teachers were untrained in history. The Report attributed the improvement in history teaching firstly to the state’s intervention into secondary education with its introduction of financial aid – previously schools were in general “under-staffed and the masters underpaid”. Then to the expansion of history faculties in both new and old universities which had produced, “a growing stream of keen students and teachers” And most recently to the advent of the Historical Association which had “worked steadily to increase the opportunities for historical research, [and] to assist and stimulate the teachers”. 

The report praised the increasingly interesting teaching now done in elementary and preparatory schools but was concerned that children were not leaving these schools with:

the definite first consecutive outline of the outstanding figures and events, at least of our own national story…Evidence is overwhelming that our children do not acquire by the age of 12 or 13 this simple foundation, which it is quite feasible to give by that time, and which is so desirable for the building of a satisfactory structure of History later on.

They continued that:

One reason for this defect is the increasing tendency of late to depreciate the value of the accurate fact and still more of the date in the teaching of History…It is a reaction from the dry and excessive drill in dates and names, especially of kings and battles, which distinguished the History methods of our grandparents.

The Report advocated giving children between 9 to 12 or 13 a time chart with the main landmarks in history , “including, say, a dozen great figures and a score or thirty important dates”.

In almost all secondary schools they noted with satisfaction, there was now “an unbroken course in English History”, with “something less than an average of two hours in class” per week, and “one or two periods of home-work”, with the work following along the lines of Circular 599 in most schools which advocated “a complete survey of English History, with European History as ancillary to it”.
 In the newly introduced Advanced Course (which led to the Higher School Certificate examination) there was a comparable European History element and also an emphasis on 19th century history which the Report was positive about, although it regretted the “comparative neglect” of earlier, especially medieval history. 
The Report was keen to widen the areas of study if it was possible: “How much of the main historical course...should be given to more strictly English History, it is impossible to define accurately for all cases alike. The preparation of the pupils, their time in school and their antecedents an opportunities differ so widely”.
 A plan it saw as “practicable and advantageous” was to teach some lessons on the Ancient World in the middle years, “then the ordinary course of English History, with its concurrent stream of European, would follow, down to modern times”. Then between 15 and 18 everyone would receive “a series of special lessons, or lectures, on World History...not for examination, but made as interesting as possible by good preparation, abundant illustrations and so forth”. 
 World History was much discussed as a strand of history teaching in the interwar years and although HAL Fisher was no longer President of the Board of Education, he wrote the introduction to this Report, specifically welcoming the proposal to introduce a course of lessons on the subject. It was felt in some quarters  that with more global awareness disasters like the World War might be averted. 

The report also commended the increasing teaching of social history – “It allows for a fairer treatment of the part played by women in the historical process than is possible with the ordinary political outline”, although it warned against losing the “great landmarks in History” by over-using this approach. It praised the use of local history in history lessons, especially in London and called for more links with geography and literature, and the use of the Bible as a source of historical information. It regretted the lack of attention given to naval history, “especially in its connection with the building up of the Empire”.

As far as actual teaching methods went, the report praised better notes , essays, use of maps and blackboard by the teacher and noted the advent of ‘Source Books’(in which original documents were reproduced, inspired particularly by the advocacy of MW Keatinge); modelling, and drawing and use of ‘the dramatic method’ were all seen as positive developments , “though their value may be set too high”.
 Criticism of teaching was relatively muted except in some cases where teachers did not do sufficient preparation or simply had pupils reading aloud from the textbook throughout the lesson.

The Report presented what would now be seen  as a ‘traditional’ conservative approach to teaching history. Its ideal was a teacher talking, making notes on a blackboard, and judiciously using a textbook, ensuring that the pupils had a full knowledge of dates and facts in chronological order. Other methods were seen as interesting and were not condemned, but they were seen as frills rather than essential tools to make the classes more interesting. The writers were aware that, even then , there was a considerable body of opinion urging alternative methods. Towards the end of the report they mention:

there is unfortunately a certain prejudice in the minds of some people against this [the promotion of the fact-based chronological approach]; it is thought ‘mechanical’; they fear that it may kill the interest, they look for the joy of the child in living again the life of our ancestors, they wish to stimulate as far as possible the scholar’s own researches and deprecate the provision by the teacher of any formal or mechanical aids at all.

The Hadow Report on ‘The Education of the Adolescent’, published in 1927, had suggestions for the teaching of history to those who were not going on to grammar schools and School Certificate examinations but were moving on to senior classes in elementary schools or transferring to central, senior or modern schools. It declared that history “in the larger sense of the term, is the most difficult for young people to comprehend: yet it contains materials which should make it most interesting”.
 Considering why history should be taught, the Committee described the importance of history in helping children to have a sense of their civic duties and responsibilities and also said that:

the best teachers would probably claim that they have a four-fold objective in teaching the subject – first and foremost to give the pupil an abiding interest in history; then to enable him to (i) to get some appreciation of past ages, (ii) to understand something of the interaction of events and of the development from one set of conditions to another as time progresses, and (iii) to see the present as a development of the past.

Looking at how history was already taught in schools the Committee said the existing practice showed “a commendable diversity”, but that in almost every school “an outline of the history of the English people forms the main feature”.
 Previously this had been taught from a mainly political standpoint, now elements of social, constitutional, economic, imperial and world history were introduced. And those lessons with “a considerable element of social history make the strongest appeal to the pupils we are considering…The reasons are not far to seek. The matter deals with subjects well within the child’s comprehension”.
 As far as the scope of time to be covered the Report advocated bringing history up to the present – a considerable task in three years if all of British history (and wider) was to be covered. Again it cited the diversity of approach; some schools still saw 1485 and 1689 as the dividing dates in the course; others touched only lightly on the period to 1485 and did 1485-1689 in the first year of the post-primary course and then 1689-1789 and 1789 to the present in the remaining two years. Others might do up to 1485, then 1485-1715 and 1715-1926, emphasising “the Scottish and Irish contribution” in the middle period and in the third “the element of colonial adventure as well as that of industrial expansion”.
 However the Hadow Report  was adamant that:

whatever division is made, the main thing is to secure that no large factor should be entirely omitted. This does not imply a general uniform syllabus, but it does imply that the whole period, at least from the time of the Romans to the present, should be covered in some form.

Some schools had introduced world history into their scheme of work for these older pupils; indeed in a few schools the whole three years’ history course was ‘world history’ rather than English history although this was unusual. In some Central Schools a preliminary sketch of world history up to the Romans in Britain was given in the first year which would be followed by a three year course of British history taught “concurrently with such features of world history as have markedly influenced our own”. 
In others the first three years would be British history with elements of world history and then the last year would concentrate on topics from world history. 
In Modern (or senior) schools (the non-selective schools later to be known as secondary modern schools) the Committee felt “there is much to be said for making the last year a time for the introduction of economic history”. It felt that this would be particularly relevant to both the pupil’s “future occupation” and “immediate interests”, although it was “of course necessary that this work should be simple, and that the economic factor in history should not assume a disproportionate importance in the minds of the learners”.
 The Committee also discussed the difficulties of teaching modern history but felt it was not “impossible”. In a more prescriptive mode, following the current guidance of the Board of Education, they also said: “In any case such material as is selected should be linked up with current events, and the growing sense of the interdependence of communities, as shown for example, in the work of the League of Nations, should receive due prominence”.

The Committee finally urged that every Modern School should have a specialist history teacher, responsible for organising and framing the syllabus, and that all schools must have suitable ‘apparatus’ – adequate textbooks and a well-stocked library with reference books, historical novels, historical maps and atlases and illustrations. It advocated many forms of activity for history lessons – simple survey work in connection with local history, educational visits, school journeys, discussion, training in individual inquiry by means of books, newspapers and historical maps. But it reiterated that the aim of this work must be to give pupils:

a definite framework of knowledge in chronological sequence. Of this framework much will be forgotten in later life, a few vital dates and facts should, therefore, be driven home at every opportunity – preferably by the use of a time chart.

By the mid 1930s there was considerable interest in technical schools although their role in the post-war  tripartite educational system was to be much smaller than originally intended. Shortly before the Second World War, two reports on Junior Technical Schools expressed enthusiasm for channelling history teaching into the specific aims of the schools, “to train young persons for entering industrial and commercial occupations” 
, and it was hoped that history in such schools would “have regard to the origins, causes and results of important economic and commercial movements”, although it would be “a great mistake for other aspects of history to be ignored”.
 How much time was devoted to the study of English, History and Geography varied between the different kinds of trade or technical school but was generally between 5 and 7 hours per week, and it was specifically stated that at least two lessons a week should be devoted to History.
 Timecharts, atlases, visits, documents, wall maps, libraries, pictures and textbooks should all be used.
The Spens Committee, reporting in 1938, did not give history in the curriculum any detailed consideration although it believed that a secondary school, “should adopt a unifying principle in its curriculum, and we recommend that it be found in the teaching of English and that assembly of subjects which are often loosely spoken of as the English subjects”
 – of which History was one. The Committee described History as increasingly taught with particular reference to the history of the past century, especially in the later years of school, and thought this was particularly valuable as:

…the objections to the direct discussion of current political questions are considerable [so] recent political and economic history is the best introduction to the study of politics. Not only does it supply the necessary information, but it can be taught so as to induce a balanced attitude which recognises differing points of view and sees the good on both sides… it is in this way, by precept or still more by the breadth of their own sympathies, that teachers can best educate pupils to become citizens of a modern democratic country.

School inspections show some of the differences in syllabuses even at secondary (grammar ) schools although all had a mixture of chronological English and European history. At Wandsworth Technical Institute Secondary School (a boys’ secondary school in South West London) in 1923, ‘Stories of History’ were taught to ‘Form II’ but the HMIs were most unhappy with this as it was “where the Junior Scholars are placed on entering the school, and they have already passed the ‘Story’ stage. There is no reason why the formal course should not begin in Form II, and continue steadily till the First Examination”.
 At Parliament Hill County School (a girls’ secondary school in St Pancras, London ) in 1926 the Upper III Remove (where the new Junior County Scholars were placed) were reading stories of Roman history; the main Upper III did English history to 1307, the Lower IV took general European history to 1300 and then there was a three year course of English history from 1485 to 1914, with School Certificate covering 1688-1914 in Lower and Upper V. Handwork and teaching style were praised for their interest and stimulation but the lack of revision was criticised at both the Wandsworth School and this one (“very much had been forgotten that ought to have been remembered”
), and examination results at both were unsatisfactory. In 1938 the inspectors judged the history syllabus of the Roan School for Boys (boys’ secondary) in Greenwich, South London as “interesting, enlightened , and more realistic than is often the case.” There was a short course on Citizenship for ‘Remove’ (c14 year old)boys and another on nineteenth century history and Economic History in the Fifth which the inspectors said were “all in the nature of ‘preparation for life’, and secure, in particular , the ready co-operation of the boys”. The syllabus through the school was described in detail:
Stories from British and World history in the Preparatory Forms lead on to some study of early civilisation. Two years are then given to British history up to the present day, treated topically and with most emphasis on Social history. The pre-Certificate year combines the short course in Citizenship…which is based on the Social history of the preceding years, with an introduction to European history (‘Men and Movements’) from the Renaissance to the end of the nineteenth century, which in turn paves the way for the European period in the next year. Continuity and added interest are given to the English history by continual reference to the development of an imaginary village and the varying fortunes of an imaginary character throughout the centuries.

Memories of former pupils reflect the differences in the syllabuses of the different kinds of schools. The central school syllabuses varied considerably. John Geddes, born in 1918, went to a central school in South West London. He said, “…we didn’t touch on anything after the Crimean War. That was the end of history. It was political, after that, and you couldn’t teach anything about politics in schools”. He said that “…if it was social history, I would have been interested in it. But social history was hardly ever touched.”

Whereas Bill Endersby, born in 1919, went to another central school in South London but his was directed towards training pupils for commerce and he was taught history quite differently: “I loved the way in which History was taught. We started with a subject such as money and traced its development from pebbles to coins, letters of credit and on to the Banking System and the Stock Exchange.”
 Norman Roper (born 1923) attended yet another South London central school: “History was extensive, each term covered a set period. Homework was set weekly. In addition we had to read a Newspaper each week and give a ‘write up’ of prominent news items complete with photographs and maps cut from the newspaper and submit it for marking”.

Grammar schools had less varied syllabuses: Miss Major, born in 1920 went to a grammar school in Tottenham, North London:

At this school each period in history covered the way government and life changed. I had a particularly good teacher here and there were discussions on the changes & how they came about. When we came towards the First World War (where the syllabus ended) we found we could get our teacher to talk about how ‘our’ world was going & some of the talk gave us insights into European movements as well.
 

For Kenneth Kelsey, born 1923, at grammar school in Stepney:

 History was an important subject at Grammar School. For the years I was there our History syllabus for the General School Certificate covered the period 1485 to 1815 and we were taught the history of that period progressively through five years. We retained the same History master throughout, and his method was to concentrate mainly on political history. As we studied each monarch’s reign in sequence we had to learn by heart the dates and two or three ‘anchor points’ in the reign. For example (and from memory): Henry the Seventh – 1485 to 1509 – Star Chamber, Foreign marriages. Henry the Eighth – 1509 to 1547 – Wolsey in Power, Breach with Rome. And so on. It was very effective and left us with the confidence that we would never be completely non-plussed in the exam room.

And a school girl (born 1924) who went to grammar school in Oxford wrote: 
I can remember 1066 and Harold’s arrow in the Eye. The Crusades. Stephen & Maud (there were connections with Oxford). Caxton’s Printing Press. The Agricultural Revolution. Rotation of crops. Turnip Townsend. Strips of land rented out by the Lord of the Manor. Translations of the Bible. The Civil War. When did you last see your Father. Fairfax. Priest holes. Latimer Cranmer & Ridley. Elizabeth. Drake – Columbus. Mary Queen of Scots. Industrial revolution. The Black Country. The Luddites. Pitt the Elder – Pitt the Younger. Lord Salisbury. Victoria Regina . Disraeli. The Crimean War. Florence Nightingale.
Each ruler would be mentioned but more time was spent on the discoveries and the revolutions not only political but Agricultural and Industrial

Occasionally schools would take advantage of the university examination boards’ readiness to prepare special examination papers to fit in with syllabuses devised by the school. Olive Shropshire, an American academic who spent a couple of years in the mid 1930s investigating and writing up the teaching of history in English schools, describes one such at the County Secondary School in Clapton:
This school is in a Jewish community in a very poor section of the East End of London. The children are mainly Jews – Russian, Polish, German, etc – many of them the children of refugees from other countries…The transformation wrought in these children after a stay of a year or so in this school is amazing. The head history teacher…is an honours student trained under Dr Rachel Reid and Dr Pollard at the University of London. She has framed a history syllabus designed to foster and to capitalize the cultural heritage of the various countries from which these children have sprung. Sixth form pupils are prepared on this special syllabus for the matriculation examination at the University of London, and the London County Council pays to the University Examining Board a fee of three guineas for each special paper so presented.
 
Jenny Keating

History in Education Project

Institute of Historical Research

University of London

March 2011
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