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Government Policy towards education and history teaching during the Second World War

The years 1918-1939 were judged by Brian Simon to be “a period of stagnation, both economically and educationally”; Gordon, Aldrich and Dean agreed with him. They suggested that “some of the proposed educational reforms of the inter-war years were indeed fulfilled in the text of the 1944 Act, though that fulfilment was subsequently modified by failures in implementation”. And they concluded dismally that “the 1920s and 1930s, like the 1940s and 1950s, were essentially a period of missed opportunities in education, which left the country with inadequate secondary, further and higher education…inadequacies which were soon to be reflected in her relative economic decline”.

As Simon summed up: by 1938 (the last pre-war year of official statistics), the vast majority of children (88%) still attended elementary schools (or some variation on them in areas where there might be ‘senior’ schools), and except for a few of these in selective central schools, commercial or junior technical schools who stayed on till fifteen or sixteen, the vast majority of this 88% left school at fourteen with no qualifications, never even having attempted an official examination – just as they would have done in 1900. And even though the percentage of elementary school children in England and Wales admitted at age ten to eleven to secondary schools rose from 9.5% in 1920 to 14.34% in 1938 this includes Wales where a much higher proportion of children went to secondary school
. The likelihood of a child from elementary school getting to university was remote – calculated at a chance of one in 150, compared to one in twenty for those attending secondary (grammar) schools and one in eight for those from public schools.
 
All this meant that by the outbreak of war there was considerable disquiet about the way the educational system in England was structured (including heated debate about the existence of the public schools, some of which by the late 1930s were facing financial problems so were themselves concerned about their future). By the early 1940s there was general consensus that there must be a reformed system of free secondary education for all children although there was already debate about its structure – the tripartite system which had been anticipated by the Spens Committee in 1938, or the multilateral (comprehensive) school which already had considerable support among some teachers associations and educationalists. There was also general consensus that the school leaving age must be raised, preferably to sixteen, but certainly to fifteen.
As Gosden describes in his detailed book on educational policy during the Second World War, the Board of Education senior officials (led by the Permanent Secretary, MG Holmes, the son of the former HMI turned radical educationalist, EGA Holmes), believed that if educational policy was not to be possibly taken over by radical outsiders after the War, there was a need for the Board to get control of the situation and devise its own policies.
 The first move was a publication called Education after the War which was initially circulated confidentially; not a tactically astute move as the new President of the Board of Education , RA Butler, was apparently left off the original list of those receiving it. In fact most of its proposals were those which would be in the Education Bill of December 1943 but the manner of its publication provoked much opposition and the Board subsequently thought it expedient to ask Sir Cyril Norwood, the chair of the Secondary School Examinations Council (SSEC), to draw up an independent report on the issue. Norwood had had been invited onto the SSEC when it was established in 1917 and had chaired it since 1921. He had been a major figure in education during the interwar years, having been headmaster of both Marlborough and Harrow Schools, and by this point president of St John’s College, Oxford. He was persuaded to set up a small committee of the SSEC whose brief was: 'To consider suggested changes in the Secondary School curriculum and the question of School Examinations in relation thereto.' 
The report was very much Sir Cyril’s report and its final conclusions were sent directly to RA Butler in early June 1943. It was not presented to the full Secondary School Examinations Council until later in the year and was received with some hostility. The SSEC was basically disbanded after this until being reconstituted in a different form in 1946. 
Brian Simon commented that: “The committee, as is well known, gave itself a wider brief than its title (or terms of reference) and in effect produced the essential ideological underpinning for what became known as the ‘tripartite’ system”.
 It said that: 
In a wise economy of secondary education pupils of a particular type of mind would receive the training best suited for them and that training would lead them to an occupation where their capacities would be suitably used”.
 
The Norwood Report said that children had different types of minds – the first kind produces someone who “is interested in learning for its own sake, who can grasp an argument or follow a piece of connected reasoning”. The second is one “whose interests and abilities lie markedly in the field of applied science or applied art...He [sic] often has an uncanny insight into the intricacies of mechanism whereas the subtleties of language construction are too delicate for him”. Finally there is the third group, the majority; “The pupil in this group deals more easily with concrete things than with ideas. He may have much ability, but it will be in the realm of facts... He may see clearly along one line of study or interest and outstrip his generally abler fellows in that line; but he often fails to relate his knowledge or skill to other branches of activity. Because he is interested only in the moment he may be incapable of a long series of connected steps; relevance to present concerns is the only way of awakening interest, abstractions mean little to him.”

The Report proposed that there should therefore be three different kinds of secondary school – grammar, technical and modern, which would provide different curricula to suit the different kinds of mind. These would form the structure of secondary education after the war. Most of the Norwood Report concentrates on reform of the school examination system, and specific suggestions for the curriculum. Its proposals for the history curriculum in the new system will be discussed below. 
Meanwhile the White Paper, Educational Reconstruction, had just been published; this has been rather overshadowed subsequently by the Norwood Report but is in fact a more forward-thinking document, coming out firmly against a system which used a competitive examination at eleven to decide children’s future education (and thus subsequent careers in many cases), and it is fairly damning about the existing system in which so few children ever progressed beyond some form of elementary schooling. It argued that some form of classification must take place at eleven but it should be “an assessment of their individual aptitudes largely by such means as school records, supplemented, if necessary, by intelligence tests, due regard being to their parents’ wishes and the careers they have in mind.
. And there must be facilities for children to transfer between different types of school at thirteen or even later. It also criticised the way parents could pay fees for their children in grammar schools thus depriving brighter poor children of a place, and said that fees in all maintained post-primary schools must be abolished. The school leaving age would be raised to fifteen and later to sixteen, and the idea of the day continuation schools set out in the 1918 Education Act would be revived, but “adapted to meet the requirements of the post-war world” and would now be called “young people’s colleges”.

The White Paper argued that there must be less of a bias towards grammar school education for “the nation’s abler children” – “too few find their way into schools from which the design and craftsmanship sides of industry are recruited. If education is to serve the interests both of the child and of the nation, some means must be found of correcting this bias and of directing ability into the field where it will find its best realisation”.
 As far as history teaching was concerned, the only mention was: “A new direction in the teaching of history and geography and modern languages will be needed to arouse and quicken in the pupils a livelier interest in the meaning and responsibilities of citizenship of this country, the Empire and of the world beyond”.

Butler’s White Paper naturally enough represented much work behind the scenes trying to please as many interest groups as possible, including the wartime coalition partners, the Labour Party. James Chuter Ede of the Labour Party was junior education minister, and Ernest Bevin, the Labour minister of labour, took a keen interest in the development of educational reform, corresponding with Butler on a number of occasions. Butler also had to reach agreement with the churches over the fate of the voluntary schools (which he did with most denominations although the Catholic lobby was unhappy with the final proposals). On the whole the White Paper was well received but there was concern over the leisurely procedure of publishing the paper and the forthcoming education bill, and the proposed delay to many of the measures in order to spread the financial implications. 
The publication of this bill in December 1943, “marked the culmination of years of effort by Butler, Chuter Ede and senior officials of the Board of Education. Butler’s own contribution lay perhaps in his willingness to listen to all reasonable expressions of public opinion and in the capacity he showed for accommodating widely divergent points of view”.
 He continued to maintain this flexibility during the discussions around the bill, and at its second reading he described it as the first of the government’s measures of social reform and said: “An educational system by itself, cannot fashion the whole future structure of a country, but it can make better citizens.”
 The bill received Royal Assent in August 1944. The 1944 Education Act broadly introduced all the proposals in the White Paper; a new Ministry of Education would manage local education authorities providing a “varied and comprehensive educational service in every area”, which would organise the statutory system of education in three stages – primary, secondary and further. The authorities must provide separate primary and secondary schools: “sufficient in number, character, and equipment to afford for all pupils opportunities for education offering such variety of instruction and training as may be desirable in view of their different ages, abilities, and aptitudes.”
. The Act raised the compulsory school leaving age to fifteen (which was enacted in 1947) and called for it to be raised to sixteen as soon as the Minister deemed it “practicable”.
It met a largely favourable reception from all sides at the time, although later there was less enthusiasm, as the ‘tripartite’ system proved less flexible and less equal than had been hoped, and as it was realised that the old hierarchy of public schools, direct grant schools, grammar schools, church schools and others remained, and when it became clear that the school leaving age would take years to be raised to sixteen, and that the ‘young peoples’ or ‘community’ colleges were going to meet the same fate as the 1918 Act continuation schools. But at the time it did appear to promise a new beginning for the class-ridden system of education in England and although some of the Labour-controlled LEAs were pushing for multilateral (ie comprehensive) secondary schooling the incoming Labour Government followed the plans which were laid down in the 1944 Act. Ellen Wilkinson, the Minister of Education until her death in early 1947, and her successor, George Tomlinson, supported the policy of a tripartite system of grammar, technical and modern schools. They both appear to have accepted the advice of their officials in the Ministry of Education (created out of the Board of Education in August 1944) who were in general firmly against the idea of comprehensive schools and indeed were in favour of reducing the number of pupils in grammar schools rather than increasing them, as the White Paper and the Norwood Report had suggested, wanting to ensure that only the brightest, and those who were prepared to stay on to 18 (in 1938 about 50% left at sixteen or earlier), were in the grammar schools.
Schools and history teaching 
The outbreak of war in 1939 disrupted the life of the nation far more seriously than in 1914-18. The effects of military requisitioning of schools, bomb-damage, evacuation, overcrowding and shortages of both staff and supplies, combined with severe financial restrictions all reduced greatly the effectiveness of Britain’s educational systems, except in a few small and select aspects…By 1943 early concerns about the effects of wartime educational disruption had begun to receive a measure of official recognition when tests in arithmetic, English, geography and history, given to 3,000 children, revealed, not surprisingly, an overall; educational retardation of about one year.

That there was enormous disruption in children’s education during the 2WW cannot be doubted but as Peter Gosden pointed out; “It is impossible to put any precise figure to the size of the group of children who lost heavily in the war”.
 Anecdotally, from the evidence from our survey respondents, the greatest disruption by far was to primary schools; those at secondary school of all kinds during the war make very little mention of wartime disruption, whereas the primary pupils, particularly those in the upper years, all talk about it. A letter to History  from a teacher in a senior elementary school in 1940 bears this out. Of his type of school he said that:

in so far as it functions at all either in the neutral, evacuated or reception areas, I think it is true to say that history as a distinguishable, formal and integral part of the curriculum has been wiped out. If taught at all, it is only spasmodically at irregular intervals, whenever an odd quarter- or half-hour can be snatched by the zealous teacher. There is no time for any of the practices of the set lesson.

One of our interviewees, Mrs Gordon, born in 1933, who passed the eleven plus, said of her primary school: “I cannot recall any specific History lessons. Because the war was on most of the teachers were called up & we were taught in huge classes (48 children) by old teachers who had retired but were called back. Their discipline was marvellous but they concentrated almost entirely on the ‘three Rs’”.
 Another grammar school girl, also born in 1933 wrote: “Six changes of junior school during the war years. Mainly due to closure, war damage and being evacuated twice…I have no recollection of being taught history at primary school. The emphasis was on reading, writing and arithmetic with the odd nature lesson thrown in.”
 Enid Deeble was born in 1929 and also evacuated twice. During her second evacuation, in Cheshire, she passed the eleven plus – the first child ever to do so from the primary school she had been sent to. She learned history at neither of the schools she was evacuated to: 
“…because when we were at Matlock we had school half a day, and the local children had the school the other half.  And when I was at Chelford, the children were all in the one room.  And at one end, there was a teacher with the little ones, and the headmistress was at the other end with the rest of us.  But things like history, I don’t think came into it at all.

Although this lady, born in 1935, was more positive about her history teaching at primary school:

[It was] mainly wartime so we didn’t go on outings from school…We had a good grounding in English history at primary school, mainly from age 8-11. In those days, there was much emphasis on the British Empire... Heroes & heroines were greatly stressed eg Florence Nightingale, Nelson, Wilberforce…They tended to omit the nasty bits – colonialism & imperialism were not dirty words. Attitudes tended to reinforce the status quo. Hitler was of course a ‘hate figure’; and later Communism and USSR became the bogeymen. A good moral training, without the religion….I don’t think the war impinged much, except we had to go in the shelter during air raids. Singing & chanting tables helped pass the time.

The following two women are some of the few who wrote specifically about the impact of war on their secondary schooling. Both attended grammar schools:
The first year was pre-war, the second and subsequent years were war-time and for two years constantly interrupted by air raid alarms/raids and having a lesson sitting on benches in the school basement, writing notes in pencil. The teacher had to speak quietly because there would probably be two other classes in ear-shot. When we did get a subsequent lesson in the classroom  we could question or discuss the basement lesson, but it was a very trying time for everyone. Sometimes the lighting in the basement was not very good. (Born 1927).

[I was taught] very largely from out-of-date text books and lectures from teachers. This was during the war, when few or no new books were available, very little writing paper etc. and lessons frequently interrupted by air-raids and removal from classroom to shelter. School trips were not possible, and most museums were closed or semi-closed. But our teachers were heroic in their efforts.

I believe the war very much restricted the teaching of current history. Anything post 1910 was never mentioned. (Female, born 1929).

In official circles during the Second World War – and in the Historical Association – there was relatively little discussion about history teaching in primary/elementary schools, and the opinion was often expressed that there was not much point trying to teach history to those under 11 – or even 14. So the pupils who remember little or no history at primary school – both before, during and after the Second World War in our surveys – may not have as bad memories as might appear. There was however quite considerable debate about the nature of history teaching in secondary schools. There was a feeling both that the subject was stale and that it had become the setting for a number of competing and pressurising interest groups, all of whom were more interested in pushing their particular hobbyhorse than actually trying to improve the teaching of history. 
The staleness is exemplified in a letter written to History magazine by Alfred Hanson, a history teacher in the 1930s, and later the first Professor of Politics at Leeds University. While still on active service in the Far East in 1945, he described what an eye-opener it had been during his four years in the army to talk to ‘the ordinary man’ about his experience of being taught history, presumably in the 1930s and the early years of the War:

The general impression has not been very gratifying...Nearly all those who have talked to me about history…remember nothing more than a few ‘outstanding events’, to which they refer with a kind of jocular condescension…Of history as a process of social evolution, and as a treasure-house of human experience, these people have no conception whatever.

Hanson particularly criticised the ‘excess of period study’ that all post 11 year olds received whether in elementary or secondary schools. And as for the minority who took School Certificate at age 16:
they are immersed in an effort to memorise sufficient factual information about a very small part of history to enable them to pass the examination. The tragedy of this situation is that they receive the false idea that history is nothing more than a confusing and indigestible mass of facts, dates, causes and results just when they have reached the stage of development at which they can begin to perceive its real importance.

He said that history was talked about as the ‘background’ to citizenship when what was called for was for history to be “in the foreground. It should be taught, quite consciously and deliberately, with a view to giving the future citizen the degree of understanding of the past without which his understanding of the present is necessarily muddled and prejudiced”.

This was not new criticism of course. MVC Jeffreys, (who developed the ‘lines of development’ method of teaching history) started an article in 1940 by saying, “History is one of the worst taught school subjects, if it is not still one of best hated. Teachers whose annual task it is to prepare pupils for public examinations might well conclude from their painful experience that history is not a suitable subject of study for boys and girls”. But then he went on to describe the delight and enthusiasm children showed when presented with panoramas in the Science Museum illustrating the history of transport or the fun they have doing research to make a model of a Roman galley. He felt part of the problem was the complexity of the past – children lacked the experience to understand much of what had happened except in impossibly simplified explanations. There was also the lack of direct access to the past and “the materials for its reconstruction are fragmentary and confused”. And finally there was too much history for the teacher: 

Today we all subscribe to the doctrine that the syllabus should somehow span the entire evolution of human society, in its length, from the dim subhuman past to the very brink of the future, as well as in its breadth of cultural variety. When history syllabuses complacently followed the lines of 1066 and All That, we at least knew where we were.

At the other end of the spectrum – certainly from Hanson – JD Mackie believed that that too little teaching had been devoted to naval and imperial history: “Our empire seems to have become suspect in certain quarters...there seems to be a school of thought which attributes our every action to low motives – usually economic – and takes no account of the valour by which an empire has been won, or of the benefits it has conferred upon great peoples”. And too much contemporary history had been taught during the interwar years with the result, “that the student inevitably reads into the past his own opinions, or the opinions of his teacher, upon the questions of the day”. In particular: “nowhere has the triumph of theory over fact been more evident than in the treatment accorded by historians to the League of Nations”. 

The Government did not take a large role in guidance on history teaching during the Second World War despite the efforts of the Conservative Party’s Sub-Committee on Education which urged that children “be taught to be proud of their ancestors and their inheritance, and to accept the consequent responsibilities of a colonising and missionary world-power”.
 The Board of Education’s main effort in this direction was to issue a number of memoranda in its series, ‘The schools in war-time’, which were published 1939-43, encouraging schools to widen their history teaching to include that of the country’s great allies, first the United States of America, and then the USSR, China and the British Empire.
 The Norwood Report devoted a brief chapter to the history curriculum. This mainly stated the problems of successfully teaching history to younger children and the many conflicting demands that people placed upon history as a school discipline. However it asserted that in its view “the history of Britain must remain the core of the History syllabus, and to that core the history of other peoples must be organically related”, and “that the history of Britain at home and overseas in the latter part of the nineteenth and the twentieth century should receive adequate treatment” – but not before pupils were fifteen (in other words excluding the vast majority of children who, even under the new regime, would leave at fifteen).
 Indeed the Report claimed “that it is in the Sixth Form that real historical study begins”, and here that the study of contemporary history would be most fruitful.
 This being the case, children aged 11-14 should study the earlier  periods of history:
...how the course of the early years should be planned is best left to the teachers themselves. Many will not wish to omit a survey of civilisation from ancient times; others no doubt will shape part of their course on a basis of biography or social history, or regard a chronological framework of history as indispensable, omitting long stretches of events and concentrating on outstanding features. However the problem is approached, an overcrowded syllabus must be avoided.

Following the Board of Education’s advocacy, the Report was enthusiastic about the teaching of the history of the United States, the British Commonwealth and the USSR to sixth formers. The study of European history was not emphasised.

The Historical Association had been consulted by the Norwood Committee on the issue of examinations but not the content of the syllabus and it judged the Committee’s pronouncements as steering “a sedate and uninspiring course”, and said that: “History teachers as a body cannot fail to be disappointed with the History sections in which they had the right to expect inspiration, if not some advanced views on method and matter. Its critique of the Report ended:

...now is the time to recognise the important part which history teaching plays in the nation. Hitler grasped that fact, and his false teaching is bearing its evil fruit. It is a warning not to be lightly disregarded if there is to be a better understanding between the nations of the world.

SM Toyne, who wrote that review, had recently co-drafted with Dr Rachel Reid the Historical Association’s own proposal for a history syllabus.
 He was former headmaster of St Peter’s School, York and history master at Bedford School and Haileybury College. Dr Reid was a former LCC Schools Inspector and history lecturer at Girton College and University College London. Their advisory committee included a number of the teachers and academics who had been active in discussing and publishing on history teaching both within the Historical Association and independently of it for many years - Helen Madeley, Dorothy Dymond, and ACF Beales, all authors of books on history teaching, and involved in teacher training, CHK Marten, Vice-Provost and former history master at Eton, and EH Dance a school teacher who wrote a number of textbooks for older pupils. It was a much more practical and detailed exposition of history teaching than the Norwood Report’s vague statements but as BJ Elliott commented, it did no better than Norwood:

..suggesting only a similar , well-worn and overloaded chronological syllabus. It offered ancient and local history in year one, the nation state to 1485 in year two, British and European history 1485-1715 in year three, and the Modern World since 1760 in year four. Basically neither Norwood nor the Historical Association was able to make any radical new conceptualizations of the nature of secondary history-teaching or to offer any long-term vision unencumbered by the political baggage of the war.

Younger children would take a ‘preparatory’ course – once again “stories of great men and women of the past” loomed large, although for 9-11 year olds the question, ‘How have men learned to live?’ was suggested as a springboard for enquiry and could encompass social history from earliest times to the present day.
So history teaching at the end of the Second World War was still struggling to make itself interesting and relevant. Maybe, as the Norwood Report had implied, and some commentators openly said, it was too difficult to teach it successfully to children under fourteen or even fifteen. Certainly there was very little discussion during these years over how it was going to be taught to the great mass of children who would now be staying on at secondary school until they were fifteen, eventually sixteen.
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