
Education: 1811-1899 
At the start of the 1800s most of the population did not 
know how to read or write. There were no laws to make 
sure that everyone should be well taught. The provision 
of basic schooling was reliant upon charities, private             
individuals and the National Schools.  
 

National Schools were established by the Church of         
England and introduced from 1811. These had the aim 
of providing the poor with a religious education. 
 

In 1833 Parliament, for the first time, passed an                         
Education Grant Act granting £20,000 annually for the 
purpose of elementary education. 
 

In 1839 this amount was increased to £30,000 and its 
distribution was entrusted to the committee of the Privy 
Council on education. The schools assisted by the grant 
were to be subject to Government Inspection. 

By the 1860s the annual grant was over £800,000.              
However there was growing pressure for the state to 
provide schools in areas where none existed. 
 

In 1870 the Elementary Education Act of England was 
passed. This was the first piece of legislation to deal    
specifically with educational provision nationally. 
 

The Act established a system of ’school boards’ to build 
and manage schools in areas where they were needed. 
The boards were locally elected bodies which drew their 
funding from the local rates. 
 

In 1880 a further Education Act finally made school 
attendance compulsory between the ages of five and 
ten. Fees of up to 9 pence a week per child were 
charged until a change in the law in 1891. Further                
legislation in 1893 extended the age of compulsory 
attendance to eleven, and in 1899 to twelve. 

Oakham National                                       
School c.1905 

Greetham School                                   
c.1900 



Education: 1902-1920s 
The early 1900s saw the start of mass education in            
Britain in the way we would know it today. The             
government recognised that an educated workforce was 
vital to maintaining Britain’s position at the forefront of 
world trade and technical achievement.  
 

In 1902, Parliament passed a new Education Act, drafted 
by Arthur Balfour (who became Prime Minister later that 
year). This radically reorganised the administration of 
education at local level. It abolished school boards and  
brought state primary schools and secondary schools 
under the control of local councils. 
 

In 1906, the election of the new Liberal government led 
to considerable social reform. The Education (Provision 
of Meals) Act of 1906 introduced ‘school dinners’. A          
further Act in 1907 gave local authorities powers to            
authorise medical examinations in schools. 

By 1914 Britain had a basic educational system. 
However for most children it did not take them                     
beyond the elementary age limit of twelve.  
 

A range of far-sighted plans for improvement and 
change in education were embodied in the wide-
ranging Education Act of 1918. The Act raised the 
school leaving age from twelve to fourteen. It also 
made provision for a system of part-time 
‘continuation day’ classes for those in work aged 
fourteen to eighteen. 
 

The Act also transferred the greater part of the      
financial burden of education (some 60%) from the 
local authorities to central government. This was to 
help foster a greater sense of professionalism 
amongst teachers by allowing them improved                        
salaries and pensions. 

Wing School, 1925 

Morcott School Pupils                                                         
collecting money for a                                               
trip to the seaside, 1923 



The School Day 
The school day was a long one. In a rural area like                
Rutland, it would be usual for Victorian children to walk 
to school, often for several miles. The school day started 
at 9am and finished at 5pm with a two hour break at 
midday so that children could go home for dinner. 
 

One day would be very much like another. The most          
important lessons were the three R’s - reading, writing 
and arithmetic as well as spelling and dictation. Other 
subjects such as scripture, geography, history, drawing 
and singing could also be included. Practical subjects 
were taught as skills that would be needed in adult life. 
 

Copying from the blackboard and reciting lists of facts 
and dates made many lessons boring. However, a               
regular event in many Victorian schools was the ‘Object 
Lesson’. Teachers had a list of subjects to talk about and  
sets of cards with pictures and facts about the different 
topics on the list. These objects often covered natural 
history, science  and art subjects. 

PE lessons were called ‘drill’ and usually took place in 
the playground. The children didn’t get changed for PE 
and the lessons involved lots of jogging on the spot, 
marching, stretching and lifting weights (dumbbells). 
 

In the afternoons the girls and boys did different lessons. 
The boys were taught woodworking (some schools also 
taught farming, shoe-making and gardening). The girls 
were taught how to do needlework, cook meals and do 
housework tasks such as washing and ironing. 
 

Homework, then as now, was a bugbear. In 1869 it was 
noted in the Exton Log Book: 
 

29 March. First Class do not perform their home tasks 
satisfactory. 
24 May. Girls detained from play, not having learned 
their home tasks. 



School Staff 
In order to provide education for the children in an             
English village school, management and teaching staff 
were needed. Exton National School is a good example 
of how this was done. 
 

In January 1876 a young man called Herbert Robert             
Wilton Hall took up his appointment as Exton village 
schoolmaster. Although he was only in post until August 
1877, his recollections in ‘Exton Remembered’ give a            
fascinating glimpse into school life in a country village. 
 

In his school log book entries Wilton Hall never mentions 
any problem with discipline. He never, unlike teachers 
before him, records any use of the cane or of any other 
punishments. He genuinely cared for the people of                 
Exton: ‘The Exton folk were a simple and kindly -
natured people, very human and most hospitable. 
There were some fine characters among them.’ 

The only person Wilton Hall struggled to get on with was 
Reverend Knox, Vicar of Exton and Manager of the 
school. There were many disagreements between the 
two men about the best ways to run the school.  
 

As School Manager, his responsibilities included overall 
organisation of the school, its finances, appointing and 
dismissing staff and reporting to the Department of         
Education and Her Majesties Inspectors. 
 

When Wilton Hall began at the school there was a              
sewing mistress and three pupil teachers (Florence    
Tookey, Martha Lloyd and Martha Marie Cross). 
 

Pupil teachers were bright boys or girls of thirteen years 
plus. They were paid £10 per year, rising in yearly                             
increments to £20 in their final year. At the end of their 
apprenticeships they were presented with a Queen’s 
Scholarship and if selected were awarded £25 - £30 for 
each of their following three years at training college. 

Reverend George Knox 
(Exton School Manager) 



Punishments 
Corporal punishment was a common part of life in a       
Victorian school. All sorts of things might be punished: 
being rude, answering back, speaking out of turn, poor 
work, in fact anything that displeased the teacher.                       
Punishments could be harsh, and often unfair. Children 
who had been caned usually kept quiet about it because 
if their parents found out they would probably be                       
punished again. 
 

The cane was usually made of a thin wooden stick                   
probably 10mm thick. Sometimes it was bamboo or 
rattan, but it was certainly also made out of other wood 
as well. Birch was used for some canes and it was often 
kept in a tank so that it was wet and more pliable. 
 

Boys were generally caned on their bottom or hands, 
while girls were often caned on the backs of their legs 
and also on their hands. Caning on the hands was                   
probably the more painful. 

Children who were thought slow at their lessons were 
made to wear a dunce's hat, a pointed hat with the 
letter D on it. They would then stand in a corner for 
an hour or more. Sometimes they stood on a small 
stool, the dunce's stool. 
 

Another, albeit less painful, punishment was writing 
lines, repeatedly writing the same sentence out at 
least 100 times. The sentences chosen usually                        
reflected the ‘crime’ which was being punished. 
 

Bad posture and fidgeting were corrected using back 
straighteners, backboards and finger stocks. Left 
handed children were punished and made to use 
their right hand. Their left hand would be tied behind 
their back. 



Attendance 
Whilst the 1870 Education Act made elementary                                          
education compulsory for all, it did not become                    
mandatory until 1880. This factor had a serious effect on 
the attendance of children in Rutland. Demands on         
children to help with farm work and household duties 
also affected the numbers quite noticeably. Wilton Hall 
(Exton village schoolmaster) recollected: 
 

‘The idea of compulsory school attendance had not 
gone home to the rural comprehension. If it wasn’t bird 
scaring, it was stone picking, or weeding, or                           
haymaking, or gleaning, or blackberrying, or acorning, 
or tattering: or minding the baby, or washing, or pig 
slaying or going to Oakham or wooding or nutting.’ 
 

In the Exton School Log Book, Wilton recorded: 
 

17 July 1876: Forty-four present in the morning but hay 
harvesting carried off ten in the afternoon. 
25 October: Potato gathering carries off this week 
many children. Only 38 present today. 

Many local events caused attendance 
figures to drop: 
 

31 March 1876: Stamford Fair has 
caused the numbers to fall off today. 
1 May: following an Exton custom on 
May Day - viz carrying around garlands 
- many girls absent. 
 

Bad weather and sickness also had an 
impact on school numbers: 
 

24 March 1876: The average this week 
is 64. Emma and Caroline Tyler absent 
from school with Scarletina 
12 April: A heavy snowstorm...owing 
to the inclement weather no school 
was held at all. 

May Day Celebrations 
North Luffenham,                                    

1910 

School Attendance Medals 
were introduced in 1887                        
as an incentive for full and 
punctual attendance 



The Inspector Calls 
Most Victorian schools were visited by the government's 
School Inspector at least once every year. Teachers were 
often worried about these visits as the results of the 
tests given to the children affected the amount of grant 
money given to the school for the next year. 
 

Whilst the Exton schoolmaster, Herbert Wilton Hall, 
knew that Her Majesty’s Inspector of Schools held the 
power of life and death in his hands, he did not appear 
to be particularly concerned when Inspector Collins 
made his visit on 6 April 1876: 
 

‘I did not find the man anything of a terror. We had 
worked conscientiously and done our best.’ 
 

The Inspector’s report for 1876 concluded that:  
 

‘Order is well maintained; The Reading and                               
penmanship are fair; but the Spelling and Arithmetic 
require attention, especially in the lower standards. 
The Special Subjects must be more thoroughly known 
another year.’ 

Entries in the Exton log book show how Wilton Hall             
addressed these shortcomings by placing more                              
emphasis on Spelling, Arithmetic and Geography in the 
following months. Unfortunately, the 1877 report was 
not so positive and Wilton Hall realised that:   
 

‘Considerable improvement in work will be required to 
secure an unreduced grant next year.’ 
 

On the whole Wilton Hall felt he had done a good job at 
Exton, ‘I had no reason to be ashamed of my record.’  
 

He was pleased to think of himself as an innovator: 
 

‘I sought for means of teaching history in the                 
surroundings of Exton itself - rather than from the                   
miserable little “cram” books favoured by the                               
Department.’ 

‘Punch Magazine’ c.1880s 


