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Whilst it’s exciting to find your
ancestor recorded as a scholar,
attending school or a similar
phrase on the census, have you
ever wondered what school life
might have been like for them?
Or their ancestors as young
children? Or even what other
school records may be available?
With these questions in mind
we thought we would give you
a (very) brief overview of the
history and development of
schools and education in Britain.
This of course relates mostly to
England and Wales
as Scotland has had
a programme of
universal education
from the 17th century.
Prior to the 19th
century, very few
children would have
received any sort of
formal education.
Those who did were
primarily boys from
the upper classes and
even this was very
limited in content.
There was very little
formal education for
girls, other than the practical
skills required to run a household,
nor for the vast majority of boys
who would be craft apprentices
or unskilled agricultural workers.
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Schools pre-1500 –
Grammar Schools
Until the late Middle Ages formal
education was exclusively the
preserve of the church. The
only schools in existence were
‘grammar’ schools, founded to
teach Latin grammar to the sons
of aristocratic families in order
for them to be able to read the
Bible and be prepared for a life
in the clergy or a religious order.
Pupils would enter the school
from as young as 4 and leave no
later than 14. After which they
would look to universities and the
church for further study.
The oldest school in continual
existence, not only in England
but in the world, is King’s
School Canterbury. Originally

established in 597AD it was
refounded in 1541 following the
dissolution. Former pupils include
the murdered Shakespearian
playwright, Christopher Marlowe,
the cricketer David Gower, Field
Marshall Bernard Montgomery
and Richard Boys, Napoleon’s
chaplain on St Helena. Records
of scholars exist from 1541 and
an index to them is available at:
http://www.kings-school.co.uk/
about/history/archive/
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The reforms of Edward
VI – ‘Free’ Grammar
Schools
Following Henry VIII’s break
with the Catholic Church, his
son Edward VI reorganised
the existing grammar schools
formerly under its control. He
also instigated the founding of
new ones, so that for the first
time there was a national system
of ‘free’ grammar schools existing
in most towns in England and
Wales.
Whilst these were
‘free’ in the sense
that they had no
interference from
the church by and
large they were still
fee paying. However
like the independent
schools, most would
offer some subsidised
places for poorer
children.

Schools pre-1500 –
Independent Schools
Following the establishment of
the new universities at Oxford,
Cambridge, (and for a short time
Northampton) in the 1200’s a
new style of school emerged in
the late 1300’s. Known both as
‘independent’, because they were
independent of the church, and
public because they were open to
the public regardless of religious
of belief, these were fee paying,
boarding schools, still intended
for boys from the aristocracy
although with some subsidised
places for ‘poor and needy
scholars, of good character and
well-conditioned, of gentlemanly
habits’.
Winchester College, founded
1382, has registers of pupils from
1394. Eton College, founded
1440, has its admissions from
1441 available at: http://archives.
etoncollege.com/
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Following Edward
VI’s lead, endowing
a local school
quickly became a
philanthropic trend
amongst publically spirited
nobles, wealthy merchants and
trade guilds. Many are still in
existence today and have records
from the time of their foundation.
One of the oldest school’s in
Wales, Friar’s School (Ysgol
Friar’s) in Bangor, was founded
through the endowment left by
Geoffrey Glyn, who had made
his fortune by practicing law in
London. Their surviving records
are in Caernarfon Record Office
(NRA 37272 Friars).
Exeter Free Grammar School was
founded in 1633 for the education
of the sons of local merchants,
‘by the godlie intencion of
Thomas Walker’ a former mayor
of the city. Nearby Tiverton
Grammar School (Blundell’s
School) was founded in 1604 by
Peter Blundell, a local clothier
and one of the richest men in
England, for the intention of
educating ‘godly preachers of
the Gospel”. Both appear to have
extensive archives still held at the
school.
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Other than the introduction of
Greek and sometimes Hebrew
(to better understand the original
scriptures) teaching at a free
grammar school remained much
as it had in the Middle Ages. A
typical day ran from 6.00 am to
5.00 pm in the summer, 7.00 am
to 4.00 pm in winter. In their first
year, the boys would practice
learning Latin words and phrases.
By their second year they would
be expected to construct Latin
sentences and then in their third
year move to translating English
to Latin. By the end of their
studies they would be familiar
with the great Latin authors and
able to discuss Latin rhetoric.
To encourage fluency, some
schoolmasters recommended
punishing any pupil who spoke in
English.
There is a useful Wikipedia page
listing the foundation of many
free grammar schools.
If you are able to track
your ancestor back this
far it might be worth
researching one local
to them to see if they
appear in any surviving
records.

implementing these changes
was left to the discretion of the
schoolmaster.
At the same time the growth of
the railway system encouraged
the foundation of a new, modern
series of boarding schools
who were teaching this broad
curriculum. These include
Marlborough College, 1843 and
the North London Collegiate
School, the first school aimed at
secondary age girls in 1850.
Several editions of the
Marlborough College Register
area available online such as
this one covering 1843-1904
at: https://archive.org/details/
marlboroughcoll00englgoog
Information on access to the
North London Collegiate School
records can be found at: http://
www.nlcs.org.uk/896/about-us/
history-of-the-school/archives
19th Century church school

https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/List_of_
English_and_Welsh_
endowed_schools_
(19th_century)
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Later Public
Schools and
Grammar
Schools
This limited curriculum focused
solely on the classical languages
remained in most independent
and free grammar school until
the mid-19th century. By which
time it was clear to that it was
totally unsuitable for preparing
the pupils for the careers in the
military or civil service they were
supposedly going into into.
The 1840 Grammar Schools Act
encouraged the grammar schools
to widen their curriculum to
include mathematics, geography,
history, science. Although

In 1869 the variety of provision
existing in both the old and
newer grammar schools, was
rationalised by the Endowed
Schools Act. A Commission
was set up to create a national
system of secondary education
whose powers ‘could turn a boys’
school in Northumberland into
a girls’ school in Cornwall’. The
old endowed schools with their
Latin curriculum disappeared
and a new system of fee-paying
secondary schools (with a
few scholarships) teaching an
academically oriented curriculum
for both boys and girls appeared.

At the same time as the grammar
schools were being modernised
so were the independent schools.
In 1868 the Public Schools Act
introduced similar changes to the
nine major schools (including,
Eton, Harrow and Charthouse)
to modernise them too. Some
schools had reformed themselves
earlier, most notably Rugby
School as related by one of its’
pupils Thomas Hughes in his
book, ‘Tom Brown’s Schooldays’.
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Charity School
Movement (Blue Coat
Schools)
Whilst most education after
Edward Vi was still aimed at the
boys of families from the upper
classes, there was an attempt
by some charitable founders to
help at least some ‘deserving
poor’ children, and not
only boys. Red Maids’
Hospital School was
founded in Bristol in
1634 from the bequest
of John Whitson, to
provide a secure home
for the orphaned or
destitute daughters of
freemen or burgesses
of the City of Bristol
‘ making it the oldest
surviving girls’ school
in England. Rather than
being taught Latin
the girls were taught
to read and sew,
presumably to prepare
them for a domestic
life. Their registers and other
fascinating records documenting
school life through the centuries
are available Bristol Archive
Office.
http://archives.bristol.gov.uk/
default.aspx
Red Maids was no doubt inspired
by an earlier foundation in Bristol.
In 1586, John Carr had left money
in his will to establish Queen
Elizabeth’s Hospital as a school
for poor boys. Queen Elizabeth’s
Hospital was in turn inspired
by the foundation of Christ’s
Hospital School, London, and
like Christ’s Hospital, the boys
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at Queen Elizabeth’s Hospital
were given a uniform of a blue
coat and yellow stockings. These
foundations inspired a number
of other charity schools on the
similar ethos and with a similar
uniform, which naturally gained
them the name of ‘blue coat
school’. Blue being the traditional
colour of charity. Queen
Elizabeth’s Hospital records are
also held in Bristol Archives.
Christ’s Hospital School was
founded by the City of London
corporation in the buildings of
the former Greyfriars Monastery
in Smithfield, endowed to it in
1555 by King Edward VI for the
education of orphans of freemen
of the City.
Admitting both boys and girls,
from at least the
late 1600’s, the boys
were taught the skills
needed to assist them
in a future life in the
navy. An fascinating
report on life at the
school in 1731 notes
among things; the day
began with a breakfast
of bread and beer
at 6.30am (7.30am
in winter), dinner
on Saturday was
gruel, and puddings
supplemented the
bread and cheese
supper on Wednesdays
and Fridays:
http://www.
pascalbonenfant.
com/18c/london1731/
christshospitalschool.
html
Christ’s Hospital
School moved to Horsham in
1902 although its extensive and
useful early records are in the
London Metropolitan Archives:
https://www.cityoflondon.
gov.uk/things-to-do/
london-metropolitanarchives/visitor-information/
Documents/29-records-ofchrists-hospital-and-bluecoatschools.pdf

Dame Schools and
Parish Schools
The new grammar schools
were not the only schools to
appear at this time. In smaller
towns and villages the local
parish sometimes set up a
small schoolhouse to teach a
basic education in the ‘three Rs’
(reading, writing and ‘rithmetic).
Sometimes a private individual
opened a ‘Petty School’ or ‘Dame
School’ in their own house. These
too would offer a very basic level
of education for a small fee.
Very few records of these short
lived schools survive although it
is always worthwhile checking
local parish or major landowners
records from your area.

best tackled by educating them.
As these boys worked at their
trade or increasing in the newly
developing factories during the
week, Raikes saw that this task
was best done on a Sunday.
Within a short time girls were
also attending the schools and
despite initial opposition by
some religious organisations to
‘working’ on a Sunday, by 1831
the idea had spread across the
country to such an extent that an
estimated 25% of the population
was attending a Sunday School.
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Robert Owen, Adult
Education and Infant
Schools
Another enlightened,
educational
philanthropist was
the industrialist
Robert Owen. The
owner of a large
mill complex at New
Lanark in Scotland,
Owen also believed
that education had
an important part to
play in the formation
of character and
that better educated
people would be better
workers.

A Dame’s school in 1887
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Robert Raikes and
Sunday Schools
It was not until 1780 that
the first real, national, mass
education programme began,
with the unlikely figure of a
newspaper publisher from
Gloucester. Concerned about
the increasing social disorder,
or as he called it ‘vice’ amongst
young boys in the city, Robert
Raikes thought this could be

At New Lanark Owen
put into place some
extremely radical, for
the time, educational
ideas. Opened in 1816
his Institute for the
Formation of Character
put on a programme
of evening lectures
and concerts for his workers - the
first attempt at introducing adult
education to the working class.
His School for Children was just
as radical. Involving the use of
pictures, maps, and charts, he
thought that education should
be natural and spontaneous and
enjoyable with music, dancing
and games as important to the
school day as the 3 ‘R’s.
Even more radical was the
extension of education to
children as young as two in the
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country’s first infant school. In
order to both assist his workers
in caring for their very young
children and to prepare them for
formal education when they were
six. Again rather than the 3 ‘R’s
most of the day was given over
to singing, dancing, and playing.
Owen’s radical approach to
education gained a great deal of
attention at the time, not all of
it favourable. He was forced to
review his ideas, cut back on the
singing and dancing and bring
New Lanark into line
with other schools
with their emphasis
on the 3 ‘R’s and
religious education.
It would be another
20 years before the
Home and Colonial
Institution began
a serious attempt
to establish infant
schools and train the
teachers for them.

of Every Religious Persuasion)
was created by a combination
of non-conformist organisations
to promote schools. More
commonly known as the British
Society, along with the 3 ‘Rs’ their
schools would teach the fourth
‘R’, religion, in their own nondenominational format.
Alarmed by this, in 1811 the
National Society for Promoting
the Education of the Poor in the
Principles of the Established
Church in England and Wales,
Children in WW2 had to walk to
school wearing gas masks
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At the same time as Robert
Owen was developing his school
at New Lanark, two organisations
were set up with the sole aim of
establishing a national network
of schools for the middle and
working classes. Fuelled by a
fierce rivalry between them, it is
most likely one of the thousands
of schools founded by one of
these societies across Victorian
Britain that your ancestor most
likely attended – perhaps even
you as many of the buildings are
still in use today.
In 1808 the Royal Lancastrian
Society (later the British and
Foreign School Society for the
Education of the Labouring and
Manufacturing Classes of Society

The two systems had more
similarities than differences.
Both had a curriculum focused
on the ‘three Rs’ alongside
some practical activities where
possible. These might be such
things as cobbling, tailoring,
gardening or simple agricultural
tasks for the boys,
and spinning, sewing,
knitting, lace-making
and baking for the girls.
In general the British
Schools were laid out
in one room with the
pupils in rows facing the
schoolmaster’s desk.
Wide aisles at either end
allowed the monitors to
teach groups of eight to
twelve pupils who stood
facing a lesson board of
to the side.

The School and
Institute form part of
the fascinating World
Heritage site at New
Lanark: http://www.
newlanark.org/worldheritage-site/index.
shtml

National
Schools and
British Schools

Lancaster System, after it’s
founder the Quaker, Joseph
Lancaster, whilst National Schools
adopted the Madras System
pioneered by Dr Andrew Bell, the
rector of Swanage.

better known as the National
Society, was set up to promote
schools based on the teachings
of the Church of England. Their
aim was to establish a National
School in every parish of England
and Wales. They schools were
often sited next to the local
parish church, and named after it.
Both the British Society
and National Society used
a monitorial system in their
schools. Older pupils would teach
younger ones using standard
repetitive exercises they learnt
in turn from the schoolmaster.
A system that some modern
commentators have called ‘the
industrialisation of the teaching
process’.
The system used in British
Schools was known as the

National Schools
generally had two
separate schoolrooms
for girls and boys and
desks were placed
around the walls.
Pupils were taught by
monitors in groups
of twelve to twenty
arranged in squares
in the centre of the room. But
in reality the biggest, and very
contentious, difference between
the two systems was the form of
religious education they taught.
The monitorial method continued
until 1862 by which time it was
realised that having children
teach other children when they
were often not well educated
themselves was problematic.
Instead it was adapted to a new
system of Pupil Teachers, where
selected older children were
given proper training and were
paid to teach.
A museum showing how these
monitorial schools worked is
based in the former British
School at Hitchin: http://www.
britishschoolsmuseum.co.uk/
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Ragged Schools
Not all children were able to
attend the new schools. In
the 1830’s a number of other
philanthropists working with
destitute children in the poorer
areas of the larger towns and
cities, also began establishing
their own local school as it was
noted that the children from
these areas were often excluded
from existing schools because
of their unkempt appearance
and often challenging behaviour.
Robert Raikes’ work among
the poor children in Gloucester
gained his early Sunday School
the name of ‘Raikes’
Ragged School’ and
these new schools
for poor children also
gained the nickname
‘Ragged Schools.

and working class families,
coinciding with the widening
of the franchise following the
1832 Reform Act, it was almost
inevitable that the government
would now become involved in
education.
In 1833 it gave out the first grants
to both the National Society
and British Society for the
building and running of their new
schools. From 1846 these grants
were extended to Baptist and
Congregationalist groups, in 1847
to Catholics and in 1853 to the
Manchester Jewish community.

In 1844 the Ragged
School Union was
formed with Lord
Shaftesbury as its
chairman to coordinate them. The
original union had just
16 schools, mostly in
London, but by 1861 it
was nationwide with
176 schools attached
to it.
A Ragged School
had no particular
form, comprising day,
evening and Sunday schools with
most of the people engaged
with them would be unpaid
volunteers.
The former Ragged School
opened by Dr Thomas Barnardo
as part of his work with the poor
in London’s East End, Barnardo’s
Copperfield Road Free School,
is now a museum to both
Ragged School and Victorian
East End life: http://www.
raggedschoolmuseum.org.uk/
school-museum/
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Government
Involvement in
Education
With the growth of new schools
for the children of middle

Above: Lads of a Council
school digging up part of the
local grounds ready for potato
planting
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HMI Reports
In 1839 a School Inspection
Board was established and
inspection became a condition
of all educational grants. In 1902
inspection was extended to all
schools. Along with registers and
log books inspector’s reports
provide an in valuable resource
for studying your local school.
All the HMI Reports are in the
National Archive and your local
Record Office may have a local
copy.
http://discovery.
nationalarchives.gov.uk/

Board Schools
Following the changes to
Grammar Schools and Public
Schools mentioned earlier, in
1870 the government turned their
attention to the schools which
the majority of children attended.
The Elementary Education
Act (known as the Forster
Act after its proposer) made
it obligatory for the first time
for local authorities to provide
primary (elementary) education
in areas that weren’t covered by
the British and National Society.
Known as board schools because
they were managed by elected
school boards, they
remained fee-charging,
but poor parents could
be exempted.
Further acts
strengthened and
broadened this
legislation. In 1880
the Elementary
Education Act made
school attendance
compulsory between
the ages of 5 and
10. With exceptions
such as illness, if
children worked, or
lived too far from a
school. Attendance
officers employed,
with variable success,
to enforce this.
Attendance was made free in
1891, the leaving age was raised
to 11 in 1893, then to 12 in 1899,
whilst also extending compulsory
education to the blind and deaf.
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School Records
All schools would have had a
register and log book that listed
the children who attended and
recorded life and events in the
school. Many of these have
survived and are available in
local archive office where they
are a rich source of information
in the life of our ancestors. Some
Archive Services are making
them available on the internet,
such as Wiltshire Community
History which has a programme
to give information on all the
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schools in the county.
For example the British Schools
in Calne noted there was a poor
attendance in September 1883,
‘owing to the ingathering of the
harvest, potatoes, etc’. Several
children were absent from
Ludgershall National School in
May 1896 due to their homes
being destroyed in a fire. In
1905 the Boy’s National School
in Trowbridge punished a boy
for smoking at school. If your
ancestors lived in Wiltshire
it certainly worthwhile you
checking out their site at:
https://history.wiltshire.gov.uk/
community/index.php
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Special Schools
The first school for the blind in
Great Britain was the ‘School of
Instruction for the Indigent Blind’
established by Henry Dannett
in Liverpool in 1791. It offered
training in music and manual
crafts for children and adults
of both sexes. There was no
education as such: child labour
was the rule and pupils were
taught to earn a living.
Thomas Braidwood’s Academy
for the Deaf and Dumb, opened
in Edinburgh in the early 1760s,
was the first school for the
deaf in Great Britain. It taught a
handful of selected paying pupils
to speak and read.

first voluntary run, the Industrial
Schools Act of 1857 gave more
powers for their establishment
and funding, alongside powers
for magistrates to send children
to one.

In 1918 the Fisher Act enforced
compulsory education from 5
to 14 years, but also included
provision for compulsory parttime education for all 14 to 18
year-olds.

The school day for the children
was strictly regulated. Awaking
at 6.00am, there were times
for learning the three ‘Rs’,
religious and moral guidance,
doing housework, and especially
learning trades. For the boys this
would be gardening, tailoring
and shoemaking. For girls it
was housework and washing,
knitting, and sewing. Along with
three short recreational breaks,
mealtimes, the children would
return to bed promptly at 19.00.

The 1944 Education Act (the
Butler Act), defined the modern
split between primary and
secondary education at age 11.
It also established the ‘tripartite
system’ of secondary education,
comprising grammar schools,
secondary modern schools and
secondary technical schools.
Academically gifted students
who passed the 11+ exam were
able to attend a grammar
school. Children who did not
pass the selection test attended
secondary modern or technical
schools.

20th Century
Educational
Developments

From 1965 onwards the tripartite
system was replaced by a single
comprehensive one and by 1975,
90% of secondary schools were
comprehensives.
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The 1902 Education Act (the
Balfour Act) totally radicalised
the existing school system.
School boards were abolished
and replaced by Local Education
Authorities funded through local
taxation. For the first time state
funding was extended to the
religious schools.

Further information: Derek Gillard
has a wonderfully detailed site
on the history of education
which can be accessed at http://
www.educationengland.org.uk/
history/index.html
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Industrial Schools
As much an early type of
reformatory as an academic
school, increasingly during the
19th century children who were
involved in petty crime might
be sent to an Industrial School.
The idea was teach them to be
‘industrious’ by removing them
from bad influences in their home
environment, whilst giving them
a basic education and teaching
them a trade. Most children
would be borders although some
did attend daily.
The earliest Industrial School was
the Industrial Feeding School
set up in Aberdeen in 1846. At

Evacuees during WW2 at their new school
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