Ignorance – Education

Beveridge made few direct comments about the giant of ignorance in his report, but he made clear his desire for an education system available to all, especially the poor, which would provide opportunities and develop talent.

Before 1939 education services varied throughout the country. Although elementary, or primary, education had been established for some time, the quality of secondary education was variable. Many children received no education past primary stage and poorer parents could not afford the fees that some secondary schools charged. Even if a working class child won a scholarship to pay fees, home pressure to leave school and bring in wages was high. 
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The giant of ignorance was tackled by the Education Act of 1944, which took effect in Scotland in 1945. It raised the school leaving age from 14 to 15 and required all children to get free secondary education. By 1947 it was in place, at a time when the country was short of workers. The government also had to spend more of its precious resources building schools as about 20% of the existing school stock had been destroyed during the war and on an emergency programme to train enough teachers to staff the schools. 
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Given the date of this legislation, the Labour Government can take no credit for it, and it is another point in the argument that post war social reform was not entirely the work of the Labour government. In fact the wartime coalition started discussing education reform in 1941. The main idea at the foundations of educational reform was to be equality of opportunity and the creation of a system which would allow working class children with ability to progress as far as they could without being restricted by the demands to pay expensive fees. However, the reality of the Education Act of 1944 was rather different from its original aims.

The credit for the education act is given to R.A. Butler. He argued that the future of Britain’s strength and wealth lay in scientific and technical training so technical training should be given priority. Butler’s idea was to create a three tier education system of technical, grammar and secondary modern schools. In Scotland the last two were usually called senior and junior respectively. Butler’s original idea was for each type of school to have equal status but very soon grammar or senior secondary schools were seen as the ‘best’ while the creation of high quality technical schools never took root. It argued that the influence of church people and politicians who were themselves products of private schools killed the idea of respected technical schools.
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The desire to create a fair and socially balanced education system retreated in the face of reality. Although Prime Minister Churchill had stated that 75% of places in the very selective public schools should be opened up to pupils chosen by local authorities this idea gradually faded. There was a small increase in the proportion of working class boys at grammar school but the real benefits lay with the middle classes. Grammar school fees were abolished, and the government spending on the grammar schools and senior secondaries raced ahead of the expenditure on junior secondary moderns.

The government also planned a big increase in opportunities in higher education. Universities and colleges were to be expanded and there was a system of grants from the state or Local Authority so that students able to win places in higher education could accept them even if their parents had little money.
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Children were to be allocated to a school type based on an intelligence test. This was supposed to be a fair and objective way of selecting pupils irrespective of their social class background. What it turned out to be was a socially divisive and contentious selection procedure for the limited number of prestige places at the grammar schools. There was also concern about the use of exams at such an early age as 11 or 12 to categorise children. Then and now many people were opposed to the idea of deciding a child’s future that early.

All children sat an exam at 11+,  the results of which decided the type of secondary school a child went to. This exam was final so that if a child developed in 1st year of secondary school, after failing the 11+ there was still no chance of going to Grammar school. For those who passed, the system worked well. They went to senior secondary schools and were expected to stay on at school after 15, go to university or get jobs in management or the professions. However, others who failed the exam went to a junior secondary and were expected to leave school at 15 and go to unskilled jobs. By failing the 11 plus, thousands of children were trapped in a world of low expectations and inferior education. 

By 1947 London County Council in particular had become unhappy with this system and planned comprehensive schools instead. London’s first comprehensive, Kidbrooke School, opened in 1954. 
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Butler had never intended such harsh decisions to be made about children in his original proposals but the reality of the education reforms became increasingly criticised; so much so that by the mid 1960’s new thinking was moving state schools towards the comprehensive model, although it too has its critics. The main criticism of the 1944 Act was the inferior opportunities it provided to children in secondary modern schools.
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To sum up, Labour dealt well with the practical problems of rebuilding schools and training teachers but the educational theory was flawed by the need to test children at such a young age for the type of school that would suit their skills best.  This flaw was made worse by the fact that technical schools never took off so 20% of mostly middle class children west to Grammar schools, 5% to technical schools and the remaining 75% were left in Junior Secondary schools with little opportunity to improve.
