Liberal reforms - The Young
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The Liberal reforms began with an attack on the health problems, which had been so starkly shown up by the Boer War. There was a common belief at the turn of the century that the people of Britain were suffering a physical decline.  Only a concerted campaign of “national efficiency” could restore the vitality of the nation and this had to start in the schools.

The first social reforms to be undertaken by the Liberals were concerned with children. These strengthened a campaign that included among its demands the provision of school meals for needy children. The least controversial of the Liberal reforms were those to do with the condition of working class children. This group was not only the most directly vulnerable in society; it was also the only group that could not in any way be held accountable for its problems. Sickness could be classed as malingering; unemployment as sheer idleness and even the elderly could be blamed for not saving enough during their working lives. None of these accusations could be levelled at children. Even so, some Liberals felt that children were entirely the responsibility of their parents and that any supportive intervention by them would undermine the parental role. Despite such views, there was a general feeling that the pitiful condition of the poorest working class children was a national disgrace. The issue of malnourished children had surfaced since the extension of rate aid to all schools and the creation of Local Education Authorities (LEA) in 1902. It was all too obvious to teachers and the education authorities that large numbers of children were coming to school hungry, dirty and suffering from ill health.
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The first direct move to alleviate the plight of deprived children came in 1906 with the passing of the Education (Provision of Meals) Act. The stimulus for action came from a Labour backbencher, William Wilson. He introduced the school meals proposal as a Private Member’s Bill and because it was so well received in the House of Commons, the Liberals took it over.
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allowing authorities to “take such steps as they think fit for the provision of meals”, either in conjunction with voluntary bodies or on their own. This Act allowed, but did not force, local authorities to provide free meals for poor children paid for from the rates. Also local charities were allowed to supply school meals. Parents able to pay were expected to pay for meals if they could but if they could not the Act allowed meals to be provided ‘where children are unable by reason of lack of food to take full advantage of education, they may apply to the Board of Education and spend out of the rates’. The local authority was also able to claim back a 50% grant from the government. Parents taking advantage of these meals for their children would not be classed as paupers. By 1911 less than a third of LEA’s were using rates to provide school meals and so the Board of Education decided to take additional powers to make such provision compulsory. By 1913 just under half of the education authorities in England and Wales were providing school meals. In 1914 the State made the provision of school meals compulsory. By 1914, 150,000 children were benefiting. In 1906, 3 million meals were being provided but by 1914 this had risen to 14 million. As a result of this the Act was considered to be successful but malnutrition remained as bad as ever in some areas. Some of the needy children left school early and did not receive school meals. Evidence suggested that during school holidays the growth of poor children slowed and body weight often declined, which suggested that school meals were an important part of the health of poor children. It was seen as the first move from schooling to welfare and was a breach in the ideas of Laissez Faire. It recognised that parents could not always provide for their children and that, with public support, needy children could be well cared for at home and did not require withdrawal into public or voluntary care. However, in many areas the problem of malnutrition amongst the school population remained as serious as it had ever been.

1907 Education (Administrative Procedures Act)
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They followed this up in 1907 with the 1907 Education (Administrative Procedures) Act, which set up a School Medical service run by local authorities. Finally in 1908 they set up the 1908 Children and Young Peoples Act, which brought together several older Acts and furthered their provisions.

The medical inspection of school children also attracted the campaigners for a healthy Britain.   During 1906, Sir Robert Morant, the civil servant responsible for Education, had been persuaded about the need for medical inspections in the nation’s schools. It was his job to draw up the fine details of the Education (Administrative Provisions) Bill. 
He managed to smuggle the school medical inspection provisions into this rather innocuous Bill, which passed into law in 1907.

The government was reluctant since it knew that once the facts were known there would be a demand for free medical treatment. However, a Bill was pushed through, requiring annual medical checking of schoolchildren by doctors. The Act stated that at least 3 inspections must take place during a child’s school years and that these were to be conducted on school premises and during school hours, with the first inspection coming as soon as possible after the child had started school. The Act made no provision for treatment and inspection revealed the disturbing fact that children were going untreated because their parents were too poor to afford to take them to a doctor.
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In Scotland, the medical inspection of children was authorised under the Education (Scotland) Act of 1908. The Act also gave School Boards the power to take action against parents who allowed their children to come to school in a filthy or verminous condition.
The government was soon under pressure to treat the problems revealed by its own inspectors. In 1912, the Board of Education started to give grants to local authorities for treatment and school clinics were set up for the first time. This first wave of reforming legislation showed quite clearly that the state was prepared to intervene in people’s lives far more than it had in the past.

The more compulsory nature of this reform was the result of two factors. Compulsory elements in legislation on public health issues had been used since the first Public health Act in 1848 so compulsion was not controversial and the sense of urgency engendered by the debacle of the number of unfit volunteers for the Boer War. 

The reports these doctors sent in led to such concern that school clinics were gradually introduced with, from 1912, help from government funds, where free medical treatment was provided. Up till then parents had to struggle to get treatment for their children and at a time when families were hard put to it to survive on just over a pound a week, medical costs were a huge burden. Although the Act helped, school doctors could do nothing about poor housing conditions, clothing and diet, which led to so much ill health.
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[image: image2.jpg]Comparative Table on Height and Weight of
British and American Schoolchildren
Height (inches)

Welght (pounds)

British Boston Aberdeen Edinburgh

Height:

Boys 6-9 45.67
Girls 6-9 44.64
Boys9-12  51.68
Girls9-12  50.96
Boys12-15 57.07
Girls 12-15 57.74

Weight:

Boys 6-9 49.6

Girls 6-9 47.1

Boys 9-12 66.6

Girls 9-12 61.8

Boys12-15  83.7
Girls12-15  86.7

46.15
45.89
52.10
51.72
58.34
58.74

49.6
48.2
66.32
63.9
89.1
90.9

46.0 44.52
45.4 44.51
51.2 50.20
50.09 49.93
57.3 55.26
57.4 55.65
51.1 46.1
47.9 45.6
64.0 59.5
60.9 57.76
84.5 74.0

83.3 784





Children Act 1908


Social reformers blamed poverty for causing a lot of youth crime and this became the new target for government intervention. In Victorian Britain cruelty to animals was a crime while children had no protection. In 1908 Herbert Samuel steered through parliament a bill, which gathered together a series of pre-existing measures dealing with child welfare. The Act was soon popularly known as the ‘The Children’s Charter’. Children were now forbidden to beg; when accused of offences they were to be tried in special Juvenile courts and could not be sent to ordinary prisons but to Borstals or remand homes away from adult prisoners. Severe penalties were set up for the ill treatment of children and a probation service was set up. Children under 16 were prohibited from going to public houses. The Act stated, ‘if any person sells to a person under 16 any cigarettes, he shall be liable to a fine not exceeding £2’. Probation officers were appointed for the aftercare of young offenders. Limited hours were introduced for the number of hours that children were allowed to work in part time jobs. The Act was important because it recognised that children could not be dealt with as adults but had to be helped and protected and it directly attacked the idea of Laissez Faire by having the state directly interfering in the life of the family. 
Finally, in the Budget of 1909, Lloyd George introduced direct financial assistance for child support in the form of child allowances at a rate of £10 per year per child for poorer families.

The statutory medical inspection should take account of the following matters:


Previous disease including infectious diseases.


General condition and circumstances.


height and weight.


nutrition (good, medium, bad)


cleanliness (including vermin of head and body)


clothing (sufficiency, cleanliness and footgear).





Throat, nose and articulation (mouth breathing, snoring, stammering, tonsillar and glandular condition, adenoids.


External eye disease and vision testing.


Ear disease and deafness.


Teeth and oral sepsis.


Mental capacity (normal, backward, defective).


Present disease or defect.








