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The 1902 Education Act is commonly taken to mark the 
beginning of a period of general expansion in the provision of 
secondary education, largely under the control of the newly- 
created Local Education Authorities (LEAs). However, it was 
not until after 1944 that a variety of post-elementary schooling 
became freely available to all, while elementary education 
itself was to be seriously threatened by policies of economy. 
Although it might be claimed that the 1902 Act saw the 
demise of 'democratic localism' through the abolition of the 
popularly-elected school boards, elementary schools retained 
their identity as the 'people's schools', and threats to exp 
anding initiatives in this sphere, apparent from the mid-1890s, 
were now readily associated by the labour movement with 
attacks on school children by the 'Rich Man's Party'. In 
particular, from a Labour perspective, to outlaw the 'higher 
grade' board schools (the 'people's colleges') was nothing less 
than to refuse the working-class child its sole introduction to 
'the higher worlds of literature, science, and art.' By 1925, 
there was real justification in the bitter cry of the Manchester 
Labour Party that 'our children are living in a more impover 
ished world.' 1 Yet, even then, few of the Party's members, or 
other socialist pioneers, could lay claim to any direct experi 
ence of formal schooling beyond an essentially elementary 
sort. James Sexton, the dockers' leader, had left school at the 
age of eight, and this was not untypical of fellow TUC 
delegates who lived into the 1930s and even beyond. Rather, 
their experience of self-education, acquired mainly as adults 
and in the course of organised labour activities, underlined the 
potential power of education in stimulating independent 
working-class politics. On the one hand, this stood to sharpen 
their perceptions of the relationship between class and educa 
tion, and to bolster early socialist efforts at promoting alterna-
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tive or 'substitutionaP educational modes: for even if the 
governing class were 'actuated by the sincerest possible 
motives, it is not in the nature of things that its members could 
see things from the workers' point of view. . . . The education 
and training of the governing class is so different.' 2 On the 
other hand, it led many early Labour representatives to seek 
immediate reforms either of a direct palliative kind (such as 
the compulsory feeding and medical inspection of school 
children), or as intermediate stages in the struggle for equality 
or 'fairer shares'. Thus, looking back in 1953 over a long battle 
for what it labelled 'equality of opportunity' in education, the 
Liverpool Labour Party emphasised the question of access to 
a form of education long denied the working class, recalling 
how

The Socialist pioneers often lacked the opportunity for a sound education. 
George Tomlinson our late Minister of Education left school at 12 years of 
age to go to work. He knew by bitter experience what it meant to make up 
lost ground later on. That is the reason he had a passion for education, 
along with colleagues like Ernest Bevin. 1

Broadly reflecting what might be styled a statist educational 
strategy, this was a posture less radical, perhaps, than that 
assumed in some early twentieth century socialist blue-prints. 
However, in espousing a necessarily free access from as early 
as the 1890s, it was one which undoubtedly lay ahead of any 
other existing political party policy on post-elementary educa 
tion, either nationally or locally. 4

It was the quest for a co-ordination between two distinct 
modes of education - a dual system inheriting nineteenth 
century class-based divisions in society - that characterised 
the evolution of the educational system during the first four 
decades of the twentieth century. In this, the role of the 
national labour movement, and especially the parliamentary 
Labour Party, has received considerable scholarly attention, 
with some debate on its precise nature, and mainly with 
reference to national politics and education in the inter-war 
years, and to R.H. Tawney's Secondary Education for All of 1922. 
In particular, Brian Simon has seen Secondary Education for All, 
which stressed the provision of 'varieties' of selective secon 
dary schooling and formed the basis of most Labour Party 
educational thinking in the 1920s and beyond, as a 'betrayal' 
by the Party of the more egalitarian trade-unionist position 
outlined in the so-called Bradford Charter of 1916. Adopted 
by the Labour Party Conferences of 1917 and 1918, this 
Programme of Education of the Bradford Trades Council
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advocated the notion of free secondary education for all in a 
'common secondary school', but its educational prescriptions 
were ambiguous, and it is not clear how representative or 
typical it was of mainstream Labour thinking on education at 
the time. Nor is it clear to what extent the Bradford position 
differed significantly from that held in the 1920s, and rendered 
official by the 1926 Hadow Report on The Education of the 
Adolescent.''

Such issues, however, cannot be central to the present 
essay. Its more modest aim is to set them in the context of an 
important local component of the labour movement, and thus 
to explore 'the relation of specific proposals to their wider 
context, politically and ideologically'." The debate on educa 
tion and Labour has certainly underlined the historical imp 
ortance of the wider labour movement, which extends beyond 
the narrow focus on the national political leadership in 
isolation, marked by its 'reformist' nature, or on such institu 
tions as the TUG merely for its role in pressure group politics. 7 
The move towards a unified educational system has come 
under relatively little scrutiny at grass roots level, where 
conditions peculiar to the locality largely determined the 
nature of debate on equality in education. Whatever its 
precise implications for secondary school reorganisation, the 
Bradford Charter well illustrated the enhanced position of 
local trades and labour councils. These councils owed much to 
the leadership role they had experienced during the war years, 
bringing them to the fore - as characteristic representatives of 
the wider labour movement - in promoting broadly-based 
egalitarian reform." In the main, their approach stood in 
contrast to the narrower 'scholarship ladder' emphasis of 
London Fabians like Sidney Webb. Examination of local and 
regional constituents of the labour movement is crucial, above 
all, because in the educational and social climate of the early 
part of the twentieth century, the principle of 'secondary 
education for all' was far from established.

I

A variety of historical, geographical and economic factors no 
doubt made the experience of labour and educational politics 
in Liverpool somewhat untypical of that pertaining to other 
British cities in the period. A number of contemporary 
American cities probably provide a more useful parallel, with 
their growing ethnic, religious and cultural divisions, their
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immigrant and minority-group politics. Moreover, the extent 
to which one can effectively identify the policy of labour on 
education in the early twentieth century remains problematic 
al, and it could therefore be argued that Liverpool's experi 
ence represents not so much a case-study but more an 
exploration of some of the 'underlying assumptions about 
national policy and action'. 9 It is well known that Liverpool 
was a formidable stronghold both of loyal Conservatism and 
of Irish Catholicism. Labour and educational politics in the 
city were dominated by sometimes fierce sectarian strife well 
into the twentieth century. When one local socialist had begun 
her column for the I.L.P. journal, the Clarion in 1895, she was 
warned on the religious question which, if it posed a particular 
problem in Liverpool, clearly complicated labour politics in 
all major working-class Catholic strongholds:

If I were you I wouldn't touch on Religion. Many of our readers are 
Romanists, and their priests are dead against Socialism, so a poor 
Romanist with Socialist tendencies has a rough time of it already without 
the Clarion being down on them. 10

One important consequence of the intrusion of ethno-religious 
conflict into municipal political life, was that Liverpool earned 
an 'unenviable reputation for rough and tumble polities'. The 
portrayal of socialism by its opponents as a threat to religion 
and traditional morality produced an almost impossible posi 
tion for organised labour in the city, (in a movement which 
relied on working-class, often Irish Catholic, communities for 
potential support). But it also served to intensify and preserve 
some devotion to principle and aspiration on the part of the 
local Labour Party, reminiscent of the earlier socialist sects. 
The existence of a powerful Workingmen's Conservative 
Association notwithstanding, the working class became well 
entrenched in Liverpool labour politics: quite apart from such 
important political influences as the Irish National Party, 
there was the stark experience of local conditions. Thus, the 
Fabian-dominated Liverpool Housing Association, collecting 
the statistics on over-crowding in the various wards, pointed 
to an average children's death rate of 114.253 per 1000 in 
1900, as against 58,825 for all of England, while impressionis 
tic accounts brought out the salient features of a geography 
totally alien to contemporary panegyrics, and characterised 
by 'that acme of all British slums, the internationally famous 
Scotland Road." 1 In conjunction with the experience of the 
labour movement itself, this was a major source of Labour and 
socialist education at the time. As Bessie Braddock later
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declared, recalling her mother's stint at the Clarion van: 'that 
was my education, the shocking sights of the Liverpool streets, 
strike meetings, propaganda, organisation'. 1 -'

Before 1918 in Liverpool, Labour discussion of the social 
inequalities inherent in the provision of secondary schooling 
was effectively precluded by the continuing struggle against 
voluntaryism, which staunchly resisted the adoption of permis 
sive health and welfare legislation from 1905 6. In the era of 
social reconstruction following the war, the local labour 
movement began to link its preoccupation with the health of 
the child to a newer focus on the opportunity for all children to 
continue formal education beyond the age of 14. Even by the 
late 1920s in Liverpool, an association between housing 
conditions and success in winning secondary school scho 
larships suggested that the contemporary metaphor of an 
educational ladder, while perhaps a fair description of the 
increased educational opportunities then available to work 
ing-class children, did not portray the reality of an unequal 
chance for 'every child to climb the ladder'.' 3 In 1924, it was 
the expressed concern of the Liverpool Labour Party to give 
'every child equality of opportunity in education', but free 
secondary education (as in theoretical decisions taken at 
Bradford, Manchester and near-by Wallasey) was intended 
specifically for those children 'capable of taking advantage of 
such education'. In other words, it envisaged a selective 
secondary school, and any consideration of a form of schooling 
common to all beyond the existing elementary school, as 
perhaps implied in some earlier socialist school board prog 
rammes, remained ambiguous when the major battle was one 
for acceptance of the principle of 'free education from the 
elementary school to the University'. 14

Although not matching the purity of socialist ideals, it may 
be that this emphasis on opportunity through free access was 
a relatively radical one, given a current educational system 
which provided places for fee-paying secondary pupils 
irrespective of their relative ability to pay.'"' Coupled with the 
continued practice of fee-charging in municipal elementary 
schools in Liverpool, this inhibited serious Labour considera 
tion of questions of content and purpose in the education of 
working-class children. In contrast, content and pedagogy 
were significant features of the work of radical groups to the 
Left, notably the pre-1914 anarcho-syndicalists and post-war 
labour college enthusiasts on Merseyside. However, the com 
mitment to substitutional models and methods of education - 
a commitment which reflected radical political emphases
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evocative of the earlier Socialist League - found its fullest 
expression in the sphere of adult workers' education. Apart 
from the implied criticism inherent in ventures like the 
Liverpool Communist or Ferrer Modern School of the pre- 
1914 years, or in the later activities of the Teachers' Labour 
League, there was little by way of explicit or sustained 
re-appraisal of the regular day-school curriculum on the part 
of organised labour. 16

II

It is first necessary to consider at least some of the principal 
educational developments, in the wake of the 1902 and 1918 
Acts, against which the Labour campaign for free secondary 
education must be set. Both the Bryce Report of 1895 and 
Michael Sadler's special report of 1904 bemoaned the absence 
of rich secondary school foundations in Liverpool, with the 
exception of two near-by endowments dating from the six 
teenth and seventeenth centuries. Under the new powers of 
the 1902 Act, there was a considerable growth in municipal 
secondary education in Liverpool, which entailed both the 
creation of new schools and the transfer to the municipality of 
precariously-financed proprietary schools, mostly of early 
nineteenth century origin. At the time of Sadler's investiga 
tion, there was a total of 2,157 students on the rolls of the 
secondary schools 'of a public character', and free scho 
larships were held by 63 municipal and 45 'non-provided' 
(former voluntary or religious) school pupils in October 1904. 
In the elementary sector, the 49 ex-board schools alone 
counted some 50,000 on the rolls, while in conjunction with 
the 113 non-provided schools which still predominated in the 
city, the total was 136,307 in 1904. Approximately 3 in every 
1,000 elementary school leavers proceeded to the secondary 
school in 1903, which, with an increase to 110 by 1930, 
remained below the national average." With two Roman 
Catholic exceptions, all new secondary schools in Liverpool 
after 1902 were established by the LEA, which also assumed 
control of most of the existing institutions. Fees ranged from 
around one to four guineas per term, although from 1907 
increased central grants were accorded to those secondary 
schools willing to offer 25% of their places as 'free places'. In 
the municipal secondary schools of 1908-9, free places 
accounted for approximately 15% of the total secondary 
enrollment under the LEA, with provision of 111 scholarships
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or free places in six schools not directly under municipal 
control. 1 "

Free admissions, however, did not entail payments in aid of 
travel and academic expenses, and the educational ladder 
appears in fact to have been designed as a 'boon to the families 
of skilled artisans, and of ratepayers occupying a middle 
station in life.' It was only theoretically true that in 1909 there 
was an educational ladder 'so broad, it is believed, that no boy 
of marked ability need be prevented on the score of poverty 
from sharing the best education that the university can give."9 
At this time, there was certainly little belief in the principle of 
a secondary education for all in the style of the great public 
and established grammar schools, which initially provided a 
model for the newly-created secondary schools of the twen 
tieth century. The 'secondary' education which had come to 
be considered suitable for working-class children   notwith 
standing its apparent utility in the eyes of those middle-class 
parents whose children also took advantage of it - was really 
an extended variety of elementary schooling, comparable with 
other contemporary upward educational extensions, such as 
the French ecole primaire superieure.

It is arguable that, in the conditions prevailing at the turn 
of the century, this was the institutional expression of an 
enlightened and realistic point of view, and some few 
elementary schools undoubtedly provided a first-rate 
academic and emancipative education.'" However, from the 
egalitarian viewpoint of an important element of the labour 
movement (as opposed to the meritocratic formula which 
informed Sidney Webb's Secondary Education of 1908), state 
ments about the educational ladder were often unacceptable, 
not because they assumed the existence of 'various kinds of 
education best suited to certain people', but because choices of 
the particular kind of education were manifestly a function of 
inequalities in living and working conditions which offered the 
poor child an unequal chance to climb the ladder. This was 
implicit in the educational programme of the Liverpool 
Labour Party of 1919, where the demand for free education for 
all from elementary school to university was accompanied by 
a comprehensive list of welfare and leisure-oriented measures, 
including municipal housing, bathrooms, gardens, theatres, 
public halls, playgrounds and restaurants, so that 'the social 
and intellectual life of the workers may be encouraged.' " In 
this respect, to advocate a careful educational ladder, as in 
Liverpool, was little removed from advocating none at all. 
Moreover, at a time when organised labour in the city was
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voicing its sensitivity to 'aspersions on working men', this 
doubtless reinforced the tone of condecension underlying 
pronouncements on popular education of the sort made by 
one prominent headmaster, who could declare that:

There are numbers of children, all over England, who are taken out of 
their natural element, artificially acclimatised in a new one, artificially 
made to score some 'success', and at the latter end unfitted for the greater 
things and spoiled for the humbler . . . Who does not know the cant of 
giving everyone a fair and like chance?2'

Despite paper proposals to extend the provision of working- 
class secondary education contained in the 1918 Education 
Act, which recommended day continuation schools, the edu 
cational ladder was 'not so broad as is commonly supposed, 
nor is it easily climbed' even by the 1930s. Based on research 
conducted in the late 20s and early 30s, and a notable early 
contribution of the Liverpool University School of Social 
Science, Caradog-Jones's Social Survey pointed to distinctions 
within the secondary school itself among different categories 
of students. The record of success at examinations, for inst 
ance, was seen to be closely tied to length of stay at school, a 
factor determined by 'the class, or occupational grade, of the 
parent'. 23 Plans for economy in municipal elementary educa 
tion, as outlined in the recommendations of a special report of 
1915 on financial administration, threatened to reduce an 
already limited working-class access to secondary schooling 
by reducing free-place quotas. It was a source of Labour 
dissatisfaction that disruptions caused by the war effort 
seemed mainly to involve the elementary schools, while the 
cut-backs imposed by the so-called Geddes Axe of the post 
war years had implications for the quality of elementary 
education that scarcely altered the life of the secondary 
schools. Between 1914 and 1922, expenditure on municipal 
secondary education in Liverpool increased from £35,301 on 
2,322 pupils to £145,925 on only 4,924 pupils. In part, this 
reflected the long-standing poverty of secondary school provi 
sion in the city, but it also heightened the contrast with 
elementary educational provision; even in the LEA's new 
elementary schools, two or three classes were being conducted 
in a single room with some seventy to eighty children at a 
time. 24

The LEA made some attempt to compensate for disparities 
between elementary and secondary education by changes in 
the content and organisation of elementary education. 
Although largely remaining on paper, these in fact tended to
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confirm the existence of elementary and secondary as distinct 
kinds, rather than stages, of education. A Report on the Curricu 
lum of 1904 suggested that a new 'choice and balance of 
subjects' had to be guided by the great difference in parental 
occupation, ranging from upwards of 60% 'labourers and 
dock labourers' in some schools to only 1% of this occupation 
al category in schools that had become associated with 'higher 
grade' work. It therefore recommended three distinct varieties 
of elementary schools. Group 'A' schools would offer a liberal 
teaching of all permitted subjects, including French and 
algebra, and would cater especially to prospective elementary 
school teachers (who, under the new regulations governing 
pupil-teachers, stood to profit most from scholarships and free 
places in the secondary schools). Group 'B' schools, the most 
numerous, would provide an education devoted equally to 
literacy and numeracy, craftsmanship and the 'culture of the 
body'; in group 'C', the 'labouring class school' was to be 
clearly distinguished from the 'B' school by the amount of 
time allotted to manual training and domestic science, and by 
a stress on the 'moral and social' and the means of rising to 
'the social stratum next above'. 25 Under the Board of Educa 
tion Code of 1905, the LEA planned to provide five of the 
'higher' variety of elementary school, thus subscribing to 
Sadler's view of a different kind of 'secondary' education, 
characterised by both its duration and its curriculum. Like 
contemporary schemes of technical instruction, this was in 
timately tied to the perceived demands of industry, for the 
curriculum and timetable were explicitly to make provision 
for special instruction 'bearing on the future occupations of 
the scholars.' 26 Informed by much of the Progressive pedago 
gical emphasis of the day, this practical orientation rested on 
the then realistic assumption that elementary education was 
terminal for the mass of children, and it became closely 
identified with the formation of a Juvenile Employment 
Committee in May 1912. The 'higher' aspect of elementary 
education was further eroded, from 1909, when pupil-teachers 
became secondary school 'bursars', Liverpool providing for 
150 of these, compared to 50 pupil-teachers previously. 
Moreover, the Board of Education's regulation on free places 
(25% in return for increased grants) led the LEA to urge an 
early transfer of free-place scholars to the secondary schools, 
and certainly before the age of 13. 27

The LEA undertook a comprehensive review of education 
in the city following the 1918 Act, which particularly sought to 
bolster working-class 'secondary' education by means of day
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continuation schools. For the most part, the resulting revised 
scheme of education was not implemented, especially in so far 
as it concerned provision for post-14-year-olds and additional 
school welfare services. Significantly, however, a 1918 
Memorandum by the Director of Education, James Legge, 
paid considerable attention to secondary education per se, 
which was mainly an indirect concern in the Act. Unlike 
Manchester or Leeds, where the textile industries were pre 
dominant, Liverpool had never been a notable centre of the 
'half-time' system of education. While there was a demand for 
quasi-specialised practical training for trades and industries 
linked to the waterfront, the prevailing contemporary demand 
was increasingly for commercial-type training affording access 
to lower-level clerical employment, as Sadler had observed in 
1904. The demand for academically-based, 'traditional' 
education, beyond the elementary school itself, was apparent 
ly strong. Legge looked enthusiastically on the 1918 proposals 
for central or senior schools as a means of providing a class of 
schools - former elementary schools of the 'higher grade' type 
- which embodied a form of secondary education non- 
competetive with the real secondary institutions. Indeed, he 
admitted that his committee tended 'to defend the secondary 
schools and to fear competition' from upward extensions of 
elementary schools. In contrast, the curriculum of the prop 
osed central schools, as feeders to the secondary school ladder, 
was to prepare pupils 'for the problems of life and livelihood in 
a real and arduous world': that is, it was essentially 
elementary in spirit. 28

HI

From an early twentieth century Labour standpoint, it was 
precisely at the level of secondary education that the process of 
eradicating 'all class distinctions and privileges' in education 
had to begin, for the 'monopoly of higher education is the 
foundation of all other monopolies.' 29 Legge himself main 
tained that the policy of the Board of Education had resulted 
in a division of education into 'water-tight compartments, 
Elementary, Secondary, Technical and Commercial', and 
ventured to predict that it would eventually have to be recast 
in a more 'closely-co-ordinated, less invidious' system. In the 
event, many of the new plans fell victim to the Geddes axe; the 
day continuation schools were among the earliest, and by
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1921 the LEA was already contemplating a 'reduction of the 
work hitherto done'. 3" The parliamentary Labour Party had 
seen in the continuation schools, albeit as a temporary 
measure, the potential for providing the 'secondary school and 
university of the vast majority of working-class children', 
provided this was not jeopardised by short-sighted parsimony 
on the part of LEAs. In this respect, it was vital that 
municipal Labour Groups should endeavour to influence their 
education committees, as well as public opinion, to counter 
the pressure exerted on them to adopt 'for the sake of 
economy, and out of deference to industrial interests, a policy 
which is at variance with the well-being of the children.' 31 

Labour and socialist school board candidates had repeated 
ly sought a co-ordination of elementary and secondary educa 
tion so that, in theory at least, all children might stand to 
benefit from higher, including university, education regardless 
of social background. It is true that the labour movement had 
failed to secure representation on the clerically-dominated 
Liverpool School Board, though this was not a result of 
apathy or inaction, and the persistent efforts of Sam Reeves, a 
local coremaker and leading Fabian socialist, were typical of 
earlier socialist commitment to popular education when 
democratically governed. Like many of his socialist col 
leagues, Reeves was self-taught (he was an avid reader of 
Carlyle, Ruskin, Marx and the Classics), and, in view of the 
existing educational hierarchy, was sceptical of the fashion 
able efforts at promoting technical and manual instruction for 
the working class. Similarly, by the turn of the century, the 
Trades Council had grown increasingly disillusioned by its 
experience of the municipal Technical Instruction Commit 
tee, a body which, through its involvement in the reorganisa 
tion of secondary education in the city, was seen to neglect the 
business of technical instruction as such, for which it had 
originally co-opted trade unionists into its ranks. Subsequent 
ly, the labour movement as a whole tended to reject technical 
education programmes aimed at the working class, and to 
demand that vocational training be left until the last year of 
schooling. Some socialists denounced all efforts at furthering 
practical and vocational (in the sense of manual or technical) 
instruction on the grounds that this only confirmed the 
non-liberal status of working-class education. Thus the Indep 
endent Labour Party, in its organ the Liverpool Forward, 
attacked a speech by the lord mayor advocating early work 
and maintaining that 'boys could not be too young to 
commence their adaptability to a mechanical career': this was
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seen merely to cater to employers' interests in producing 
workers 'efficient as profit-earning automata'. 32

In the early years of the twentieth century, the energies of 
the labour movement continued to be directed in the educa 
tional sphere to a wide range of largely practical problems 
within the traditional areas of formal working-class education: 
accommodation in the elementary schools, child welfare leg 
islation, the provision of technical and evening classes. Initial 
ly at least, any consideration of 'free secondary education for 
all' tended to remain at the level of those 'ideals and aspira 
tions' spoken of by the local Labour Representation Commit 
tee (hereafter LRC) in 1907. As early as 1903-4, however, the 
first trade union representative on the LEA (William Winter- 
burn) noted that 'much remains to be done for Secondary 
Education', and there was growing discontent over the exclu 
sive position of secondary education. Indeed, this was quite 
vehemently expressed a few years later by the veteran Fabian 
socialist, George Nelson, who drew the attention of the Trades 
Council to the 'class distinction' underlying the education 
offered at the Liverpool Institute and that generally provided 
for children 'of the plebian class'. 33

Secondary education became a major Labour issue after 
November 1911 when, following the summer transport strike, 
a small but highly articulate Labour Group was elected to the 
city council. Deriving their support from the trade unions and 
ILP, these councillors were solidly working-class - 'hard and 
rugged looking men who appear to have been through some 
thing', as one account put it - and, no doubt reflecting on their 
own early education, pointed to the 'children of the poor' who 
were 'shut out at 14'. M As part of its municipal programme in 
1907, the Liverpool LRC had included a demand for the 
'Co-ordination of Elementary, intermediate and higher 
education', 35 and a concern for real access to post-elementary 
studies became prominent not only in municipal electioneer 
ing or in the Labour Group programmes, but also in the 
regular educational activities of the established socialist orga 
nisations. Thus, a study-group meeting of the ILP in 1913 
reviewed the 'Treatment of the Workers' Child' and published 
the gist of its discussion in the Liverpool Forward as a study in 
contrast between the respective standings of elementary and 
secondary education in the city. For example, whereas the 
LEA made fifty-five a minimum class size under a fully- 
certified elementary school teacher, the official maximum was 
sixty, as opposed to thirty in secondary schools. Seventy-eight 
out of 158 elementary schools had more pupils than the
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accommodation allowed for, as revealed in the Commons on 
more than one occasion. Some elementary schools were 
clearly of a higher class than others, and this was reflected in 
the pattern of scholarship distribution: 'too often the bright, 
well-equipped schools are only attended by the class of 
children who see something of beauty in their own homes.' 
Even an elementary school teaching career was put beyond 
the reach of most working-class pupils because two years of 
secondary schooling had become a necessary prerequisite. In 
short, for Labour, 'talk of an educational ladder is absurd' 
when, taking maintenance scholarships and free places into 
account, only 1.03% of children had a chance of free secon 
dary education, quite apart from the crucial working-class 
dependence on proper maintenance, including school text 
books. 36

While there was much criticism of the conditions of educa 
tion and elements of what today might be described as the 
hidden curriculum, there was little Labour or socialist discus 
sion of the strictly pedagogical or curricular issues immediate 
ly pertinent to secondary education. Among socialists, there 
was certainly hostility (much intensified during the war years) 
towards excessive patriotism or the inculcation of deference by 
means of school texts, as in the case of a proposed book prize 
for essays on the motto: 'Every child is capable of cheerful 
submission to superiors . . . fearless devotion to duty.' In 
general, however, criticism of this kind stemmed from the 
fundamental socialist conception of educating adults and 
children for the new society, an emphasis which had been 
fostered in particular by an exceptionally active and enthu 
siastic Fabian Society in Liverpool from 1892. Thus for the 
ILP, for example, it was the work of the contemporary 
Socialist Sunday Schools to prepare working-class children 
'for graduating into a new economic and social epoch.' Of 
course, this could be taken to imply that the ideal day school, 
elementary or secondary, should encourage this task and 
develop those methods - active and non-authoritarian - seen 
as best suited to it," and the Liverpool branch of the National 
Union of Teachers did in fact associate a persuasion of the sort 
with the basic issue of distinctions between elementary and 
secondary education. In effect, these respectively produced 
the employee and the employer, the blind follower and the 
leader, for Tn our public schools there is training for mas 
tership, in the elementary schools for servility . . . Economic 
factors dominate the system'.  Nevertheless, if the ILP could 
share this disdain of educating for 'mastership' in the existing
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socio-economic context of'masters and men', it also voiced its 
enthusiasm for the liberal education of the worker, however 
much this concept was steeped in elitist associations with the 
education of traditional leaders and intellectuals. Indeed, 
demands for improved elementary school facilities, for adequ 
ate welfare measures, and for a real ladder, were essentially 
demands for a vastly increased 'access to the best facilities'. 39 
The Liverpool Forward urged workers to join WEA classes in 
the city specifically so that they 'may care for education, so that 
they will become so thirsty in their search that those who 
attempt to represent them will be encouraged to go still 
further'. For this reason, with the outbreak of World War I, 
there was a strong ILP and Fabian initiative in advocating not 
only enlarged, remodelled and improved elementary schools, 
but also additional secondary schools, training colleges and 
technical institutes, along with further buildings and equip 
ment for universities.*"

Occurring in the unfortunate context of war-time emergen 
cy measures, however, Labour demands for widened access 
were directly challenged by the recommendations of Liverpool 
city council's special report of 1915 on financial administra 
tion of education. Proposals for increased elementary class 
size and a return to systematic fee paying were allied to an 
envisaged narrowing of the traditional sphere of working-class 
higher education: there were to be economies in technical 
instruction expenditure, with higher fees in evening continua 
tion classes. The secondary schools were urged to reduce their 
free-place quotas, a policy already attributed to the secondary 
schools sub-committee. 41 The report was the occasion of one of 
the most heated city council debates on educational policy, 
with a determined Labour Group offensive, but little could be 
done to end the traditional dualism of educational provision. 
Towards the end of the war, the LEA proposed an additional 
58 free places in the secondary schools, a provision that was 
condemned as 'very meagre', some 1,400 candidates compet 
ing for 180 scholarships or free places during 1917."

Twenty Labour or Co-operative representatives entered the 
city council in the aftermath of the police strike of August 
1919, and a definite 'secondary education for all' platform 
emerged in Labour programmes, although Labour's position 
on the city council remained very much a minority one for 
over two more decades. Fisher's 1918 Act had brought no 
change to the duality of educational provision. Indeed, the 
effect of the 1918 Act was to reinforce the dual system, and the 
local labour movement co-operated with the WEA as a major
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pressure group in urging the adoption of all the clauses of the 
Act in a form acceptable to working-class interests. At the 
same time, however (and this bore witness to the growing 
variety of political persuasions that threatened the unity of the 
movement), it led its own campaign for universal free secon 
dary education, and gave support to the Plebs League and its 
movement for 'independent' working-class education. That it 
could in this way embrace both sides of the movement for 
workers' education was indicative of its growing conviction 
that concerns for the formal educational system, and for the 
largely socialist-inspired education of the labour movement 
itself, were closely inter-related. A distinction between the 
allegedly 'neutral' or disinterested education of children, on 
the one hand, and _the committed political education of adult 
workers on the other, was perhaps unwise. 4 ' While not the 
dominant view, this came to colour Labour's educational 
perspective in the late 1920s, when a pronounced militancy 
characterised the local labour movement.

Social and political ideologies surrounding the education 
question were often diametrically opposed. This was vividly 
portrayed in the debate which followed the proposed develop 
ment of preparatory classes by the LEA, a system which 
would effectively accommodate children of only eight years of 
age and upwards in the secondary schools. The relatively high 
proportion of pupils entering the secondary school under the 
age of 12 (officially the age at which most entered by 1918) 
was a pronounced feature of secondary school selection at the 
time; it was well illustrated in Liverpool, and drew sharp 
criticism from the Labour Group. In the city council, a 
Labour amendment to keep all children under 11 out of the 
secondary schools, and reaffirming the need for free access, 
was proposed by Frederick Richardson, a post office employee 
whose own formal education had been limited to the 
elementary school. He claimed that

'There were some parents who would not send their children to an 
elementary school, but sent them to a private school at the expense of the 
ratepayers ('No'). [Richardson retorted] 'Yes' . . . and that they got £2 
grant per year for a child who had been in an elementary school for those 
two years, but they received nothing for those in private schools. The 
Education Committee was not making the best use of the accommodation 
available when they had so high a figure as 13% of the scholars, who were 
in secondary schools, under 11 years.' 44

In 
Jones

response, the much-respected educationist, Sydney 
., held up the preparatory school system of the great
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public schools as an example to be followed elsewhere. 
Moreover, although the work of the elementary schools was 
good, it was simply 'not quite the same work' as that of the 
preparatory classes; contrary to Labour's allegations, he 
claimed, the secondary schools did not display 'class distinc 
tion'. Such a distinction was nonetheless borne out, quite 
unwittingly, in the same debate when Mgr. Pinnington, the 
leading Catholic cleric, predicted keen public opposition to 
the Labour view: 'poor people were accustomed to regimenta 
tion, but they were dealing with a class of people who would 
not stand it' and who would demand an increase in the 
number of private schools. 45

In fact, the move towards private initiative was bolstered by 
further economy measures, with a £3 per annum rise in 
secondary school fees in 1922, and a tightening of the already 
restricted access afforded by scholarships and free places. 
Labour representatives rightly saw this as tantamount to a 
reversal of the expansionist policy originally urged upon the 
newly-established LEA by Michael Sadler; the city's secon 
dary schools were to be made 'the monopoly of the people who 
could afford to pay for them.' Professor Campagnac of the 
University simply expressed the prevailing official view in 
finding much of the 'rush' for secondary education as indica 
tive merely of an 'eagerness for place and office', scholarships 
and free places being justified 'only in cases in which it would 
be a public calamity if they were not granted'.*" Seen in this 
light, it becomes clear that the local Labour stance on 
education represented a considerable leap forward, in much 
the same way as Tawney's 'broad highway'. From September 
1919, the Liverpool Labour Party advocated free education 
'from the elementary to the university school', along with a 
vastly improved system of elementary schools. These 'compre 
hensive' demands were reiterated in 1924 and 1925, and the 
local Labour Party opposed all attempts at economy in 
educational expenditure, such as those called for by the Board 
of Education's Circular 1371 and Memorandum 44 of late 1925 
announcing reduced education estimates and increased class 
size. In a word, it was Labour's intention to give 'every child 
equality of opportunity in education': 47 a notion which, while 
entertaining the existence of varieties of secondary education, 
envisaged schooling as the entire period of formal state 
education, including the university stage. In theory, this idea 
of 'schooling' closely resembled the American connotation - 
with the added, and radical, stipulation of free education 
throughout. In practice, however, there had to be the accom-
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panying demand for immediate reforms, such as the provision 
of forty new secondary schools and an increase in free places 
to 40%, in addition to numerous child health measures.48

The Labour assault on educational orthdoxy became tem 
porarily associated in the late 1920s with a growing militant 
tendency in the local labour movement. It brought about 
something of a revival of earlier radical emphases on the 
control and content of education, on education as an essential 
component of the political struggle. Demands for a complete 
working-class control of education, and for a proletarian 
content and ethos, shared much of the substitutional perspec 
tive of the movement for independent working-class educa 
tion, which was well established on Merseyside under the lead 
ership of John Hamilton, a fervent industrial unionist and 
president of the National Council of Labour Colleges. 49 
Although this development was relatively short-lived and no 
new, autonomous working-class movement effectively chal 
lenged Labour's social democratic stance, the language of 
Labour opposition grew decidedly hostile and forthright by 
January 1926. The Trades Council and Labour Party called 
for an extension of education for the working class and not 'a 
reduction at the expense of the Working Class, or even 
satisfaction with the Status Quo'; it expressed its 'emphatic 
condemnation of Circular 1371 and memo. 44', seeing in them 
a further symbol of the 'class attack upon the workers.' 50 On 
the other hand, although it demanded investigations designed 
to effect working-class control of education and to nurture a 
proletarian outlook on life, it equally required the proposed 
'workers' committee of enquiry' to concern itself with exp 
anded educational facilities, with increased access within the 
system. Labour's hopes and aspirations, as translated into 
'democratic control' and the 'workers' point of view', could 
have no immediate practical expression other than reiterated 
demands for adequate secondary school provision, and for 
improved child health regulations. This was true elsewhere. 
In fact, the demands of the Manchester Borough Labour 
Party combined with those from Liverpool to form (with some 
slight re-wording) the text of the 1926 Labour Party Confer 
ence resolution on education, a resolution thus immediately 
informed by local experience and conditions, not least in 
respect of the austere economic policies resumed by the 
Conservative government from 1925, and of the recent Gener 
al Strike. 51 Pressing practical considerations continued to 
influence Labour Party municipal programmes. In 1927, 
'Liverpool for Labour' saw the 'ultimate aim of the Labour
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Party' to lie not so much with secondary education 'for all', 
but with 'a good Secondary Education for every child willing 
and able to benefit', and in the meantime it urged the 
improvement of existing working-class schooling through free 
meals, school clinics and other welfare amenities. Similarly, in 
1932, John Braddock's electoral manifesto in the Everton 
Ward stressed the importance of nursery schools, medical 
inspection and school feeding, coupled with 'Secondary and or 
Technical Education for every child willing and able to 
benefit'. 52 Clearly, the immediate cause of Labour, and of 
labour unity, was seen to be better served by an emphasis on 
more and better schooling than by attempts to establish a 
workers' or 'democratic' control of education or to foster an 

alternative socialist morality through the schools. These re 
mained important ideals within the wider movement - and in 
the sphere of adult education there was room for some 
manoeuvrability - but as far as regular day schooling was 
concerned, the Labour Party was powerless to initiate any 
revolutionary change.

IV

Unquestionably, there was in Liverpool in the period a local 
Labour commitment to free universal secondary education, 
which in a limited way brought the voice of working-class 
organisations into the official debate on educational policy- 
making. However, little progress was made in ending the 
essentially terminal status of elementary education in the 
period before the 1944 Education Act. Nevertheless, some of 
the worst features of the 'elementary tradition'   in particular, 
early child labour, fee-paying, and minimal or non-existent 
health and welfare protection - were eradicated after 1918, 
and an educational ladder, while not yet an especially broad 
highway, did ensure that the vast majority of secondary school 
pupils came directly from the public elementary schools by 
the late 1920s. The question of access inevitably loomed large 
in Liverpool, where the educational and political context was 
shaped by a lengthy history of religious strife, ethnic division, 
and excessive casual labour supply. It is true that militant 
members of the labour movement, including socialist enthu 
siasts of the 1890s and syndicalists or Marxists later, formu 
lated alternative educational strategies, based on different 
conceptions of educational purpose and content, but for the 
most part these amounted to a fringe activity and were aimed
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primarily at the direct political education of adults. 53 As long 
as the formal secondary education of working-class children 
remained something of an exception, and characteristically a 
luxury, there could be little real consideration of the possibil 
ity of a common schooling, in a common school, for every 
child at the secondary level. In the north of England of 1920, it 
was known that there was actually an increase in the number 
of children employed under the age of 14, and most employers 
seem to have queried the wisdom of an extra year at school. 
Implicitly making this point, one of Her Majesty's Inspectors 
in Liverpool informed the Board of Education that it was

quite wrong in supposing that the North of England manufacturer allows 
philanthropy to interfere with business. The head of a Liverpool firm with 
the worst reputation in regard to the treatment of its employees has all his 
life conducted a large bible class and leads in prayer at the laying of 
foundation stones etc! 54

At first sight, there are parallels between Labour's attitudes in 
the early decades of the twentieth-century, and its stance on 
comprehensive schooling in the 1950s. But it would be 
misleading to stretch such parallels too far. After 1944, the 
Liverpool Labour Party was advocating a genuine 'parity of 
esteem' among the different kinds of secondary schools desig 
nated by the 1944 Act, since the 'way round' of the prepara 
tory schools still provided an educational alternative, while 
the new secondary 'modern' pupils could be categorised as 
'third class citizens'. 55 In other words, Labour Party language 
in 1950 was not dissimilar from the language of Labour debate 
on secondary education, whether in the city council, on the 
street corner or in the pages of the ILP's Liverpool Forward 
some thirty or more years earlier. Moreover, in an educational 
milieu that had undergone little by way of radical transforma 
tion during the inter-war years, Labour argument mainly 
continued to envisage a fair and widened access to varieties of 
secondary education which, even if made available in a single 
'comprehensive' school, by no means constituted a common 
secondary school curriculum. It laid stress on equality of 
opportunity, tending to echo Tawney's (rather than the 
narrower London Fabian) version of meritocracy.
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