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THE ENGLISH POOR-LAW SYSTEM, VIEWED IN RELATION TO 

EDUCATION AND MORALS, IN ENGLAND AND WALES.

By the Rev. Thomas Moore, M.A.,

CHAPLAIN OF THE WEST DEHBY UNION.

(READ DECEMBER 13iH, 1856.)

The subject of the following sketch is the bearing of the English 
Poor-Law on the Education and Morals of the people. Its importance 
will appear from a variety of considerations, of which it may be sufficient 
to mention, the number of the pauper class, the expense of their main 
tenance, and the great influence for good or evil, which they may exercise 
on the community at large.

Number. To shew the number, we have but to refer to the Official 
Returns, and we find that there were in receipt of relief 

In-door. Out-door. Total.
July 1st, 1853 .. 96,420 .. 670,660 .. 767,080
Jan. 1st, 1854 .. 110,739 .. 695,387 .. 806,126

Of the above, there were under the age of 16 years 
In-door. Out-door. Total.

July 1st, 1853 .. 35,911 .. 235,749 .. 271,660
Jan. 1st, 1854 .. 45,431 .. 258,747 .. 304,178

In may not be unimportant to remark, that in 1853 the in-door pauper 
children were nearly 37 per cent, of the in-door paupers, and the out-door 
pauper children above 30 per cent, of the whole out-door relief list. On 
the 1st of January, 1854, the in-door children were 41 per cent, and the 
out-door 37 per cent, of their respective totals. The children are com 
posed in the main of two great classes the orphans and the illegitimate. 
In the years 1853, 1854, they formed when taken together, 78 per cent, 
of the whole, as out of 35,911 in the former of those years, there were 
nearly 22,000 orphans and upwards of 6000 illegitimate; and in the latter



189

year, out of 45,431, there were upwards of 23,000 orphans and nearly 
13,000 illegitimate.

Expense. Having thus stated the numbers relieved, we next proceed to 
the expense of their maintenance. There was levied for poor-rates 

In 1852 .. £6,552,298 
In 1853 .. £6,522,412

The expenditure in each of these years was somewhat greater.

It is instructive to compare these rates with those of 1834, the year 
immediately preceding the passing of the Poor-Law Amendment Act. In 
that year the rates were £8,338,079; and allowing for the increase of 
population since then, the levy for poor-rate would at the same proportion 
have been in 1853, £10,720,387, but it was actually only £6,522,412, or a 
decrease of nearly 40 per cent. This result is satisfactory, as it proves 
that a great saving has been effected by the introduction and working of 
the New Poor-Law system.

Influence of the Pauper Class. The influence which such a large class 
as the pauper one exercises on the community, must be sensibly felt; and 
those best acquainted with the subject have stated that under the old system, 
crime recruited its ranks largely from the inmates ; and it is only too 
much to be feared that modern workhouses are not altogether free from the 
same defect. That a great change for the better has taken place in the 
condition of the pauper class, by the new system, is evident to anyone who 
glances at the reports of the state of the poor before, or for a few years 
after the passing of the Act, and who contrasts their present condition 
 with such description. As the present paper does not propose to treat the 
subject fully and in detail, the writer intends to confine himself to one 
branch of it, viz., the means employed for training the young to be useful 
citizens.

Adults and Children differently regarded. The feelings with which the 
adult pauper and the pauper-child are regarded are very different, and 
rightly so. The condition of the former is regarded with suspicion ; and 
though poverty is not a crime in itself, yet it so often arises from crime, 
and from controllable causes, that the pauper is looked upon as guilty of 
criminality to some extent; and hence severe tests are often applied to 
ascertain the reality of the destitution. But the orphan, the child of
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destitute parents, and the illegitimate, ought to be, and are generally 
regarded in a different light; and self-interest, as well as reason and right 
feeling, point the way to a very different mode of treatment. It is not 
meant that all adult paupers are to he regarded in a suspicious light. It is 
generally the able-bodied who are so, but the old and infirm always meet 
with sympathy and attention.

Poor-Law; its object. The object of the poor-law is, while it aims at 
relieving cases of real distress, to diminish as much as possible the pauper 
ism of the country. This it attempts to do by detecting unworthy applicants 
for parochial relief, while at the same time it endeavours to de-pauperise 
those who have sunk into that pitiable condition from whatever cause. In 
England this is no easy task to accomplish, as it is at once the richest and 
the poorest country in the world ; and while some of its people arrive at the 
extreme of wealth and luxury, there are others who feel an extent of 
hardship and distress unknown in any other country.

Workhouse Test. To diminish pauperism by detecting unworthy appli 
cants, is a use which is made of the workhouse. If persons can readily get 
parish relief, and remain at their own homes and have their freedom, they 
will apply for it. In such cases, the offer of the workhouse often removes 
the application, as iu general nothing further is heard of the case. If 
relieving officers, whose duties are most onerous and responsible, are not 
careful and conscientious, cases of hardship may occur in really deserving 
cases, where a little temporary relief would remove the distress, whereas 
the offer of the house would, if accepted, make paupers of those who never 
desired to he so.

Pauper Children. The children may be divided into two classes the 
in-door and out-door relief list. From what has been already stated, it 
will be seen that there is a great disparity between them, the numbers being 
in 1854, 45,431 and 258,747 respectively. From this it is seen that about 
15 per cent, only of the pauper children are maintained in the workhouse.

Education. For the educational purposes connected with workhouses, 
England and Wales are divided into five districts, viz., the Metropolitan, 
the Southern, the Eastern and Midland, the Northern and the Western 
including Wales, and over each of these there is a Government Educa 
tional Inspector. In the case of children, the problem to be solved, is to
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give them such training as will fit them for the active duties of life, and 
make them useful citizens in a word, to raise them permanently from the 
pauper class. Anything which falls short of this is comparatively thrown 
away ; as those who have not been fitted for honest occupations, will soon 
find those who will indoctrinate them in pursuits congenial to man's evil 
and degrading propensities, and make them the pest of society.

Schools. For the training of the children, there are schools attached to 
most workhouses, and the necessary officers to take charge of them. The 
law provides that every child shall have three hours' instruction daily, and 
the remainder is supposed to be given up to industrial occupations of 
various lands. Wherever land is attached to workhouses and is cultivated 
by the boys, it is found beneficial in its influence on health and character.

Industrial Schools. Another plan has been much approved of, and has 
been adopted in the Metropolitan and Northern districts chiefly, and with 
marked advantages. I refer to District, or as they are sometimes called, 
Industrial Schools. In these the children are entirely removed from the 
adults, and the whole establishment is devoted to the training of the young. 
District Schools are usually intended for the education of the children of 
several parochial unions, but sometimes a single parish has one of its own. 
Of the latter Liverpool is an example; and of the former Swinton, which 
is intended for Manchester, Bury, Eochdale, Barton and Prestwich.

Teachers. The Committee of Council on Education have devoted 
particular attention to the improvement of workhouse teachers, and pays 
their salaries according to their merits. Boards of Guardians are thus 
induced to have properly qualified teachers; whereas, had the various 
Unions to pay the teachers, it is quite clear that the education in most 
cases would be greatly neglected.

School Books. Workhouse schools have a great advantage in being able 
to obtain grants of books at a cost much more moderate than is practicable 
for National Schools, and hence there is every inducement to have the 
schools well supplied with the best class of school books.

Chaplain. It it further provided that the schools be catechised monthly 
by the Chaplain : and in those Unions which have a Chaplain who under 
takes no other clerical duty, it is expected that the Schools should have his 
special attention.
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"Remits. The machinery at work for the improvement of the pauper 
children, as thus slightly sketched, seems capable of producing the 
very best results, and without doubt it has been productive of great 
benefits. But to any one at all familiar with the subject practically, 
or who has paid any attention to the Poor Law Reports, it will be 
evident that the results are by no means commensurate with the ma 
chinery employed.

I shall now endeavour to put before you the reasons why schools in 
workhouses have not been so successful as might have been expected.

Want of Success. 1. In the first place, the system has not been adequately 
carried out. It has been stated above that there were only 15 per cent, of 
pauper children brought up in the workhouses. The mass of pauperism 
is thus untouched ; and were even the greatest success to be obtained with 
those who are maintained in the workhouses, but a small portion of the 
proposed object would be accomplished. The expense of in-door relief of 
all the poor, adults and children, was for the year ending March 25, 1853, 
£762,718, while the out-door relief was £2,775,556. The great dispro 
portion in the amount of the out-door relief is caused by the want of 
workhouse accommodation. It is impossible therefore to offer the work 
house to the bulk of the applicants, in order to distinguish real from 
pretended distress, and much expense is often incurred through this 
inability. It is to be feared that the majority of the out-door children 
are greatly neglected. In some cases, the Guardians endeavour to make 
the sending of their children to school, the condition of granting the 
relief. If this rule were invariably acted upon, much advantage would 
result; hut from the character of those who in general are thrown upon 
the parish, it is not to be expected that the education and correct training 
of their children would be a primary or even a prominent object; and it 
is far more likely that the condition, where it is attempted to be imposed, 
is evaded rather than conscientiously carried out. Even when accommo 
dation is provided for the education of children, it is not always taken 
advantage of. A striking instance of this is the following : Swinton is a 
large Industrial School, built for the use of several Unions, already mention 
ed, and yet in 1852 (and the numbers in the later returns have diminished, 
except in the cases of Barton and Manchester),
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Bury sent only 71 out of 88,797 population
Eochdale   37   72,523  
Barton   31   31,884  
Prestwich   14   41,448  

Of these Barton, which happens to he the nearest to Swinton, educates 
I in 1000, whereas Prestwich sends scarcely more than 1 in 3000. If 
Rochdale equalled Manchester in population, it would educate at its 
present rate only 95, whereas Manchester had at Swinton 637, exclusive of 
those educated in the Manchester workhouse. Manchester, when com 
pared with these other Unions, does its duty well, and yet altogether it 
educates considerably less than 1 in 200 of the population.* It is surprising, 
however, that men so enlightened should permit the children who are 
retained in the workhouse, to be under the management of their fellow 
paupers, when competent teachers could be obtained, with the help of 
government, at so slight an expense. The Select Vestry of Liverpool 
educate somewhat more than 1 in 200, and stand at the head of pauper 
education, at least in the Northern District. It is laid down by competent 
authority, that every Board of Guardians in the country should educate 
one per cent, of the population to produce a sensible effect on pauperism 
and crime. If this be a fair proportion to take, it is evident, from the 
instances adduced, that even in the most favorable cases which can he 
selected, scarcely more than one-half are under proper training. The 
difference between Manchester and Rochdale which is so striking, and 
that, too, in populations so nearly alike in character, is accounted for by 
the fact that at Rochdale there is very little workhouse accommodation, 
and hence the number receiving in-door relief is small.

2. In the second place, it will be well to enquire how far education in 
workhouses secures the desired end. Workhouses are intended for several 
classes of inmates, and ought to be so constructed as to admit of a good 
classification in order to keep the vicious from the virtuous. But the 
houses, in which anything like a sufficient classification exists, are few 
indeed. We may divide inmates into three general classes: (1) Those 
not able-bodied, i.e. old and infirm. (2) The able-bodied. (3) The children. 
It is in the able-bodied class of men and women that the greatest necessity

* These facta are derived from the Eeports of T. B. Browne, Esq., her Majesty's 
Inspector of Workhouse Schools for the Northern District.
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arises for a proper classification, and where the greatest difficulty is found 
in obtaining it. In the able-hodied class you have the boy of 16 and the 
various stages of manhood; and similarly with the females. The generality 
of this class is decidedly vicious and depraved in its habits. Their evil 
influence in a workhouse is felt in many ways, of which the following are 
examples. When, as sometimes happens, boys or girls have not been 
provided with situations before the age at which school education terminates, 
they are removed into the able-bodied class. They there meet with such 
contamination that in many cases the ruin of such persons can be distinctly 
traced to such intimacies. If, again, boys or girls who have been put in 
situations, become temporarily unable from sickness to remain at their 
employments, they return to the workhouse, and when recovered, they are 
exposed to the most imminent danger, if there is any delay in providing 
them with fresh situations. The society into which they are thrown 
consists of those who are familiar with crime, and to whom a prison is a sort 
of second home. On the female side is to be found the fallen woman, and 
those who come to give birth to illegitimate children.

In well regulated workhouses, the children are separated from the adults. 
But even when the principle of classification is carried out most strictly, 
the evil is not fully met or remedied. As long as they are in the same 
building, stone walls, or the utmost vigilance on the part of officers, will 
not keep them separate. But more prejudicial than all is, I consider, the low 
state of moral feeling in a workhouse. The thoroughly pauper element is 
too strong, and influences everything. The daily communication between 
parents and children, which the law provides for, leads frequently to much 
mischief, for the truth cannot be disguised, that the less such parents see 
their children, the better. Masters of workhouses complain much of 
irregularities in discipline to which it gives rise, and the teachers have 
ascribed the origin of much evil in the children, to this cause. Pauper 
children are more affected by the sayings and doings of their own class 
than by the influence of a superior one. The vicious deeds and habits of 
the inmates become known and are talked of by the boys and girls; 
familiarity with crime is the result, and a disposition to remain contentedly 
in a pauper condition. Boys and girls put out to situations often make 
excuses to return to what they consider their home, or take advantage of 
the first difficulty, and leave their places. Workhouse children are more
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liable, perhaps, than others to be found fault with by their mistresses, as 
they are less accustomed to household matters, and they will not bear 
rebuke, and hence return to the place where they have been brought up. 
Besides, it sometimes happens that intimacies made in the workhouse with 
the regular inmates are so strong in their influence, that excuses are eagerly 
sought for to return again. Hence it is seen that a feeling of independence 
has not been produced, but that rather the pauper feeling is made deep 
and lasting. If the tone of feeling be low in a school, and decidedly in 
favour of pauperism, however energetic the teachers and other officers may 
prove themselves, and however well qualified for their posts, their efforts 
will be to a considerable extent inappreciable. The important influence of 
the general tone of feeling in a school, is seen in the remarkable example 
of the Eugby School under Dr. Arnold; and what was true in. that case, 
will, I think, be found to prove universally true.

3. A third difficulty is tJie position of the Schoolmaster in Union Schools. 
 His position is peculiar. He is not merely a teacher, as is the case with 
National Schoolmasters, but he finds he has other laborious and often irk 
some duties to discharge. The children are constantly under his care, and 
from six a.m. to eight p.m. he has scarcely a moment he can call his own. 
He has to see to the cleanliness of the children and of the schoolroom, 
take charge of their clothing, give it out weekly and see that it is returned. 
Self-improvement is nearly out of the question. But it is not merely the 
laborious nature of his duties which makes his situation disagreeable, but 
also his position with regard to the Master of the workhouse. This latter 
circumstance does not necessarily produce unpleasantnesss, but it has done 
so, in so many cases, that it cannot be omitted from the number of the 
Teacher's difficulties. The Master is responsible for the good management 
of the entire house. To the Schoolmaster is confided the childrens' 
department; and unhappily the never-ending complaint is, that these 
two officers are' on bad terms. Though it cannot be supposed that the 
Teacher is without fault, yet such differences have been almost invariably 
ascribed to improper and uncourteous interference on the part of the 
Master; and such conduct is accounted for by the fact that Masters' 
situations are in general not such as to secure men of good standing or 
proper qualification. There is no officer who can exercise so great an 
influence on the well-being of the house as the Master. His salary should

,1
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be good, and men of mark should be selected for the office. Were this the 
case we would hear of fewer complaints. This evil is remarkably illustrated 
by the case of Kneller Hall. By a Minute dated 21st December, 1846, a 
scheme was embodied for " Normal Schools for Training [School] Masters 
for Workhouse and Penal Schools," and as a part of this, Kneller Hall was 
established. But after the experiment of a few years, it has been closed. 
The chief difficulty was to meet the peculiar requirements of workhouse 
teachers, of whose duties teaching forms but a part. The Kneller Hall men 
were sent out prepared in the best manner, and were naturally proud of their 
acquirements, but they had no preparation for that portion of a workhouse 
teacher's duty which is peculiar to him, and hence discontent was the natu 
ral and necessary consequence, and the establishment had to be given up.

4. Incompetent Teachers. Another difficulty is when the salary is small, 
and only incompetent persons are induced to become candidates. From 
these and other causes the fluctuation of Teachers is very great, and the 
consequences are always most injurious. It is only when the Master and 
Teachers act in harmony, and when the Teachers remain for any length 
of time, that Schools can make healthy progress ; and it is precisely in such 
cases, and in no other, that the Government Inspector gives a favorable 
report.

5. Discouragement of Teachers. Workhouse Teachers have fewer en 
couragements than any other. As a rule, the Guardians are so occupied 
with relief and the general business of the Union, that they take little 
practical interest in the Schools. The Teacher's work is little noticed, and 
it is possible that however zealous and conscientious he may be, the minds 
of the Guardians may receive a wrong bias towards him. He is not, how 
ever, without encouragement; but his chief support is a strong sense of 
duty, and the earnest persuasion of the importance of the position which 
he holds, as affecting the temporal and eternal interests and well-being of 
those who are committed to his trust.

6. Another element of the want of success is the small number of 
inmates in a majority of the workhouse* for it is almost as expensive to 
get a proper staff of officers for a small workhouse as for a large one. The 
condition of the small Unions is very backward, and there is scarcely an 
instance of a good report in such cases. Out of the 140 workhouses in
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the Northern District, there are 93 where the number of boys is under 20 ; 
23 where it is under 30 ; and only 21 where there are 40 boys and upwards. 
There are four with 100, viz., Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Liverpool, Preston 
and West Derby. The proportion is much the same in the other districts 
as in the Northern.

7. Providing situations for the children. If boys and girls have not the 
prospect of obtaining situations when they are ready for them, the influence 
on the Schools is injuriously felt. They lose hope, and have nothing to 
stimulate them to exertion. Were this matter attended to systematically, 
it would tend strongly to promote exertion and a feeling of independence. 
In cases where Schools obtain a good character, and where there is a steady 
demand for boys and girls, a healthy state and tone are generally found to 
exist.

8. Industrial Training defective. In towns this can hardly be carried 
out in an efficient manner, as only in-door occupations can be pursued ; 
and in country places, where land may be had in abundance, it is generally 
neglected. Wherever the cultivation of land is a portion of the industrial 
training, a good effect is almost invariably produced.

9. Inferior physical condition of the children. As you descend in the 
social scale man's physical and mental energies seem to degrade, and hence 
this inseparable concomitant of pauperism is to be added to all the other 
difficulties in the way of reclaiming the pauper child.

Having said so much of the difficulties and imperfections in the way of 
Pauper Education, it remains to say a few words as to the method by which 
it might be improved. I have not left myself sufficient space to enter fully 
into this question ; and, indeed, for its full and proper discussion it would 
require a separate paper. From what has been already said, the nature of 
the remarks which I am about to make will be readily anticipated.

Suggestions. The evil influence which workhouses are calculated to have 
upon the bringing up of youth has been set forth, not indeed with all the 
power of which the subject is capable, but still, perhaps, after a manner 
sufficient to shew the great necessity which exists for a complete separation 
of the children from the adults. The net-work of pauperism, in whose meshea 
children are entangled, and from which they find it next to impossible to
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extricate themselves, would to a great extent be broken through; and 
the complete separation of children from adults could be effected at a much 
less expense of feeling than is generally imagined. If we remember that 
the orphans and illegitimate children constitute 77 per cent, of the whole, 
we shall see that the great bulk has no one particularly interested in looking 
after them. I am persuaded also that the separation of the dissolute 
pauper parents and their children should be insisted on, if the children are 
to be reclaimed. It is repugnant to our natural feelings to propose such 
separation, but experience goes to shew that unless it be adopted the work 
will never be effectually accomplished.

The complete separation, and the formation of District Schools would 
obviate most of the difficulties noticed here. The tone of the School would 
not then be taken from the contaminating influence of adult paupers ; the 
position and pay of the Schoolmaster would be better, and a superior class 
of men would present themselves. The head of the establishment should 
be a man of educated and enlarged mind. The industrial training could 
also be fully carried out.

Suggestionsillustrated. As practical illustrations of what is here advanced, 
I may refer to the Kirkdale Industrial Schools and to those at Swinton. 
These have been productive of great good, and have raised hundreds from 
the pauper class to be useful and industrious members of the community. 
The population of a great number of Unions is so large, that they would each 
require such a School for the training of the whole of the pauper children. 
If the smaller Unions were to unite throughout the Kingdom, and to form 
District Schools, and if they were put under good management, the best 
results might be looked for. Good management is, however, as important 
as the formation of districts, for we have an example in Leeds of how little 
an Industrial School may accomplish, through bad management.

In the management of District Schools valuable hints might be derived 
from the family system, as practised at Mettray, for the reformation of 
juvenile offenders.

It would not be difficult to point out other examples, both at home and 
abroad, in confirmation of the principle of separation, the necessity of 
which is strongly shewn by the various facts and statements adduced in 
this paper. It is beginning to be more extensively acted upon, but until
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it be more generally adopted and until the majority of pauper children 
are brought under the influence of sound education and judicious training, 
the results most desired will not be produced. Gradual improvement is all 
but certain, for the cause of education will not in the present day be lost 
sight of; and the prominence which it has attained is no more than its 
importance demands. But though educational subjects have been much 
discussed, and the instruction in schools much improved in consequence, 
we are yet far from that degree of excellence at which it is quite possible 
to arrive. It is earnestly to be hoped that England will not rest satisfied 
till she secures the first place among the nations in the training of her 
labouring population, and in the enlightened treatment of her poor.

Workhouses may be improved. Even without resorting to District Schools, 
the condition of workhouses might be materially improved. This could be 
accomplished by raising the standard of workhouse Masters to be the same 
as that in prisons. If an educated and thoroughly competent person filled 
this important office in every case, much might be done to de-pauperise 
both adults and children. Attention to classification is also of great 
importance.

But, after all, I am persuaded that nothing would tend so effectu 

ally tO do SO, as THE COMPLETE SEPAEATION OF THE CHILDBEN FEOM 

THE ADULTS J AND DlSTKICT OE INDUSTBIAL SCHOOLS UNDEE A GOOD 

SYSTEM OF MANAGEMENT.


