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I

IT is not possible to present anything like a complete picture 
of the educational provision in Liverpool at the end of the 

eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries. Some 
information is available about the old free grammar school, 
which was allowed to pass out of existence around 1802. From 
advertisements in local newspapers and a few other sources we 
learn a little about many of the private schools available for 
middle-class children. We know also that the children of some 
poor parents were taught by ill-qualified teachers who charged 
a few pence per week and dealt with small groups of children, 
often in quite unsuitable premises; but, at least until 1835, 
information about these private schools, if such they may be 
called, is hard to come by. Their existence should not be 
forgotten, for educational provision for the poor was so meagre 
that the contribution they made probably constituted an 
important part of the whole, but their standards were so low 
and so many parents were unable or unwilling to pay the very 
small charge demanded, that most contemporary records of the 
means of education in the town almost ignored them.

In this paper we shall be concerned with those schools, not 
run for profit by individuals, which provided for working-class 
children a rudimentary education not intended to be preparatory 
to some more advanced instruction. It is not proposed to refer, 
except incidentally, to the Blue Coat Hospital (whose history 
has already received some attention) or to schools intended for 
special groups of children: the Workhouse School, the School 
for the Blind, and the Female School of Industry, for example.

It is clear that, apart from the founding of the residential 
Blue Coat Hospital, chiefly for orphans, in 1709, very little
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168 PUBLIC ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

provision was made for the education of the poor in elementary 
schools in Liverpool during the first eighty years of the 
eighteenth century. The two Independent Presbyterian (later 
Unitarian) congregations of Castle Hey and Kay Street sub 
scribed in 1715 to establish a charity school' 1 ' but it is not 
known whether a school was actually founded. It seems likely 
that at the end of the seventeenth century there was provision 
for the education of the children of poor Quakers in the town: 
in 1695 the Yearly Meeting of the Society of Friends had asked 
"that school-masters and mistresses, who are faithful friends, 
and well qualified, be encouraged in all countries, cities, great 
towns, or other places where there may be need: and that care 
be taken, that poor friends children may freely partake of such 
education as may tend to their benefit and advantage, in order to 
apprenticeship [sic]".  The Hardshaw Monthly Meeting, to 
which Liverpool Friends belonged, 131 reported in December 
1696 that "whereas in some friends some little Shortness hath 
been in not keeping their children onely to Schools kept by 
friends, these are now willing to comply with friends order 
therein". In January 1698 one Henry Mollineux was permitted 
by the Hardshaw Meeting "to leave off his employment of 
keeping Schoole at Leverpoole".

There are no other indications in the Quaker records of 
schools established* 4) in Liverpool until reference is made to a 
girls' school which was certainly in existence in 1787. In 1800 
the girls were being taught "writing Reading Grammar Arith 
metic" and also "Sewing &c." From 1791 the school was 
housed in "the Chamber in the New meeting house in Hunter 
Street": in 1802 only ten children of Friends were attending 
and some Quaker parents were dissatisfied about the admission

111 For an account of the two congregations, and of the subscription referred 
to, see H. Taylor, "Origin and History of the Society of Unitarian Christians 
Assembling in the Chapel in Renshaw Street, Liverpool" (MS), and the charity 
school subscription list (MS), both preserved at Ullet Road Unitarian Church; 
G. E. Evans, A History of Renshaw Street Chapel And Its Institutions . . . (1887); 
H. D. Roberts, Hope Street Church and the Allied Nonconformity (1909); A. Holt, 
Walking Together (1938).

121 Extracts from the Minutes and Advices of the Yearly Meeting of Friends 
Held in London from its First Institution (1783), p. 219.

131 For an account of the early history of the Liverpool Meeting see J. Murphy, 
"The Old Quaker Meeting House in Hackins Hey, Liverpool," in TRANS 
ACTIONS, Vol. 106 (1955). The minutes of the Hardshaw Monthly Meeting 
(MS) are preserved in the Manchester Meeting House of the Society of Friends.

I4) See W. A. Campbell Stewart, Quakers and Education (1953), p. 49: "The 
two middle quarters of the eighteenth century were the worst years in the Society's 
educational history. There was little general conviction about the necessity of a 
good schooling, and the Society was able to excuse its short-sightedness and 
apathy in the negative counsels of Quietism. The danger of educational neglect 
was greatest for the children of poorer Friends."
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of "so many [children] of other Societies to make up a competent 
number for Two Teachers". Since a reasonable number of 
children for each teacher was considered to be twenty-five, the 
school was obviously a small one. The economic status of the 
parents is not stated: there is evidence that the fees were low 
and that contributions towards the expenses were made by 
"subscribers",' 51 but since the fees were payable quarterly, 
and since the only child' 61 known to have been educated at the 
school was from a middle-class family, it seems probable that 
the school was not (or not primarily) intended for the education 
of working-class children.

m
The initial impetus to the development of elementary 

education appears to have come in Liverpool, as so often 
elsewhere, from the Sunday school movement popularised, if 
not inaugurated, by Robert Raikes of Gloucester. On 10 June 
1784 Williamsotfs Liverpool Advertiser summarised reports 
about "the good effects of the Sunday Schools established in 
Gloucester"; it claimed that "from being idle, ungovernable, 
profligate and filthy in the extreme . . . the boys and girls are 
become not only more cleanly and decent in their appearance, 
but are greatly humanized in their manners, more orderly, 
tractable, and attentive to business; and of course more 
serviceable . . . cursing and swearing are now very rarely heard 
among them". The newspaper concluded: "Such are the 
happy consequences already exhibited by the establishment 
of Sunday Schools." A little earlier, on 27 May, the same 
paper had pointed out that Sunday schools were "now estab 
lished throughout Leeds, and nearly two thousand scholars 
instructed".

In November 1784 a meeting was called in Liverpool of the 
"Clergy, Gentlemen, Merchants, and others, who are desirous 
to contribute to the institution and support of SUNDAY 
SCHOOLS ... to meet the MAYOR in the Council-chamber 
... to consider on the means of extending an undertaking of 
such public utility". (7) It was later proposed to establish thirty 
schools, "with one or more Masters or Mistresses to each school, 
as the number of scholars may require"; the schools would be 
open to "all whose parents are not able to pay for instruction;

<5) "Minutes of the Men's Preparative Meeting" (MS.) in the Liverpool 
Meeting House.

161 See, in Liverpool Record Office, "A Brief Account of Ann Binns" (MS.). 
'" The Liverpool General Advertiser, 25 November 1784.
N
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and particularly those poor children who are employed in 
rope walks, tobacco-warehouses, &c." <8) Yet although "the 
Worshipful Mayor, and Council" were "pleased to order 20 
guineas per ann. towards the support of Sunday-schools, and 
expressed the warmest approbation of so excellent an institu 
tion", 19 ' there was little evidence in Liverpool of the enthusiasm 
evinced in London, Manchester, Leeds and many other cities 
and towns in favour of the establishment of Sunday schools. 
Plans hung fire for the next eighteen months.

The eventual decision to take action was probably inspired, 
at least in part, by a charge in May 1786 to the clergy of the 
diocese by the bishop of Chester, who at that time had jurisdic 
tion over Liverpool. Bishop Porteous began by stating that he 
had been disposed from the first "to approve and encourage" 
Sunday schools,

"and accordingly, as far as private correspondence went, I did so. But as they 
were then quite novel institutions, and some persons of worth and judgment had, 
I found, their doubts and apprehensions concerning them, I thought it prudent, 
before I went further to wait a little, till time and experience and more accurate 
enquiry had enabled me to form a more decided judgment. . . . The information 
I have of late received concerning them from various quarters (but especially from 
the great manufacturing towns in my diocese), has confirmed the favourable 
opinion I was originally inclined to entertain of them."

At the same time, he went on, "they were not to be adopted 
without some qualifications and restrictions": the clergy must 
take care as to the characters of the teachers and of the books 
used in the schools. Sunday should not become "a day of rigour" 
and the scholars should have "sufficient time for cheerful 
conversation and free intercourse with each other, and above 
all, for enjoying the fresh and wholesome air and sunshine in the 
fields or gardens with their relations or friends". With these 
precautions Sunday schools might be "productive of the best 
consequences".' 101

On the other hand the arguments addressed by him to the 
Church of England clergy in favour of establishing Sunday 
schools are very revealing and constitute something less than a 
clarion call to further the education of the poor. The bishop 
first stressed the need for Sunday schools as a means of dis 
couraging vice:

"Our houses cannot secure us from outrage, nor can we rest with safety in our 
beds. The number of criminals encreases so rapidly, that our goals [sic] are 
unable to contain them. . . . Our penal code is already sufficiently sanguinary,

"" Ibid., 9 December 1784. 
191 Ibid., 2 December 1784.
I15) Quoted in A. Gregory, Robert Raikes . . . A History of the Origin of 

Sunday Schools (1877), pp. 87-9.
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and our executions sufficiently numerous to strike a terror (if that alone would 
do) into the populace, yet they have not hitherto produced any material altera 
tion for the better. ... It is an observation which has become proverbial . . . that 
laws without manners will avail nothing. It is equally certain, that manners can 
no otherwise be regulated, than by a right education, by impressing on the minds 
of youth principles and habits of piety and virtue. To give these to the poor, was 
the intention of our Charity Schools.
. . . But the expence of founding and supporting them, necessarily prevents 
them from becoming universal. . . .
[On the other hand, a most telling argument in favour of Sunday schools] "is the 
great facility of establishing and supporting them. The whole expence of instruct 
ing twenty children, including books, rewards, and every other charge, will not 
amount to five pounds a year; a sum so trifling, and so easy to be raised, that it 
cannot create the smallest difficulty."

The bishop went on to argue that another advantage of Sunday 
schools was that the instruction given in them did not unsettle 
the children:

"The very small degree of learning which is or can be given in these schools, 
though highly useful to their minds, does not either indispose or disqualify them 
from undertaking with their hands the most laborious employments in town or 
country. They are neither instructed in writing nor arithmetic. They are merely 
taught to read, and to make a proper use of their Prayer Books, their Bibles, and 
a few pious tracts which inculcate the fear of God and the love of man; which 
enjoin, under pain of eternal punishment, and with the promise of eternal 
rewards, the great duties of sobriety, industry, veracity, honesty, humility, 
patience, content, resignation to the will of God, and submission to the authority 
of their superiors."

The bishop's final argument was that Sunday schools formed 
in the children "habits of piety and devotion" and encouraged 
churchgoing. He made it quite clear that the schools which he 
had in mind would be connected with the Established Church, 
whose clergy he urged to instruct the children in the particular 
doctrines of that church:

"The Sunday Schools . . . will collect together and bring before you, without 
any trouble on your part, a much larger number of catechumens, and much 
better prepared for examination and instruction, than could have been effected 
by any other means."(11)

A fortnight after the bishop's charge had appeared in The 
Liverpool General Advertiser, the same paper (8 June 1786) 
praised "the present state of Sunday Schools in Manchester", 
announced that in Liverpool "the collection for Sunday 
Schools is now upwards of £500", and published an advertise 
ment requesting those masters and mistresses who wished "to 
undertake the instruction of the poor children ... to inform 
any of the Clergy in the neighbourhood, or the Secretary, what 
number of scholars they can receive into their schools, and what 
will be their lowest terms of teaching them to read, and

1111 Quoted in The Liverpool General Advertiser, 25 May 1786.
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attending to church, every SABBATH DAY". A week later 
the same newspaper gave notice that eight schools would be 
opened on the following Sunday "at eight o'clock in the morn 
ing and continued every Sunday throughout the year, for the 
reception of the children (male and female) of such persons as 
cannot afford to pay for their education". By the following 
week the number of schools had risen to eleven, (12) four of 
which were run by married couples.

It will be noted that teachers were to be paid and that the 
premises of existing private schools were to be used. Although 
the secretary of the organising committee was the Rev. B. Forde, 
of the Established Church, some members of it were Dissenters 
and no reference was made in the announcement to the 
particular religious affiliations of children or teachers. The 
original "Plan for Sunday Schools" drawn up in 1784 had 
merely proposed:

"The Children to go to school at one o'clock, and to be kept till the evening 
comes on, according to the Season of the year. When they have learned to read, 
and are brought into order and decorum, to be conducted by their respective 
Masters and Mistresses to church.

The Clergy, and all other persons who wish well to this laudable scheme, to 
visit the schools at their pleasure and give advice and encouragement." 1131

No mention was made of the schools being provided only for 
those children whose parents were members of the Established 
Church, and it soon became clear that the committee wished to 
spend the money subscribed for Sunday schools on the instruc 
tion of poor children of all denominations.

This tolerant attitude was not unusual in the early years of 
the Sunday school movement. In Stockport, for example, the 
Sunday schools "were under the management of a committee 
of gentlemen belonging to various sections of the Christian 
Church: for some time an Episcopalian clergyman was treasurer, 
a Unitarian secretary, and a Wesleyan librarian".' 141 In Man 
chester, Churchmen, Dissenters and Roman Catholics served 
on the committee set up in 1784 to establish Sunday schools, 
"and it was not until 1800 that sectarian disputes caused a 
rupture". (15) In Birmingham, according to Joseph Priestley,

"at first persons of all religious persuasions acted in concert, of which an 
example had been set us in London; and at a meeting of all the subscribers ... it

1121 Ibid., 22 June 1786. One school used the premises of the Free (Grammar) 
School. The list is reprinted in R. Brooke, Liverpool During the Last Quarter 
of the Eighteenth Century (1853).

(13) The Liverpool Genera! Advertiser, 9 December 1784.
1141 A. Gregory, op. cit., p. 159.
1151 S. E. Maltby, Manchester And the Movement for National Elementary 

Education 1800-1870 (1918), p. 36.
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was agreed that the children should go to whatever places of public worship 
their parents should chuse. As there were no children of Dissenters who wanted 
that instruction, all the Sunday scholars, without exception, went to the estab 
lished church, and no complaint was ever made by any dissenter."

Priestley indicates, however, that this liberal attitude did not 
last long in Birmingham:

"... the high church party, not being content with this, at a meeting of 
subscribers, the business of which was not advertised, the former rule was 
rescinded, and the children were then absolutely ordered to do what they had ever 
done, and always might have done, that is, attend the worship of the established 
church, and no other.

The dissenters waited more than a year, to see whether the high church party 
would revert to their former more liberal maxims, and continued their sub 
scriptions. But having waited so long to no purpose, they opened their own 
separate Sunday schools . . . but with liberty to every parent to order his child 
to attend whatever place of public worship he pleased." 1161

Priestley was, of course, a Unitarian, writing in a pamphlet 
whose purpose was to denounce the bigotry which had led to 
riots in Birmingham; and it was the Unitarians in Liverpool, 
certainly aware of Priestley's experiences, and perhaps influ 
enced by them, who voiced the conviction that the arrangements 
proposed by the Liverpool Sunday schools committee would 
prove unworkable. On 8 June 1786, the very day when that 
committee first advertised for teachers and school premises, 
The Liverpool General Advertiser published a lengthy announce 
ment in which the local Unitarians proposed that separate 
schools should be organised by the different religious sects, 
though available to children of all sects and accepting contribu 
tions from all who wished to help. It also embodied the first 
known declaration in favour of the general establishment of 
weekday schools for poor children in Liverpool. Extracts from 
it follow:

"At a numerous and respectable Meeting of Gentlemen held at the Golden 
Lion in Dale-street, on the 29th of May, 1786, to consult on the Propriety of 
establishing FREE SCHOOLS in the Town of Liverpool, the following Resolu 
tions were proposed, discussed, and assented to unanimously. 

RESOLVED
I. That it is a most important object of Christian charity to encourage 

and assist the poor to give their children a virtuous and useful education.
II. That an attention to this object is particularly proper in Liverpool, as 

there are no manufactures which employ any considerable number of 
children, and consequently by idleness they are early initiated into vice.

III. That though the BLUE-COAT HOSPITAL and FREE-SCHOOL are 
excellent institutions, and conducted with liberality, yet their advantages 
can only extend to a small part of the town; and therefore it is highly 
desirable to superadd to them DAY SCHOOLS, at which the children 
of the poor shall be taught the most important branches of knowledge, 
without any expence to their parents.

116) Appeal to the Public on the Subject of the Riots at Birmingham, Second 
Edition (1792), p. 6.
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IV. That any scheme which had for its object the education of ALL the 
poor children in Liverpool, would be so expensive and complex, that 
there is reason to fear it would not gain public encouragement; and it 
appears more eligible to form different societies, each of which may 
attend to those children with whom they are personally acquainted, 
than to make one general establishment.

V. That two FREE SCHOOLS, one for BOYS and the other for GIRLS, 
shall be opened as soon as possible in a central part of the town, and 
be supported by benefactions and annual subscriptions.

VI. That no children be admitted into these schools under five years of age.
VII. That the benefit of this charity shall not be confined to any particular 

sect; but that all children shall be admitted who bring a regular recom 
mendation from a governor.

VIII. That the boys shall be instructed in reading, writing and common 
arithmetic; and the girls in reading, writing, sewing and knitting.

I.. That books, paper, and all other articles necessary for the education of 
the children, shall be provided from the funds of this charity.

X. That the master and mistress shall admit no children into the school 
but such as are proper objects of this charity, and shall not receive any 
gratuity or any other emolument except their fixed salaries.

XI. That the schools shall be open every day, and that the hours of instruc 
tion shall be from 10 to 12, from 3 to 5, and from 7 to 9 in the evening.

XII. That the evening school shall be appropriated to the instruction of those 
children who cannot attend in the day time. . . .

XIII. That a particular attention be paid to the morals of the children, and 
that none be permitted to enjoy the advantages of the schools who do 
not regularly attend public worship on the Lord's Day.

XIV. That as the present promoters of this scheme are Dissenters, and 
consequently from their better acquaintance with the poor children 
of their own congregations, it is probable these will form a very large 
majority in the schools, the master and mistress shall attend on alternate 
Sundays at Benn's-garden and Kay street Chapels, with those children 
whose parents are members of either of these societies; but all other 
children shall attend those forms of worship which the parents adopt, 
provided the governors who recommend them, will engage some 
respectable person regularly to attend them.

XV. That we rejoice in the assurances given us by the Ministers of the two 
Dissenting Meetings, that they will spend a portion of the Lord's Day 
in teaching the children some catechism, containing those general 
principles of Christianity in which all sects are agreed, and employing 
them in such other religious exercises as they may think best adapted to 
render them valuable members of society.

XVI. That every benefactor of twenty guineas shall be a governor of this 
charity during life; and every subscriber of one guinea shall be a 
governor during the continuance of such subscription. 
[Governors each to have the right to nominate one child to attend 
the school]

XXIII. That the committee shall meet once a month to examine into the conduct 
of the master and mistress and the improvement of the children, to 
dismiss such scholars as they think competently instructed, to admit 
others, and appoint what each of them shall be taught, according to 
their respective ages and qualifications. And whenever the number of 
scholars nominated by the governors shall be so small that the master 
or mistress can take proper care of more, the committee shall appoint 
such other children as they know to be proper objects of the charity.

XXIV. That an annual sermon shall be preached at each of the dissenting 
meetings above-mentioned, on some subject connected with the great 
ends of this charity; after which a collection shall be made for its 
benefit."
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The following leading Unitarians were elected to form a 
committee: Joseph Brooks (President), Arthur Heywood 
(Treasurer), John Howard, Jun. (Secretary), Messrs. France, 
Freeland, Huddleston, Nelson, Wallace, the Rev. Joseph 
Smith, and the Rev. John Yates.

The doubts of the Unitarians were soon shown to have been 
justified. Less than two years later (21 January 1788) Williain- 
sorfs Liverpool Advertiser contained an announcement in which 
the Sunday schools committee revealed astonishment, dis 
appointment, and even something close to desperation:

"THE SUBSCRIBERS to the SUNDAY SCHOOLS in Liverpool, are 
earnestly requested to attend a general meeting in the Committee Room, at 
the Exchange . . . the 22nd Instant, at 11 o'clock in the forenoon, to consult 
about the most effectual means of increasing and perpetuating the benefits of 
this charity.

The Committee chosen for the management of Sunday Schools have long 
observed with concern, that this excellent institution has not been productive of 
that extensive utility in the town of Liverpool, which the experience of other 
places encouraged them to expect. They have attempted various expedients to 
increase the benefits of the charity upon its present plan, and have entreated the 
exertions of the friends of the institution one time after another, but with little 
success. At their last meeting (to which all the subscribers were invited) they 
endeavoured to investigate the causes of the very inferior success of Sunday 
Schools in Liverpool, compared with other places; and in order, as far as possible, 
to counteract these causes, a new plan for the conduct of the charity was 
proposed, which met their unanimous approbation.

The principal object of the proposed alteration is to secure greater exertions 
in promoting the important ends of the institution, particularly by inducing the 
members of every religious society to superintend the instruction of their own 
poor children.

The particulars of the plan [were available for inspection]. And the Committee 
will esteem themselves obliged to any person who will suggest any alterations, or 
deliver to the Secretary any other scheme, which may be thought more eligible. 
They also flatter themselves, that, as the purposed plan is particularly designed 
to meet the wishes of all persuasions, the Ministers, and some principal members 
of every religious society, will attend the general meeting."

It is quite clear from this that the committee had come to the 
conclusion that the chief, if not the only, reason why the 
results of its efforts had been so discouraging was the arrange 
ment whereby "the members of every religious society" had 
not hitherto been permitted "to superintend the instruction of 
their own poor children". It could hardly be wondered at if the 
dissenters had found the original plan somewhat un 
satisfactory. It is interesting to note, however, that the 
"subscribers to the Sunday Schools", even in their revised 
plan, were anxious to have the instruction of children of all 
sects embraced within one general scheme, the cost being 
wholly (or almost wholly) met from a central fund contributed 
to and administered by members of all denominations. These 
arrangements were described in the following announcement:
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"SUNDAY SCHOOLS
Ac a meeting held January 22, 1788, the following plan for the conduct of the 

Sunday Schools in Liverpool, was ordered to be laid before the public:

PROPOSED
1. That this charity be supported by benefactions and annual subscriptions, 

and that previous to the solicitation of new subscriptions, an account be 
published of the expenditure of those already collected.

2. That there be annually two general meetings of the subscribers to this 
institution at the Exchange . . .

3. That the subscribers shall annually elect a committee of twenty-four persons 
. . . who shall see that the general rules of the institution are observed .... 
This committee shall be open to all subscribers.

4. That no scholars be admitted into the schools under four years of age, and 
none rejected who are above that age, provided they will comply with the 
rules of the school they wish to attend.

5. That the children be required to attend public worship twice every Lord's 
Day.

6. That persons of every religious denomination may send their children to 
whatever school they please; but all the scholars must attend divine service 
at that place of worship for the particular accommodation of which their 
school was established, except in the case mentioned in the llth proposal.

7. That the number of children intrusted by [sic] one teacher shall not exceed 
forty.

8. That one school at least shall be established for the poor children of every 
religious society which shall express to the committee their desire of such 
establishment.

9. That the minister or ministers, and those members of every religious society, 
who are subscribers to this charity, shall be governors of the school estab 
lished for their own society, and shall make such regulations for the manage 
ment of it as their wisdom may suggest, subject however to the general rules 
above-mentioned.

10. That the names of the children who are admitted into each school, shall be 
regularly entered into a book or journal, which shall contain an account of 
the proceedings of the school. The master shall call over these names every 
morning and afternoon, before the time of going to public worship; the 
number of scholars who attended on each part of the day shall be summed 
up by the governors every Sunday evening, or as often as they think necessary; 
and from their accounts every half year . . . the average number who have 
attended the school during the last half year, shall be taken by one or more 
of the governors and laid before the committee . . . who shall proportion 
the sum to each school according to the number of its scholars, after the rate 
of five shillings a year for every scholar. 1171

11. That if any religious society think it ineligible for them to establish a school, 
either on account of the small number of children which they expect to attend, 
or for any other reason, they shall be permitted to send their children to any 
school which may be most convenient, and may engage some person regularly 
to conduct the children from the school to their own place of worship.

12. That an exact account of the expence of each school shall be kept by the 
governors, and laid before the committee at their half yearly meetings.

13. That if the expence of any school shall exceed the sum allowed for its support, 
the deficiency shall be supplied by the governors of that school, or the other 
members of the religious society for whose benefit it was established, unless 
the committee think it proper to allow that deficiency from the public fund.

14. That if the allowance from the committee is more than sufficient to defray 
ihe expences of any school, the surplus shall be devoted to rewards for the 
most deserving children, to the purchase of books for their religious improve-

1171 It will be remembered that this was precisely the amount which, four years 
earlier, the bishop of Chester had given as the cost of providing instruction for 
a child in a Sunday school.
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ment, or to any other means of promoting the ends of the institutions which 
the governors may think fit to adopt.

15. That the committee shall have a power to purchase whatever books they 
may think proper for the general use of the schools, and that such books 
shall be distributed to the governors of each school, at the discretion of the 
committee; the books always to remain in the respective schools, and on no 
account to be taken from thence. If the governors of any school chuse to 
introduce any books which contain the peculiar doctrines of any sect of 
Christians, they shall purchase such books at their own expence."

The plan thus laid down with "the unanimous approbation" 
of the subscribers showed an astonishing degree of liberality 
and religious tolerance, and would have led to children being 
taught irrespective of whether the religious sects to which their 
parents belonged were rich or poor. 118 ' Evidently, however, 
this plan, like that of the Unitarians, was too far ahead of its 
time for general acceptance, and the extent to which each 
religious society provided education of any kind for its children 
soon came to depend largely on its own willingness and 
resources. The suggestion of the Unitarians that weekday 
schools were more appropriate to the needs of Liverpool was 
not referred to by the committee of "the subscribers to the 
Sunday Schools", and on 12 May 1789 the Select Committee 
of the Common Council roundly declared that "the Sunday 
Schools, properly attended to by the Clergy and Laity, are 
amply sufficient for the Education of the Lower Class of 
Children".

rv
It is not, however, certain that the Unitarians were the first 

at this time to set up a weekday school for poor children in 
Liverpool. (19) A Roman Catholic school of some kind was

1181 Cf. J. Priestley, op. cit., p. 146: "In Sheffield, I am informed, the sub 
scriptions go all into one stock, from whence the masters and mistresses of the 
distinct societies are regularly paid."

(1!l> Information about the dates of establishment of some schools is given in, 
inter alia, Gore's Directories (from 1807 onwards); Third Annual Report of the 
Liverpool Sunday School Union (1819) in B.M.; Rev. W. Hesketh, An Appeal 
to the Clergy and Laity of the Town of Liverpool, in Behalf of the National and 
Ancient Systems of Charity Connected with the Established Church (1824); 
E. Baines, History, Directory, and Gazetteer of the County Palatine of Lancaster 
. . . (1824), Vol. 1; H. Smithers, Liverpool, Its Commerce, Statistics and Institu 
tions (1825); Report of a Committee of the Manchester Statistical Society (1836); 
R. Brooke, Liverpool As It Was During the Last Quarter of the Eighteenth 
Century (1853). Sometimes these sources contradict each other; sometimes they 
contradict themselves; sometimes contradictions arise because one gives the 
date of foundation of a Sunday School, another the date when the correspond 
ing weekday school was set up, or one the year when a school started, another 
that when it began to use new premises; few give authorities in support of their 
statements; most are writing at some distance in time from the events recounted; 
even agreement does not always imply accuracy, since one may have copied 
from another. Where there is good reason for doubt about the year of foundation 
this will be indicated, but it would be tedious to discuss all the reasons for giving 
a particular date in other cases.
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evidently in existence in 1789, since on 1 April of that year the 
Common Council of the town granted to the Rev. Archibald 
McDonald, "of the Roman Catholic Chapel lately erected by 
him in Seel Street", a lease "of his house and school, in Seel 
Street". Nothing is known of this school, however. A Sunday 
and weekday school attached to St. Nicholas's Church (Church 
of England) is said to have been set up in Leather Lane as early 
as 1789 or 1791, before being moved to Moorfields in the early 
years of the nineteenth century; but the school in Leather Lane 
was described as being a Sunday school in the will of Jonathan 
Blundell, which he made in 1800.' 20 '

In March 1790, according to the first annual report of the 
Benin's Garden Charity School (5 April 1791), some of the 
Unitarians of the Benn's Garden congregation, who had 
already established a Sunday school, (21) "thought . . . that, 
though the Sunday-school was attended with some good 
effects, it would add greatly to the utility of the plan to convert 
it into a charity-school, as many of the children who attended 
on the Sunday had no employment the remainder of the week, 
and thereby lost most or all the advantage of the instructions 
they received on that day". 1221 Separate schools for girls and 
boys were opened in a house in King Street in October 1790 
to provide instruction in reading, writing and arithmetic for the 
children of the poor "attending statedly the chapel, and to 
extend to other objects as means and opportunity might permit". 
Later it was announced in the prospectus of the school that 
"Tho the Benefits of this Charity be designed more directly and 
immediately for the Children of the Poor of Benn's Garden 
Chapel yet that this be not meant to exclude the Children of 
other Societies, provided that its Funds be sufficiently exten 
sive". (23) In 1792 the other Unitarian congregation, that in 
Paradise Street (formerly of Kay Street and later of Hope 
Street), established a Sunday and weekday school for poor 
children in Manesty Lane, the boys and girls to learn the three Rs, 
and the girls also knitting and sewing. From the first the religious 
teaching in this school was intended to be undenominational:
'"in regard to religious instruction it was expressly laid down as a fundamental 
rule that no catechisms or books should be used in the schools that taught any 
points of doctrine other than those general truths about which all sects of 
Christians are agreed; and though the children were to meet on the Sunday

(20) See D. Anderson, "Blundell's Collieries . . .", in TRANSACTIONS, 
Vol. 116, p. 78. The date of the foundation of the school (later known as the 
Old Church School) is usually given as 1789 but R. Brooke, op. cit., gives 1791.

m) A. Holt, op. cit., p. 167, suggests that it "was probably founded" as early 
as 1784 but adduces no evidence.

1221 Quoted in G. E. Evans, op. cit., p. 86.
1231 Quoted in R. Brooke op. cit., p. 395.
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mornings [to repeat hymns or catechisms and to read the scriptures] before service 
. . . and, where no objection was made, to attend the service of the chapel; yet, 
when the parents did object, and would engage to take the children to their own 
places of worship, they were permitted to do so. The consequence was, as we had 
few poor belonging to the congregation . . . that the great bulk of the children 
were either of the Church or of the Methodists and orthodox dissenters; but in 
general they came to chapel, and afterwards, when they left the school, they 
followed the religion of their parents." 1241

A second Sunday and weekday school for children of Church 
of England parents was founded in 1792 by Stephen Water- 
worth, sugar baker, in Hunter Street:
"the said school to be for ever used in the instruction of poor Children & young 
Persons of each sex ... to spell and read in the principles of the Christian 
religion as professed by the Church of England, in the knowledge of the 
Holy Scriptures & in good Morality and in orderly and decent behaviour & in 
Writing & to Cast Accounts or in such other Matters or things as the Trustees 
for the time shall think proper or necessary. . . .

The school was at first supported by subscriptions, but a note 
added to the conveyance here quoted from recorded that 
Frances Waterworth in her will dated 10 March 1800 left "to 
the Trustees of the School in Hunter Street for the purpose of 
carrying on that Charitable Institution . . . £4,000".

There is considerable difficulty in establishing the foundation 
date of some other schools said to have been established about 
this time. It has been claimed by one writer that "not long" 
after a (Wesleyan) Methodist Chapel was built on the north 
side of Mount Pleasant (1790), "Methodist Sunday and Daily 
Schools were established"; another author states that "Meth 
odist Day and Sunday Schools commenced ... in 1790". (25) 
On the other hand the first Wesleyan Methodist weekday 
school of which we have record was that in Brunswick Street, 
said to have been established in 1817 (2li| and mentioned in 
Gore's Directory in 1821. It seems certain that only a Sunday 
school was founded by the Wesleyan Methodists about 1790, 
or that if a weekday school was also set up it went out of 
existence very soon. Again, the Welsh Calvinists in 1824 had a 
Sunday and weekday school said to have been established in 
1798' 27 ' but in 1819 it was a Sunday school only, 1281 as it

1241 Narrative of Thomas Fletcher, quoted in H. D. Roberts, op. cit., p. 251.
1251 R. Brooke, op. cit., p. 395; H. Smithers, op. cit., p. 250.
(26) W. Hesketh, op. cit., p. 37; E. Baines, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 175. The Report of 

a Committee of the Manchester Statistical Society, which is quite unreliable 
about dates, and not even consistent, gives the quite impossible date 1828.

1271 H. Smithers, op. cit., p. 253; E. Baines, op. cit.. Vol. 1, p. 175.
I28) Third Annual Report of the Liverpool Sunday School Union (1819). When 

the Welsh Calvinists had to rebuild their chapel in 1816 and sought (successfully) 
the temporary use of the Friends' former meeting house in Hackins Hey, they 
said, "We have two to three Hundred scholars many of them adults our whole 
object is to learn them to read the Bible in their Native tongue (Welch)." Minutes 
of Liverpool Meeting of the Society of Friends.
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probably had been from its foundation. As we have seen, a 
Roman Catholic school of some kind existed in Seel Street in 
1789, but nothing is known of it. It has been stated* 291 that a 
Roman Catholic school in Copperas Hill was founded in 1792: 
the later date (1806) sometimes given 130) may have been that 
of a building subsequently erected on or near the same site.

By the end of the eighteenth century, therefore, there were 
probably five' 311 public elementary weekday schools in Liver 
pool, two for children of the Church of England, two founded 
by Unitarians but available for children of other sects, and one 
for Roman Catholic children. All or most of these were Sunday 
schools also. It is unlikely that any of the Sunday schools 
originally set up in private school premises in 1786 were still in 
existence, but there appear to have been Sunday schools run by 
the Wesleyan Methodists (Brunswick Street) and Welsh 
Calvinists (Pall Mall). Of course a number of schools may have 
flourished for a short period and then closed without their 
existence being recorded; but it cannot be claimed that at this 
period there was in the town much evidence of enthusiasm for 
the education of the poor, especially since one of the two 
Church of England schools had been provided and endowed 
by two individual benefactors. Times were hard, the Napoleonic 
wars had begun in 1793, and in the years following the French 
Revolution many had begun to doubt the wisdom of educating 
the working classes; even so, it is remarkable that Liverpool 
allowed its old free grammar school to pass out of existence 
(about 1802) without even officially recording the event.

In 1802 a third school connected with the Established Church 
was set up, again by an individual benefactor, Moses Benson, 
who endowed the school, St. James's, with £1,000. (32) The 
Baptists, who had established a Sunday school in Circus Street 
in 1801, added to it a weekday school in 1803. (33)

The next few years produced striking evidence of the growth 
of "immigrant" populations in Liverpool. We have seen that

1291 E. Baines, op. dr., Vol. 1, p. 175.
(30) G0re 's Directory, 1807, indicates that the "Catholic Charity School, 

Elliot-Hill" (later Copperas Hill) was erected in 1806; H. Smithers, op. cit., 
p. 252, agrees on the date of erection but adds: "A school had previously been 
founded: for the thirty-first annual report is published to December, 1823, 
which carries back the formation of the school to the year 1792." T. Burke, 
Catholic History of Liverpool (1910), p. 32, offers little definite information.

on Q; § £ Maltby, op. cit., p. 38: "As far as can be ascertained, no day 
school directly concerned with any church or chapel existed in Manchester 
prior to 1800 . . . in that year two were founded in connection with the Established 
Church."

(32> Core's Directory, 1807.
(33) fhird Annual Report of the Liverpool Sunday School Union (1819).
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Welsh Calvinists had inaugurated a Sunday school in 1798: 
not to be outdone, Welsh members of the Established Church 
instituted in 1804 the Welsh Charity School (Russell Street) 
"for Instructing, Clothing, and putting forth Apprentices, Poor 
Children descended from Welch parents, born in or near 
Liverpool, having no parochial Settlement within the town". 134 ' 
Apparently only boys attended the school, no girls' school being

tlttltl
Plate 18.

ST. JAMES'S SCHOOL 
(St. James's Road)

attached until 1823. <35) In 1807 an association called "The 
Benevolent Society of St. Patrick" founded in Pleasant Street 
a school sometimes known as "St. Patrick's" and sometimes 
as the "Hibernian" School, the aims of which were to provide 
"for the instructing in Reading, Writing and Arithmetic; the 
Cloathing and Apprenticing of Poor Children descended from 
Irish Parents". <36) The school was open to children of all 
denominations. "Curiously enough," one Roman Catholic 
historian has written, "this school had the full sympathy and 
co-operation of the [Roman Catholic] clergy and the leading 
Catholic laymen, and through its doors passed thousands of 
Catholic children." Usually, few Roman Catholic children 
attended schools nominally open to all sects (though a small 
number attended the Unitarian schools); this was because their

(34) Gore's Directory, 1807.
1361 H. Smithers, op. cit., p. 244.
1361 Gore's Directory, 1807.
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priests objected to the use in most such schools of the Authorized 
Version of the Bible. In the Hibernian School religious instruc 
tion was left to visiting clergymen, who gave denominational 
instruction to their own flocks. (37) As we shall see, this arrange 
ment in later years caused the Hibernian school to arouse 
considerable interest outside the town.

Plate 19.

THE WELSH CHARITY SCHOOL
(Russell Street)

Both the Welsh Charity and the Hibernian schools were 
considered somewhat more deserving than most such schools: 
in 1810 the Prince of Wales was said to be patron of the former, 
and Sir Thomas Mostyn president of its governing committee; 
whilst the Earl Fitzwilliam was patron of the latter,* 38) and a 
number of distinguished Liverpool families, including the 
Rathbones, took an interest in its welfare. About 1808 a week 
day school, at first known as St. Andrew's Charity School, was 
founded "for the instruction in reading, writing and arithmetic 
of Children of Poor Scottish Parents". Its successor, known as 
the Caledonian School, was housed in a building erected in 
Oldham Street in 1812; it was connected with the Church of 
Scotland. (39 >

1371 T. Burke, op. cit., p. 33.
1381 Gore's Directory, 1810.
<39) Only Gore's Directory, 1810, refers to "St. Andrew's Charity School" at 

this period, indicating that it was instituted in 1809: Gore's Directory of 1818 
says that the Caledonian School was erected in 1812. H. Smithers, op. cit., p. 249, 
aives the date of foundation of the Caledonian School as 1808; E. Baines, op. cit., 
Vol. 1, p. 175, gives the date as 1812.
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The first great impetus to the growth of public elementary 
education in England had come, as we have seen, from the 
development of the Sunday school movement during the decade 
1780-90; the second began to operate during the decade 1800 to 
1810 with the spread of the monitorial system of teaching. 
Andrew Bell, a Church of England clergyman, when head of 
the Male Orphan Asylum at Madras had hit upon the plan 
of putting classes in charge of able senior boys: he soon became 
convinced that such an arrangement made it possible for a 
single master to deal with more than twenty times as many 
children as was customary, and to provide a better education 
in the process. He published his first account of his system in 
1797. Joseph Lancaster, a Quaker schoolmaster, developed 
independently a plan of using some of his scholars to teach 
others, though he was helped later by Bell's account of his 
experiments. The great merit in the eyes of their contemporaries 
of the arrangements advocated by Bell and Lancaster was, of 
course, that it made possible the provision of some kind of 
elementary education very cheaply. At first Lancaster's plan 
was welcomed and supported by members of the Church of 
England and nonconformists alike, but it soon fell into disfavour 
with many influential churchmen, because Lancaster and his 
followers advocated non-sectarian education in schools for 
poor children, religious instruction being confined to Bible 
reading without note or comment. Eventually Bell's supporters 
founded in 1811 The National Society for Promoting the Edu 
cation of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church 
Throughout England and Wales, and a rival institution, 
based on Lancaster's ideas and called The British and Foreign 
School Society, was set up in 1814, supported chiefly by those 
who wished schools for the poor to be available to children of 
all sects.

It is clear that the monitorial system was introduced in 
Liverpool very early and under the influence of Joseph Lan 
caster. In 1807 this description was published of the "Circus- 
Street Day and Sunday Charity School", which, as we have 
seen, had been established by the Baptists a few years earlier:

"This institution has been for some time conducted on the basis of Mr. Joseph 
Lancaster's plan; we believe the conductors of it were the first to introduce it 
into this part of the country, and the success of the undertaking affords a practical 
and striking proof of the excellence of the system, and of the facility with which 
it may be adapted to provincial Schools. Its objects are poor children of every 
denomination." 1401

1401 Gore's Directory.



PUBLIC ELEMENTARY EDUCATION 185

In December 1806 Lancaster visited the town and was jubilant 
about the reception of the prospectus he had issued seeking 
subscriptions at five shillings a copy for an account of his system 
of education; he wrote: "I have not a doubt the eventual list of 
my subscriptions in Liverpool will amount to £200, already 
130 copies are subscribed for in four days." ( * 1} In 1809 he 
visited Liverpool (where a brother of his was living) to lecture 
on his ideas, and, it would seem, to inspect the working of his 
system in the Welsh Charity School, which, as we have seen, 
had been founded five years earlier, and was connected with the 
Established Church. Lancaster wrote:

"Liverpool, 26th of 2nd Mo., 1809
I am safely housed here at present with a brother of mine. I lecture this evening 

at the Welch school. I do not know which I shall have put into my hands, a 
ram's horn or a silver trumpet; but whichever it is I intend to blow it, yea, a 
blast at the walls of Jericho. . . . The deputy-mayor is vice-president, and the 
mayor of Liverpool has sanctioned and promised to attend the lecture. I have 
come here just in time to save a noble institution from ruin. There is more danger 
to the plan from misguided committees and weak schoolmasters, who imagine 
they know the plan and can act upon it, when really they need to serve an 
apprenticeship of seven years before sense can be hammered into their brains, 
than there is, or ever was, from pecuniary circumstances; and I am convinced 
that if I had not travelled into these parts the plan would have had a death blow 
here. Here is a noble schoolroom, which cost £1,700 building, capable of holding 
600 or 700 boys; a liberal-minded set of men are the committee, but all Taffys 
or Welchmen. They expect the school to fill by distributing 600 hand-bills in a 
town containing 80,000 inhabitants. I have recommended them to print 10,000 
small bills and 500 large posting bills. This I expect will be done directly. The 
school was three days ago a scene of disorder and riot, now a pin may be heard to 
drop, and order is the order of the day. My niece has been keeping school with 
me; and she says the old schoolmaster is such a sleepy fellow, that all will be 
confusion when I am gone. However I am taking effective measures to prevent 
that. . . I had a lecture last night; my great Master was not wanting, and, as 
usual, towards the close I made a blaze, and had great place in the minds of the 
people. About 300 attended. I lecture in Manchester on sixth and seventh day 
next, and expect to return to Liverpool, at the request of the committee. The 
hand of Providence has directed my feet here, with 'blow the trumpet, sound an 
alarm' " <42)

As we shall see, the "Lancastrian" or "British" system per 
sisted in Liverpool for a generation or more.

The same is true of Bell's "National" or "Madras" system, 
as it came to be called. Bell frequently visited the town to inspect 
schools organised "by means of the recent machinery for the 
multiplication of power and division of labour in the intellectual, 
moral, and religious world". (43) In 1813 Bell wrote of some 
Liverpool schools: "The Blue-coat delights me and I am busy 
with it ... The Welsh school greatly improved. The Ladies'

1411 W. Corston, A Brief Sketch of the Life of Joseph Lancaster; Including the 
Introduction of His Svstem of Education [1840], p. 26. 

(421 Ibid. 
1431 B.M., Add. MS. 38273 f.69.
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[apparently the Female School of Industry] scolded, and greatly 
improving. The Moorfields' school insufferably bad. The 
Irish [Hibernian] school bad; the master president of a debating 
society: what better can be expected of such a man?" (44) (It will 
be noted that the Welsh Charity School, as befitted a school 
connected with the Established Church, had by now transferred 
its allegiance from Lancaster to Bell.) On 28 October 1814 the 
Liverpool Mercury reported:

"Tuesday being the 55th anniversary of his Majesty's accession to the throne 
of these Realms, the Blue Coat Boys, in this town, performed their evolutions 
in the presence of the celebrated Dr. Bell, upon whose plan the institution is 
conducted, and after singing 'God save the King', the head Master presented the 
thanks of the Children to the Doctor for his kind instructions; the children then 
all repeated their thanks with artless simplicity, several times, and after giving 
him three hearty cheers they marched away in great order, much delighted with 
the condescension of their benefactor."

In July 1815 R. W. Bamford, one of Bell's chief disciples, 
visited Liverpool (where he had relatives) and he wrote:

"I had the inexpressible pleasure of acting a few days under the immediate 
directions of Dr. Bell. The Welsh Charity School, the Blue-coat Hospital, the 
Female School of Industry, and the Mile-end Girls School, engaged my constant 
attention. The Blue-coat Hospital . . . was in such a flourishing condition, that 
there was no necessity for spending much time in it. But the Welsh Charity 
School, of about 300 boys, required every exertion; for, though the system might 
have been partially acted upon before, yet there were no regular and determined 
practices ... I can safely say the school, on my departure, exhibited no in 
correct specimen of the Madras system." 1451

In 1817, through Bell's influence, Bamford became superin 
tendent' 46) of the Blue Coat Hospital and he remained in the 
post until 1819. In later years, as we shall see, this school 
became a kind of show place for the Madras system and many 
teachers were trained there in Bell's methods.

It is not possible to obtain information about the cost of 
running each of the schools at this period, and where a figure 
is available one usually cannot be sure what it represents:

1441 C. C. Southey, The Life of the Rev. Andrew Bell (1844), Vol. Ill, p. \. 
It is doubtful if Bell would have thought highly of the master of a non-denomina 
tional school even had the latter not been president of a debating society. When 
Bell was asked to become patron of "a society of schoolmasters" in Liverpool 
(1824) he "felt himself obliged to decline" on hearing that the society "consisted 
of men of various religious denominations". Ibid., Vol. Ill, p. 293.

1451 Ibid., Vol. Ill, pp. 65-6. The school in Mile End here referred to was 
probably a private school, since there is no reference to it in contemporary lists 
of public elementary schools.

(46) See Essays on the Discipline of Children, Particularly as Regards Their 
Education, by "The Rev. R. W. Bamford; Formerly Superintendent of the 
Blue Coat Hospital, Liverpool . . ." (1822).
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whether, for example, it includes payment of interest on capital 
borrowed to erect the building, some unusually great expendi 
ture on repairs, and so on. There is enough evidence, however, 
to show how cheaply schools could be run on the monitorial 
system. In 1803 Lancaster had been in charge of a school in 
London at which "the annual cost of schooling was only 
7s. 6d. per head, a sum still further reduced to between 4s. and 
5s. as the school was increased to accommodate 1,000 
children". <47) About 1818 the Caledonian School in Liverpool 
was educating 170 boys and 80 girls for just under £235 per 
annum, roughly 19s. per head. In the Manesty Lane school the 
Unitarians, who were better off than most congregations and 
had smaller schools, were teaching 80 boys and 80 girls (together 
with 51 boys in the Sunday school) for £220: discounting the 
expense of the Sunday school, which was certainly small, the 
cost averaged 27s. 6d. per child. At the Renshaw Street school 
the Unitarians taught 70 children for £119 5s., about £1 14s. 
per child. On the other hand the Wesleyan Methodists claimed, 
about 1821, to be educating in the three day schools they then 
possessed 1,350 children, together with 1,000 children in the 
Sunday schools, at an "estimated expense" of £750 per annum: 
if, once again, the inexpensive Sunday school tuition is ignored, 
the annual cost per child in the day school must have been 
about 11s. In 1818 it was claimed that at the Harrington Day 
and Sunday School (see below) attended by 187 boys and 143 
girls, the annual expense was £144 10s. 2d. or about 8s. 9d. 
per child: the school was newly built and probably maintenance 
expenses were low. (48>

The most detailed figures available are given in The Fifteenth 
Annual Report of the Circus Street Day and Sunday Free Schools 
for the year ending 1 July 1818. The numbers of children 
attending the school had risen from 98 in. 1804 to 593 in 1813, 
and were currently 445 (270 boys and 175 girls). The boys were 
taught "reading, writing and arithmetic, and the girls the same, 
together with sewing, knitting, cutting out, making and re 
pairing their clothes". Religious instruction was given each 
Sunday, and on that day a "comparatively small" number of 
"servants and other female adults of all ages" were "taught to 
read, under the direction of a number of ladies". The teachers' 
salaries amounted in all to just under £168; the total expense for 
the year was nearly £400, but this included an interest payment 
of £21 10s. 2d. and the cost of "some necessary repairs"

1471 C. Birchenough, History of Elementary Education in England and Wales, 
Second Impression (1920), p. 45.

1481 Gore's Directory, 1818 and 1821.
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(£34 15s. 8d.), which had "swelled the expenditure beyond the 
ordinary amount". Clearly, the cost of educating the children 
was distinctly less than £1 per head, more than Bell and Lan 
caster had hoped but comparing very favourably with the 5s. 
for Sunday school instruction only which the bishop of Liver 
pool had thought cheap more than a generation earlier.

VI

It has sometimes been suggested that because the monitorial 
system made it possible to run schools cheaply expense was not 
an important factor in the provision of schools for the poor; 
but spacious accommodation was required if full advantage 
were to be taken of the system, and the circumstances of the 
times, as has been said, were hardly propitious for school 
building. In 1818 Henry Brougham, addressing the House of 
Commons on the findings of the Select Committee on the 
Education of the Lower Orders, said:

"The line traced out for parliament with regard to the populous districts, by 
all the evidence given to the committee, seems sufficiently plain. It should confine 
its assistance to the first cost of the establishments, and leave the yearly expenses 
to be defrayed in every case by the private patrons. The difficulty, generally 
experienced, in beginning a school, arises from the expenses of providing a 
school room and the master's house. In many places the inhabitants could raise 
so much a year to keep the thing going, provided it were once started, but some 
thing in the nature of an outfit is wanted; and undertakings are thus often 
abandoned from the difficulty of meeting this first and greatest expense." 149 '

Apparently only three weekday schools were opened in Liver 
pool between 1808 and 1817. A minute of February 1813 
among the (MS) records of the Society of Friends in the town 
shows that some of the Friends had raised a fund with the 
intention of "instituting a School to educate a number of poor 
Girls not of our Society", and that permission had been given 
for the use of "the Building which was formerly the Meeting 
house", in Hackins Hey. In 1816 and again in 1818 the Friends 
made their schoolroom available to dissenters for Sunday 
schools, and in the latter year the room was described as "large 
. . . and provided with desks and forms for three hundred 
children". <50) A reference in 1818 to "the Schoolmaster who 
occupies the room on the weekdays" seems to indicate that the 
school had become one for boys when, in that year, a new girls' 
school was opened by the Friends in Duncan Street East (now

1491 Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, First Series, Vol. XXXVIII, Cols 
586-7.

 *" Third Annual Report of the Liverpool Sunday School Union (1819).
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Hotham Street). The Wesleyan Methodists appear to have 
opened their Brunswick School in 1817.

The third school built between 1808 and 1817 was the 
Harrington School, erected in 1815 at the cost of the Rev. 
John Yates, a minister of the Unitarian chapel in Kay Street 
from 1777 to 1791, and, when the congregation built a new 
chapel in Paradise Street, minister there until he retired in 1823. 
Yates, as we have seen, had been a member of the committee 
which, nearly thirty years before, had urged the establishment of 
charity weekday schools to be run by particular sects but 
prepared to accept poor children of all denominations. From 
1792 he had supervised the running of the Manesty Lane 
School, in which this principle was adopted, and the Harrington 
School was set up "on this express condition, 'that religious 
instruction, in Christian principles should be considered as its 
primary object' not in the peculiar views of any particular 
party, but leaving to the parents to bring up their children in 
that way which to them appeared right". (51)

By the year 1818, leaving aside such residential schools as the 
Workhouse School, the Blue Coat Hospital, and the School for 
the Blind, and excluding also the Female School of Industry, 
there appear to have been in Liverpool sixteen schools of the 
kind we have been considering. Five of these, including the 
Welsh Charity School, were connected with the Established 
Church; three of the five had been established by individual 
benefactors, the last of them, St. Andrew's, having been erected 
in 1818 by John Gladstone, who also endowed it with the rents 
of pews in St. Andrew's Church. The Hibernian and Caledonian 
schools were still in existence, as were the two Unitarian schools 
(the former Benn's Garden School being now in Renshaw 
Street), the Roman Catholic School in Copperas Hill, and the 
Harrington School. The Quakers now had a school for girls and 
one for boys on separate sites, and the Wesleyan Methodists and 
the Baptists each had one large weekday and Sunday school. 
For a brief period at this time there existed also the Marine 
Free School (Blundell Street) set up for the instruction "in 
writing, arithmetic and navigation" of "the children of mariners 
whose circumstances will not allow them to pay for the 
same".

It is not easy to obtain reliable statistics concerning the 
numbers of children in attendance at these weekday schools 
about 1818, but such evidence as is available would seem to

C51) H. Smithers, op. cit., p. 256. Strictly speaking, Harrington Street, in which 
the school was situated, was just outside the boundary of Liverpool until 1835, 
but almost all those attending lived in the town.
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indicate a total at any one time of about 4,500 children on the 
rolls. (52) Of course there were always far more children on the 
rolls than were actually in attendance at any given time, but on 
the other hand one has to remember that children usually 
attended for only a short period (as will be shown in a later 
paper) so that more than 4,500 children had some experience, 
however brief, of being taught in these schools. According to 
the Digest of Returns to the Circular Letter from the Select 
Committee on the Education of the Poor (1818), the Blue Coat 
Hospital, the Female School of Industry, the Blind School and 
the Workhouse Schools contained a further 645 children. (53) 

Curiously enough, in their return to the select committee the 
two rectors of the town omitted any reference to schools run 
by dissenters: this aroused the suspicion that "perhaps the 
unwillingness to notice these Schools arose from a desire to 
hide how little was doing in the great work of education, by 
the members of the Established Church, compared with the 
Dissenters" ; (54) probably, however, the omission was the result 
of a misunderstanding. The returns from Manchester were 
accompanied by complacent comments: "In Manchester the 
poorer classes have been well supplied with the means of 
education since the national and Lancasterian schools were 
created; and it is said that in this parish and Salford 21,000 
children are educated . . . The Minister of Salford supposes, 
all may learn to read who desire." The Liverpool rectors 
reported that "The poorer classes, in general, have it not in 
their power to pay for the instruction of their children, and are 
very desirous that gratuitous education should be extended to 
them". The greater satisfaction of the clerical correspondents in 
Manchester and Salford was evidently based on the fact that 
far more children attended Sunday schools in those places.

(52) prom core 's Directory, 1818, the following figures for weekday schools 
are available: Hunter Street, 260; Circus Street, 501; Welsh Charity, 380; 
Catholic, 499; Caledonian, 250; Renshaw Street, 70; Manesty Lane, 160; 
Harrington, 330; St. Andrew's (places available), 280. W. J. Roberts (B.M. Add. 
MS. 22645) gives the figures for Moorfields as 310 and for St. James's as 150. 
The total of these figures is 3,319 (of whom 2,022 were boys and 1,169 girls). 
Allowing for provision at the five schools (the Hibernian, the Marine, the 
Brunswick, and the two Quaker schools) for which no figures for this period are 
available, we may suppose that the total about 1818 was of the order of 4,500, 
or somewhat less.

(53 > The population of Liverpool, according to the census returns, was 77,653 
in 1801; 94,376 in 1811; and 118,972 in 1821. "These returns are exclusive of 
Edge-hill, Everton, Harrington, Kirkdale, and Low-hill, all in the suburbs", 
(E. Baines, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 186-7).

(54) Liverpool Mercury, 30 March 1821. A few months later (5 May 1821), 
according to S. E. Maltby, op. cit., pp. 37-8, a complaint was published about the 
returns for Manchester in the Manchester Guardian.
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VII

As we have seen, in spite of the cheapness of the monitorial 
system the provision for the education of the poor in weekday 
schools in Liverpool was clearly quite inadequate at the end of 
the Napoleonic wars, as for long afterwards. Whatever argu 
ments might be put forward about the dangers of education, it 
could not be denied that large numbers of children were growing 
up without learning the rudiments of the Christian religion, 
and this was particularly appalling to many nonconformists 
whose religious "enthusiasm" was often frowned upon at this 
period by clergymen of the Established Church. Apart from the 
Roman Catholics, the Quakers and the Unitarians, the non 
conformists had only two weekday schools, one Wesleyan 
Methodist and one Baptist (though they could, and did, of 
course, send their children to those Unitarian, Quaker and other 
schools which were available to all denominations). It was not 
surprising, therefore, that the nonconformists, who had many 
chapels in the town, should attach considerable importance to 
Sunday schools.

The Sunday school movement, which had a generation 
earlier inspired such high hopes throughout the kingdom, had 
soon fallen into difficulties in many places because of shortage 
of funds to provide even the small fees paid to professional 
teachers. According to one biographer of Robert Raikes

"The idea of conducting Sunday-schools by unpaid teachers is said to have 
originated in a meeting of zealous Wesleyan office-bearers . . . Wesley records 
that as early as 1785 the masters in the school at Bolton gave their services 
gratuitously, and a few years later the same practice became general in Stockport. 
Every succeeding year added to the number of unpaid teachers, the Noncon 
formist churches being especially ready to recognise the advantages of voluntary 
Sunday-school labour. By degrees paid teachers were entirely superseded and 
gratuitous instruction became che universal rule." 1551

Certainly in Liverpool, though there were a few Sunday schools 
attached to the weekday schools connected with the Established 
Church and another such Sunday school, St Matthew's, was 
begun in 1818, there were far more organised by nonconformists. 
The Wesleyan Methodists were particularly active, and in 1810 
they were said to have, at each of their chapels, Sunday schools, 
"on very respectable and extensive establishments". (56) The 
Unitarians had Sunday schools attached to their weekday 
schools, and, as we have seen, the Society of Friends provided 
facilities in 1816 and 1818 for Sunday schools run by members 
of other denominations.

1551 A. Gregory, op. cit., pp. 109-10. See also H. F. Mathews, Methodism ant! 
the Education of the People (1949), Chap. 2. 

1561 Gore's Directory.



192 PUBLIC ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

It was, however, the more orthodox Protestant dissenters 
who devoted most attention to Sunday schools. In 1815 a local 
branch of the Sunday School Union was founded, and the 
annual reports published in 1816 and 1819 (available in the 
British Museum library) tell us a good deal about the amount 
and quality of Sunday school provision in Liverpool at this 
time (see Table).

The Union declared that it would aim at "promoting the 
establishment of Schools, and especially of Sunday Schools, for 
Children and Adults"; it would endeavour "to improve the 
methods of instruction now in use; ... to increase the number 
of Teachers in the Sunday Schools and Schools for Adults 
already formed; ... to induce parents to bring their children 
and to encourage uninformed Adults to offer themselves for 
instruction; ... to print books and lessons for the use of the 
Schools in connexion with the Union at a cheap rate." The 
Union very soon appealed to "the members of the congregations 
in connexion with the Union" to help as superintendents and 
teachers; it also "recommended the plan of individuals forming 
in their own houses Preparatory Schools, for the poorest and 
most neglected children, from whence they might afterwards be 
removed to some public Sunday Schools". The appeal "had 
the desired effect of increasing the number of teachers, and of 
exciting some persons to commence Preparatory Schools".

The Union then surveyed the territory:

"Keeping in view the principal object of the Society, the Establishment of 
New Sunday Schools in the Town, your Committee thankfully accepted the 
offer of one of their Secretaries, to furnish an account of all those already in 
existence. This was accomplished by marking the situations upon the map; and 
presenting a statement of the number of children in each: and if any proof had 
been wanting of the necessity of great exertion, it was afforded by this interesting 
piece of moral topography. The crowded population resident in the neighbour 
hood of the Docks, exposed as it is to the baneful influence of so many demoral 
izing causes, stands most in need of religious instruction, and yet is least of all 
provided with the means of obtaining it. By beginning at the Old Dock, taking 
Frederick-street, Great George-street, Parliament-street, and the line of docks 
round to the bottom of Frederick-street again, a circuit is traced out within 
which a large proportion (perhaps a fifth) of the inhabitants of the town resides; 
and in all this extent, teeming with human beings in the lowest state of ignorance 
and guilt, not one place of public worship exists, and only two Sunday Schools. 
To this district, therefore, your Committee directed their attention: but hitherto 
[1819] they have been unable to procure rooms suitable for the purpose."

The chief difficulty, however, was not the lack of accommoda 
tion but the unreliability of the unpaid teachers. In 1819 the 
Committee stated that "The Schools that have been established 
by the Union now amount to eight. They possess accommoda 
tion for at least 1,500 children; but from the paucity of teachers 
they do not contain near that number". When the old Friends'
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SCHOOLS IN MEMBERSHIP WITH THE LIVERPOOL 
SUNDAY SCHOOL UNION

A. SCHOOLS INDEPENDENTLY ORGANISED

When Children Average Adults Teachers
Schools and Connexion Estab- Date of on the Attend- on the on the 

lished Union Books ance Books Books 
Pall Mall,

Welsh Calvinist .. 1798 1815 238 224 150 44 
Circus Street,

Baptist (Day). . .. 1803\ . .. .,, ,.  ,. . ? 
(Sunday) .. 1801 / I8n 4:>j J18 il 4 ' 

Bethesda,
Independent .. .. 1803 1815 252 200   29 

Gt. George St.,
Independent .. ..1811 1815 950 750 100 95 

Bedford St.,
Welsh Calvinist .. 1806 1815 221 190 103 61 

Gloucester St.,
Scotch Burgher .. 1813 1815 123 102   61 

Newington,
Independent .. .. 1816 1816 60 56   20 

North Shore,
Baptist .. .. 1816 1816 87 60   12 

Gt. Crosshall St.,
Welsh Independent . . 1815 1817 124 78 62 31 

Zion Chapel,
Methodist New Con 
nexion.. .. .. 1801 1818 400 343   46

The Misses Batley .. 1819 1819 20 16    

B. SCHOOLS ESTABLISHED AND SUPPORTED BY THE 
UNION

Blundell St.,
Union.. .. .. 1816   250 145   34

Crooked Lane,
Union.. .. .. 1817   100 80   10

Maguire St.,
Union.. .. . . 1817   100 75   14

Sir Thomas's Building,
Union. . .. .. 1817   80 60   8

Edmund St.,
Union.. .. .. 1818   65 55 17 11

Hackin's Hey,
Union.. .. .. 1818   45 35   4

Christian St.,
Union. . .. . . 1818   30 23   6

Greek St.,
Scotch.. .. .. 1819   76 56   12

3677 2866 500

Note: All the schools listed except the day school in Circus Street (and possibly 
the school run by "The Misses Batley") were Sunday schools. 

(From Third Annual Report of the Liverpool Sunday School 
Union, 1819).
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Meeting House in Hackin's Hey was made available without 
charge to the Union it had facilities for 300 children, but, partly 
because of the shortage of reliable teachers, it was attended by 
only about 45.

The Union clearly regarded itself as a kind of missionary 
society working under most difficult conditions:

"Maguire-street School has about 100 children on its roll, from 70 to 80 of 
whom are generally present. There are only five Teachers who are at all regular; 
several others attend occasionally. It is much to be regretted that a station so 
important . . . should be left to languish for want of help. A vast population 
surrounded the chapel in which the school is kept, who appear to be as ignorant 
and thoughtless as the inhabitants of Pagan lands. . . . This chapel was taken 
partly for the purpose of establishing a Sunday School, and with a view, also, 
to the preaching of the gospel on Sabbath evenings; but in view of the total 
indifference and non-attendance of the inhabitants, this has been relinquished, 
so that the Sunday School is now the only means using [sic] for the improvement 
of this dark and destitute part of the town." 
[The aims and methods were therefore easily described:]

"The spiritual welfare of the children is the primary object of all Sunday 
school instruction. All which has not this object in view must be deemed a pro 
fanation of the Sabbath; and the Teachers cannot have it too strongly impressed 
upon their minds that the children are taught to read only that they may thereby 
the more readily receive religious instruction. ... In the schools connected with 
the Union, all the lessons are taken from the scriptures. The Teacher, therefore, 
should never permit a single passage to be read without explaining its meaning, 
and asking the child a few questions."

One Sunday-school superintendent considered it necessary to 
suggest that this "interrogative method" was required even 
when scripture was learnt by heart: he was "convinced that a 
small number of verses properly attended to in this way, will 
be of more essential service to a child, than a much greater 
number without it". One sees the point of his remarks when 
one reads the results, announced with evident satisfaction, of 
the contest to gain the prizes awarded by the Union in 1817 
"to those children that should commit to memory ... the 
largest portion of the Scripture". The winners were "William 
Rankin, 1,836 verses; John Potts, 2,053; and James McBurney, 
3,488". Even after the Union ceased to offer prizes it obviously 
shared the satisfaction of Circus Street Sunday School when one 
of the scholars, at the end of "six quarters", had defeated his 
rivals by learning 5,431 verses!

In spite of the shortage of teachers and their lack of skill, 
their restricted aims and often their unenlightened methods, and 
in spite also of "the indiffeience of the parents, the vicious 
habits of many of the children, and the disagreeableness of the 
place", as one report adds, many children and some adults no 
doubt gained an extension of their powers in most unpromising 
environments; and probably some of the most able were 
stimulated sufficiently to be able to escape from "the prison of
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ignorance". But more revealing than the often unreliable 
statistics as indicating how precarious and inadequate was the 
educational provision of the day are statements such as the 
following, in which the satisfaction of the writer appears almost 
as poignant as the facts he conveys:

"Although the numbers who attend the Adult School are comparatively 
small, yet their progress in learning in general is much more rapid than that of 
the children. A woman, aged 60, came to this school in January last, ignorant 
of the alphabet. She has attended on Sabbath Afternoons only, and can now 
read any chapter in the New Testament. Another woman, of the age of 73, has 
been there but a short time, and has made such progress, that she has now opened 
a school for little children, as a new and suitable support for herself." 1571

mi fifteenth Annual Report of the Day and Sunday Free Schools in Circus-street 
Liverpool (1818), p. 5.




