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TEACHER TRAINING AT CAMBRIDGE

‘We premise that we are going to say a great deal about slate pencils,
primers, and spelling-books. We are aware such details must be very dull,
and would be unpardonable, if they were not eminently useful.’ Edinburgh
Review, October 1807

‘Education, in its larger sense, is one of the most inexhaustible of all
topics. Notwithstanding the great mass of excellent things which have been
said respecting it, no thoughtful person finds any lack of things both great
and small still waiting to be said, or waiting to be developed and followed
out to their consequences.’

John Stuart Mill, ‘Inaugural Address to St Andrews’, 1867 
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INTRODUCTION
Pam Hirsch and Mark McBeth

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Cambridge University was
showing a lively interest in educational experiment, one involving the
science and methods of the classroom and, furthermore, introducing
students who normally would not have attended an elite university. We
will focus on two educationists, Oscar Browning (1837–1923) and
Elizabeth Hughes (1852–1925), who were the principals of the two
separate teacher training colleges for men and women. The early initiatives
of these two educational innovators started the development of education
studies at Cambridge University and, therefore, serve as test cases to
examine the relationship between teacher training and the university.
Browning and Hughes were both persuasive advocates of the importance
of training for teachers. The theories and practices of the classroom were
still struggling to establish themselves as an academic undertaking, and the
history of teacher training colleges reveals an ongoing process in the
professionalization of teaching.

Standard texts of the history of education have viewed classrooms and
teaching from the outside, emphasizing governmental policy making and
administrative structures.1 The way this top-down narrative defines
education, although obviously valuable, limits its meaning and its
possibilities. By contrast, in this book, we explore and create a history of
education through Hughes’ and Browning’s lived experience both inside
and outside the classroom. Investigating their idiosyncratic careers enables
us to examine how, as educators, they formulated their perspectives on
teaching and learning in the context of highly complex educational
circumstances. To explore educational history in this way faithfully
respects historical facts from the perspectives of those working in the
college classroom. Through their letters, lectures and writing, we listen to
Browning’s and Hughes’ voices in order to recover not only what they did
but also what they felt. We take stock of our characters’ personal and
emotional investments in their projects to reveal their passions and desires
about teacher training as a way to see what it might say about education in
a larger context.

Browning has been famously mythologized by Virginia Woolf in A Room
of Ones Own as a misogynist, a kind of scapegoat for patriarchal power



within Cambridge University.2 Yet this makes no allowance for his own
marginal position, nor for the fact that he was willing to lecture to
Newnham students on history, as well as acting as examiner of the
students of the newly founded women’s colleges. His role in relation to
women students at Cambridge needs more examination than it has hitherto
received. In Cambridge his contribution to education in England was never
recognized, for reasons which Mark McBeth will explore.3 Instead, he has
been caricatured as a ridiculous figure: ‘flamboyant’, ‘ludicrous’, ‘petulant’
and ‘preposterous’; the adjectives which have most often been applied to
him reveal a homophobia that has blurred and distorted any serious
account of his achievements. Yet Browning’s role in establishing the
Teacher Training Syndicate which would give lectures and examine the
theory, history and practice of teaching and award certificates to successful
candidates was the founding moment of the Faculty of Education which
still exists in Cambridge today.

Similarly, in examining Elizabeth Hughes’ role as an influential
educationist Pam Hirsch will be drawing on some recent re-
conceptualizations of the notion of educational leadership. Although
women were denied the vote until the twentieth century and therefore were
unable to press their cases in Parliament, education was an area of public
life where many women achieved a measure of status and authority. As
well as their roles in founding and running schools and colleges, these
women were skilful at inserting themselves into sites of pressure on
government, for example as members of the Social Science Association, and
infiltrating the stratum of decision making in between government policy
and the schools themselves.4 Their talent for strategic opportunism in
seizing that authority in a wide variety of contexts has been demonstrated
in two collections of essays: Practical Visionaries: Women, Education and
Social Progress 1790–1930 edited by Mary Hilton and Pam Hirsch and
Women, Educational Policy-Making and Administration in England:
Authoritative Women Since 1880 edited by Joyce Goodman and Sylvia
Harrop.5

Elizabeth Hughes was, like all the ‘practical visionaries’ Pam Hirsch has
studied, an inspired opportunist, successful in seizing the moment. She was
supremely skilful in gaining the support of those who were keen to raise
the standard of girls’ education. The establishment of the university
colleges for women, Girton and Newnham, which had been established in
the 1870s, and the founding of the Teacher Training Syndicate by
Browning was the context which made it possible to establish the
Cambridge Training College for Women in 1885.

An educationist is defined as someone who studies the science or method
of education, or is an advocate of education. Both Browning and Hughes
fit this bill exactly, and we will examine precisely how these two significant
but half-forgotten educationists (separately) set about raising the
professionalism and status of teachers. Both of them had the drive and
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ability to found something, to do what no-one had done before, which
takes a particular kind of courage and commitment. In this they were
similar, yet the historical accounts thus far have alleged that there was no
‘cordiality’ between these two remarkable educationists.6 In this book we
test that assumption and indicate both areas where they cooperated and
also areas where they did not see eye to eye. We hope in some sense to
‘replay’ the arguments—indicating the shared objectives, but also their
differences and divergences. Given their very different personal styles,
together with disagreement on some substantive issues, we think that our
two writing Voices’ will make this textually apparent. In other words,
methodologically, the two writers are not aiming to force the other into
agreement, in order to achieve closure, but to leave the text, as it were,
open.

Inevitably we will explore class and gender issues; for example, what
was their commitment to and relationship with working-class students?
Hughes, for example used to teach evening classes for working men in east
Cambridge and this form of philanthropy has been categorized by feminist
historians as a mode of women’s ‘welfare liberalism’. Browning’s
relationship with working-class men, however, has always been viewed as
problematic. Questions of intimacy between teacher and students have
been inflected differently by historians along gender lines. Whereas
Hughes’ close relationships with her students have been figured as an
unthreatening ‘fantasy of study, privacy, purity and unconditional mother-
love’, Browning’s relationships with his students have always come under
suspicion.7 Overall, our desire, as researchers, is to take nothing for
granted, but rather to unpack primary sources critically in order to arrive
at an appropriately nuanced double history.

As the early initiatives of these two leaders began the development of
education studies at Cambridge University they, therefore, usefully serve as
test cases to examine the relationship between teacher training and the
university. Their early training programmes foreshadowed the work of the
present-day Faculty of Education, so, concomitantly, our exploration of
these Victorian educational experiments uncovers the unstable relationship
between teacher trainers, the university, and the government of the day. By
revisiting the educational perspectives of these two remarkable innovators
and recreating their dialogues we reveal important, and often
controversial, ideas about the purposes of education. Furthermore, we
contend that studies of ideological struggles of the past are as pertinent to
educational problems of the twenty-first century as they were in the times
of Browning and Hughes. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The narrative of the British educational system is a complex story because
it did not develop as an integrated system. Instead, educational initiatives
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were driven by a variety of religious, socioeconomic and political forces.
Below, we sketch out a brief and selective (conventional) survey of
nineteenth-century British educational history which focuses on those
educational developments and policies pertinent to teacher training. Much
of this will be familiar to those interested in the history of teacher
education, so some readers may want to move straight to the sections on
Browning and Hughes. For others, the historical context may help to place
the initiatives of our protagonists more precisely.

In 1807 the Whig journal, the Edinburgh Review, stated, ‘How far it
may be expedient to provide nationally for the education of the poor,
against the prejudices of the upper classes, and without any cordial wish to
that purpose on the part of the poor themselves, is doubtful—if it be
possible.’8 In the early nineteenth century British education was seen as
being primarily the responsibility of churches and parents, rather than that
of the state. However, for a variety of social and economic reasons, public
opinion and perspectives about national education would shift
considerably throughout the nineteenth century. In incremental stages,
education was transformed from piecemeal enterprises largely run by
voluntary bodies to a more integrated conglomerate where the state played
a more significant part. Because Great Britain eventually developed a more
governmentally regulated educational system for all members of its society,
it also needed an organized teacher training programme. This historical
survey of British educational initiatives shows first how the nation
established a popular educational system and then how this in turn affected
the need for teacher training.

From a present viewpoint, it may be difficult to imagine opposition to an
inclusive national education system, yet in the early 1800s schooling for the
working classes was still a contested issue. In the November 1810 issue of
the Edinburgh Review, an anonymous reviewer, probably Henry
Brougham, discussed public opinion regarding popular education. He
wrote:

The subject now before us, the extension of popular education, gives
rise to two distinct questions. It has unhappily been contended by
some persons, that no good can result from promoting the instruction
of the bulk of the community. They have even pretended to foresee a
variety of evils as likely to originate in the greater diffusion of
knowledge; and, combining with their fanciful anticipations of
danger, views of past events just as fanciful, have not scrupled to
raise apprehensions of anarchy, tumult and revolution, from the
progress of information among the people.9

Throughout Brougham’s long life (1778–1868), he led progressive Whig
groups, interested in aspects of popular education, whereas Conservatives
convinced themselves that educating the masses would only make them
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dissatisfied with their stations in life.10 Brougham contended that if the
education of the poor were to be neglected ‘Ignorance-as-Bliss’ could only
harm their personal welfare and impede the social and economic progress
of England.

In 1816 and 1818 Royal Commissions were appointed to investigate The
Education of the Lower Order in the Metropolis’. The 1816 Committee
reported that they ‘found reason to conclude, that a very large number of
poor children are wholly without the means of Instruction, although their
parents appear to be generally very desirous of obtaining that advantage
for them’.11 This early committee, led by Brougham, collected evidence
from educational experts involved with the two large voluntary providers of
elementary education, the National Society for Promoting the Education of
the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church (National Society) and
the British and Foreign Schools, run by Nonconformists. Both of these
philanthropic Anglican and Nonconformist societies used the monitorial
system pioneered by Reverend Andrew Bell (an Anglican) and Joseph
Lancaster (a Nonconformist). This system was cheap because the societies
only had to pay the wages of a single elementary teacher who conveyed
information to a selected group of able pupils. These monitors then
reiterated the lesson to their less able peers.12

Middle-class opinion was predominately in favour of the monitorial
system; an 1807 Edinburgh Review article praised its thrifty teaching
methods, saying:

The improvements which Mr. Lancaster has made in education, are,
in the cheapness of schools, their activity, their order, and their
emulation. The reading, ciphering, and spelling cards, suspended for
the successive use of 3 or 400 boys; the employment of sand and slate
instead of pen and ink, and particularly of monitors instead of
ushers, must, in large seminaries, constitute an immense saving.13

The system was, undeniably, cost-effective and offered poor children some
form of teaching, but the rigidly ranked hundreds of children were locked
into a factory-like system with only one teacher and the chosen pupils their
own age to guide them. The teacher mechanically transmitted information
to the untrained monitors who then passed it on to other pupils. The article
continued, ‘The extraordinary discipline, progress, and economy of this
[Lancaster] school, are, therefore, in a great measure, produced by an
extraordinary number of non-commissioned officers [monitors], serving
without pay, and learning while they teach.’14 With neither experience,
maturity, nor training, monitors could be only minimally effective as
instructors, regardless of how inexpensive.

When the Brougham Committee reconvened in 1818 to review the
progress made in education, it advised that parish schools be subsidized by
industry and maintained by rates. However, because the plan gave
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Anglican clergy a predominant position in the educational scheme, both
dissenters and Roman Catholics opposed it. Until the end of the nineteenth
century, the complex connections between religious affiliation and
schooling would remain a central conundrum for British educational
provision. Although the recommendations of the Brougham Committee
never became law, they nevertheless kick-started a debate about the
financial sources of education.

As Brougham had written between 1818 and the early 1830s, large
numbers of ‘poor children [remained] wholly without the means of
Instruction’, and it was not until the Reform Act of 1832 had enfranchised
middle-class men that educational reform would again be attempted.15 The
industrialists creating the country’s wealth were powerful promoters of the
first reform bill. Mill and factory owners who wanted a stable workforce
tended to be interested in the education of their workers’ children (even if
their motives were self-serving).16 These middle-class industrialists were
anxious because studies comparing British education with continental
education illustrated how far the British system lagged behind, and those
MPs familiar with manufacturing industries recognized that educational
systems impacted on the prosperity of nations. In 1833, John Roebuck,
following the initiatives of Brougham, introduced a Bill of Education,
appealing for ‘the universal and national education of the whole people’.17

Roebuck’s radical bill, outlining an ambitious state education system, was
rigorously debated in Parliament but did not succeed. However, a month
later a grant of £20,000 was approved to aid the National Society and the
British and Foreign School Society to build schools, and so became the first
large governmental expenditure on education. The parliamentary debate
about this proposed bill had revealed that voluntaryism had failed to solve
the problems of elementary education, and this government grant marked a
shift in the balance between philanthropic initiatives and state intervention.

Further, the Roebuck debate highlighted the need for the training of
teachers and Lord Brougham advocated a plan for teacher training
schools.18 In support of these ‘Normal Schools’, Parliament voted for a
£10,000 grant to be divided between the two major voluntary societies.
With these capital grants and the additional funding for teacher training,
the seeds of a national universal education system were sown. However,
during this 30-year period no significant legislation for elementary
education occurred. According to Dent in his account of The Educational
System of England and Wales: 

The story of elementary education in England and Wales between
1833 and 1870 is not one to be proud of; its most pleasing features
are the enlightened work of the early inspectors, and the undoubted
heroism of many teachers, who, with the most meagre resources and
almost complete lack of public support, tamed and taught great
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hordes of children who otherwise would have grown up half-savage
and illiterate.19

Yet during this period, there were some major reforms of child labour laws
which would subsequently shape educational measures.

In 1833 Lord Ashley, better known as the Earl of Shaftesbury, led a
commission to investigate the treatment of children in industry.20 The
Factory Act of 1833 reduced children’s work hours as well as limited the
minimum age at which they could be employed.21 As these industrial
regulations were legislated, the possibility of compulsion could be
considered, but legally enforced school attendance would not happen for
another four decades. In 1843 the Factory Act was revised under the
leadership of Home Secretary, Sir James Graham.22 Inspectors reported that
the previous legislation was being ignored and, after their evidence was
submitted, even more stringent restrictions were put in place. Age limits
were revised so children under the age of 8 could not work at all, those
aged between 8 and 13 could work no more than six and a half hours per
day, and those older than 13 no more than 12 hours a day.23 All children
under the age of 13 were obliged to attend three hours of school per day. The
implications of this bill were that both employers and parents would be
legally responsible for the attendance of children at school.

Although MPs agreed to the proposed limits of child labour, predictably,
disagreements arose about the mechanisms for school management because
of denominational differences. The plan was that new schools should be
built through government loans but maintained through the local poor-
rate. Nonconformists objected that while everyone in the parish would be
required to help maintain these new schools, the local Anglican vicar would
have overall control.24 As a result, the first version of the Graham Factory
bill was defeated but, when the revised (albeit diluted) Act was passed in
1844, the proposed state aid for the provision of schools had been entirely
abandoned. Curtis in his History of Education in Great Britain argues that
this was the most serious setback that elementary education had suffered so
far.25

Prior to 1839, educational policy was under the jurisdiction of the
general Parliament but, in that year, Lord John Russell announced that a
Select Committee of the Privy Council would be appointed to oversee any
parliamentary expenditure made to promote public education. The vote to
establish this committee was upheld by a majority of only five votes
because Anglican clergy felt that their right to control education was again
being usurped. By appointing this committee, Parliament assumed a
national responsibility for elementary schooling and initiated the first
centralized government agency for education. When, in 1856, the Select
Committee of the Privy Council was raised to the status of Education
Department, the role of government was forever tied to the politics of
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education. As Curtis confirms, Thus the progress of education became
definitely linked with politics, and on many occasions the tendency has
been to regard education from the point of view of the policy of the party
in power rather than from its relation to the children of the country.’26

In 1839, Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth, a supporter of education for the
poor, was appointed Secretary of the Select Committee and remained active
in that office until 1849.27 In 1846, in an effort to improve elementary
education by raising teaching quality, Kay-Shuttleworth introduced the
pupil-teacher system which was common on the continent.28 The pupil-
teacher system improved upon the monitorial system, because those same
able 13–14-year old pupils were now apprenticed to be teachers. For five
years, pupil-teachers taught groups of 25 pupils and received academic
instruction from the headteacher after school hours. In this new system,
headteachers actively trained their apprentices in the skills of teaching,
rather than merely using them to transmit information. Both pupil and
headteacher would be remunerated by the state for teaching work.29 This
system was principally attractive to working-class pupils attending
elementary schools because it offered an educational and professional
opportunity that bad previously been unavailable.

By the late 1880s and 1890s pupil-teacher centres had been established
across the country to offer pupil-teachers more systematic and organized
courses of academic and professional instruction.30 The pupil-teacher
system improved the quality of teaching, and it was by means of this system
that the majority of elementary teachers were trained until 1902.31 But it
had its limitations, as the pupil-teachers had to teach as apprentices all day
and pursue their own ‘secondary’ education at night. Even then,
Conservative opinion held that the elementary teachers were being over-
educated for their task.32 Nevertheless, under Kay-Shuttleworth’s plan,
those interested in education could assume teaching positions as
professionals; teaching could be respected as a lifetime career. Kay-
Shuttleworth’s lead was followed by the Church of England, which had
opened 22 training colleges by 1845. Key pieces of the jigsaw of a
burgeoning education system were being put in place.

The Newcastle Commission was set up in 1858, two years after the
creation of the Education Department as the administrative instrument of
the Committee of Council, and it undertook the first comprehensive survey
of English elementary education.33 This commission recognized that the
new department was bound to pursue a policy of extending ‘a sound and
cheap elementary instruction to all classes of people’.34 The report
commented on the shortcomings of teachers in the period, even those who
were qualified: 

Whilst it appears to be proved that the character of the teachers is
greatly raised by their training, and that they are altogether a superior
class to those who preceded them, it is equally clear that they fail, to
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a considerable extent, in some of the most important of the duties of
elementary teachers, and that a large proportion of the children are
not satisfactorily taught that which they come to school to lear…
Other complaints are that the trained teachers are conceited and
dissatisfied. The first we do not believe to be true of the class, the
second we admit to a certain degree, and account for it by remarking,
amongst other causes, that their emoluments, though not too low,
rise too soon to their highest level.35

The Newcastle Report acknowledged that the pupil-teacher system had
ameliorated the quality of teaching, but that elementary teachers varied
widely in quality. They started to consider whether salary arrangements
could be used as a mechanism for raising teaching standards.

Following this report, the Vice-President of the Council and Head of the
Education Department, Robert Lowe, introduced the Revised Code of
1862, whereby government grants to elementary schools were based
principally upon pupils’ performances in an annual examination in
reading, writing and arithmetic, a system usually referred to as ‘payment by
results’. The Revised Code abolished salaries paid directly to elementary
teachers and, instead, paid a single grant to the school managers, who then
would allocate wages based on their judgement of teaching performance.
This meant that grants could be allocated to schools taught largely by
untrained teachers because they would be cheaper than trained teachers
and therefore might seem a better business proposition for the managers.
Lowe told Parliament,

I cannot promise the House that this system will be an economical one,
and I cannot promise that it will be an efficient one, but I can promise
that it shall be one or the other. If it is not cheap, it shall be efficient;
if it is not efficient it shall be cheap…have the greatest hopes of the
improved prospects of education, if this principle is sanctioned.36

Lowe seems more interested in cost than quality; a further example would
be that there were no more grants for building or improving training
colleges. This assault on the teaching profession, via the ‘payments by
results’ system, continued, with modifications, for some 35 years. In
practice it meant that teachers’ salaries were largely determined by their
success in cramming pupils for the annual inspector’s examination.37

As ex-pupil-teachers of ability were likely to do just as well for
themselves without college training, the effect of the Revised Code on the
teaching colleges was a marked decrease in their applicants and entrants.38

During this period, if teachers with less training could successfully teach to
the test, they were still considered by inspectors and administrators as
qualified for their positions. In effect, Kay-Shuttleworth found himself
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looking at the destruction of 25 years of progressive ideas about education.
He stated:

The whole system of public aid has been shaken to its very centre and
the Managers of Schools have been discouraged—he emoluments of
the teachers have been lessened, and his hopes disappointed. Pupil
teachers are therefore scarce, and are easily attracted to other
employment. Their education is not well cared for, because it has
ceased to be the interest of the principal teacher; their qualifications at
the end of their five years’ engagement are much lower than formerly.39

Under the demoralized teaching conditions created by Lowe’s plan,
taxpayers could have had their rates reduced, and teachers instructing to the
tests could have had their salaries increased, but pupils received neither
better schools nor more pedagogically sound teachers. Pupils were
subjected once again to a more rote/mechanical means of teaching which
drilled them in the techniques of test-taking.40

As we have seen, throughout the nineteenth century, teacher training
arrangements were closely tied to social class divisions. Working-class
children went to elementary schools, where they would be taught by a
schoolteacher who was most likely to be an upper-working-class or lower-
middle-class person, largely trained in the classroom himself. Up to this
point, we have surveyed elementary education; now, however, we turn to
secondary education and its teachers. We need to remind ourselves that
only middle-class students went to secondary schools and that in them
genders were separated not only among the students but also among the
teachers: men taught boys and women taught girls almost exclusively. The
reason that secondary teacher training is divided sharply by gender is
because men who had a university education needed no more training to
get a job as a secondary teacher. A university degree was sufficient. Women
were still constrained by the limited opportunities of higher education
overall.

Many new secondary schools for boys were established in the 1840s,
copying the style of the ancient public schools. The problem with using the
public schools as models was that the curriculum (strictly Latin, Greek and
mathematics) served as a rite of passage for ‘gentlemen’; it was not much
use for sons of manufacturers, tradesmen and industrialists.41 As Crouzet
writes,

Rich industrialists had sent their sons to public schools early in the
industrial revolution, but the influx of third-generation boys
only became a torrent after 1850. A growing number of men…passed
through these establishments, in order to improve their social status
by obtaining a passport to the ‘gentleman’s club’.42
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As a result of this mindset and the tendency of secondary schools to ape the
outdated educational traditions of public schools, secondary education for
boys stagnated. With the exception of some very good Nonconformist
secondary schools, the standards were variable at best, and often very poor
indeed.43 Boys’ secondary schools needed trained and qualified masters;
such masters scarcely existed as there were no respected training
programmes for them.44

Women, on the other hand, for whom there was no university
education, had every motivation to acquire what training they could,
wherever they could get it.45 In 1848 the Anglican Queen’s College and in
1849 the non-denominational Bedford College were set up to provide
training so that governesses could get better salaries. Bedford College
developed a full-time teacher training course which helped create a new
sense of professional identity for women teachers.46 Unusually, in 1849,
the College of Preceptors, which had started off in 1846 with a separate
Ladies’ Department, integrated women into the student body. One of the
pioneers of education for girls and women, Frances Buss (1827–94), was
the first woman to serve on its governing body.47 There was some
opposition to the election of a woman but she was strongly supported by
Joseph Payne, a stalwart supporter of the education of girls and women.48

Buss briefly contemplated setting up her own day training college for
women secondary teachers, before offering financial and moral support to
the Cambridge Training College for Women. Because a teaching career was
one of the few occupations in which middle-class women could find work,
women’s teacher training colleges provided an entrance to further educa
tion and to the workforce which otherwise would not have existed.49

For middle-class men interested in becoming teachers, religion was an
important factor. Before 1871, only Anglicans could graduate with
Oxbridge degrees, and no one considered that these men needed any
teacher training because of their university status. The majority of these
men came from the old elite public schools who generated their teaching
staffs from their own alumni.50 For non-Anglican men unable to graduate
from Oxbridge universities (as well as for women teachers) the college of
Preceptors was vitally important. Started by a group of Brighton school-
masters, non-graduate dissenting laymen, the college held lectures on
educational matters, and, from 1847 onwards its journal, the Educational
Times, promoted the importance of producing competent and responsible
teachers for the children of the middle classes. The first of its four resolu-
tions stated that they deemed it ‘desirable for the protection of the interests
both of the scholastic profession and the public, that some proof
of qualification, both as to the amount of knowledge and the art of
conveying it to others, should be required’.51 By applying for a Royal
Charter in 1847, the college aimed to provide an officially recognized
professional qualification which might become equal to the status of a
degree from the ancient universities. However, its failure to enforce a
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universally accepted test of competence meant that this goal was never
reached. Although its examinations were not generally respected, and
indeed it could have been more accurately described as an examining body
rather than a college, the College of Preceptors nevertheless had a
pioneering role because it effectively created the academic subject of the
Theory and Practice of Education. In 1871 it made Joseph Payne (1808–
76) a Professor of Education, thus establishing the first Professorship of its
kind. Payne forcefully argued that the college’s ‘primary responsibility
[should be] to make teachers into scholars and scholars into teachers’.52

According to R.W. Rich, the College of Preceptors introduced ‘a principle
diametrically opposed to that holding in the State-aided elementary schools.
Teachers themselves were to be responsible for maintaining the standard of
their profession… In other words what was envisaged was a kind of
Teachers’ University.’53

The Taunton Commission Report, published in 1868, surveyed the state
of education in Britain with the exception of public schools and working-
class education, as public schools had recently been scrutinized in the
Clarendon Report and working-class education in the Newcastle Report.
For the Taunton Report, over 800 middle-class schools were inspected and
evidence collected to fill 20 large volumes of socio-educational
information, the largest inquiry ever conducted in the history of the
country. The Commission regarded its brief as finding out ‘whether the
results produced [by endowed schools] are commensurate with the means’,
claiming that the ‘public has the right to see that they are doing good, and
not harm’.54 By raising public awareness about education, the British
people, namely children’s parents, became more concerned with the quality
of schools, teachers and classrooms. To the advantage of middle-class
education, secondary schools from this point would need to make clear
what they could offer.

The Taunton Commission reported that the unsatisfactory work of
schools was caused by ‘untrained teachers, and bad methods of teaching,
uninspected work by workmen without adequate motive, unrevised or ill-
revised statutes, and the complete absence of organization of schools in
relation to one another’.55 In other words, it decided that a middle-class
school system needed to be reorganized to offer sound lessons by qualified
teachers, regulated by supportive and reliable policies. The Taunton
Commission therefore devised a system in which schools were given status
based on the class of students which would attend them. The middle class
had expanded during the course of the nineteenth century and the effect of
the Taunton Commission was to tier the secondary schools
correspondingly into what sociologists would call upper-middle-, middle-
middle’ and lower-middle-class schools.56 The highest grade, schools
teaching a combination of the Classics and modern studies, would prepare
students for university. The second grade of school for students up to 16
years of age would prepare students for professional careers in the military,
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medical and legal professions, in the civil service and in business. The
curricula of these children of mercantile and trading classes would include
English literature, political economy, mathematics and science with some
Latin but never Greek. Without the Greek their opportunities to attend
university were limited so, for the most part, their schooling would
prescribe what professional choices were available to them. The third grade
of school for lower-middle and skilled working-class boys to age 14 would
teach them Latin or modern languages, English, history, elementary
mathematics, geography, and science.57 This curriculum prepared them to
be clerks rather than manual labourers. Not only were students categorized
by social class, but the perceived social standing of the teacher would also
indicate which group of students they were quali-fied (and perhaps
permitted) to teach.58 In other words, the system devised by the Taunton
Commission would formalize the types of teachers who would be hired to
teach at the different grades of schools.

In 1868, W.E. Forster, who differed greatly from his predecessor Lowe,
was appointed Vice-President of the Education Department.58 Lowe had
been primarily an administrator and a politician, who had never claimed to
be an educationist. Indeed, when a government inspector went to consult
him, Lowe said, ‘I know what you’ve come about, the science of education.
There is none. Good morning.’60 Forster, on the other hand, had long been
familiar with progressive philosophies about education, knowing many of
the major contemporaneous champions of popular education.61 His
presence altered the zeitgeist of how educational policies would be
handled. In 1870, when Forster submitted the Elementary Education bill,
he summed up its goals, stating, ‘What is our purpose in this Bill? Briefly
this, to bring elementary education within the reach of every English home,
aye, and within the reach of those children who have no homes.’62

Forster’s main ambition was to achieve a minimum of compulsory
elementary education for children aged between 5 and 13.

The 1870 Education Act provided for school boards to be set up to fill
the gaps in the existing system of voluntary schools.63 They were
empowered to establish elementary schools, although not empowered to
open teacher training colleges. The Act did however succeed in solving the
conundrum of the religious issue. The Cowper-Temple clause laid down
that in schools ‘hereafter established by means of local rate, no catechism or
religious formulary which is distinctive to any particular denomination
shall be taught’, and the right of withdrawal from religious instruction
on grounds of conscience in all public elementary schools, including those
run by the churches, was guaranteed.64 This Act meant that more children
were in school, which greatly increased the need for teachers and as a
result training colleges started to fill again.65

Also during 1870, the National Union of Teachers (NUT), mostly
comprised of elementary and secondary teachers, was formed. The
formation of such unions showed a new attitude amongst teachers who
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recognized themselves as not only a professional assembly, but also a
political force. As an educated contingent with a growing respect in the
public sphere and roots in the working and middle classes, they were a
group with whom to be reckoned, with more force to lobby Parliament or
exert pressure on the Department of Education.66 As members of
professional unions, teachers could share their ideas in conferences, form
coalitions, and act as advocates on how educational policies should be
shaped.

On the surface, the Education Act of 1870 appears to institute universal
free compulsory elementary education, but it would be nearly another
decade before general compulsion was instituted and even longer for free
schooling.67 It was the final two decades of the nineteenth century when a
national system of education was established and, as a result, the
population of children attending school increased enormously, even though
it had been growing steadily for many years. In 1886, The Royal
Commission ‘to enquire into the working of the elementary Education Acts’
was set up, chaired by Lord Cross.68 The members were divided as the
Majority report continued to support the pupil-teacher system, but the
Minority report was ‘severely critical of it’.69 The critics of the pupil-
teacher centres supported the idea of training colleges, apparently seeing
these as providing the possibility of more ‘cultured’ teachers, rather than
teaching ‘hacks’.70 It was suggested that training should be extended to a
third year, or even longer:

We think that there is much to be said for a more extended course of
training. As is the master, such is the school, and our elementary
teacher would be very different if their training were more thorough,
and extended over a longer period, for it is not more knowledge that
they need, but more penetration of their minds by that knowledge. In
all good education, time is an essential element, and the same
knowledge if learnt slowly is generally worth far more than if learnt
quickly. Moreover, it would kindle a new spirit in the teacher if the
history of education were more studied than it is; the teachers of the
present day do not know enough of what has been done by the great
teachers of past times, and they would learn much of the science of
their profession by a study of its history.71

In advising a more extended programme for teachers, the Cross Report
suggests that teaching could be considered a more rigorous
academic discipline. The Cross Report did not, however, think it
appropriate that the culture of elementary teachers should become overly
elevated:

It has been suggested that if students were allowed a third year of
training, to be spent at Oxford or Cambridge, the benefit would be
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considerable in completing their equipment for the best class of
service in their profession. To any such suggestion the objections seem
to us, under existing circumstances, to be very great… Such students
would be unsettled and unfitted, rather than prepared for their work
as public elementary teachers, and this proposal therefore seems to us
to be inapplicable to those who are to become teachers in elementary
schools. We are, on the whole, of opinion that an additional year of
training would be a great advantage for some students, and only
hesitate to recommend it from doubt whether it is as yet feasible. But,
at any rate, we think that picked students from training colleges might
even now with advantage be grouped at convenient centres, for a
third year’s course of instruction.72

Some critics of the Oxbridge association feared that the cultural gains that
these students would acquire at the university would overqualify them for
elementary teaching. A three-year training course was originally provided
for by the rules of the Education Department, but so few students were
found able or willing to prolong their college life, for whom, nevertheless,
extra teaching staff had to be provided, that training was limited to two
years.

Overall the Cross Commission posed a number of ideas which would
open educational opportunities for a larger variety of people. They advised
that women should be admitted as inspectors of elementary schoolteachers,
and that liberal curricula of science and technical instruc-tion should be
introduced and funded. They suggested that children should not be allowed
to leave school until the age of 14. Its criticism of ‘payment by results’
would eventually lead to the abolition of this system. Evening schools were
also supported which allowed for those older students until the age of 21 to
gain the literacy and numeracy skills that they lacked. The Cross
Commission laid the foundation of policies upon which a universal
compulsory free education could be built and offered to British citizens.

As we have seen, the training of teachers for secondary schools
developed later than in the field of elementary education. Sir James Kay-
Shuttleworth, who had done much to foster the training of elementary
teachers, was once more in the vanguard of those pushing for some
provision for the training of secondary teachers. In 1875 he called a
conference in his own London home for heads of public schools, principals
of metropolitan training colleges and some inspectors. In 1877
memorials were sent to influential members of the universities of Oxford
and Cambridge asking for their involvement. A scheme was put before
Oxford Hebdomadal council in April 1878 suggesting the institution of a
training department under a professor or lecturer. An Oxford committee
was set up to consider the matter but when its report was presented it lost
by a small majority. By contrast, Cambridge responded in 1879 by
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establishing the Teachers’ Training Syndicate, under the secretaryship of
Oscar Browning to conduct examinations for student-teachers all over the
country to train a professional corps of teachers. Many of the people
involved in the Syndicate would later encourage the founding of training
colleges in Cambridge. In 1894, the Bryce Commission questioned the
efficiency of the Education Department and suggested instituting a
Minister of Education. As a central authority for education reporting to
Parliament, the appointment of the Minister would make it plain that
elementary education could not be dealt with separately from secondary
education.73 However, two decades later, Mr (later Sir) Robert Morant,
after studying the Cross Report and Bryce Report as well as reviewing
foreign educational systems, insisted that the bureaucracy of the British
system needed to be reorganized. In 1902, he proposed a bill that created
local education authorities delegated to co-ordinate elementary and higher
education, or what was described at the time as ‘the ladder from the
elementary school to the university’.74 Scholarships were set up for
promising elementary students and pupils in denominational schools, who
were ensured an education comparable to that provided by local authority
schools. Moreover, provisions were made for moderately priced county
secondary schools which more parents could afford. The Balfour-Morant
bill also made important developments in evening and technical schools.
Eventually it replaced the pupil-teacher system with certificated teachers
from teacher training colleges.75 This Act also designates an end to the
educational history that is relevant to the story we want to tell about the
men’s and women’s training colleges at Cambridge. By this time both
colleges had become firmly established and had made an impact upon the
educational life at the university.
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