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Victorian Education

Research Questions:

1. How were schools established in the Victorian era?
2. What effects did the Education Act have upon schools and teaching?
3. What were public schools like in the Victorian Era?
4. How did women take on the role of teaching?
5. What was the punishment like in Victorian schools?

6. How were women educated?

Dr. Rosen, Bruce. “State Involvement in Public Education before the 1870 Education 
Act.” The Victorian Web. 1995. National University of Singapore. 5 Feb. 2007 
<http://victorianweb.org/history/education/rosen.html>. 


This webpage describes the situation that occurred before the Education Act of 1870. It specifically goes into detail about the states involvement in earlier educational advancements. The most important being the attempted reforms as early as 1870 that would build schools in every district, though it was defeated in the House of Lords meaning it did not pass. Another important fact was revealed about the education of the time when the first educational grants were given out in 1833. These grants were small and only meant for religious institutions, but they were still a very important step in reforming the entire education system throughout England. The final and most important section of the document describes the first schools for the poor and the failure of the Education Act of 1870. Even going as far as to say it “is a notable example of the gullibility of the historian” (The Common People, 308) to call the Education Act of 1870 so vital, however, it never says it was entirely useless.


There was a fair amount of information provided on this seemingly small web page. It does not give a lot of facts overall, but the ones it does give our crucial to understanding education of the time. Specifically, it touches on the myths about the Education Act of 1870 being so great as well as talking about the reform policy in the early 1800’s. Both of these combine to make it a great source overall, despite its complete lack of public opinion on any issues. 

Victor, Shea. “Education Act of 1870.” Encyclopedia of the Victorian Era. Ed. James Eli 
Adams. Vol. 2. Danbury, CT: Grolier, 2004. 30-31.

The Education Act of 1870 was the most significant piece of education legislation of the Victorian Era. Before this piece of legislation existed, children and adults requiring education would have to either go to a religiously affiliated school or a private venture. These schools were either poorly constructed and run, resulting in rampant disease and hunger rather than high quality education, or they were geared to religious affiliations and those at the school were locked into a future path not of their own choosing. Fortunately, the English authorities realized their mistakes and introduced this legislation to fix the problem. With the introduction of this bill the government established compulsory, universal education, state funding as well as government inspection in order to keep the schools high quality, and finally it introduced local school rates to make all this information affordable. All these improvements led to rapid technological developments all across the board and overseas dominance for many years.

This Encyclopedia resource gave me information on my major research objective of Educational legislation, before and after the Education Act of 1870. It described the nature of some of the English systems prior to the reform in 1870 in accurate detail. Unfortunately, like most Encyclopedia articles, it was very weak when examining the specifics of the bill or the affects the bill had on education. It also lacked public opinion of the bill which I felt would have been very helpful. Despite these weaknesses it was a great source overall and should always be used first when examining the Education Act of 1870.
Landrow, George P. “A Critical View of British Public Schools.”  Victorian Web. 

26 March. 2002. National University of Singapore. 25 Jan. 2007 <http://www.victorianweb.org/history/education/eh4.html>

Public Schools left much to be desired during the Victorian Era. The school system was made up of seven privileged boarding schools and two day schools in London. The schools did not teach a wide variety of subjects, focusing on making gentlemen or clergymen. The poor did not benefit from the system very much because it was often used to move those of the upper middle class to the aristocracy. Inside the schools conditions were dim and included, “dreadful teaching, archaic curricula, bullying, sexual abuse, and dreadful living conditions (Landrow).”

Hunt, Tamara L. “Education of Women” Encyclopedia of the Victorian Era. Ed. James 
Eli Adams. Vol. 1. Danbury, CT: Grolier, 2004. 34-35.


Back in the 1800’s, teaching welcomed women to the profession. Early in the pioneering of female teachers, there were no schools to formally train the teachers so they would be capable of teaching. Eventually, “Teacher Schools” were founded, and allowed women to attain teaching licenses. The Maria Grey Training College was the first official college for teachers. As the number of training schools increased, so did the demand for teachers. After the Education Act of 1870, the demand was at an all time high, and teaching young children became a matronly role for women of the time. Even after being trained, some schools preferred unlicensed women because they were more “malleable” and were more adaptable to the teaching style the owner of the school wanted. By the end of the century, over 40% of women had not taken the licensing exam for teachers, thus they were not licensed. During this time, women started asking for better schools, and more rights. Soon after, they started running for administrative roles on the school board, unfortunately for women, gender bias was still greatly influential in society.


The Encyclopedia of the Victorian Era is a very useful resource. It was full of information regarding the topic I researched, and had an abundance of facts. It is very understandable, and easy to comprehend allowing me to pull out tons of information. It told me about how women took on the role of teaching, how they were trained and certified for teaching, and what happened after women were sort of expected to teach in some way or another. It mentioned a couple training colleges as well what age groups women would teach; altogether, a very thorough and complete resource to use.

Nettlesworth Primary School. “Victorian Schools.” Nettlesworth Primary School 
Website. 19 Jan. 2007


<http://www.nettlesworth.durham.sch.uk/time/victorian/uschool.html>


Punishment in Victorian era schools was much more severe than it is today. Teachers would refer to a “punishment book” to see which punishment the disobeying student would receive. Punishments included canings, which consisted of the student picking out which cane the teacher would use. Then the teacher would cane the student; Boys were caned across their bottoms, and Girls were caned on their bare hands or bare legs. Some teachers were so furious, that they would snap the canes they used, in which case they would “keep birch rods in jars of water to make them more supple.” The other main punishment was the dunce cap, where the student would stand on a stool while wearing a large cap with a ‘D’ on it as well as wearing a band on their arm with the word “Dunce” on it. Students could be punished for any of the following reasons: rude conduct, leaving the playground without permission, sulkiness, answering back, missing Sunday prayers, throwing ink pellets, and being late to class.


This website is quite useful. It has good solid information on how students were punished back in Victorian schools, which those are described in the above paragraph. The look of the site may be slightly annoying with a bright blue background, and quite a few moving graphics, but the useful information out-weighs the looks. This website is an overall solid resource and provides good information.
Morse, Elizabeth J, James E Adams. “Education of Women.” 
Encyclopedia of the Victorian Era Vol. 2. Danbury, Connecticut: Scholastic Library Publishing, 2004. 137-143


The original schools in England that were set up for girls mainly taught reading in order to train them their morals and social places. These schools were optional and were up to the parents to decide whether their daughters attended. A major deterrent to women’s education was the fact that academic girls weren’t supposed to get husbands. The first public secondary schools for Women opened in the 1870’s and supported household skills such as a governess, later more practical teachings would come. The first female college was Girton College which opened in 1869. This led to some of England’s major colleges becoming coed and Cambridge first allowing females to listen in the back of the class in 1881. It wasn’t until 1921 that they gave they’re first degree to a women though. The career that most often welcomed Women was teaching, so many colleges focused their education there. 

