
EDUCATION – 100 YEARS AGO 
 
At the end of the 19th century, the churches provided many schools for children who 
could not afford to go to private schools.  Then the Government decided to start 
schools in areas where there were no church schools.  In 1902 the Government started 
to give money to the churches to help them to run their schools.    
 
Between them, the Government and the churches made sure that every child received 
free ‘elementary’ education up to the age of 13.  In the towns, the school classes held 
up to 60 children, closely packed on benches as they said their times tables or worked 
out sums on slates with squeaky pencils.  They had geography and history lessons 
which taught them all about the British Empire.  At that time Britain ruled lots of 
other countries in the world as well, and British people were very proud of this.  Some 
of the better schools provided copy-books for writing practice, paints, crayons and clay 
for modelling. 
 
There were experiments with special subjects.  Girls had lessons in domestic science 
where they were taught to cook and wash and clean things.  All children had to do 
exercises when they were at school.  They went into the school yard and they were 
made to march around.  This was called Swedish drill.  Sometimes they did arm-
swinging with Indian clubs.  They did not do organised sports or team games.   
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Swedish drill lesson the children had to line up and march around.  They had to obey 
instructions like ‘arms stretch, knees bend’.   They did not usually change out of their heavy 
clothing to do drill.  Schools had tried to do gymnastics in tarmac playgrounds, but this was 
stopped after a number of accidents.  But sports activities outside school were improving.  
There were school football associations and there was cricket in public parks.  Some 
authorities provided swimming lessons.  The 1918 Education Act encouraged schools to 
provide games and exercises. 



Older children could try for free places at grammar schools.  The grammar schools 
charged fees but the Government paid the schools to take some children who were 
clever but could not afford to pay the fees.  Some children went to school for half the 
day and spent the other half of the day at work.  This made extra money for their 
families but it was not good for the pupils as they were too tired to study properly. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This is a typical scene in a grammar school for older children.  This is Shepton Mallet 
School in Somerset.  There is gaslight, and there are maps and pressed flowers on the 
wall.   
 
In the 19th century the elementary schools had been developed to educate younger 
children. In the first ten years of the 20th century, secondary education was expanding 
as more grammar schools were started.  The school leaving age was put up to 14 and 
‘higher grade’ schools appeared for the older ones.   
 
In 1900, 5.000 elementary school pupils had entered grammar schools by having their 
fees paid for them.  By 1918, the Government was talking about opening schools for 
pupils up to the age of 16. 
 
 
 
 



School meals were provided for children who did not have enough to eat.  There were 
medical inspections for all children.  The doctors and nurses checked the children’s 
hearing, eyesight and general health.  Nits were a big problem and the nurses cleaned 
the children’s heads. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Children learned by saying things over and over again in lessons.  Handwriting was 
practised letter-by-letter.  Boys and girls in large elementary schools (schools for 
younger children) were taught separately after the age of seven.  Sometimes they had 
to use different playgrounds.  Classes were kept in order, but not savagely.  In the 
past, teachers had kept order by hitting the children, threatening them and beating 
them, and this happened a lot.  Children were still smacked and sometimes they were 
hit with a cane and made to stand in the corner.  By this time, though, punishments 
were not as severe as they had been in earlier times. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

This is a medical inspection in 1903.  Education authorities were taking increasing 
care of children’s health.   



For people who had learned to read, there were other ways of finding out more about 
the world.  The public libraries were expanding and many people used them to 
continue their education.   Books opened up new worlds to people and lots of people 
loved to read in their spare time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Popular newspapers also brought new interests 
to people who could read.  This article is from 
the Daily Mail in 1909.  It tells the news of 
Bleriot’s flight across the Channel in an 
aeroplane, and it brought the news to almost 
every home. 
 
The Daily Mail started in 1896.  It cost one 
halfpenny, or less than ¼ of 1p now.  The 
paper had been planned specially for people 
who had just learned to read.   Newspapers 
helped a lot to educate people at the beginning 
of the 20th century.  They were written by 
good writers and they gave lots of information 
and serious news. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roller skating was a popular craze both in the playground and out in the streets and 
parks.  At one time, Olympia (the big exhibition centre in London) was turned into a 
vast roller skating rink.  In 1911 the record time for a mile was 2 minutes and 48.4 
seconds.  As tarmac replaced cobbles (round stones used for paving) in the streets, 
children who could afford skates became experts and they got lots of exercise.  Skates 
cost about 25p.  As the craze for skating wore off, many of the newly-built skating 
rinks were turned into cinemas.   
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These boys have made ‘cars’ 
from old wheels.  Only wealthy 
people bought toys.  Most people 
made their own toys and they 
cost very little.  Sticks and 
stones were used for ‘tip-cat’.  A 
piece of wood was balanced on 
a stone like a see-saw, and a 
pebble was put on one end.  
People hit the other end of the 
wood and sent the pebble flying 
off.  The winner was the one 
whose pebble went the furthest.  
Glass stoppers from lemonade 
bottles were used as marbles.  
Children played with conkers, 
fivestones, whipping tops and 
skipping. The games changed 
with the seasons. 



 
 
 

EDUCATION - 100 YEARS AGO 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

(Note to parents: some questions follow which ask children to respond to the 
information in the text on pages 1-6 above.  The questions on page 7-10 are designed 
for younger children or for those who find writing difficult.  Space for the answers is 
provided on the pages.  The second set of questions invite the child to give more 
detailed answers on a separate sheet of paper.  Alternatively the child might like to 
use the computer.  Encourage them to record their answers in complete sentences) 
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EDUCATION - 100 YEARS AGO 
 

 
Fill in the blanks: 
 
One hundred ........................ ago, rich people and poor people lived very different 

lives.  Children of rich families went to ....................... schools which were paid for by 

their parents.  Poor ............................... went to schools that were paid for by the 

.............................. .  The Government started some ................................ too.  The 

Government .......................... gave .............................. to the churches to help them to 

run their schools.  At the beginning of the 20th century every child got free 

............................................. education until they were 13 years old. 

 
schools 
 

 
children 

 
money 

 
private 

 
elementary 
 

 
also 

 
years 

 
churches 

 
 
 
Write two things that children would have done in their maths lessons one hundred 
years ago. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What did they learn about in history and geography? 
 
 
 
 
 



Find out the names of four countries that were ruled by Britain and were part of the 
British Empire around one hundred years ago. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What did girls do in domestic science lessons? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did children get exercise in school? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Look at the picture on page 1.  Write five sentences about what you can see in the 
picture.   
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 



Do you think the children would have enjoyed playing in the playground?  Give a 
reason for your answer. 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
Why were some children very tired at school and unable to learn properly? 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
How did children from poor families manage to get to grammar schools? 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
Two other things were provided at school as well as education.  What were they? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did children learn in their lessons? 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
How were children punished when they behaved badly? 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
 
 



As well as school, there were two other things which helped people to learn.  What 
were they? 
 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
and 
 
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EDUCATION – 100 YEARS AGO 
 
 
1  Which two organisations provided schools at the beginning of the 20th century? 
 
2  At what age did children leave school in those days? 
 
3  What things did they learn at school? 
 
4  How big were some of the classes? 
 
5  How were children kept in order?  Was this better or worse than what had been 
happening in the past? 
 
6  Describe a typical classroom in schools of this time (use the picture to help you). 
 
7  How did the children get exercise at school? 
 
8  What did they wear to do their exercises in? 
 
9  Why did schools stop doing gymnastics outdoors? 
 
10  Write down three improvements which were made in the early 1900s which 
encouraged people to take exercise. 
 
11  Which craze started in the early years of the 20th century?  What happened to the 
places which were made for the sport when the craze was over? 
 
12  Which schools were not free for children to attend? 
 
13  Why did some children go to school for half the time?  What was the disadvantage 
of this? 
 
14  What other things did children get at school besides an education? 
 
15  Which two other things helped to educate the public? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


