School Life for Children in World War 1 

Introduction

Prior to the 19th Century there were few schools and poor children were lucky if they were at school and not working.  The schools that existed were run by church authorities and stressed religious education.  In wasn’t until August 1833 that the government became involved with education in England and Wales for the first time.  Parliament voted from this date, that sums of money be given each year for the construction of schools for poor children.

Nevertheless, in the 1860s, one third of children in England and Wales still did not attend school at all.  Children of poor families were expected to leave school early, before the school leaving age, to work in factories and in farming to help supplement the family income.

The Elementary Education Act 1870, drafted by William Forster (a Liberal MP), set the framework for schooling of all children between the ages of 5 and 12 in England and Wales.  It was introduced on 17 February 1870 and required partially state-funded Board Schools to be set up to provide Primary (Elementary) Education in areas where existing provision was inadequate.  Board Schools were managed by elected school boards.  The schools remained fee-charging but poor parents could be exempted.

The Elementary Education Act 1870 was taken further by the Elementary Education Act 1880.  This Act insisted on compulsory attendance at school from age 5 to 10 years.  The Elementary Education (School Attendance) Act 1893 raised the school leaving age to 11.  The Elementary Education (Blind and Deaf Children) Act of the same year extended compulsory education to blind and deaf children and made provision for the creation of special schools.
Schools in the 19th Century were similar in many ways to modern ones.  Children learnt the ‘three R’s’ (Reading, Writing and Arithmetic) and they also had Physical Education lessons like today.  However, there were some differences.  For example, girls were generally taught Sewing and Needlework, whereas nowadays children have more choice and are encouraged to take non-gender specific classes.  Furthermore, as well as their normal lessons, young people generally attended Sunday School for Religious Education, whereas now, religion is taught in class as part of the school curriculum.
The early 20th Century saw the true start of mass education in Britain, in the way we would recognise it today.  Young children, at this time, were no longer regularly expected to work alongside adults.  In the early 1900s, a basic education was available for children from poorer families.  They would attend either a ‘Board School’ like the one in the photograph overleaf (a Board School in Basingstoke, Hampshire) or a school run by the church.  Most children at Board Schools, in the early 1900s did not have uniforms; they just wore their ordinary clothes.  It wasn’t until after the end of World War 1 (WW1) and in the 1920s that Board Schools began asking their pupils to wear uniforms.
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A basic education was available at a 'Board School' like this one in Basingstoke, Hampshire
In the early 1900s, children who behaved well at school were called ‘Monitors’ and were rewarded with special classroom jobs including:

· Ink Monitor (they topped up the ink-wells from a big bottle of black ink)

· Blackboard Monitor (they cleaned the blackboard with a duster)

· Bell Ringer (they went around the classrooms ringing a hand bell to indicate the end of lessons and the start of playtime, the midday meal or going home time).

In 1902, Arthur Balfour’s Conservative Government passed an Education Act which brought State Primary Schools and Local Secondary Schools under the control of local councils for the first time.  Also in that year, a system of scholarships was in place to help promising children in Elementary Schools, attend Secondary Schools.  Balfour felt that an educated workforce was vital to maintaining Britain’s position at the forefront of world trade and technical achievement.

In 1906 a new Liberal Government was elected and this led to considerable social reform.  In terms of education, the government passed the Education (Provision of Meals) Act of 1906 which introduced school dinners.
The Education (Administrative Provisions) 1907 Act greatly advanced the system of scholarships brought in initially by the Conservative government in 1902 as stated above.  The Act, established the scholarship and free place system for Secondary Education, which already existed in some areas, and was designed to give promising children from Elementary Schools the opportunity to go to Secondary Schools.

The 1907 Act also gave local authorities powers to authorise compulsory medical examinations in schools, to help diagnose childhood diseases early.  They also highlighted the extent of physical disability and sensory impairment, especially amongst working class children.  Poverty (evidenced by poor housing, poor sanitation, poor healthcare, poor diet and the lack of immunisation) took their toll on children between the 1900s and 1950’s.  It was estimated that half a million boys and girls had disabilities, usually caused by diseases like Polio and Tuberculosis.

Before WW1 broke out, most children left Elementary School at the age of 12 (the school leaving age for most of the population in England) or younger where they received basic instruction to work for low wages in unrewarding and insecure jobs to supplement the family income.  For example, in 1909, out of 250 boys leaving Elementary School in Glasgow, 53.6% became milk boys or lorry boys, 24.6% became unskilled labourers and 12% became apprentices or learners.  In contrast, boys from rich families, had a better education and, after leaving school, either set up their own business, worked in their family business or acted as a manager for a large company or shop.
The Anti-War Lobby

In the years leading up to WW1, the British education system had helped prepare children for what would be expected of them.  At school they learned not only the 3 Rs’ (Reading, Writing and Arithmetic), but also received instruction in moral virtues and imperialist ideals.

Nevertheless, just before Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, a big anti-war demonstration was held in Trafalgar Square on Sunday the 2nd of August 1914.  Kier Hardie (the anti-war Labour politician) was to be one of the speakers.  Around ten thousand people attended the anti-war demonstration, including some schoolchildren.  For example Harold Bing was still at school in 1914 and on the day of the demonstration he walked eleven miles from his home, to take part and to listen to Keir Hardie and then walked home afterwards.

WW1 and Education

WW1 was first and foremost a military event on a global scale.  However, it was also a social and political landmark.  Education was a good example of these broad social and political issues.  The war heightened many of the acute education problems that already existed in Britain.  At the same time, it created the conditions for the far-reaching reforms that were intended to help improve society.

A key result in education was the Education Act of 1918 (the Fisher Act, after the President of the Board of Education, H.A.L. Fisher).  This was one of the most important pieces of education legislation ever passed in this country, even though it was never put into practice as fully as it might have been.  Its greatest achievement was putting a stop to the widespread practice of child labour.  One of the main dilemmas of the time was the school leaving age, which, as stated above, for the mass of the population in England was only 12 years of age.  As already stated, most boys and girls left Elementary School where they received basic instruction to work for low wages in unrewarding and insecure jobs, to supplement the family income.
Types of Schools Attended during WW1

During the War, children from poorer families attended either a ‘Board School’ (Council run Elementary and Secondary Schools) or a school run by the church.  Children attending these schools did not have a uniform; they just wore their ordinary clothes.
Some boys attended ‘Industrial Schools’ (such as the Boys’ Home Industrial School) during the War.  These schools were founded to provide for the maintenance and training of destitute boys not convicted of crime.  They learned technical skills to help them find jobs when they left school.  Boys who attended Industrial Schools were trained in several disciplines, including: Baking, Print-Making or Shoe-Making.  Industrial Schools were different from local board or church schools.  Whereas in Board Schools children did not have uniforms, in Industrial Schools, boys wore uniforms.  Also, unlike in board or church schools, boys in Industrial Schools were likely to board at school because the intention was for them to be separated from bad influences at home.

One thing Industrial Schools shared with other schools during this period was the use of corporal punishment.  This was the cane (and in Scottish schools a thick leather strap called a ‘tawse’).  Corporal punishment, in state run schools, was not outlawed by the British Parliament until 1986 but remained legal in Independent Schools.
Children from the richest families (the Middle and Upper classes) attended Public Schools.  They wore uniforms, as illustrated in the photograph below, and their parents paid for their education.  They often lived at school and generally only came home for the holidays. Education at Britain’s public schools was very different from education in the council-run Elementary Schools.  Lessons in Public Schools included Latin, Greek, Science and Advanced Mathematics.  They also concentrated on Sport, toughness and on preparing pupils to lead the country.  Junior Officer Training Corps (OTCs) were founded to introduce pupils to weapons training, drilling and exercise before they left school.  Many Public School boys went on to be officers in WW1, a mark of great institutional pride, for the Public Schools.
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Pupils from Public Schools wore smart uniforms.
In 1918, some rich children were educated by a governess or a tutor at home.  Several rich girls continued their education at home and never went to school.
Schools for Children with Disabilities

Some schools for disabled people in the early 20th Century were progressive and innovative.  For example, the Chailey Craft School in East Sussex, founded in 1903, took disabled children from deprived city areas and taught them crafts in a countryside setting, with the aim of helping them become independent adults.  Furthermore, Britain adopted the idea of the ‘Open Air School’ from Germany in 1907 and, in this year; the first of these schools was opened by London County Council at Bostall Woods, Woolwich.
However, it took until the early 20th Century for children with disabilities to gain the right to education.  The 1918 Education Act, made schooling for all disabled children compulsory.  The right to education was seen as a great step forward for disabled children.  The 1918 Act was a very significant piece of legislation for disabled children.  After WW1, (in 1921) it led to the establishment of more than 300 institutions for blind, deaf, ‘crippled’(as these children were known as at the time), tubercular and epileptic children.  At this time, it was generally felt that children with disabilities were better off away from their families, so only a small number of them stayed in mainstream education and most disabled children left home to go off to Residential Schools.

In 1918 the first ‘Sunshine Home’ was set up by the Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB) in Chorley Wood, Hertfordshire, with an intake of 25 blind infants.  After 1918, a network of ‘Sunshine Homes’ were set up pioneering liberal and progressive teaching and care methods.

The 1918 Act also led to improvements in children’s health and especially for sick or disabled children.  By 1939 there were 150 Open-Air Schools.  They provided places for nearly 20,000 children, and here, away from unhealthy crowded home environments, their health began to improve.  Nevertheless, between 1900 and 1945, up to half a million children still had a physical disability or sensory impairment.  This was mainly due to poverty and disease.  During this time, there were no vaccinations and many working class families couldn’t afford specialist equipment or treatment.
There was tension between different attitudes to disability at the beginning of the 20th Century.  Before WW1, disabled people (including children) were generally isolated, were viewed as a burden and seen as the “deserving poor”.  However, during WW1, 1.5 million people lost limbs, were blinded, became deaf or suffered severe mental trauma or brain damage.  Those who suffered shell shock were classed as mentally ill and, if badly affected, they were sent to a mental home.  The return home of so many newly disabled British ex-servicemen from the war challenged the widespread ideas that disabled people were a ‘burden’.  Attitudes had to change, because the disabled ex-servicemen were heroes who had sacrificed their bodies for the nation.  WW1 therefore played a major part in transforming people’s views of disability.  It brought physical disability out into the open and society also adapted to the return of the ex-servicemen as follows:

· By making advances in plastic surgery
· Treating ex-servicemen with physical and mental damage with new exercise and fitness approaches

· By urging employers to take on disabled workers

· Encouraging workplaces to spring up such as the British Legion Poppy factory in South London.

Despite the positive changes in attitudes shortly after the end of WW1 towards physical disability, disabled civilians didn’t always benefit.  For instance, the government still locked away people with learning disabilities under the 1913 Mental Defectives Act including children such as Bill Surrey who was locked up at the age of seven and spent 70 years in an institution.  Rural colonies were established for people with learning disabilities (known at the time as ‘the mentally deficient’).  The ‘colonies’ were self contained small worlds in which disabled people were isolated from the outside world.  They lived in ’villas’ that housed up to 60 men, women and children.  There were farms, laundries, bakeries, recreational halls, chapels and mortuaries.  Segregations by sex, age, and ability were strict.  Some disabled children were segregated under the guise of improving their education.  This included deaf children, segregated and sent off to special institutions for the deaf.
The Impact WW1 Had on Education
WW1 impacted on education and school children in several ways.  The war heightened many of the acute educational problems that already existed in Britain.  It also created the conditions for far-reaching reforms that were intended to help improve society.  This included: what children were taught, the school leaving age and child labour, children’s future careers, provision of testing children for ill health and diseases and the introduction of school dinners.

What Was School Like in WW1?

In WW1, life for many school children was similar to what it is today.  School was compulsory for children, Monday to Friday.  Children got up in the morning, had breakfast and went to school.  They were taught Reading, Handwriting, Arithmetic (Mathematics), History and Geography just like today.  After school, children did homework and played outside with their friends.
However, in other ways, school life for children in the War was very different from life in schools today.  Differences included: how children were encouraged to contribute to the war effort, the layout and seating arrangements in classrooms and class sizes.  Furthermore, there were differences in school equipment, the school leaving age and what children were taught in schools.  There were also differences in school dinners, punishments at school and the school playground.  During the War, a typical village or town school, in Britain, had separate entrances for boys and girls.  Moreover, children had to deal with air raids whilst at school.

In WW1, many school children’s fathers (and older brothers and uncles) were away fighting.  Although today, some children have fathers away fighting in wars, the number of men serving away is much less than in WW1.  Nevertheless, during WW1, some school children still had their fathers at home.  This included fathers working in “reserved occupations” such as miners who were expected to stay in the industry and from 1916, were exempt from joining the Army (alongside Clergymen, Teachers, Doctors, and those working in the iron and steel industries which produced vital ammunition and equipment for the war).

This led some schoolchildren to ask their mothers why some children had their fathers at home.  As patriotism to the war was so strong, it would be interesting to know if most mothers said “they’re not as brave as your father” or did they try and explain to their children that some fathers had to be exempted from service, and stay at home, as their roles on the home front were as essential to the war effort as servicemen on the Western Front and those serving in the Navy and in the air.

Children’s Contribution to the War Effort at School
During WW1, as well as going to lessons, teenagers and younger schoolchildren were encouraged to contribute to the war effort at school to show their support for the War.  At school, children:

· Raised funds for the war effort

· Wrote letters to the ‘boys’ and men on the Western Front

· Did campaigns to collect eggs for the soldiers at local hospitals
· Worked on their school’s vegetable plot, growing food for school dinners

· Made jam (from local grown fruit) to send to those on the Front
· Knitted scarves and socks) and sewed blankets to send to soldiers at the Front (mainly young girls did this job but also some boys were encouraged to knit comforts).  Without the means to wash or dry clothing, new clean socks were greatly needed by soldiers in an effort to protect against trench foot (a condition caused by prolonged exposure to damp, cold, unsanitary conditions) which was rife in the cold, wet mud of the trenches.

· Collected cans for recycling and 
· Children from rich families were expected to subscribe to war savings certificates.

After school children read and did jobs outside and around the house to help out on the home front.  For example, if their house had a garden or yard, they weeded and watered the family’s vegetable plot and if their families kept chickens (so they had fresh eggs), young children would feed the chickens, collect the eggs and clean out the chicken area.  Furthermore, when children from poor families came home from school (especially children, whose mothers were doing war work) they had to take on extra responsibilities like looking after younger brothers and sisters.

Layout of Classrooms

The layout and seating arrangements in classrooms in WW1 was different from schools today (as shown in the picture overleaf).  For instance:

· Schoolchildren sat at a long wooden bench with a desk fixed in front

· The seat was a hard-narrow plank, often with no back

· The benches were usually made for two people, but at times five children sat at one bench

· At the front of the classroom was a big wooden blackboard on a stand; the teacher wrote on the board with a stick of chalk

· Teacher’s desks were usually raised on a platform and they sat on tall chairs so that they could watch the children at their desks
· Near the teacher’s desk was an iron stove and in the winter, a coal fire was lit in the stove but as the fires were very small and the classrooms very big, little heat was provided and schoolchildren, especially those sat at the back of the classrooms shivered in the cold.
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School Equipment

In WW1, detailed globes were common in schools to help children identify countries in Geography lessons and children would pinpoint where British troops were on a map of France.  Young children used slates and squeaky, chalky ‘slate pencils’ to help them learn to write.  Children’s writing, on the slates, came out white against the dark background of the slate.  Children had to spit on the slate to rub out any mistakes they made.
Older children were given exercise books called ‘copybooks’ to write in.  They also used wooden pens with metal points (known as ‘nibs’) which they had to regularly dip into inkwells (small china pots of ink that hung in a hole cut in the desk).  It was difficult for children to write neat, joined-up handwriting without smudging using the inkwells.  There were no mobile phones, iPads, computers, the World Wide Web, or interactive white boards in schools in WW1, as there are for schoolchildren today.
Lessons

During WW1, children of different ages sat together in lessons.  Usually, there were up to 60 children in one class.  Children were taught Reading, Handwriting, Spelling, Arithmetic (Mathematics), History and Geography.  However, the way they were taught these subjects was very different from how children are taught in schools today.  In WW1, as previously stated, the teacher wrote the lesson on the blackboard, using chalk.  Children were expected to copy the lesson and then memorise it.  To aid their memory, the children would chant their lesson, out loud, word for word.  Children who made mistakes in their copying or their chanting, or forgot a lesson, faced strict punishments.

Both girls and boys had P.E. (known as ‘drill’) lessons during the War.  They marched on the spot and did simple stretches.  To build up their strength, and as a fitness tool, both boys and girls swung large wooden Indian clubs around.  In some schools, boys were also given boxing lessons.
Some schools also taught children crafts or trades in the afternoons that would be useful to them in later life.  The crafts and trades were gender specific.  Boys were taught Carpentry, using saws, chisels, hammers, planes and drills to make useful things from wood.  Girls, on the other hand, learned how to sew, knit, cook and how to use a flat iron, heated on a stove, to get wrinkles out of newly washed clothes.  In Art lessons, boys may have been asked to draw plants.  At some schools, boys and girls were taught Gardening.  This was mainly to help combat food shortages during the War and boost children’s moral to the war effort.
Large schools taught boys and girls separately.  For example, in the photograph below Nature Studies are being taught in a girl only class.
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Furthermore, in the photograph overleaf the inner workings of a Zeppelin in 1916, is taught in a boy’s only class in Bradford.
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Schools and WW1 Recruitment

When news came that WW1 had broken out, men of all ages and from all social backgrounds and occupations signed up to join the armed forces.  This included many children’s fathers, older brothers and uncles.  Schools played a vital role in the recruitment process during the war.  Head teachers and teachers acted like recruiting sergeants by:

· Encouraging children of all ages to serve; Dr Barry Blades (Historian), who runs the schooling and the Great War website, said that school teachers inspired recruitment to the Armed Services in WW1 y encouraging children of all ages to serve.
· Teaching children about the War so that they and had a strong awareness of what was going on and to keep them patriotic about the War and their country.  For example teaching boys about the inner workings of a Zeppelin in 1916.
· Newspaper reports about the progress of the war and tales of heroism, were read out by teachers
· Putting out pleas and making requests to their pupils to do their bit for the War and make their school proud

· Reading out the names of ex-pupils who were at War at the time in special assemblies
· Reading out letters in class sent to some of the teachers by ex-pupils who had enlisted
· Holding “Empire days” and “Allied days” where children were encouraged to sing the national anthems of the Allies

· Schoolmasters signing up with the armed forces.  For example, at Shrewsbury School in Shropshire, 10 of its staff were sent to the Front line

· Encouraging pupils to write letters to those who enlisted (especially staff and ex-pupils from their own school)

· Publishing a Roll of Honour, a List of ex-pupils who had joined up and which Regiments they were in.
Washington School recently carried out a Roll of Honour Remembrance Project to remember all Washington School pupils who gave their lives for freedom between 1914 and 1918.  The outcome of the project is on display at Bowes Railway in Springwell, Gateshead.  The Roll of Honour includes the following names:

· Edward Bell

· Robert William Clark

· Liddle Bolton Elliott

· Edward Hall

· Richard Jameson

· Philip Galbraith Ramsey

· William Carl Routledge

All these ex-pupils of Washington School listed above, signed up to serve in the armed services and were killed in action at different times during WW1.

Sunday School
On Sundays, the church ran lessons, for an hour or two for children.  They were not compulsory.  At Sunday school, children sang hymns, listened to Bible stories and sometimes had outings, such as picnics or walks in the countryside.
Teachers
Before WW1 began, there were more male teachers than female teachers.  Furthermore, there were no female teachers in schools for boys.  Richer women generally worked in Grammar Schools rather than Elementary Schools.  There were approximately 100,000 female Teachers in Primary Schools at this time.  However, during WW1, many male teachers were called for military duty and joined to fight.  An example of a teacher either volunteering or conscripted to the war is Wilfred Owen.  He worked as a teacher before becoming a junior officer in 1916.  He is most remembered as one of the War’s greatest English – Language Poets, describing the terrible waste of young lives.

Male teachers were replaced in the classroom by women teachers.  Although this wasn’t unusual in Elementary Schools, in Secondary Schools it was a major difference.  In other cases children were taught by retired teachers called “dug-outs” (they were dug out of retirement).
However, as the War continued there was still a shortage of teachers.  Therefore, from 1916, teachers, alongside Clergymen, Doctors, Miners and those working in the iron and steel industries, became “reserved occupations” and they were exempt from joining the Army as their roles were seen as essential to the war effort.
During WW1, teachers were formal and stern.  As well as delivering harsh punishments to school children, children generally had to sit in silence for their lessons, and had to keep their hands behind their backs to keep them out of mischief.
Punishments

Punishments in schools, in WW1, were much stricter than they are today.  Children who were considered lazy or rude or exhibited bad behaviour were punished very strictly.  Children who broke school rules such as making mistakes in their copying of a lesson, their chanting of the lesson, forgetting a lesson, or were late for a lesson faced the following punishments:  They either had to sit in the corner of the classroom with a tall, cone-shaped hat made of paper which had a large letter D written on it, meaning ‘Dunce’ (a stupid person), receive a rap on the knuckles with a wooden cane/ruler or a ‘tawse’ (a leather strap used in Scotland and in parts of northern England ).
The ‘tawse’ was usually hung on the classroom wall or on the teacher’s desk, as a clear visual reminder to pupils.  It took until 1986, for the cane and the tawse to be finally banned in most schools, but it was 1998, before every private, fee-paying school stopped using them.  If schoolchildren were caught talking, they had to stay after school and write out one hundred lines ‘I must not chatter in lesson time’.

The School Playground

During WW1, in the playground, children were very interested in warships and battles and were given war figurines to encourage them to support the war.  There weren’t as many toys around in the war so children devised their own games such as leapfrog, hopscotch, skipping, football and conkers (in the autumn however as more conkers were collected for the war effort this game wasn’t as common).

School Dinners

The Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 (21 December 1906) empowered but did not require Local Education Authorities (LEAs) to provide meals for undernourished Elementary School children.  The law said that schools could serve a school dinner every day for the children to eat in their classroom.  School dinners were solid and stodgy (heavy, dull and hard to digest food that makes people feel very full).  Children were sometimes served pea soup and bread baked in dripping (juices from a roasting joint that’s cooled and set into a meaty fat-and- jelly mix) and followed by fruit pudding.  For the poorest children, this was the only daily meal they had.  In very needy areas, some schools also served breakfast: cocoa, porridge and bread and butter to get children to school on time and to try and ensure they did better at their lessons if they were not hungry.

The Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1914 (7 August 1914) extended the power of the 1906 Act.  During WW1, school dinners were introduced in all schools, because lots of children were missing school to queue for food as food became scarcer, prices rose and people began to panic buy and hoard food.  Furthermore, mothers were also forced to queue for food; they therefore didn’t have time to cook dinners for their children and their children were going hungry.  During WW1, schools continued to serve stodgy food to children.  However, as food began to run short, schools (like everyone else) had to cut back on what they served.  To avoid children going hungry, charities opened soup kitchens to serve a hot meal to them.  Both children (and adults) were served cheap food such as pea soup, fried fish or oatmeal and onion pudding.  Both children and adults often had to wait in long queues to be fed.
The effects of the German U-boat campaign, was first felt in Britain in April 1916.  Britain only had six weeks of wheat left to make bread for its people.  This led to the Government creating the 'Defence of the Realm Act' which gave it lots of powers to help the country to save food, such as taking over land for growing fruit and vegetables, and introducing a ‘Women’s Land Army’ to replace the jobs lost on farms and the land when men had left to fight.

On 1 February 1917, Britain introduced a scheme of voluntary rationing.  The aim of the scheme was to reduce the consumption of food that was in short supply, and to show people how to avoid waste when cooking.  Teachers in Elementary Schools took up the challenge.  The scheme had some effect, but more was needed as shortages continued.  While wealthier people could still afford food, malnutrition was seen in poor communities.  To make things fairer, the government introduced rationing in January 1918.
In 1918 the Government issued ration books which ensured that food (and other goods) was shared out equally.  The first thing to be rationed was sugar and by the end of April, meat, butter, cheese and margarine were added to the list.  Ration books were issued and everyone had to register with a butcher and grocer.  The effect of this was almost instant, and people’s health began to improve. Rationing had been a success that helped Britain to survive the war.
Before the War, the British government had not anticipated this would happen, so it took until the War was nearly over before rationing was introduced in Britain.  The food shortage in Britain, at this time, was very bad; with many ships being sunk and food being lost to the bottom of the Ocean to the German ‘Blockade’ (German submarine attacks (U-boats)) which sank many British ships delivering food from other countries to Britain).  Sugar, meat, flour, butter, margarine and milk were all rationed so that everyone got what they needed.  Both children and adults in Britain were often hungry but they did not starve.

Air Raids
In the First World War (and Second World War) children had to cope with air raids both at school and at home.  With the war in Europe reaching a stalemate, the Germans decided to try new tactics with an attack on Britain itself.  Air-raids breached the traditional boundary between soldiers on the battlefield and civilians at home; they brought the conflict directly to peoples’ houses, schools and workplaces; aerial bombardment was a significant element in a new era of total warfare.

On the 19th January 1915, two Zeppelin airships like the one in the picture below, conducted the first ever air raids against Britain.  Over 190 metres long and carrying bombs which were held over the side and dropped by hand, they flew over the east coast of England, bombing the towns of Great Yarmouth and King's Lynn.
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This soon escalated, over the next few months, as the airships managed to get through the British defences without being shot down and the German commanders started to get more confident about their new weapon.  Soon the raids started to increase and this caused great panic in the country.  Newspapers were filled with advice on how people could protect themselves in an air raid, listing ‘what do when the warning sounds’ (which was often preceded by just a policeman on a bike with an ‘air raid’ sign and a whistle) and other information such as where they could take shelter.
On the 21st May 1915 London was bombed, killing 28 people and injuring another 60. The worst raid in terms of casualties took place on 13 June 1917 when 20 Gotha GI.V bombers attacked London; 162 were killed and 432 injured.  Particularly traumatic was the death of schoolchildren: a bomb struck Upper North Street School in Poplar, killing 18 young children.  On 7 July, a further daylight raid resulted in 57 civilian deaths, prompting public anger and newspaper reports about the lack of warning and absence of effective defences. Targeted on the civilian population rather than military sites, these aerial attacks emphasised the random quality of warfare.  Out of the blue, anyone living in a town or port within range of bombers and airships could lose their life.  The outrage, exhibited by many citizens (Zeppelins were described in British propaganda as ‘the baby-killer’) was akin to the feelings expressed by Londoners in the aftermath of the 7/7 bombings when ordinary people travelling to work were suddenly struck down without warning.
Unlike the air raid preparations of the Second World War, which saved many lives, the country was not as prepared and the Zeppelin raids were to continue to claim lives right throughout the war, resulting in over 500 people being killed.  German airships were so successful because the British fighter planes which attacked them didn’t have the right kind of bullets required to set fire to the highly flammable Hydrogen gas inside the airships.  However, after a great deal of time in development, eventually the fighters were given special ‘incendiary’ bullets that were able to set fire to the large balloons, and the raids eventually stopped as more and more airships were shot down.  By the end of the war, although the Germans had used 115 Zeppelins, 77 of them had been destroyed by either fighter planes or anti-aircraft guns.

School Leaving Age
During WW1, the Law said that children had to stay at school until they were at least 12 years old.  After the age of 12, children, mostly from poor families, left school and worked in insecure jobs, for low wages, to contribute to the family income.  However, during most of the War, children younger than the school leaving age still worked in factories and farming, increasing the problem of child labour.  In August 1917, the Board of Education conceded that 600,000 children had been put ‘prematurely’ to work in the war; in addition, an unknown number of ‘little mothers’ missed school in order to care for younger siblings.  This was partly due to shortage of workers, but also, in some cases, a child’s earnings could be a helpful addition to a family’s income.

The Lewis Report of 1917 exposed the limitations of juvenile education and the way that it prepared young people for employment, other than low paid, insecure jobs.  It recommended that the school leaving age should be raised to 14, followed by attendance at day-continuation classes up to the age of 18.  With an extended leaving age, it suggested that there would need to be a less ‘bookish’ form of education and one that would be more relevant to the life and work of future citizens.
Many factory owners, landowners and the Church opposed such reforms, but the main political parties and the Trades Union Congress during the War actively supported the ideas to increase the school leaving age and extend education and training for pupils through the day continuation schools.  WW1 was thus seen to lead to far-reaching reforms in education.
The Education Act of 1918 (The Fisher Act)

During WW1, Britain’s educational system was closely investigated by H.A.L. Fisher (the President of the Board of Education).  He travelled around the country and inspected schools in villages, towns and cities and became aware of a critical problem of under-financing in British schools.

Fisher was a far-sighted individual.  He favoured the principle that education was vital not only to the individual but also to society.  His plans for change and improvement in the availability of education and standards of education were embodied in the wide-ranging Education Act of 1918 (known as the Fisher Act).  The Act was one of the most important pieces of educational legislation ever passed in this country.  The Fisher Act abolished all fees in State Elementary Schools and widened the provision of medical inspection, (brought in by the 1907 Act), nursery schools, and Special Needs Education.   Inspectors helped ensure that employment did not undermine people’s health or physical development.
The Act, also granted LEAs extensive powers to inspect workplaces and public spaces to restrict the employment of children of school age.  They were also able to offer scholarships to pay fees for attending Secondary Schools and to provide maintenance allowances for such scholarships on the basis of success in examinations, but the only fees allowable in Elementary Schools were for school meals.  Moreover, the 1918 Acts greatest achievement was to raise the school leaving age from 12 to 14 putting a stop to the widespread practice of child labour. It also made provision for a system of part-time ‘continuation day’ classes for those aged 14-18 (as outlined in the Lewis Report).

Furthermore, to address the problem of under-financing of education, 60% of the financial burden of education was transferred from the local authorities to central government.  This led to improved salaries and pensions for teachers.

Although the 1918 Act was extremely important, and led to far-reaching reforms in education, it was never put into practice as fully as it might have been.  Many of its innovative changes could only be implemented in part, or not at all, due to cuts in public expenditure forced by the economic depression of the 1920s.  The economic and industrial problems of the 1920s and 1930s ensured that, in the short term at least, many of its provisions were never implemented.  Nevertheless, its greatest achievement was to put a stop to the widespread practice of child labour.  Employing children under the age of 12 became illegal and children were not allowed to work in mines, factories, workshops or quarries.  Furthermore, any entertainments in which children appeared required a licence issued by the Local Education Authority.
Moreover, despite raising the leaving age to 14, the 1918 Fisher Act contained exemptions, thus allowing school children to leave their education at the age of 13, or even 12, if suitable jobs could be found for them.  These exemptions were not abolished until 1921.  Also, while a series of reports commissioned by the Board of Education considered how Secondary Education should be shaped for the future; there was no significant change until after the Second World War, due to a lack of resources.
Conclusion
Before WW1 broke out, Britain had a basic educational system and children had to stay at school until they were at least 12 years old.  However, most schoolchildren did not take their education beyond the elementary age limit of 12 and many children younger than the school leaving age worked in factories and in farming.  During the War many children, especially those from poor families continued to leave school early to work in factories and on farms to supplement their family’s income.

WW1 was first and foremost a military event on a global scale, resulting in the deaths of vast numbers of people.  Nevertheless, it was also a social and political landmark.  In terms of education, the War heightened many of the acute educational problems that existed in Britain at that time (poverty, malnutrition, ill health, disease and child labour).

At the same time, however, it stimulated a new and more expansive and advanced version of education which could lead to far-reaching reforms that help improve society.  This included wider opportunities in employment and citizenship for the majority of the population.  Most notable, among the changes, was the 1918 Act, one of the most important pieces of educational legislation ever passed in this country.  It granted more opportunities for children to receive better training and development and eventually better paid employment.  Its greatest achievement however, was in putting a stop to the widespread practice of child labour both before and during WW1. Nevertheless, we must not forget that full participation in education and training until the age of 18 was not realised until the Education and Skills Act of 2008 and only implemented in full, in 2015.
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