
INSIDE 
A VICTORIAN 
CLASSROOM

Large rooms were often divided into classrooms 
using curtains, and children sat in rows with chalk and 

slates instead of paper to write on. They would clear their 
slates by spitting on them and wiping the chalk off with their 
sleeve. Windows were built high up to stop children looking 
out and daydreaming. If you talked in class a teacher might 
hit you with a cane. Writing lines was another punishment. 

Children were forced to write sentences such as 
“Schooldays are the happiest of my life” 100 

times on a blackboard. Bean soup and 
bread or mutton stew and dumplings  

were some of the meals found on 
the menu for lunch.

A  history  
of lessons

BEFORE THE  
19th CENTURY 

There was no national system of 
education before the 19th century. Only 

children from very wealthy families would 
attend the top schools. Some poor children 

attended dame schools, which were run 
by old ladies or retired soldiers to 

teach children reading, writing  
and arithmetic. 

You might not always like going to school, but if 
you lived 200 years ago you wouldn’t get much of 

an education at all  – in fact, you probably would 
have had to work instead. Today children in 
this country have more opportunities 
and rights because of the reforms 
of the past. This year is the 125th 
anniversary of the Free Education 
Act of 1891, which, for example, 
gave every child in England the 
right to a free education for the 
first time. However, millions of 
children around the world are 
still unable to go to school.  

1800 
At the beginning of 

the 19th century very few 
children went to school. 

Poor children were often 
sent to work to earn money 
for their families. In 1871, 

almost one in five girls working 
as servants were younger than 15. 
Other children worked in dangerous 

factories. In 1833 the Government 
passed the Factory Act. This stopped 

children younger than nine from working in 
factories and said that children under 13 

should have two hours of lessons  
each day. 

All about education

The lessons of the past that led to more rights for children. 

Learn how schools 
have changed 

All about education

Schools where you’d least expect them...
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1870 
Parliament passed the 

Forster Act. It said that children 
aged between five and 13 had to go 

to school and parents who could afford 
it had to pay for their lessons. In 1901, 
300,000 children still worked before 

and after school because their 
parents were so poor.

1891 
The Free Education 
Act meant parents 

didn’t have to pay for 
school any more.

1972 
Young people  

now had to stay at 
school until the 

age of 16.

Check out these unusual classrooms from around the world.

1906 
The Government said 

schools could give free meals 
to children whose parents couldn’t 
afford to pay for them. A year later 
a new law said that schoolchildren 

had to be inspected by a doctor 
to make sure they were 

healthy. 

THE 
FIGHT FOR 

EDUCATION GOES ON
According to the charity Unesco, 58 million 

children around the world don’t go to school. In some 
parts of the world, families will only send their sons to 
school. Daughters are expected to stay at home to look 
after the family and do housework. Since the age of 11, 

Malala Yousafzai has campaigned for education for girls in 
north-west Pakistan, which is a very dangerous part of the 

world. On 9 October 2012 she was shot by a man from 
the Taliban, a group of people who don’t believe girls 

should go to school. Doctors saved her life and in 
2014, she was given the famous Nobel Peace 

Prize for her work. She is the youngest 
person ever to win it.

Boat schools
In Bangladesh, pupils can miss months of school 
because heavy rain washes away the roads so 
they cannot get to class. An architect designed a 
solar-powered boat that can be used as a classroom. 
It collects children from villages for three-hour lessons.

Tent schools
Haiti is a Caribbean country that experiences 
a lot of earthquakes. After a very bad one in 
2010, children were taught in temporary tent 
classrooms. It was safer for them to study in 
tents than in school buildings because solid  
walls could crumble in a quake.

1918 
The Fisher Act said that 

young people had to stay 
at school until they were 14. 
It also ordered more nursery 
schools and special-needs 

schools to be set up. 

Nine-year-old Ophelia Rose Galvin Bracken 
travelled to a primary school in Kampala, 
Uganda, with Lessons for Life – a charity 
that helps African children receive an 
education. Figures from 2012 show that 
in Uganda only 45% of students complete 
primary school. “When I arrived in Uganda 
and I visited my first school I was very 
upset because most of the children didn’t 
have school uniform and if they did, it was 
ripped,” Ophelia says. “The classes were 
enormous, with up to 150-200 children in 
each class and only one teacher. Education 
would give them a chance to get a better 
job and a better life.”

An eyewitness’s view

Malala 
Yousafzai.

Can you imagine 
writing your school 

work in chalk?

Some children had 
to work hard as 

chimney sweeps.

1988 
The National 

Curriculum was introduced.  
It said that children must 

study certain subjects, like 
English, maths and 

science.

TODAY
Children today can 

receive free education up to 
the age of 18, and they may go 

on to university. Children are 
taught more subjects than ever 

before, from Spanish to 
computer science.  

1944 
 A new law called the 

Butler Act provided free 
secondary education to all 
pupils. The school-leaving 

age was raised to 15. 
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