 Keeping them down on the farm? ‘Rural bias’, pluralism and the interwar agricultural education curriculum in England and Wales

The question posed in the title of this article suggests that there are different interpretations of its subject matter. We might suppose that interwar schooling in country areas attempted to reinvigorate village populations by making the curriculum more interesting or relevant to their children and their vocational needs. Thus, education in villages would impart ‘ a bias to it that will make its products eager and fitted to remain on the land’ (1) Equally, we might argue that vested interests in the countryside saw a means of perpetuating the status quo ante bellum by means of a narrow and limited approach to elementary education. Underlying this apparently dichotomous approach are the aims of the interwar state, its agricultural and social policy objectives and those of interest groups involved in education in rural areas. This article will, therefore, provide a historical context within which to place these interpretations. However, it also suggests that a dichotomous paradigm is too simplistic a concept to apply to education in the interwar countryside, the latter of which, according to recent historiography, appears to have been a complex locus of contention. (2) Principally, it aims to demonstrate the reasons why ‘rural bias’ became an issue of debate during the interwar period, survey the various interest groups involved, at national and local levels, and show how educational policy was influenced as a consequence. Examples will be included relating to the regions covered by the writer’s research in Devon and Lancashire. Firstly, however, it is necessary to describe the nature of ‘rural bias’ prior to the interwar period, since this terminology masks shifts as well as continuities in its interpretation, and the curricula involved.  

The use of the phrase ‘rural bias’ with reference to schooling originated in government circles during the late nineteenth century, and, more

systematically, in the early twentieth century (3) In 1902, the Code of Education 

Regulations permitted instruction in agriculture in certain rural secondary schools, whose curricula were characterised by the phrase. By 1906, the Board of Education was monitoring the progress of special agricultural courses in 

--------------------

1 Easterbrook, L F ‘ Education in the countryside: a new vista’,The Nineteenth Century and After,  July 1928, p. 91.

2 For rural politics, see M. Shoard, This Land is Our Land: the struggle for Britain’s countryside, London: Paladin, 1987, J. Wordie, Agriculture and Politics in England 1815-1939, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 2000; for conflicts between town and country see R. Moore-Colyer, ‘From Great Wen to Toad Hall: aspects of the urban-rural divide in interwar Britain’ Rural History, 10, 1, 1999; for issues relating to contested national identity, rurality and Englishness see D. Matless, Landscape and Englishness, London: Reaktion Books, 1998. See also J. Burchardt, Paradise Lost: rural idyll and social change since 1880, London: I B Tauris, 2002, chs. 8 –12 and A. Howkins, The Death of Rural England: a social history of the countryside since 1900, London: Routledge, 2003. 

3 Sir Daniel Hall discussed the origins of this phrase in a paper ‘Rural education – does it exist?’ delivered at the World Educational Congress at the University of Oxford, 13 August, 1935. Published in the Interwar Labour Review (n/d) Miscellaneous Volume File; Education in Agriculture, Working Class Movement Library, Salford, Lancashire.

secondary schools for boys who were likely to become farmers (4). This was in accordance with its remit to administer, organise and inspect such provision when responsibility for schooling had devolved to county council Local Education Authorities (LEAs) four years earlier.

The Board appeared to have reservations about the value of incorporating such vocationally oriented education in the ‘majority of small rural schools’ since ‘non-agricultural boys’, would not benefit from it. They also voiced parental and pedagogical reasons in favour of a more ‘environmental’ approach to science and technology (5). These concerns, formed at a relatively early stage of the Board’s jurisdiction as to the way in which science should be taught in rural schools, were to inform much of the debate on rural bias during the interwar period. 
In terms of elementary education, however, the term appears to have been more positively aligned with Nature Study, particularly in Anglican schools, since the subject enabled children to become more aware of God’s gifts, and enhance their powers of observation (6). Elementary schoolchildren also seem to have been                                                         increasingly directed towards the practical study of gardening during the pre-1914 agricultural depression, since it was felt that skills they acquired whilst at school would be put to good use when employed on the landed estates and gardens of the gentry. Under the provisions of the Technical Instruction Acts, grant aided part-time evening classes for assistant pupil teachers studying the elementary stage of Principles of Agriculture were provided by some rural LEA’s, so as to enable them to obtain a qualification in Rural Science and become responsible for elementary school gardens and Nature Study per se (7). These were generally defined as ‘continuation’ classes.   However, Nature Study and work in school gardens were little more than ‘add ons’ to a largely unintegrated rural school curriculum. Nature Study was not a recognisable subject in its own 
right; moreover, according to the scientific establishment of the day, it was
----------------------

4 An early example appears to have taken place in Devon, where seven secondary or grammar (endowed) schools had offered 60% of theoretical and practical chemistry classes with specific reference to agriculture, whilst the use of appropriate tools was taught to every pupil in the upper third of each of these schools. Minutes of the Technical Education Committee, 10/10/1890, Devon Record Office (DRO).

5 Middle class children (whose parents were fee payers) would be guided into careers in medicine or engineering if they showed potential in the sciences. What was required in order to encompass all needs was a more environmentally determined curriculum whereby the scientific principles involved in the study of biology, chemistry, physics, mechanics, mechanical drawing and manual work should be taught from illustrations of rural interest and surroundings, rather than specially designed agricultural courses, since ‘ it is by this means that the rural bias is secured’. Memorandum to Inspectors No 42, 28 September, 1906, Board of Education, Secondary Schools Branch. Public Record Office (PRO) /ED/22/34.

6 E.W.Jenkins, ‘Science, Sentimentalism or Social control? The Nature Study Movement in England and Wales, 1889 -1914’, History of Education, 10,1,1981, p. 38.

7 Principles of Agriculture was the only nationally examined course, originally pioneered by the Science and Art Department, South Kensington, a precursor of the Board of Education. Devon

County Council’s Technical Instruction Committee provided evening classes for teaching assistants along these lines. Minutes of the Technical Education Committee,10/10/1890.DRO.                      

criticised as being ‘worthless’, due to its ‘moral, rather than scientific and rational overtones’ . Nevertheless, some teacher training colleges and the Board of Education found merit in its pedagogical, environmental and cognitive applications, which might be seen as very early attempts at field work. Such ideas survived and were transmuted into the movement for the natural sciences to be taught in schools, which began in the 1930’s (8).
Although much of what has been written on the impact of the Technical

Instruction Acts focuses largely on secondary and further education, since those sectors benefited financially from that legislation, the curriculum and quality of elementary schooling was increasingly contested as a consequence of this legislation (9). Rural schools were seen as being woefully inadequate in making children more scientifically and technologically prepared and country children were perceived to be falling behind their peers in Europe and America. To William Fream, a prominent writer on agriculture and Board of Agriculture examiner, the inclusion of rural bias and the fundamentals of agriculture into elementary schooling would help to remedy these deficiencies, and teach children to take a real interest in their surroundings: 

It surely would not be difficult to interest an intelligent

                        village boy in the natural history of wireworms and..

                      of birds and insects which help the farmer and of those

                      who injure him, of the good grasses and the bad..of.

                      weeds and parasites..whilst the school wall is adorned

                      with pictures of the tiger and elephant in the Indian jungle.

                      The boy may be taught to draw a map of the unstable

                      frontiers of the south-east of Europe..but he is never

                      taught to seek out the ergot which infests the grasses, 

                      or to destroy the chrysalids which hang upon the hedgerows

                      or recognise the plants of the meadow..knowledge such 

                      as this is kept from him and he grows up stolid and indolent,

                      because during the most impressionable years of his life,

                      our system of education ..fails him (10).

To those who saw little value in curricular change, however, the ‘impressionable’

years so far as future farmers or farm labourers were concerned were between                          

---------------

8 Jenkins, op cit, pp. 41-2. 

9 See, for example, P Gosden, ‘Technical Instruction Committees’ in Studies in the Government and Control of Education since 1860: Proceedings of a Conference of the History of Education Society in 1968, London: Methuen, 1970; P Sharp, ‘The Entry of County Councils into English Educational Administration, 1889’, Journal of Educational Administration and History, Vol. 1

1968, pp. 14-21; P Sharp, ‘ “Whiskey Money” and the Development of Technical and Secondary Education in the 1890’s, Journal of Educational Administration and History, Vol.4 1971, pp. 31-35.
10 W Fream, ‘Technical Education in Agriculture’, Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England, 3rd. series, Vol. 2, 1891, p.104.

the ages of twelve or thirteen, since it was advocated that farming required a long apprenticeship, the learning of which was outside the classroom.  Moreover, a genuine liking for practical work and what was increasingly defined as manual processes  (butter and cheese making, hedging, ditching, ploughing, sheep shearing) attracted young persons who had difficulty in reaching the final Standard in elementary schools, and whose parents were keen for them to begin earning in any event. For these purposes, state funding for dairying (particularly in pastoral areas such as Devon, Somerset, Lancashire and Cumbria) and farriery was directed to those who had recently left school, in need of skills, but with a desire to stay in their own locality (11). 

As Horn and Dewey have shown, the First World War added to the problems surrounding elementary education, since the reintroduction of child labour on the land in order to support the war effort abrogated compulsory schooling for 12 –13 year olds (12). Popular expectations at the end of the war, which involved more democratic and accountable systems of government at all levels, enabled a focus to be placed on elementary schooling in particular. Rural schools, so long the bugbear of educationalists, could no longer be seen to be starved of public funding or under Church jurisdiction, the latter of whom’s resources were increasingly stretched (13). However, the more secular, democratised and scientifically advanced society became, the more pluralistic pressures came into play as to the nature, length and quality of rural elementary education.

Rural bias in the interwar period: a survey of interests involved

We will firstly consider the interests of the state in promoting rural bias. The Agricultural Policy Sub Committee of the Reconstruction Committee in 1918 recommended proposals which resulted in two-thirds of future net expenditure of LEAs on agricultural education being refunded by the Treasury, thus substantially enhancing state investment in this area and administered by the new Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAF). The reasons for this expenditure were twofold; to promote agricultural self-sufficiency in the event of another war, and to help regenerate rural life. The remit of the Board of Education was also enhanced at the same time by the Fisher Education Act, which reorganised and rationalised elementary schooling. This was divided into three age groups; infants from 5-7; juniors up to age 11, and seniors up to age 14, technically the school leaving age. New, central schools provided education for selected children up to the age 

-----------------

11 Such provision was encouraged by the Reay Commission (Cd4206 1908).Pioneers had been Aspatria College, Cumbria, and the Harris Institute, in Preston, Lancashire due to the increasing demand for fresh milk from the industrialised areas of the North West. The Bath, West and Southern Counties Show Society lent its mobile dairying unit to Somerset and adjacent counties from the 1880’s onwards; this was finally purchased by Devon County Council in 1897. Minutes of the Technical Education Committee, 15/4/1897; 1/7/1897, DRO.

12 P. Dewey, ‘ Agricultural Labour Supply in England and Wales during the First World War’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, 28, 1,1975; P Horn, ‘ The Employment of Elementary Schoolchildren in Agriculture’, History of Education, 12, 3, 1983.   

13 See C. Adams ‘ The Idea of the Village in Interwar England’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Michigan, 2001, chapter 2 ,’Rural Education: Teaching Villagers to be Themselves’, pp. 72-104.

of 15.   All exemptions from schooling for children under the age of 14 were to be 

discontinued in July, 1922.  In country areas in particular, elementary schools 

were to be closed or merged into junior and senior elementary schools, although most of these decisions lay within the remit of local authorities. Inbuilt into the Act was a degree of flexibility in terms of how long children could remain at school, so part-time continuation classes of up to 320 hours a year, distributed according to seasonal and regional patterns for school leavers, also attracted grants in aid. These classes were vocational in character, and in country areas an
agricultural theme was introduced. This was commonly known as ‘rural bias’, building on the terminology already familiar in educational and government circles. However, few continuation classes appear to have been in operation during the early interwar years.  

Part of MAF’s remit was to organise agricultural education and training offered at age 15 and above (14), but it became difficult to administer this by age. Elementary, secondary and continuation classes in agriculture were administered by the Board of Education, since the services of teachers involved were its responsibility, but the flexibility incorporated into the Fisher Act meant that there were anomalies involved in its operation, particularly regarding 14-15 year olds. These were addressed by LEA Agricultural Education Committees formed under the 1920 Agriculture Act, although, as will be seen later, the provision of this additional tier of local government often created a clash of interests within LEAs.  Since continuation classes also included those over the age of 16, particularly with regard to manual process instruction, double funding appears to have been possible. Thus, an Interdepartmental Committee comprising high level officials of the Board of Education and MAF’s Research and Education Division met regularly in order to address overlaps in rurally biased agricultural education and the evidence from this source informs much of this article (15).

The depressed state of much of British agriculture after the repeal of the Corn Production Act, in 1921 informed the state’s promotion of rural bias in the interwar curriculum, since it was seen as a way of preventing further migration from the countryside, and directed at unqualified young persons in particular. Otherwise, migration from this group to the towns might create additional unemployment and affect the fragile economic recovery in the industrial sector. 

--------

14 Originally, the Board of Agriculture administered agricultural education under its Intelligence Division. From 1919, the new Ministry was subdivided into seven Divisions, and again sub-divided into Branches. Thus, the Education Branch of the Research and Education Division was, amongst other duties, responsible for the administration of grants for agricultural education in universities, colleges and farm institutes, those courses offered to 15 year olds and over by county council Agricultural Education Committees, the scholarship scheme for the sons and daughters of agricultural workers, and the administration of grants to voluntary bodies involved in rural education. In 1937, a further restructuring of MAF into eleven Divisions emphasised the importance of marketing, trade relations and statistics, labour relations and economic intelligence. Over 1600 Ministry staff were employed by 1937. See H E Dale, ‘Agriculture and the Civil Service’, in Agriculture in the Twentieth Century, essays on research, practice and organisation to be presented to Sir Daniel Hall, Oxford, OUP, 1939.

15 PRO/MAF/33/61 Rural Bias file (previously filed under Technical Education: TE series).

Moreover, the increasing necessity for all involved in agriculture to become more efficient and productive, especially after the abandonment of free trade, required demographical stability in that sector of the economy. A more appropriate education in both formal classroom settings, and in less formal Young Farmer’s Club meetings might, therefore, help to keep the rural workforce in place. These educative strategies might also assist in kick - starting the rural economy. Indeed, one of the few prospects available to the children of farmers and (eventually) agricultural labourers was to take advantage of the bursaries available for scholarships provided specifically for them after the repeal of the Corn Production Act (16).

Education appears to have been the main strategy chosen to maintain early interwar agriculture. In 1925, The Report of the Council of Agriculture on Agricultural Policy argued the case for a permanency of the state’s approach to the industry, but acknowledged that its priorities lay in the ‘system of agricultural, education and research ..beginning in the elementary schools’  (17). Similar sentiments were echoed in the abridged Report published in the following year, which stated that ‘policy should proceed along the lines of education and

encouragement’ (18). In a period characterised by swingeing cuts in public expenditure, both Reports repudiated subsidising agriculture. There were also ideological constraints to policy, since the nationalisation of land and state planning were not on the agenda of the Conservative government. Individual enterprise was recommended instead, including the development of smallholdings, an initiative to encourage members of the rural community to gain a foothold on the ‘farming ladder’, which was already established through the processes of state aid for allotments and smallholdings. The raising of the general level of the rural elementary curriculum to meet these requirements - particularly in terms of developing business-related skills and independence of judgement required for the success of families involved in the various interwar Land Settlement schemes - was, therefore, a key priority. 

Another reason for the state’s interest in improving and maintaining the rural workforce was, through their agency, to improve the nation’s diet, which, during the depression, had been found to be deficient, and was, as a result, politically contentious (19). This issue required a more intensive campaign to educate citizens as to the benefits of nutrition, and encourage farmers to produce cleaner milk and fresher eggs. Given the stimulus afforded under protective tariffs for the production of home grown, ‘ sheltered’ produce, a more scientific and research based focus on horticulture and market gardening was seen to be essential. However, since it was generally held that many farmers and growers of a 

---------------

16 How bursaries were apportioned lay under the jurisdiction of LEAs, via their Agricultural Education Sub-Committees. Travel expenses to evening or weekend classes and books were often regarded as falling within the definition of bursaries. They were not specifically aligned to nationally recognised qualificatory routes into agriculture or horticulture.  

17 Council of Agriculture for England, Report on Agricultural Policy, HMSO, 1925, p 5.

18 Agricultural Policy, Cmd.2581, 1926, p 3.

19 C.Addison, A Policy for British Agriculture, London: Gollancz, 1939, pp.195-6.

‘practical’ mind were resistant to, or ignorant of changes in agricultural or 

horticultural practice, (20) an appropriately tailored curriculum for rural children

appeared to be the most effective means of achieving the state’s agricultural policies. This curriculum was intended to equip them for further education in the farm institutes and agricultural colleges, whose numbers were slowly increasing  during the early interwar years (21).

A seemingly paradoxical, but further reason as to why the state was interested in improving the education of the rural community lay in the emphasis placed on the encouragement of migrants to the Empire. This was particularly so after the colonies received relatively preferential terms under the Ottawa Agreements on trade and tariffs, and bearing in mind the need for raw tropical products required for domestic, ‘sunrise’  industries during the 1930’s. It is important to note that funding for some university based, scientific research in agriculture and horticulture was provided by the Dominions Office, the Imperial Institute of Entomology and the Imperial Mycological Institute during the 1930’s, thus enhancing the expertise and prospects of students in higher education (22). By 1938, the Spens Committee, commissioned to reform teacher training for secondary education, was mindful of the increasing career opportunities open in agriculture and horticulture for children of the middle classes both at home and abroad. It therefore advocated rurally based science curriculum in country grammar schools who should

                           take full advantage of the opportunities 

                           afforded by the rural environment in framing

                           syllabuses which have a high practical value

                           derived from their close affinity with the world

                           outside the school..the school garden and 

                           orchard and a little land on which some livestock 

                           and bees and poultry may be kept are the outdoor

                           laboratories …an integral part of the science

                           accommodation of’ the school (23)
--------------

20 See for example, para. 85 of the Land Commissioners’ Survey on Agricultural Education, 1938, remarking that young, more education conscious farmers were of a ‘better type’ than previously. PRO/MAF 38/58.

21 By September 1939, there were 17 farm institutes and 7 agricultural colleges in England and Wales, although only half of what the1908 Reay Commission had envisaged. Final Report of the Committee on Post-War Agricultural Education in England and Wales (The Luxmoore Report) Cmd.6433, pp. 17-20.   

22 Journal of the Ministry of Agriculture, 42, 7, 1935, p. 676.

23 Sharples’ Reconstruction Digests: What people think. No 4, Education ( Part 2) London: John Bales and Staples, 1943, p. 80. The Loveday Committee, noting the increase in emphasis on ‘rural bias’ during the interwar period, recommended that science teachers should be better educated, and more, higher quality provision in general science was required. Students who achieved degree status could be trained to enter colonial development in agriculture. Other undergraduate places could be offered to students from the West Indies, Malaya, Ceylon and India, to the ultimate benefit the development of colonial trading relationships. Report of the Committee on Higher Agricultural Education in England and Wales, Cmd.6728, 1946. 

whilst girls studying domestic science should be trained in the utilisation and preservation of farm and garden produce. 
So far as female migrants were concerned, and bearing in mind the ‘surplus’ 

million or so young women who were less likely to find a spouse after the First 

World War, those who had experienced some instruction in the ‘lighter’ branches

of agriculture such as poultry keeping, horticulture and small livestock, or who 

had been trained in rural domestic economy, were likely to be in demand in the colonies.   Although it could be argued that educating young people for life in the ‘White’ colonies would not assist in maintaining rural populations in the

mother country, such losses could be offset by the extension and development of English communities overseas, a vast, cultural - if not economic -asset in the 

interwar period. Although not specifically articulated, state aims regarding the agricultural education of young persons with skills, motivation and opportunities to succeed abroad, if not at home, were, therefore, a further reason to encourage rural bias in village schools (24).
The next category of vested interests regarding rural bias are identified as those administering it at national and local level. Since both agriculture and education were controversial subjects during the interwar period, the latter of which was not represented in the Cabinet at ministerial level, it was held to be more strategic to assign the problems related to agriculture in particular ‘out of the cockpit’ of interwar politics and assign them to the realm of administration (25). There were strengths and weaknesses in such a strategy. On the one hand, assistance, such as the relief of tithes for hard-pressed farmers, or reinvigorating rural communities, could be effected through the departments of the state, in association with the voluntary bodies interested in rural affairs (26).  On the other,  there was no statutory obligation for LEA’s to spend money on agricultural education, and since it was relatively expensive, MAF could only ‘exercise influence and encouragement by grants in aid’ at local level (27). The Board of Education was unable, for both pedagogical and budgetary reasons, to reconcile the demands of new, across- the-board schooling policies and those reflecting rural, sectional interests. The organisation of county agricultural education during the interwar period replicated a similar clash of interests between county council Education and Agricultural Committees, exacerbated by the conflicting demands of ratepayers and practitioners. These tensions between the two government departments, and as reflected at grassroots level, explain in many respects their 
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24 For example, the Liberal National Post War Study Group on Rural and Agricultural Education envisaged the redistribution of populations not between town and country, but between Britain and the Dominions, giving the example of the Kingsley Fairbridge Farm School in Western Australia, a principal recruiter of young British migrants. Sharples’ Reconstruction Digests, op cit, p.108.

25  A F Cooper, British Agricultural Policy 1912-1936: a study in Conservative Policy, Manchester: MUP, 1989, p. 216.
26  For example, the Society of Friends, the National Council for Social Service, the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, the Rural Industries Board.

27 F L C Floud, op cit, p 98.

inability to integrate education and agricultural policy, a solution only made possible after the Second World War  (28) when scientific and technological approaches to agriculture were paramount.

Certainly the most influential vested interest groups articulating positive views on rural bias during the interwar period were scientists, academics and others with a modernising agenda. Prior to 1919, they had increasingly shaped the policy and funding strategies of the pre-war and wartime Board of Agriculture in favour of pure agricultural research conducted at universities, and which prioritised the interests of scientists over farmers. Notable amongst these were Daniel Hall, Charles Orwin and Thomas Middleton (29). These scientists were largely in opposition to the promotion of research related to the growing pastoral and dairy farming industry, a view in part determined in wartime, which argued that a dependency upon North American wheat would significantly expose the British economy and agriculture should prices and the world population increase. Thus, the emphasis on research should be related to arable farming after the War ended. 

On the other hand, George Stapledon, a distingished academic in charge of the Plant Breeding Section at the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, argued that a ‘serious mistake’ had been made in organising agricultural research around increasing specialisms such as genetics and physiology, and that it could be better utilised in solving basic agricultural problems. He considered that Hall did not appreciate the value of research into husbandry and farm practices, arguing that no system of agricultural education could be satisfactory whilst the narrow professionalism of the sciences continued (30). In any event, the amount 
of state aid left for agricultural education after research expenditure had been allocated affected its potential to deliver little more than basic and less than 

-----------------

28 This issue was finally resolved when welfare state educational policy fused with need to promote agricultural self-sufficiency due to the balance of payments crisis. This resulted in the Agriculture Act of 1947, the re-subsidising of British agriculture, LEAs having statutory authority to provide agricultural education, and the creation of the National Agricultural Advisory Service.  

29 Daniel Hall (Sir) originally a schoolmaster in Chemistry, University Extension Lecturer, Head of Wye College, Director of Rothamsted Experimental Station, Commissioner of the funding body the  Development Commission, became Secretary of the Board of Agriculture 1917-1919 and as MAF’s Chief Scientific Adviser, headed the Education and Research Division until 1927, when he became head of the John Innes Research Institute; Thomas Middleton (Sir), Professor of Agriculture, Assistant Secretary of Education and Research (Intelligence) at the Board of Agriculture, and Deputy Director of the Food Production Department ( Board of Agriculture) during the First World War; Charles Orwin (Sir), Wye College Lecturer, land agent and farmer, Secretary of the Agricultural Tribunal of Investigation, 1924, Director of the Agricultural Research Economics Institute, University of Oxford throughout the interwar period, editor of the Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England. Main sources: P.Conford, The Origins of the Organic Movement, Edinburgh, Floris Books, 2001, Appendix A; F LC Floud, H E Dale op cit. 

30 R G Stapledon, The Land: Now and Tomorrow, London: Faber and Faber, 1935, pp 303

For a  perspective relating to contemporary cultural and academic attitudes on ‘pure’ science, see K. Vernon, ‘Science for the Farmer?’ Agricultural Research in England 1930-1936’,Twentieth Century British History, 8, 3, 1997, pp. 310-333.

uniform provision at the lower end of the curricular scale during the interwar period (31). 

Hall’s view on ‘rural bias’ in elementary schooling was, however, particularly important in terms of attempting to influence the nature of the reorganised interwar curriculum. MAF, as a relatively junior Ministry, was informed by science and scientists, relying more than other branches of Whitehall on the expertise of 

those such as Hall, whose reputation was at its height. He was certainly the best spokesman MAF – and science – had during the interwar period, and his views were well publicised. He focused on the lack of appropriate teacher training, from which, in his opinion, all other problems relating to rural bias could be attributed. 

Whilst appreciating the need for a more informed and technically competent agricultural workforce which would establish a permanent and skilled rural community, he argued that the best way to achieve it would be through the incorporation of basic science into the elementary schooling curriculum, reinforcing the principle of ‘starting them early’.  Unfortunately, he argued, teachers had not been sufficiently educated in science, and there were, in any event, continuing teacher shortages in rural areas since prospects of promotion and enhanced pay were limited. Hall’s criticism of teacher training and consequent inadequacies in the curriculum, however, illustrates a deeper fissure in educational circles. Arguing that he was a voice crying in the wilderness against the more ‘liberal’ and Leavisite literary bias which prevailed in many teacher training establishments, Hall identified a culture leading from fee paying secondary and grammar schools, to teacher training establishments and university bodies overseeing them, most of which were geared towards the 

teaching of humanities to advantaged children, rather than that of science (32). 

Other, professionally based representatives of the scientific interest during the interwar period included the principals of farm institutes and most importantly, the

county agricultural organisational staffs, strengthened by their involvement in
-----------------------------

31 County councils were encouraged to provide facilities or schemes of agricultural education for 15 year olds and above by additional funding provided for its expansion in 1919. The most accurate figures available from MAF publications are those for the financial year 1933-4 showing that £287,400 was spent on research and provincial advisory work; £204,631 was given as grants in aid to county councils (including miscellaneous grants totalling £13,970 to Womens’ Institutes, Young Farmers’ Clubs and other voluntary bodies in rural areas) whilst county councils themselves provided £133,060. These figures included 60% of the annual cost of servicing loans raised by County Councils for farm institutes. An additional £53,350 was allocated as block grants for higher agricultural education. Journal of the Ministry of Agriculture, Report on the Work of the Education and Research Division of the Ministry, 1933-4. Vol. 42, 7,1935/36; the Luxmoore Report,  op cit, p. 43. These statistics were adversely compared to the overall expenditure of the Board of Education, circa £5,000,000 in 1935/6. Address to the Agricultural Committee of the Standing Committee of the Agricultural Council by H. Ramsbotham, Minister of Pensions, and ex-Parliamentary Secretary to MAF, November, 1936: PRO/MAF/33/61.
32 Interwar Labour Review, op cit. p. 502.

wartime Agricultural Agricultural Executive Committees, many of whom became
directly involved in the provision of rurally biased curricula in elementary and secondary education. Their professional body, the Agricultural Education Association (AEA) held annual conferences, and, after 1925, published its own, optimistically entitled journal Agricultural Progress. The AEA was informed in part by a standing Sub-Committee of County Agricultural Organisers, whose interests were inextricably bound to the advancement of rural bias in all its manifestations.

As will be shown later, however, regardless of the pioneering, if not ‘missionary’ spirit that some AEA members espoused, their expertise and interests often cut across those of the teaching profession in rural areas, a group whose interests will now be surveyed in relation to rural bias.

In 1926, the Hadow Report on The Education of the Adolescent reiterated the value of continuation classes as a necessary extension to schooling, ultimately recognised by the raising of the school age to 15 by the 1936 Education Act .This would have become a reality in 1939 had not war intervened, but such far-reaching legislation and its impact on LEA budgets normally allowed for a three year lead-in period. During the period between 1926 and 1936, however, a considerable debate emerged about exemptions which allowed children to leave school earlier if they were in ‘beneficial employment’ such as agriculture (33). The most vociferous in this debate were members of the National Union of Teachers, (NUT) who argued the egalitarian case that all children in rural schools should receive a sound, general education until aged 15. Exemptions for 13 -14 year olds should not be available, since they were perceived to be part of an organised campaign by farmers to keep rural workers’ children tied to the land, and continue to encourage their poverty of aspirations.  Conscious of the influence of the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) in local Agricultural Education Committees, the NUT was particularly concerned about the ways some LEAs had incorporated rural bias into schooling, as well as bringing school leavers back into the classroom in order to learn about the more practical aspects of agriculture, particularly poultry keeping and horticulture. Pedagogically, the skewing of a curriculum in the interests of the few who would ultimately work on the land in the most low-paid employment, appeared to be perverse (34). 

It is reasonable to assume that the NFU’s views on rural bias were largely self interested, generally relating to the amelioration of identified skills shortages in 

------------

33 Board of Education Circular 1457, 1936. This phrase was first used in relation to the exemption of 13 year old ‘half-timers’ in industries including agriculture prior to the First World War

34 The NUT, the National Union of Agricultural Workers (NUAW) and in some instances, the NFU, met during the interwar period and after to explore views on rural schooling, and this is a distillation of the NUT’s view as reported in various editions of the NUAW’s journal, The Landworker. See, for example, The Landworker, May, 1925, p.7; The Landworker, June, 1929, p. 12; The Landworker, December, 1947, p.6 when a National Joint Committee on rural education comprising all three interest groups was finally set up.

some regions through manual process continuation classes (35) but they also played an increasingly important part in organising the educational programmes for young persons and practical farmers during the interwar period. This, parallel, approach reflects differences of opinion, as to whether to focus on adult rather than school-based education in the furtherance of NFU objectives. Whilst the science offered by the existing secondary school system might provide a route to agricultural colleges for farmers’ sons, there was a fear that the experience would make them ‘ gentlemen’, and they would be lost to farming as a consequence (36). Moreover, what was offered was ‘too abstract and academic..insofar as secondary education was concerned’’ (37). Continuation classes in practical aspects of agriculture were therefore favoured, especially when undertaken at weekends or in the evenings, and in collaboration with the National Federation of Young Farmers’ Clubs (38). Once the provisions of the 1936 Act became known, however, intensive lobbying by the NFU took place in order to create circumstances favourable for children to obtain certificates of exemption from schooling. Another strategy included the investigation of possibilities for the training of young apprentices in agricultural crafts, a scheme pioneered in Devon, whereby boys attending senior elementary schools could also attend classes offered by the county’s mobile farriery and welding facility on a part-time basis (39).

The other major protagonist in this debate was the National Union of Agricultural Workers (NUAW), a relatively small body by trade union standards, but whose

views had to be reflected in various fora in rural areas, under the terms of the postwar democratic settlement. However, in response to the way in which the Hadow Report had been interpreted by some LEAs, the Union argued in 1929 that they were

             utterly opposed to directing the education of village boys and girls

             consciously towards providing future workers on the land..

             there is no reason why teaching should not be related to a rural

             environment but that is a far different matter from combining brain

             and hand work with the object of turning out farm workers of the 

             future  (40).  

It should be noted here that the NUAW were particularly exercised about the publication of Lady Denman’s Report on the Practical Education of Women for Rural Life, which had been published in 1928. This had recommended that all
-------------------------------------------

35 As expressed, for example in the Minutes of the Education Sub-Committee of the National Farmer’s Union, 20/4/1920; Centre for Agricultural and Rural History, University of Reading. 

36 Minutes of the NFU Education Sub Committee, 12/3/24.

37 Minutes of the NFU Education Sub Committee, 9/11/35.

38 For example, Tiverton Middle School Young Farmers Club, in Devon, had instruction in ploughing on Saturdays during the winter term of 1934. See Club Minutes 1933-36 for this fee-based secondary school in DRO/2696B series.

39 Minutes of Devon County Council Education Committee 26/9/46, p 37; 12/12/46, p. 43.

40The Landworker, June, 1929, op cit.

girls in elementary country schools should be educated in rural domestic
economy – a somewhat elastic term - and that specially trained teachers in this
area should be provided. Unless the interests of country girls could be engaged,
and their material prospects improved through rural regenerative measures, then

they would be the first to move, with their families, to the towns.

Although Lady Denman, as President of the National Federation of Womens’ Institutes clearly had some influence in government circles, the latter’s claim to represent women in all sections of rural life was hotly disputed by the NUAW (41). There may have been internal vested interests which prevented the Union welcoming the emergence of a rurally trained female labour force, but it also echoed the concerns articulated by the international labour movement, which criticised the rural and agricultural bias present in the education of young persons in many European countries.  This policy was perceived as a means of keeping as many young, fit workers on the land for reasons of national security, or the preservation of the ‘most stable’ racial types (42). Equally, the maintenance of the British agricultural workforce had strategic dimensions, since ‘less than a million men, over fifteen employed in agriculture’ would pose problems for the nation’s defence and agricultural self sufficiency should war break out again (43).
In summary, and other than considering the interests of the state in forwarding interwar agricultural policy, it can be argued that this survey of conflicting interests relating to rural and agricultural bias in the school curriculum provides  historical insights into issues affecting rural and the wider society, including labour and class relations and increasing professionalism (44). The remaining section explores the extent to which this curriculum was effective. 

Rural bias and its effect on education in England and Wales 1919 -1939

The re-organisation of elementary schooling posed many problems for LEAs. Other than coping with the disarray created by public expenditure cuts in the early 1920’s and 1930’s, opinion in rural counties was often divided on

the closure of village schools, which had to be taken into consideration. It was argued that they catered not only for the needs of the pupils but others too, and that communities would be spilt if the locus of the village shifted. Hertfordshire, for example, a LEA wholly in favour of rural bias planned its education policy on the basis of village schools as being the linchpin of the village community, once 

the 1936 Education Act was in place (45).
-------------

41 See for example, The Landworker, August-November 1921, which discuss the class base and attitudes of the WI hierarchy; their reasons for the perpetuation of domestic service, September 1921 p 15

42 See the Final Report of the Agricultural Tribunal of Investigation, 1924, Cmd.2145, p.105.

43 ibid, p 204.
44 See A  Howkins,  op cit, H  Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society in England since 1880, London: Routledge, 1989.  

45 D Parker, ‘This gift from the gods? Hertfordshire and the 1936 Education Act’, History of Education, 1996, 25, 2, pp. 165-180.

On the other hand, interwar pioneers in rural education such as Henry Morris, argued that the debate about vocational education in rural areas was a ‘dismal dispute’ (46).To Morris, learning did not end after leaving school, but was a lifelong process. Nevertheless, his ‘Village College’ movement did not take off, most authorities taking a more limited approach. During decades characterised by economic uncertainty, most senior elementary education aimed to be essentially needs-oriented and practically based. Since village schools commanded few resources, it made sense to reorganise into bigger, and hopefully, better units of central provision for 11-15 year olds, especially if transport was laid on for children in outlying villages, as in Devon, for example (47).
In terms of secondary education, the postwar Board of Education seems to have gradually relaxed its view on an agriculturally slanted curriculum, so long as it embraced some science, English and a modern language - an ‘all round’ education could include concessions to rural needs (48). Some secondary schools in areas whose populations were in one way or another connected to agriculture therefore embraced rural bias, which was aligned to the curricula of local farm institutes or agricultural colleges .  What transpired, given the permissive nature of funding for agricultural education, however, was a predictable hotch-potch of provision, influenced as we have seen by agencies with their own agendas in terms of what and how village children should learn.  Thus, in 1926, and in anticipation of the opportunities afforded by the recommendations of the Hadow Report, MAF and the Board of Education set up a Sub-Committee to  ‘consider the whole question’ of the instruction of boys and girls between the ages of 14-16’, working in conjunction with Lady Denman’s Sub-Committee on the Practical Education of Women for Rural Life. The Final Report of the Sub-Committee (49) recommended both the Board and MAF to fund continuation classes, who regularly circularised LEAs to that effect (50). 

-----------------------

46 Henry Morris ‘The Village College’ quoted in L.F Easterbrook, op cit, p. 98.

47 Devon and Exeter Gazette, commenting on Holsworthy School’s ‘back to the land’ provision, 6/10/33. 

48 S L Bensusan, ‘Rural Bias’ in Secondary Schools: the Work at Sexey’s Foundation School in Somerset, Interwar Labour Review, op cit p. 29. Other examples were Welshpool County School for Boys, in Montgomeryshire, Knaresborough Rural Secondary School in the West Riding of Yorkshire, Dauntsey Agricultural School in West Lavington, Wiltshire, and Lady Manners School, Bakewell, Derbyshire. See also A S McWilliam, ’The agricultural education of the youth of fifteen or over’, Agricultural Progress, 19, 1,1945.

49 Interdepartmental Committee of the Ministry of Agriculture and the Board of Education: Final Report of the Rural Continuation Classes Sub-Committee, 1926, PRO/MAF 33/61.

50 Circular Letter 1365 to LEAs on ‘Rural Education’ from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries,  28th May, 1925; Circular Letter 1358 to LEAs on ‘Rural Continuation Classes from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries to County Agricultural Education Authorities and the Board of Education to Education Committees who do not deal with Agricultural Education’, 25th November, 1925;The Rural Bias given to Elementary Education in Country Districts in England. Board of Educational Pamphlet 46, January 1926; Circular Letter to LEAs on ‘Rural Continuation Classes’ from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries and the Board of Education 22nd  March 1927; Circular Letter to County Authorities for Agricultural Education, 7th  November, 1929. PRO/MAF 33/61.

The aim of this increasingly urgent correspondence was to illustrate the scope of provision which could be made available to 14-16 year olds, and grants in aid for the expansion of agricultural education for such children, in order to ‘stimulate or maintain the interest of young persons in an agricultural career’ (51).
Some counties did take an early interest in this provision, such as Salop, which, 

in 1927-8 provided Junior Agricultural Organised courses, lasting 20 weeks during the winter months and held during the evening at local schools. The first course, of 35 boys, and 21 girls aged 14-17 included approximately 50% of farm or smallholder’s children, the remainder being labourer’s children. The curriculum for both sexes included English, rural lore, elementary agriculture and horticulture, poultry management and agricultural mathematics. One third of the time was allocated to gender related study in surroundings deemed to be appropriate – woodwork, elementary farriery, and the care of implements for boys, and cookery and domestic science for girls (52). Other counties involved in rurally biased, evening continuation classes were Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, Somerset, Staffordshire, Durham, Norfolk and Hertfordshire. Some counties were also prepared to offer classes to children still at school, including Buckinghamshire, Cornwall, Devon, Essex, Hertfordshire, Lincolnshire, Rutland, Somerset, Wiltshire and Carmarthen (53).
However, even by the mid-1930’s, 20 out of 52 counties in England and Wales did not provide special facilities for 14-16 year olds, the poorest being Norfolk, and the most geographically inaccessible being Cumberland (54). Others simply concentrated on gardening in schools. Even if cuts in public expenditure had not taken place, however, major reasons for non-participation appears to have been the lack of accommodation for scientifically based instruction, insufficient numbers of suitably trained teachers, or the potential for conflicts of interest between certificated teachers and county agricultural staff. Teachers argued that they would find it difficult to find sufficient time to run continuation classes in addition to their normal timetable, whilst questioning the ability of untrained county staff to teach schoolchildren (55).This problem remained unresolved at the outbreak of war, although some counties did provide courses for elementary schoolteachers in rural science through the local farm institute or college (56). 

 ----------------------

51 Circular Letter 22nd March, 1927, op cit

52 ‘Junior Agricultural Courses in Salop’, Journal of the Ministry of Agriculture, 36, 1929-30, p.115.

53 Note on Rural Continuation Classes (together with a brief account of the measures taken to interest schoolchildren in agricultural pursuits) PRO/MAF 33/61

54 List of Continuation Classes 14 -16 Group, 1934-6 PRO/MAF 33/61.
55 See, for example, letter dated 9/4/37 from Buckinghamshire’s County Organiser of Agricultural Education to MAF on’ Rural training in New Central Schools’ indicating objections from the County Education Committee on utilising the services of uncertificated agricultural staff in schools PRO/MAF 33/61. 

56 In 1930-31, for example, 4 full time and 25 part-time courses for teachers were held in rural science, including training in rural housewifery .Minutes of the 31st meeting of the Interdepartmental Committee of the Ministry of Agriculture and Board of Education, 11th March, 1932, PRO/MAF 33/61.

However, not only did Devon provide courses for teachers to be responsible for

instruction in rural science at the new senior schools, but it also developed a system whereby four peripatetic rural instructresses taught science with a background of poultry instruction or dairying. There appeared to have been little resentment shown by teachers against the instructresses, since headmasters were in control over them as well as other staff. Moreover, collaboration took place between school science staffs and instructresses in devising schemes of work. This model of provision appears to have worked effectively by the setting up of a joint Sub-Committee comprising equal numbers of the county council Education and Agricultural Committees, a comparatively rare development in co-operation by interwar local government, and informed by the county’s previous enthusiasm in implementing the Technical Instruction Acts  (57).
One answer to this complex situation, as Hall had argued, was to incorporate rural science within the teacher-training curriculum, or at least, that natural sciences should be a compulsory subject for all elementary schoolteachers (58).  However, such additions could only be effected if training courses were to be extended for a further year, which most teachers could not afford. Moreover, such qualifications would not mean an enhancement in salary, particularly since rural schoolteachers were paid less than their urban counterparts on the Burnham Scale, weighted to accommodate higher costs of living in cities (59). Most importantly, the Board of Education appeared to be dragging its feet on such matters, not simply due to the expense involved in science-based teacher training, but also due to its reluctance to agree that general science should be a component of all elementary schooling. The exasperation of officials in MAF manifested itself in private, especially since it was being increasingly pressed by powerful members of the AEA (60) to produce a suitable foundation for vocational instruction in rural schools:

             The whole matter would be greatly simplified if the B (oard) of E

             (Education) would just accept the principle of a basis of  general

             science for everybody and not thinking of art, for example, as

             having rival claims to consideration in this respect. Anyway, it

             has always been Science and Arts (61).       

 ---------------------

57 ‘Rural Bias in Agricultural Education’, Note of Departmental Discussion on 8th June, 1937,

PRO/MAF 33/61.

58 Truro Training College for Women was the only college which incorporated rural bias into its two year curriculum for certificated teachers during the interwar period. This college was an adjunct of the University College of the South West (St. Luke’s) in Exeter, Devon, which trained teachers for Church of England Schools. The curriculum is included in PRO/MAF 33/61, dated April 1931.

59 ’Rural Bias in Agricultural Education’, 8th June, 1937, op cit.

60 Record of a discussion with a deputation from the AEA, 20th October,1934. The representatives of the Association included Professor Comber, of Leeds University, the architect of Junior Agricultural courses for 14-16 year olds in Yorkshire, Professor Neville of Reading University, and Professor Hanley, of Armstrong College. PRO/MAF 33/61.

61 Comments inscribed by B Stewart on a report of the Interdepartmental Committee meeting

on the ‘ruralisation’ of teacher training colleges, written by Miss Pratt, MAF’s Women’s Education Officer, dated 4/11/35, PRO MAF 33/61.

To summarise, the effects of various pressure groups, official and professional rivalries at various levels, and a ‘liberal’ bias inherent in the elementary school 

curriculum and teacher training institutions mitigated the efforts of those who, for a variety of reasons, wished to promote a more vocationally oriented base for young boys and girls in rural areas. Moreover, the ‘stop –go’ nature of LEA educational investment during the interwar period, and their priorities relating to schools reorganisation meant that many at grassroots level saw the Young Farmer’s movement as the best, and cheapest means of meeting the needs of rural communities, and keeping youths interested in farming or horticulture.

On the basis of the data available, the success of continuation classes for 14-16 year olds in spearheading the campaign in rural bias appears to be variable. In

terms of the actual numbers involved for the period 1926-1938, the evidence is incomplete, but circa 21,000 students in England and Wales attended a variety of

day and evening classes related to agriculture or horticulture between 1934-5, for example (62). However, some of these courses included those for teachers, and the age range was not always specified. Information provided to MAF from individual counties is more illuminating. In the West Riding of Yorkshire, for example, and excluding manual process classes, 50 children between the ages of 13-16 attended 8 day continuation classes at various centres during 1933-4. Two years later, 129 children attended in 14 centres, and in 1936-7, 160 attended at 16 centres. In the same academic year, Kent recorded 89 students attending continuation classes at four centres, whose average age was 15. In Monmouthshire, 44 students under the age of 16 attended classes in agriculture, poultry keeping, dairying and rural domestic science between 1934 and 1935. A year later, 79 children in Devon aged between 14 and 16 attended 23 classes in agriculture, horticulture, dairying and poultry keeping. A further 240 attended manual process classes held during the day or in the evening (63).

These slowly growing figures do not allow for a conclusive judgement. The data on the decline of agricultural workers and those involved in farming during the interwar period suggests that agricultural education per se was insufficient to sustain existing village communities (64). Positive outcomes arising from the promotion of rural bias in the interwar schools curriculum, that is, preventing the drift from the land, were minimised by the influence of vying interest groups, as has already been shown.
---------------------

62 List of Continuation Classes 14-16 Age Group op cit; 

63 Letters from Monmouthshire, Devon, Kent and Leeds Agricultural Education personnel, PRO/MAF 33/61.

64 In 1921, for example, 869,000 agricultural workers were employed in England and Wales; by 1939, the numbers had shrunk to 607,000, but it should be noted that the largest drop in numbers were those employed in part-time or seasonal work. MAFF, Agricultural Statistics, Great Britain 1866-1966, London, HMSO, 1968, p. 62.See also J. Thirsk, (ed.), Agricultural History of England and Wales, Vol. 8, 1914-1939, Cambridge: CUP 1978, p. 212 . 

On the other hand, it could be argued that, in conjunction with the campaigns for better marketing and more efficient agricultural productivity during the 1930’s, the promotion of rural bias in its various forms went some way towards changing attitudes and expectations as to the practice and future of agriculture, whilst encouraging farming families to stay on the land. Most importantly, daytime continuation classes assisted in pioneering the concept of day-release for students aged 15 or over taking vocational courses in colleges. Pressures for the inclusion of science into both school and teacher training curricula were also strengthened. More room within them had to be found, and more resources were required in order to improve teachers, accommodation and equipment, especially since the introduction of outside expertise had proved to be contentious. The case for secondary and further education for all, in country or in towns, was, therefore, enhanced, whilst paving the way for more equitable salary scales for country schoolteachers. Although the need to become agriculturally self-sufficient after the Second World War was a major factor in resolving such issues, this was assisted by the piloting of rural bias schemes during the interwar period. As such, they not only may have been of benefit to those who remained on the land, but to wider society as a whole.

