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Key legislation for classroom practice

Beginnings of State Education

Before 1870 there had only been slow growth in formal education. Education was 
mainly a private activity, with wealthy parents sending their children to fee-paying 
schools. Others used whatever local teaching was made available. A Committee of the 
Privy Council was appointed in 1839 to supervise the distribution of government 
grants for education. From 1857 to 1902 the Vice-President of the Committee of the 
Council on Education, the equivalent of the Secretary of State for Education today, led 
educational policy. 

The ‘Balfour’ Education Act 1902: Local Education Authorities

By the end of the 19th century, the number of radical political movements had 
increased. These took education seriously and real debates about schooling in Britain 
started to happen. The ‘Balfour’ Education Act 1902 saw the creation of Local 
Education Authorities (LEAs). They took on the responsibility for elementary and 



ProfESSionAL STudiES in PrimAry EducATion4

secondary schools as well as the maintenance of board and voluntary schools. This 
included responsibility for the secular curriculum. 

The fisher Act 1918: education until 14

The Fisher Act, in the Lewis Report of 1917, proposed that the school leaving age be 
raised to 14, with attendance for a minimum of 8 hours a week. It was not until the Act 
of 1918 that the recommendations where partially acted upon and the school leaving age 
was raised from 12 to 14. There was also the opportunity for education by day release.

The Hadow reports, 1923 to 1931: primary education

Sir Henry Hadow produced six reports between 1923 and 1931:

 • The Differentiation of the Curriculum (1923) 
 • Psychological Tests of Educable Capacity (1924) 
 • The Education of the Adolescent (1926) 
 • Books in Public Elementary Schools (1928) 
 • The Primary School (1931) 
 • Infant and Nursery Schools (1933) 

The Education of the Adolescent (Hadow 1926) recommended school transfer at age 11 
and led to the establishment of primary schools for children aged 5–11. Despite this being 
put forward in the 1920s, it was not until the 1944 Education Act that this happened in 
reality. The Hadow reports on The Primary School (1931) and Infant and Nursery Schools 
(1933) started to consider what primary education should be. Unfortunately, at that time, 
it was seen ‘in terms of cheapness, economy, large classes, obsolete, ancient and inadequate 
buildings, and so on’ (Galton et al. 1980 p. 33), rather than focusing on an educational 
system aiming to benefit young children. However, there was a feeling that the importance 
of child development was becoming recognised. Nevertheless, the recommendation for 
similar funding for primary and secondary schools has still not been implemented. 

The Butler Act of 1944

It was actually the Norwood Report of 1943 that put forward the notion of three types 
of secondary school and the tripartite system, which was embedded in the 1944 
Education Act. Rab Butler, President of the Board of Education, was a radical reformer 
of education and managed to shake up the whole of the education system with his 
Education Act of 1944. Discussions had taken place between the government, church, 
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all political parties and educationalists. However, Labour won a landslide election victory 
in the post-war election and it was Clement Attlee’s Labour government, not Rab Butler, 
who was left to implement this far-ranging Act. 

The cambridge review

The Cambridge Primary Review is the first comprehensive review of English primary 
education for 40 years, written over six years, and is based on extensive consultation and 
analysis of research evidence. As a result, it makes radical suggestions about how all 
aspects of primary education might be changed. It is intended to be a discussion docu-
ment to inform future developments. To what extent new governments will respond to 
these recommendations we shall see but the engagement with them will keep discussion 
alive. A recent government promise to replace centralisation with self-determination 
does not bode well for nuanced, informed and in-depth debate. And the concentration 
of power at the centre for 20 years cannot easily be unpicked. 

Centrally determined versions of primary education may be all that many teachers 
know. Yet education is full of polarised dichotomies: the child/the subject, skills/
knowledge, standards/breadth, government/local education authorities/schools, what 
children learn/how children learn. They are all important, but how do we weight them?

Part 1 of the Cambridge Review is based on a huge survey of what members of society 
think about current primary education and what they would like in the future. Part 2 is 
based on 31 research papers and makes recommendations on the purposes and values 
of education, the curriculum and the learning environment. It did not give a prescriptive 
curriculum as the National Curriculum had, but suggested eight domains which would 
embrace national and local components, designed to give schools more flexibility.

The rose review

The Rose Review was more of a government report. The key features of the new cur-
riculum were to be:

recognising the continuing importance of subjects and the essential knowledge, skills and 
understanding of them, providing a stronger focus on curriculum progression, ensuring that 
by the age of 7 children have a secure grasp of literacy and numeracy skills, strengthening the 
teaching and learning of information and communication technology (ICT), providing greater 
emphasis on personal development through a more integrated and simpler framework, 
building stronger links between the Early Years and the Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Key 
Stage 1, and between Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3, offering exciting opportunities for learning 
languages for 7–11-year-olds. The Rose Review had six areas of learning, which developed 
from the EYFS areas and led into Key Stage 3. Schools would have control over teaching 
methods and pedagogy; teaching content additional to the statutory National Curriculum; 
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how the curriculum is organised and described, for example as subjects, topics or themes; 
time allocated to each subject and the length of each lesson and assessment for learning, and 
over assessments and tests. (DFCPS 2009)

Neither of these Reviews was adopted. The Rose Review was due to be implemented by 
September 2011; as Labour lost the election of 2010, the Conservative–Liberal coalition 
government has reverted back to the National Curriculum until it introduces and makes 
statutory its own education policies.

Implications of legislation for classroom practice: an overview  
(1820 to the present)

classroom practicalities

The classroom environment has moved a long way from chalk and slate in the 1800s. 
Gone too are the philosophy and strategies and classroom organisation of the 1950s 
when pupils sat in rows, often in order from 1 to 40 – or more – based on periodic 
teachers’ tests, often in classes which were ‘streamed’ by ability. 

The Plowden Report (1967) talked about ‘integrated’ and ‘blocked’ periods and the 
choices the teacher had about when to teach the whole class, groups or individuals. No 
longer did teachers stand in front of a blackboard or teach pupils from behind a central 
desk. Children no longer sat in silence all day. Teachers were encouraged to interact with 
the pupils. By the 1980s, teachers’ desks were out of fashion and put to one side in the 
classroom rather like a base, or even removed.

The choices are still there, with interactive whiteboards, carpet areas, choice of teach-
ing style – all of which form the personalised and rich philosophy of individual teachers. 

Reports, reviews and education Acts had demanded that teachers be flexible and adapt 
their philosophy. However, the pressure of the National Curriculum has, arguably, imposed 
constraints. Worrying about league tables has, for many teachers, diminished creativity. But, 
as teachers, we have a wealth of experience and views as to what works and does not and this 
liberates us, in spite of constraints, to develop into the teachers we personally want to be.

Reflective task: central control or free schools?

Put a tape across the room marked at 1-metre intervals. Label one end ‘centralised 
education’ and the other ‘free schools’. Take it in turns to make a statement about 
the degree of state control of education you think there should be and why, then 
stand on the appropriate place along the continuum line. After each statement, 
anyone on the line may move in either direction if their opinion has changed. 
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