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School Records 
 

Free education for all children is something which we now take for granted, yet this is actually a development which 

is only just over 100-years-old.   

State Education started after the 1870 Elementary Education Act of W. E. Forster.  This enabled the creation of local 

School Boards who assessed local requirements, facilities and who were empowered to create new schools, if 

facilities were deemed insufficient.  One down-side to this early school provision is that the parents were required to 

pay a fee, which they could often not afford.  Similarly, they might not have been able to afford losing their 

children’s income, as happened when they were in school and not working.   

Gradually things improved and by 1918 education was free, and mandatory up to the age of 14.   

However, education in the British Isles has much earlier roots, going back to the 5th Century.  For many centuries 

education was the province of the church and from 1603 until 1869 the Anglican Church was responsible for 

licencing teachers, although the actual practice declined in later years.  Copies of surviving teacher certificates and 

related records are held at the Durham Diocesan Archives at Palace Green Library in Durham.  

Over time more schools and teaching establishments were established.  For example, records of Newcastle Grammar 

School at Tyne & Wear Archives date back to 1600.   

The earliest school were fee-paying and so were often open only to children of the upper and middle-classes, 

although many of these also employed tutors and governesses to teach their children at home.   

There were also charitable schools.  An example of a North East charitable school is that Lord Crewe’s Charity which 

was founded at Bamburgh Castle in 1772.  The female School of Industry was still operating when the castle was sold 

in 1890.  

Lord Crewe was Bishop of Durham 1675 to 1721 and under the terms of his will he founded a 

charity, which still functions today.  The historical records of this charity are held at the 

Northumberland Archives.  

Many schools originally had a distinctly religious outlook – predominantly Church of England.  However, after the 

Toleration Act of 1689 many other denominations (excluding Roman Catholics) started to establish their own 

schools.  Catholic Schools did not start until after the Catholic Relief Act of 1834.  
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There were also a range of other types of school:  

 Public and other independent schools 

o Many of these fee-paying schools have early origins.  For example, Eton was founded in 1440 and 

Rugby was founded in 1567.   

o Durham School was founded in 1414 by Bishop Langley 

 Sunday schools 

o These started around 1780 

 Workhouse schools 

o For children in the workhouse 

 Ragged schools 

o Started in 1810 for poor children 

 Military schools 

o Students included young recruits, children of service men and fee-paying students 

 Dame schools 

o Basic education taught by women in their own homes on payment of a small fee 

 Industrial Schools 

o These were boarding schools for poor and neglected children 

o These schools, together with reformatories, later became known as approved schools.  

The Wellesley Training Ship.  This was a ship-board school on the River Tyne at Tynemouth.  It was 

designed to provide a home and education for homeless and neglected boys and prepare them for 

a life in the Navy.  Records of the Wellesley are at Northumberland Archives.  

Survival of school records is very variable so it is a matter of luck as to whether or not anything of interest will still 

exist.  

School Records 
Most of these schools left records which may still be available.  Types of information include: 

 Admission registers 

o May include details of father 

 Log Books 

 Minute books from the School Board 

Some examples of school records are given below.  

The Admission Register for Simonburn C of E School, 1873-18971 included John, Henry, Annie, Frank, Minna, George 

and Watson Smith.  

Records included the following information for each child, where available:  

 Admission number 

 Date of admission 

 Date of re-admission 

 Date of Birth  

 Surname 

 Christian name of child 

 Christian name of parent 

                                                           
1 ref.: CES 235/3/1 
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 What, if any, claim to exemption be made 

 Residence 

 Last school 

 Highest standard presented in each school 

 Years when presented in this school in each standard 

 Date of withdrawal 

Smith is a very common name, however the name of the father of all these children was Frank, so they were siblings.  

The inclusion of the birthdate gives an alternative source of this data - without paying for 7 birth certificates! 

The exemptions also included some interesting details:  

William Huddleston Delicate 

Joseph Bell  Speech defect 

Celia Waugh  Quite deaf 

School Log Books provide information on the general activities of the school and of the teachers rather than of 

individual pupils unless they were particularly significant.  Some examples from the Tynemouth Priory logbook 1885-

1907 are as follows2: 

"Wm. Champney fainted in school this morning.  His mother said he was extremely delicate and the family medical 

advisor recommended very little school work and no home lessons" 

"Punished Percy Tinwell for his impertinence to me.  He afterwards left his class without permission from the 

teacher and went home." 

Tynemouth Prior Logbook includes some unusual reasons for why the children were unable to attend school, 

reflecting the town’s role as a holiday resort:  

o Minding donkeys (presumably the ones on the beach!!) 

o Minding boats and bathing machines 

o Acting as guides 

o Carrying parcels and luggage 

o Cooks, housemaids etc. for those members of the family who are catering for visitors 

Records of Lord Crewe’s school at Bamburgh Castle include: 

 Accounts - these include details of the various items manufactured in the female school of industry (mostly 

textile items such as stockings) 

 Letters, notes and forms of application for admission to the school (July 1828-August 1867) 

 Register of girls recommended for admission (July 1879-July 1892) 

 Applications for post of schoolmaster (1835) 

 Logbook of Bamburgh Castle Boarders School (Girls) (1881-1893) 

 List of boys in Bamburgh Castle Free School, 1787 

  

                                                           
2 EP169/47 
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Hints and Tips 

 Use local maps and trade directories to see what schools might have been in the area where your ancestors 

lived. 

 Remember, many schools have changed their names over time. 

 Search online catalogues for local record offices to see what they may have available for schools of interest 

 Records may still be with the school 

 More recent records will typically be closed to the public 

 “Scholar” in a census report may not mean that a child was attending full time school.  Particularly in the 

earlier censuses, it may be an indicator of some limited education, for example, attending a Sunday School.  

 Local record offices often have copies of school photographs, which may show your ancestors.  

 

 

 

Disclaimer: This document is intended as a guide to get you started with researching your family history.  It is not 

intended to be comprehensive and Cameo Family History does not accept responsibility.  for errors and omissions.  


