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Subject: English Language – 19th-century non-fiction texts 

Theme: Education 

Rationale 

This thematic collection (drawn from Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorians) will allow students to 

read and understand 19th-century non-fiction texts, and support them in identifying key features for a range 

of genres, audiences and purposes.  

Each source is accompanied by original images (follow the links to download higher resolution versions) plus a 

transcript. 

Content 
Non-fiction sources from the site: 

1. Advertisement for Bowes Academy from The Times 
2. Letter from Charles Dickens on ragged schools, from the Daily News 
3. Charlotte Brontë’s journal  

4. Newspaper report on a visit to the Field Lane ragged school  

5. The Friendly Visitor, written by the Brontë sister’s headmaster 

6. A plea for Ragged Schools 

7. Pamphlet from an orphan school  

8. The First Principles of Polite Behaviour 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommended further reading: 
Education in Victorian Britain by Liza Picard 
Ragged Schools by Imogen Lee 

Key questions 

Closely read one or more text extracts. Next, work through the following activities and questions: 

1. List up to 5 ideas or pieces of information conveyed by the writer about their chosen subject. 

2. How does the writer use language and tone for effect and to influence you as a reader?  

3. How has the writer structured the text for effect and to influence you as a reader?  

4. Compare and contrast ideas, audience and purpose across two or more texts. 

5. How does the text’s title and format appeal to its audience? 
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Dating from 1817, this is an advertisement for 

Bowes Academy, the nightmarish school on which 

Charles Dickens based Dotheboys Hall in Nicholas 

Nickleby (1839).  

Many Yorkshire schools were notorious for 

providing cheap, squalid places for parents to 

dump their sons and daughters. William Shaw, the 

school's headmaster, was prosecuted in 1823 

when two of his pupils went blind, allegedly due 

to poor conditions and lack of hygiene at the 

school. 

Advertisement for Bowes Academy from 

The Times 

Full Title:  'EDUCATION. - At Mr. CLARKSON'S 

Old established CLASSICAL, 

COMMERCIAL, and 

MATHEMATICAL ACADEMY [etc.]' 

Published:  1817, London 

Format:  Newspaper / Ephemera / 

Advertisement 

Creator:  The Times 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark:  19th Century British Library 

Newspapers 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/advertisement-for-bowes-academy-from-the-times
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EDUCATION. – At Mr. CLARKSON'S Old-established CASSICAL, COMMERCIAL and MATHEMATICAL 

ACADEMY, Bowes-hall, near Great Bridge, Yorkshire, BOYS are Boarded, provided with books, &c. and 

expeditiously instructed in every branch of a useful and polite Education, necessary to qualify them for any 

situation in life, at 20 guinea, a year: the French Language is taught till its greatest purity, by a native of 

France, at 10s. 6d. per quarter. Mr. C. pledges himself that the strictest attention is paid to the health, moral 

conduct an intellectual improvement of his Pupils; and in order to expedite their Education as much as 

possible, he teaches assiduously in the School himself, and does not allow any vacations, For cards, and 

reference to parents of boys educated at this establishment, apply to Mir, Smith, 26, Lombard-street, who is 

Mr. C.'s agent, and will give information respecting the conveyance from London to Bowes-hall.
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Letter from Charles Dickens on ragged 

schools, from the Daily News 

Full title: 'Crime and Education’ 

Published:  4 February 1846, London 

Format:  Newspaper / Letter / Ephemera 

Creator:  Daily News, Charles Dickens 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark:  1846-1912 LON LD10 NPL 

‘Ragged’ schools were charitable organisations 

that aimed to provide free education to poor and 

destitute children in 19th-century Britain. They 

were generally situated in improvised 

accommodation in poor metropolitan areas, and 

included only the facilities that could be easily 

begged or borrowed. 

Charles Dickens here describes his 1843 visit to the 

ragged school in Field Lane, Clerkenwell – also the 

site in which he had set Fagin’s den of child 

pickpockets in Oliver Twist (1838). Dickens’s visit 

directly influenced A Christmas Carol (1843), 

inspiring the book’s central themes of poverty, 

education, miserliness, ignorance and redemption. 
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CRIME AND EDUCATION 

TO THE EDITORS OF “THE DAILY NEWS.” 

Gentlemen,-- I offer no apology for entreating the attention of readers of THE DAILY NEWS to an effort 

which has been making for some three years and a half, and which is making now, to introduce among the 

most miserable and neglected outcasts in London, some knowledge of the commonest principles of morality 

and religion; to commence their recognition as immortal human creatures, before the Goal Chaplain become 

their only schoolmaster; to suggest to Society that its duty to this wretched throng foredoomed to crime and 

punishment, rightfully begins at some distance from the police-office; and that the careless maintenance from 

year to year, in this the capital of the world, of a vast hopeless nursery of ignorance, misery, and vice: a 

breeding-place for the hulks and jails: is horrible to contemplate.  

This attempt is being made, in certain of the most obscure and squalid parts of the Metropolis: where rooms 

are opened, at night, for the gratuitous instruction of all comers, children or adults, under the title of RAGGED 

SCHOOLS. The name implies the purpose. They who are too ragged, wretched, filthy, and forlorn, to enter 

any other place: who could gain admission into no charity-school, and who would be driven from any church-

door; are invited to come in here, and find some people not depraved, willing to teach then something, and 

show them some sympathy, and stretch a hand out, which is not the iron hand of Law, for the correction.  

Before I describe a visit of my own to a RAGGED SCHOOL, and urge the readers of this letter for GOD’s sake 

to visit one themselves, and think of it (which is my main object), let me say, that I know the prisons of 

London, well. That I have visited the largest of them, more times than I could count; and that the Children in 

them are enough to break the heart and hope of any man. I have never taken a foreigner or a stranger of any 

kind, to one of these establishments, but I have seem him so moved at the sight of the Child-Offenders, and 

so affected by the contemplation of their utter renouncement and desolation outside the prison walls, that he 

has been able to disguise his emotion, as if some great grief had suddenly burst upon him. Mr. CHESTERTON 

and Lieutenant TRACEY (than whom more intelligent and humane Governers of Prisons it would be hard, if 

not impossible, to find) know, perfectly well, that these children pass and repass through the prisons  all their 

lives; that they are never taught; that the first distinctions between right and wrong are, from their cradles, 

perfectly confounded and perverted in their minds; that they come of untaught parents, and will give birth to 

another untaught generation; that in exact proportion to their natural abilities, is the extent and scope of their 

depravity; and that there is no escape or chance for them in any ordinary revolution of human affairs. Happily, 

there are schools in these prisons now. If any readers doubt how ignorant the children are, let them visit those 

schools and see them at their tasks, and hear how much they know when they were sent there. If they would 

know the produce of this seed, let them see a class of men and boys together, at the their books (as I have 

seen them in the House of Correction for this county of Middlesex), and mark how painfully the full-grown 

felons toil at the very shape and form of letters: their ignorance being so confirmed and solid. The contrast of 

this labour in the men, with the less-blunted quickness of the boys; the latent shame and sense of degradation 
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struggling through their dull attempts at infant lessons; and the universal eagerness to learn; impress me, in 

this passing retrospect, more painfully than I can tell,  

For the instruction, and as a first step in the reformation of such unhappy beings, the RAGGED SCHOOLS 

were founded. I was first attracted to the subject, and indeed was first made conscious of their existence, 

about two years ago, or more, by seeing an advertisement in the papers dated from West-street, Saffron-hill, 

stating “That a room had been opened and supported in that wretched neighbourhood for upwards or twelve 

months, where religious instruction had been imparted to the poor,” and explaining in a few words what was 

meant by Ragged Schools as a generic term, including, then, four or five similar places of instruction. I wrote 

to the masters of this particular school to make some further inquiries, and went myself soon afterwards.  

It was a hot summer night: and the air of Field-lane and Saffron-hill was not improved by such weather, nor 

were the people in those streets very sober or honest company. Being unacquainted with the exact locality of 

the school, I was fain to make some inquiries about it. These were very jocosely received in general; but 

everybody knew where it was, and gave the right direction to it. The prevailing idea among the loungers (the 

greater part of them the very sweepings of the streets and station-houses) seemed to be, that the teachers 

were quixotic, and the school upon the whole “a lark.” But there was certainly a kind of rough respect for the 

intention, and (as I have said) nobody denied the school or its whereabouts, or refused assistance in directing 

to it.  

It consisted at that time of either two or three – I forget which – miserable rooms, up-stairs in a miserable 

house. In the best of these, the pupils in the female school were being taught to read and write; and though 

there were among the number, many wretched creatures steeped in degradation to the lips, they were 

tolerably quiet, and listened with apparent earnestness and patience to their instructors. The appearance of 

this room was sad and melancholy, of course – how could it be otherwise! – But, on the whole, encouraging.  

The close, low, chamber at the back, in which the boys were crowded, was so foul and stifling as to be, at first, 

almost insupportable. But its moral aspect was so far worse than its physical, that this was soon forgotten. 

Huddled together on a bench about the room, and shown out by some flaring candles stuck against the walls, 

were a crowd of boys, varying from mere infants to young men; sellers of fruit, herbs, lucifer-matches, flints; 

sleepers under the dry arches of bridges; young thieves and beggars – with nothing natural to youth about 

them: with nothing frank, ingenious, or pleasant in their faces; low-browed, vicious, cunning, wicked; 

abandoned of all help but this; speeding downward to destruction; and UN-UTTERABLY IGNORANT.  

This, Reader, was one room as full as it could hold; but there were only grains in a sample of a Multitude that 

are perpetually siftinf through these schools; in sample of a Multitude who had within them once, and perhaps 

have now, the elements of men as good as you or I, and may-be infinitely better; in sample of a Multitude 

among whose doomed and sinful ranks (oh, think of this, and think of them!) the child of any man upon this 

earth, however lofty his degree, must, as by Destiny and Fate, be found, if, at its birth, it were consigned to 

such an infancy and nurture, as these fallen creatures had! 
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This was the Class I saw at the Ragged School. They could not be trusted with books; they could only be 

instructed orally; they were difficult of reduction to anything like attention, obedience, or decent behaviour; 

their benighted ignorance inference to the Deity, or to any social duty (how could they guess at an y social 

duty, being so disturbed by all social teacher but the gaoler and the hangman!) was terrible to see. Yet, even 

here, and among these, something had to be done already. The Ragged School was of recent date and very 

poor; but it had incalculated some association with the name of the Almighty, which was not an oath: and had 

taught them to look forward in a hymn (they sang it) to another life, which would correct the miseries and 

woes of this.  

The new exposition I found in this Ragged School, of this frightful neglect by the State of those whom it 

punishes so constantly, and whom it might, as easily and less expensively, instruct and save: together with the 

sight I had seen there, in the heart of London; haunted me, and finally impelled me to an endeavour to bring 

these Institutions under the notice of the Government; with some faint hope that the vastness of the question 

would supersede the Theology of the schools, and that the Bench of Bishops might adjust the latter question, 

after some small grant had been conceded. I made the attempt: and have heard no more of the subject, from 

that hour.  

The perusal of an advertisement in yesterday’s paper, announcing a lecture on the Ragged Schools last night, 

has led me into these remarks. I might easily have given them another form; but I address this letter to you, in 

the hope that some few readers in whom I have awakened an interest as a writer of fiction, may be, by that 

means attracted to the subject, who might otherwise, unintentionally, pass it over.  

I have no desire to praise the system perused in the Ragged Schools: which is necessarily very imperfect, if 

indeed there be one. So far I have any means of judging of what is taught there, I should individually object to 

it, as not being sufficiently secular, and as presenting too many religious mysteries and difficulties, to minds 

not sufficiently prepared for their reception. But I should very imperfectly discharge in myself the duty I wish to 

urge and impress on others, if I allowed any such doubt of mine to interfere with my appreciation of the 

efforts of these teachers, or my true wish to promote them by any slight means in my power. Irritating topics, 

of all kinds, are equally far removed from my purpose and intention. But,  I adjure those excellent person who 

aid, munificently, in the building of New Churches, to think of these Ragged Schools; to reflect whether some 

portion of their rich endowments might not be spared for such a purpose; to contemplate, calmly, the 

necessity of beginning at the beginning; to consider for themselves where the Christian Religion most needs 

and most suggests immediate help and illustration; and not to decide on any theory or hearsay, but to go 

themselves in the Prisons and the Ragged Schools, and form their own conclusions. They will be shocked, 

pained, and repelled, by much that they learn there; but nothing they Can learn, will be one-thousandth part 

so shocking, painful, and repulsive, as the continuance, for one year more, of these things as they have been 

for too many years already.  
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Anticipating that some of the more prominent facts connected with the history of Ragged Schools, may 

become known to the readers of THE DAILY NEWS through your account of the lecture in question, I abstain 

(though in possession of some such information) from pursuing the question further at this time. But if I should 

see occasion, I will take leave to return to it.  

CHARLES DICKENS 

Wednesday morning, Feb 4, 1846.   
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Charlotte Brontë’s journal  

Full title: Roe Head journal 

Created:  11 August 1836 

Format:  Manuscript / Diary 

Creator:  Charlotte Brontë 

Held by: Brontë Parsonage Museum 

Copyright:  © Brontë Parsonage Museum 

Shelfmark: Bonnell98 

 

Charlotte Brontë kept this journal while working as 

a teacher at Roe Head School in West Yorkshire.  

Later Brontë found fame as the author of Jane 

Eyre, published in 1847. The novel follows its 

heroine’s journey through life from childhood to 

adulthood. As an adult, Jane Eyre works as a 

governess (a type of home teacher). 
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Friday August 11th –All this day I have been  

in a dream, half miserable and half ecstatic  

miserable because I could not follow it out  

uninterruptedly; ecstatic because it shewed almost  

in the vivid light of reality that the ongoings of the  

infernal world. I had been toiling for nearly an  

hour with Miss Lister Miss Marriott and Ellen  

Cook, striving to teach them the distinction between  

an article and a substantive. The passing lesson  

was completed and dead silence had succeeded in  

the schoolroom, and I sat sinking from irritation  

and weariness into a kind of lethargy. The thought  

came over me: am I to spend all the best part  

of my life in this wretched bondage, forcibly  

surpressing my rage at the idleness, the apathy  

and the hyperbolical and most asinine stupidity of  

those fat headed oafs and on compulsion assum 

-ing an air of kindness, patience and assiduity?  

 

Must I from day to day sit chained to this chair  

prisoned within these four bare walls, while these  

glorious summer suns are burning in heaven & the  

year is revolving in its richest glow & declaring  

at the close of every summer day [the time I am losing] will never come  

again? Stung to the heart with this reflection,  

I started up and mechanically walked to the win 

-dow. A sweet August morning was smiling without.  

The dew was not yet dried off the field. The  
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early shadows were stretching cool and dim from  

the haystack and the roots of the grand old oaks  

and thorns scattered along the sunk fence. All  

was still except the murmur of the shrubs about  

me over their tasks. I flung up the sash. An uncer 

-tain sound of inexpressible sweetness came on a  

dying gale from the south. I looked in that dir 

-ection. Huddersfield and the hills beyond it were all  

veiled in blue mist; the woods of Hopton and Heaton  

Lodge were clouding the water’s edge; and the Calder  

silent but bright, was shooting among them lika  

silver arrow. I listened. The sound sailed full  

and liquid down the descent. It was the bells of Hud 

-dersfield parish church. I shut the window and went  

back to my seat. Then came on me, rushing  

impetuously, all the mighty phantasm that  

this had conjured from nothing to  

a system strange as some religious creed. I felt as  

if I could have written gloriously. I longed to  

write. [The spirit of Verdopolis,] of all the mountainous North, of all the woodland West,  

of all the river-watered East came crowding  

into my mind. If I had had time to indulge  

it, I felt that the vague sensations of that  

moment would have settled down into some  

narrative better at least than anything I have ever  

produced before. But just then a dolt came up  

with a lesson. I thought I should have vomited.   
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Report on a visit to the Field Lane 

ragged school  

Full title: Our homeless Poor. From the 

“Times,” December 24th, 1858. 

The Result of a visit to the Field 

Lane Ragged School, etc. 

Published:  1859, Bath, Somerset 

Format:  Pamphlet 

Creator:  unknown 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark: 8275.a.64.(16.) 

‘Ragged schools’, funded by charitable 

donations, provided free basic education to 

children of poor families in the 1800s. The 

teachers were often local volunteers, using 

makeshift locations – railway arches, stables or 

lofts. Children were taught reading, writing, 

arithmetic and Bible studies. 

This book, published in 1859, reprints a Times 

article from Friday 24 December 1858 

reporting a visit to Field Lane Ragged School in 

London. Describing the children who attend 

the school, it concentrates on what would 

today be called case studies. 
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They have among them one penny, with which they buy, while on their journey, a little bread, which they 

share equally. Alas! when they get to the Forest “they can’t find no holly,” and are obliged to tramp back to 

London again, sick and hungry, sleeping under hedges when their strength is spent. To the “Refuge” they 

come as their last resource.  

Then, there is another little fellow—a dull boy, stunted and stupid with misery; he gained his living while he 

could by sweeping crossings, carrying parcels, &c. His mother died while he was an infant; his father, “a 

respectable tradesman,” so it is said, followed her when the child was ten years old; his brother was drowned 

at sea. In the summer time he could earn twopence a-day by minding children of the hop-pickers; but then 

summer had fled, and he must live through the winter till the good time comes again. He has even been 

driven from  his favourite bedroom—an archway behind Surrey Theatre. His earnings have fallen off, and he, 

too, has come to the “Refuge.” 

Then there is a handsome boy, also a crossing-sweeper. He has come from Bristol, and he has a cancer 

forming it in his foot. When he went to the Hospital they told him to “rest his foot, keep it warm, and poultice 

it every night." Why did they not tell him that a breakfastcup full of turtle soup and half-a-glass of old Tokay 

every three hours would be a benefit to his constitution? Poultice his foot every night! Why, if you gave him a 

poultice the child would eat it! He too, has come to the Refuge as a last resource. 

One more instance, and we have done. One of the boys is a member of a family which consists of father, 

mother, and twelve children. His two eldest brothers are always in prison '' for doing handkerchiefs." His in 

eldest sister is now fifteen years of age, and in a is Reformatory. She was a thief in her infancy, and at eleven 

years of age a prostitute. This family collectively, appear in the long nights to have entered upon a very 

peculiar class of business. At two a.m. they would issue out from the cellar in which they lived, and work away 

till day-light at pulling down the posters and bills from the walls. The whole family in this way, by strenuous 

exertion, might succeed in tearing down half-a-hundred weight of paper, for which they could get 7½ d. One 

member of this firm has now come to the Refuge. It is useless, however, to multiply instances, when the 

narrative will be found at full length in another portion of our columns this day. There is a "Refuge" for 

females as well as one for boys close at hand, and he must be more or less than man who can read without 

emotion the story of its inmates. “A merry Christmas" to them, indeed! Cannot something be done for these 

poor creatures? 
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The Friendly Visitor was a monthly evangelical 

periodical that aimed 'to convey religious 

instruction and information to the lower classes of 

society, in a cheap and popular form'. Published 

between 1819–21, the magazine aimed to guide 

its young readers towards acceptable moral 

conduct and, ultimately, salvation. 

The magazine’s teachings are underpinned by the 

evangelical Christianity of its author, Reverend 

William Carus Wilson, founder and head of the 

Cowan Bridge Clergy Daughter's School attended 

by the Brontë sisters. He believed that children 

were born sinners, predestined to hell, and must 

repent to save their souls.  

 

 

 

   

The Friendly Visitor, written by the Brontë 

sisters’s headmaster 

Full title: The Friendly visitor, published in 

monthly tracts by the Rev William 

Carus Wilson Vol 1-3 

Published:  1819–21, Kirkby Lonsdale, Cumbria 

Format:  Periodical 

Creator:  William Carus Wilson 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark: RB.23.a.22150. 
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THE SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHER's THIRD AND LAST ADDRESS To HIS CHILDREN. 

In my former addresses, my dear children, I represented you as being by nature so spiritually hardened, as not 

to feel your state, though fast bund with the chains of sin and and satan; and so miserably blind, as not to 

discover your danger, though travelling on the road that leads to hell. By both these descriptions, the Bible sets 

forth your state. But there is another not less striking, by which we are compared to people sick of a sore 

disease. It is said of all unconverted sinners, that their “whole head is sick, and their whole heart faint:” that 

“from the sole of the foot, even unto the head, there is no soundness, but wounds and bruises, and putrifying 

sores.” Isaiah i. 5-6. When you come before the Lord in his house you are supposed to feel this; and if you do 

not feel it, you come before him with a lie upon your tongue; for one of first confessions that you make is that 

“you have no health in you.” You profess to approach Him as those who are spiritually diseased; and if you do 

not approach him in this character, your drawing near to him will do you no good; since they “who in their 

own opinion) are whole, need not a physician, but they who are sick.” 

You remember the - parable of the man who fell amongst thieves; and being by them stripped and beaten 

was left wounded and sore, and half dead. By this man you, and in common with you, all mankind, as they 

are by nature, are intended to be represented. Like him, sick and sore, and without the power to help 

yourselves, you lie in the highway of sin. Your souls, like his body are full of wounds. The different persons the 

(priest and Levite) who passed by the wounded man, and did not help him, are intended to shew, that we 

must expect no cure for our sin-sick souls, till Christ, the good Samaritan, shall come. For till, having healed us 

with the oil and wine of His precious blood, he shall remove us, by his spirit, to the shelter of his spiritual 

church, and keep us there by his grace, we are still in our sins, and the way of peace we can never know.  

Now, therefore, my children, pause and meditate upon what has been said to you. You have had Christ 

represented to you as softening hard hearts, opening blind eyes, breaking satan’s chains, and curing sin-sick 

souls.  

I put it to yourselves, therefore to decide, whether any one having received these benefits at the Saviour's 

hands, must not love him with the warmest affection; and whether if any be without this love, it is not certain 

proof that they have never sought, and therefore never obtained the pardon of their sins through his blood, 

and “all other benefits of his passion.” 

And remember, my dear young friends, that the love which is necessary to prove you savinglky interested in 

the death and merits of Jesus Christ, does not consist in words only, nor yet in feelings alone, but in the 

actions that spring from those feelings. The love of Christ is nothing less than giving ourselves up to his 

service, and dedicating to him the best powers of our souls and bodies. It is also the habit of to the being 

thankful for whatever he gives us, and endeavouring to the utmost of our power to turn it to his glory, and 

the good of our own souls. Those who  
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most improve the talents committed to them, and shew it in the only way which he approves; for he says, “if 

ye love me, keep my commandments.” John xiv. 15.  

 If we love Christ, we shall be satisfied with the situations in which he placed us. Every murmur will be silenced 

and put to flight, in those who feel that they merit nothing but hell; and that every comfort they enjoy, is so 

much above what they deserve, and was purchased for them at the immense cost of a Saviour's blood. 

Bearing in their minds what he has done for them, and what he has delivered them from, viz. chains, and 

darkness and disease, and the slippery road which leads to hell, they will be reconciled to the trials and 

affliction which he sends, assured that he has wisdom enough know what is best for them, and love enough to 

send them nothing else.  

O how wonderfully have some, whilst meditating upon these things, been carried out into the love of Christ, 

so that they could say with David, “whilst I was musing the fire kindled, and at last I spake with my tongue.” 

O that you and I might be thus affected with a sense of Christ's goodness! Yet, after all, the highest love we 

can feel for him, will fall infinitely short of what he deserves from all his redeemed people. They can never do 

enough in his service, nor say enough in his praise. They have every motive to live to his glory; and (if he call 

them to it) to die, as many of his servants have cheerfully done, in his cause.  

Finally—would you, my children, have a short concluding character of the people of Christ? They have 

presented themselves to him as living sacrifices, holy, acceptable to him. They think this the reasonable service 

of beings who, contrary to all their deservings, and by the free grace of God in Christ, have been called “out 

of darkness into light, and from the power of satan to God.” Their first object in life is to please him, who hath 

thus made them partakers of the hope of his calling. With this end in view, they engage in nothing without 

consulting his will as revealed in the Bible, and praying for his direction. It is their continual petition that they 

may in every thing, be taught by his Holy Spirit, that in nothing they may displease him, or his beloved Son. 

They desire that no moment should find them forgetful of him, who hath called them to eternal glory by Jesus 

Christ. They would, at all times, seek his help; rejoice in his love; confide in his promises; reveal to him all their 

wants; consult him in their difficulties; and bend to all his dispensations. This they would do; the Spirit indeed 

is willing, but the flesh is weak. Hence they have often to complain of their barrenness, and to lament the 

coldness of their hearts; often to humble themselves under the mighty hand of God, and to confess with 

penitence, that if he should deal with them according to their deservings, they would be unable to answear for 

one sin in a thousand. They find that they need to apply afresh continually to the blood of sprinkling. But with 

all their trials, they gain far more than they …
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‘Ragged schools’, funded by charitable donations, 

provided free basic education to children of poor 

families in the 1800s. The teachers were often 

local volunteers, using makeshift locations – 

railway arches, stables or lofts. Children were 

taught reading, writing, arithmetic and Bible 

studies. 

Thomas Guthrie, the author of this pamphlet, 

established the Ragged School movement in 

Scotland. A plea for Ragged Schools sets out to 

persuade readers of the necessity and value of the 

cause, in the hope that it will gain both their 

financial and moral support. It was written in 

1847, during the movement’s burgeoning decade. 
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a Destitute School was then floating in my brain; and so, with reference to the scheme, and by way of 

experiment, I said, “Would you go to school, if besides your learning, you were to get breakfast, dinner, and 

supper there?” It would have done any man's heart good to have seen the flash of joy that broke from the 

eyes of one of the boys, - the flush of pleasure on his cheek,-as, hearing of three sure meals a-day, he leapt to 

his feet, and exclaimed, “Aye will I, Sir, and bring the haill  land too;”* and then, as if afraid I might withdraw 

what seemed to him so large and magnificent an offer, he again exclaimed, “I’II come for but my dinner, Sir.”  

I have abundant statistics before me to prove that there are many hundreds of children in this town in 

circumstances as hopeless as those I describe, and who must be fed, in order to receive a common moral and 

religious education; without which, humanly speaking, they are ruined both for this world and the next. How 

many there are in more hopeless circumstances still, I never knew, till I had gone to see one of the saddest 

sights a man could look on. The Night Asylum was not then established; the houseless, the inhabitants of stair-

foots – those, like the five boys lately sent to prison, who had no home but an empty cellar in Shakespeare 

Square, – sound, at the time when they sought it, or dared to seek it, a shelter in the Police Office. I had often 

heard of the misery it presented; and, detained at a meeting till past midnight, I went with one of my elders, 

who was a Commissioner of Police, to visit the scene. In a room, the walls of which were hung with bunches 

of skeleton keys, the dark lanterns of the thief, and other instruments of housebreaking, sat the lieutenant of 

the watch, who, when he saw me at that untimely hour, handed in by an officer and one of the 

Commissioners, looked surprise itself. Having satisfied him that there was no misdemeanour, we proceeded, 

under the charge of an intelligent officer, to visit the wards. 

* The whole tenement 

Our purpose is not to describe the strangest, saddest collection of human misery I ever saw, but to observe 

that there were not a few children, who, having no home on earth, had sought and found a shelter there for 

the night. “They had not where to lay their head.” Turned adrift in the morning, and subsisting as they best 

could during the day, this wreck of society, like the wreck of the sea-shore, came drifting in again at evening 

tide. I remember looking down, after visiting a number of wards and cells, from the gallery on an open space, 

where five or six human beings lay on the pavement buried in slumber; and right opposite the stove, with its 

ruddy light shining full on his face, lay a poor child, who attracted my special attention. He was miserably clad, 

- he seemed about eight years old, - he had the sweetest face I ever saw; his bed was the stone pavement,--

his pillow a brick; and, as he lay calm in sleep, forgetful of all his sorrows, he looked a picture of injured 

innocence. His story, which I learned from the officer, was a sad one, but such a one as too many could tell. 

He had neither father nor mother, brother nor friend, in the wide world.-his only friends were the Police, - his 

only home their office. How he lived they did not know; but, sent away in the morning, he often returned. 

The floor of a ward, the stone by the stove, was a better bed than a stair-foot. I could not get that boy out of 

my head or heart for days and nights together, I have often regretted that some effort was not made to save 

him. Some six or seven years are now by and gone; and before now, launched on the sea of human passion, 
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and exposed to a thousand temptations, he has too probably become a melancholy wreck. What else could 

any man who believes in the depravity of human nature, and knows the dangers of the world, expect him to 

become? These neglected children, whom we have left in ignorance, and starved into crime, must grow up 

into criminals – the pest, the shame, the burden, the punishment of society; and in the increasing expenses of 

public charities, workhouses, poor-rates, prisons, police-officers, and superior officers of justice, what do we 

see, but the judgments of a righteous …
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This pamphlet, dating from 1813, outlines 

the philosophy, structure and routines of a 

Protestant charity school for orphans. 
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R U L E S 

MANAGEMENT OF THE CHILDREN. 

I. THAT the children, admitted into this Charity, shall be provided with food, clothes, lodging, and every thing 

necessary for them, until they arrive at the age of fourteen years, or longer, at the discretion of the General 

Committee, and then be placed out as apprentices or servants, and a sum of money, if required, given with 

them for clothing. 

II. That they be carefully instructed in the principles and duties of the Christian Religion, as contained in the 

Holy Scriptures; taught to read and write, so far as may be necessary in any future station; and used to such 

labour and work, as may be convenient and suitable. 

III. That they statedly attend the public worship of God in some congregation of Protestant Dissenters, under 

the inspection of the master. 

IV. That no child thus admitted, shall, upon any pretence whatever, be absent from the House twenty-four 

hours; and that, for breach of this rule, it shall beat the discretion of a majority of the General Committee 

absolutely to discharge such child. 

V. That the boys shall have, once a year, a new coat, waistcoat, and breeches, and such other things as the 

General Committee shall find necessary; and that, besides this suit, every one shall have, at his first admission, 

what may be fit for common use, or to work in, at the discretion of the General Committee. And that girls 

admitted to this Charity shall be properly clothed, at the discretion of the said Committee. 

VI. That their clothes shall be plain, and not distinguished by any particular make or colour; but varied, from 

time to time, as the Committee shall think proper. 

VII. That Bibles and Testaments shall be provided for the use of the children, to be distributed among them, at 

the discretion of the Committee; and also spelling books by which to teach them to read. 

VIII. That the children, from the first of March to the first of November, rise at six o'clock, and go to bed 

between eight and nine. 

IX. Upon rising, they shall be called together, and a psalm or chapter being read by one of them who is able to 

read, each in his or her turn, prayer shall be performed by the master; or, in his absence, a form shall be read 

by one of the boys. 

X. When prayers are over, they may play till breakfast is provided. 
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The First Principles of Polite Behaviour 

is an illustrated chapbook for children, 

dating from around 1825. The book 

offers guidance on such topics as 

helping the aged, appropriate 

behaviour at the dinner table and the 

importance of greeting adults with 

respect. 
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Pages 5-7 

The  

First Principles 

Of Polite Behaviour 

[illustration captioned ‘Good Morning.’] 

Politeness consists in an amiable desire to please those persons with… 

…whom we are called upon to associate, and forms one of the chief bonds by which society is united. It 

renders the mutual relations of mankind more agreeable, and the discharge of the duties more incumbent 

upon them more easy.  

The habit of a polished address ought to be formed in early youth. A child should be taught to show a 

becoming respect to every one; but such testimonies of regard towards parents become a sacred duty: 

because, next to God, it is to them he is indebted for every thing which he may happen to possess. He ought, 

then, … 

… to testify his gratitude to them by the whole tenor of his behaviour. His first duty in the morning is, after 

having prayed to God, to inquire after the health of his father and mother, and wish them all happiness. Such 

attention is very gratifying to good parents, and affords a most pleasing and satisfactory proof that they are 

beloved by their children 

Pages 14-16 

[Illustration captioned ‘Yawning in Company.’] 

ONLY look at that youth, how he stretches out his arms, and opens his mouth wide, as if he were alone! There 

is nothing more vulgar than to yawn in company: it is informing others that we are tired of society. The lady 

who is furthest off appears to be shocked at his behaviour; she who is nearest frankly testifies her surprise to 

the master of the house. This is unworthy of him; it is unpardonable. See he has let his hat fall to the ground, 

and is preparing to read a good lecture to the little boy who has been so ill-bred. “Sir,” said he to him, “I am 

ashamed to acknowledge that you are my son. No one after this will wish to see you; and I shall take good 

care that you are not again permitted to appear in company. When yawning is the effect of a feeble 

constitution, you should conceal it, by putting your hand before your mouth; but to yawn without constraint, 

as you have just now done, is to insult those with whom you are in company. Ladies, I beg that you will have 

the goodness to tell our friends and acquaintance what you have now witnessed, so that they may point with 

the finger to my son, saying, “Behold, that is an impertinent little boy.” 


