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SYNOPSIS

Between the wars, most pupils who passed the qualifying examination in Scotland
proceeded to post-primary courses lasting two or three years, though a minority went
WRVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVZKHUHFRXUVHVODVWHGÀYHRUVL[\HDUV,QDGGLWLRQ6FRWWLVK
education authorities provided a number of ‘omnibus’ schools in which both types of
FRXUVHZHUHIRXQG7KRXJKWKHVHRPQLEXVVFKRROVZHUHVXSHUÀFLDOO\VLPLODUWRWKH
comprehensive schools established after 1945, they did not take pupils who failed
the qualifying examination, and their establishment by education authorities owed
more to convenience than attachment to the principle of non-selection. Education
authorities, which in the early 1920s had protested at the Department’s policy of
separating pupils on short and long courses, showed little interest in taking advantage
of the Department’s progressive abandonment of this policy. This lack of interest
can be put down to the ease with which Scottish middle-class parents in the 1930s
could obtain secondary education for their children.
THE DEPARTMENT AND THE LOCAL AUTHORITIES

7KHRIÀFLDOYLHZRQHGXFDWLRQLQ6FRWODQGEH\RQGWKHSULPDU\VWDJHZDVPDGH
clear in 1903 and again in 1921. Circular 374 of 1903 prescribed a ‘qualifying’
H[DPLQDWLRQWRÀQGRXWZKRKDGVXFFHVVIXOO\FRPSOHWHGWKHZRUNRIWKHSULPDU\
school, while Circular 44 of 1921 laid the duty of holding such a test on the education
authorities. Where both Circulars agreed was in the stipulation that those who passed
the ‘qualifying’ should be seen as falling into two groups, those who would follow
a short course of two or three years and those who would take a course lasting
ÀYHRUVL[\HDUVWKDWOHGWRWKHOHDYLQJFHUWLÀFDWHDQGWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIXQLYHUVLW\
education. Only the latter was a ‘secondary’ course; the former, whether one of the
Supplementary Courses after 1903 or an Advanced Division after 1921, was known
as ‘post-primary’ or, in the Department’s words, ‘non-Secondary’. And the two
JURXSVRITXDOLÀHUVKDGVXFKGLIIHUHQWQHHGVWKDWDVIDUDVSRVVLEOHWKH\RXJKWWREH
kept separate. What was needed, said the Department in Circular 44, was ‘wherever
practicable, an entirely separate organisation even in subjects which are common to
the Secondary and the non-Secondary group. Combination may be convenient, but
it is educationally unsound...’(SED, 1921, para 7).
At about the same time as Circular 44 appeared, a very different set of proposals
for the future of Scottish education was being put forward by an independent body
set up by statute, the Advisory Council on Education in Scotland. Its report proposed
a three-stage system of education, with primary education being followed by an
intermediate education starting at twelve and continuing either until the pupil left
VFKRRORUWRWKHDJHRIÀIWHHQDQGÀQDOO\DVHFRQGDU\VFKRROZKLFKZRXOGVWDUW
DWWKHDJHRIÀIWHHQDQGZRXOGFDWHUIRUWKRVHJRLQJRQWRWKH/HDYLQJ&HUWLÀFDWH
In other words, the Advisory Council, instead of identifying two distinct groups
RI¶TXDOLÀHG·SXSLOVZLWKTXLWHGLIIHUHQWQHHGVZDVFDOOLQJIRUDOOSXSLOVZKRKDG
TXDOLÀHGWRJRWRWKHVDPHNLQGRIVFKRRO7KHUHWKRXJKWKHUHZRXOGEHDUDQJH
RIFXUULFXODSXSLOVZRXOGUHFHLYHD¶VROLGFRPPRQFRUHRILQVWUXFWLRQIRUWKHÀUVW
two years’. The option of offering different curricula in different types of school
was allowed, but the Council spoke of this being done exceptionally in some large



towns. In order to facilitate transfer between courses, its preference was for ‘parallel
courses within the same building’ (Advisory Council, 1923).
The radical nature of this challenge to Circular 44 was clear. The Department’s
ÀUVWUHDFWLRQKDGEHHQWRÀQGDQH[FXVHWRGHOD\WKHUHSRUW·VSXEOLFDWLRQE\PRUH
than a year. Then, when Professor Burnet, the chairman of the Advisory Council’s
relevant sub-committee, fell ill, the Secretary of the Department had asked Sir
Arthur Rose, the chairman of the Council itself and a man whose views could be
relied upon, to declare Burnet’s resignation temporary and chair the sub-committee
himself for the time being. This had ensured that the chairmanship did not fall into
the hands of anyone who regarded the Department’s policy as ‘reactionary’ (ED8/3).
But it had failed to bring the Advisory Council to heel.
First reactions to Circular 44 showed the Advisory Council’s views were shared
by the education authorities. When the Association of Directors of Education
met immediately after the Circular appeared, it is clear from the minutes that
the Director for Glasgow spoke for a number when he described his authority as
‘quite... antagonistic’ to Department policy and ‘decidedly of the opinion that the
sub-structure of the Circular is wrong, and that there was therefore no use tinkering
with it’ (ADES, 27th January 1922). At the same meeting, the Director for Perthshire
expressed the view that, since the principle of the Circular was out of keeping with
the trend of education in Scotland over the last twenty or thirty years, ‘Authorities
should just proceed with their schemes as if the Circular did not exist’. Even when
indignation had subsided the following year, these Directors of Education passed a
number of resolutions critical of the Department’s policy. In particular, they wanted
to avoid using the term ‘advanced division’ for three-year post-primary courses.
They preferred them to be called Intermediate, thereby aligning themselves with
the Advisory Council’s vision of short post-primary courses for all, with secondary
education for some thereafter, rather than with the Department’s policy of splitting
FKLOGUHQLQWRVHSDUDWHJURXSVDWDJHWZHOYH $'(6WK0D\ 
,Q WKLV WKH HGXFDWLRQ DXWKRULWLHV ZHUH UHÁHFWLQJ WKH ZLGHVSUHDG RSLQLRQ WKDW
selection, which was likely to be social as much as academic, was not in keeping
with Scotland’s supposedly democratic heritage (Wade, 1939, p 122). Segregation,
KRZHYHUZDVDOVRGLIÀFXOWWRHQIRUFH 6WRFNV )XQGDPHQWDOO\LWZDVLOO
suited to a country in which only just over half the population lived in towns with
PRUHWKDQSHRSOH *HQHUDO5HJLVWHU2IÀFH7DEOH9, ,QDGGLWLRQLW
was soon clear that, no matter how often those in authority said that the advanceddivision courses, which had an element of practical work, were better suited to
the average child, many parents preferred the longer, more academic course of the
secondary. This might not have mattered if their children had stayed until the end
of that course; but the fact that pupils more often than not dropped out after two or
three years made nonsense of the Department’s policy of special provision for those
on ‘long’ post-qualifying courses (Stocks, 1995, p 57).
Since a policy of strict segregation was proving impracticable, the education
authorities were able to diverge from Circular 44 without clashing openly with
JRYHUQPHQWSROLF\,QSDUWLFXODUWKH\WRRNDGYDQWDJHRIWKHJUHDWHUÁH[LELOLW\LQWKH
regulations governing secondary schools in Scotland compared to those that obtained
south of the border. The English regulations of 1904, tightened in 1921, ensured that
RQO\VFKRROVZKRVHSXSLOVQRUPDOO\VWD\HGWRFRXOGEHUHFRJQLVHGDVVHFRQGDU\
(Board of Education, 1921). The Secondary Schools (Scotland) Regulations, on
WKH RWKHU KDQG QRW RQO\ GLG QRW PDNH WKLV VWLSXODWLRQ WKH\ FRYHUHG  ¶KLJKHU
grade’ schools whose courses were no longer than three years (SED, 1923). Thus
there was nothing to prevent the Scottish education authorities, unlike their English
FRXQWHUSDUWVKDYLQJVFKRROVZKLFKSURYLGHGERWKWKUHH\HDUDQGÀYH\HDUFRXUVHV
This type of school, which by the late 1920s was being called ‘omnibus’, made up,
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according to Professor McClelland in 1933, about one third of all secondary schools.
In most cases these were in small towns, where it could be argued that selective
establishments were not practicable, but the same could not be said in the case
of omnibus schools such as Clydebank High School in Dunbartonshire or North
.HOYLQVLGH$FDGHP\DQG*RYDQ+LJKLQ*ODVJRZ7KHVHFOHDUO\ÁHZLQWKHIDFH
of Circular 44’s policy of separation. And another sign of the authorities’ failure to
meet the Department’s demands of 1921 was the evidence that within the omnibus
schools short and long courses were not always kept distinct (Stocks, 1995, p 54).
Not long after the publication of the 1921 Circular, however, the Department
itself began to backtrack. Not long after John Struthers was replaced as Secretary
of the Department by George Macdonald, the Department declared that there was
a ‘great advantage’ in having the same scheme of work in the subjects common to
both types of course, as it facilitated transfer from the one to the other (SED, 1925,
p 8). And the new Secretary appointed in 1929, William McKechnie, went further.
In 1931 he not only welcomed the founding of the new Bo’ness Academy as an
omnibus school for all children who passed the qualifying exam but expressed the
hope that it would soon also take the pupils who failed (SEJ, 2nd October, 1931).
%\WKHHQGRI0F.HFKQLH·VWHUPRIRIÀFHWKH'LUHFWRURI(GXFDWLRQIRU$\UVKLUH
remarked that the Department regarded the omnibus school ‘with considerable
favour’ (ADES, May 1937, p 4).
This does not mean that all traces of the Circular 44 policy of segregation had
disappeared. The Department continued to believe that there was a need for long
and short post-primary courses; only, it was now prepared to accept that they could
be delivered in the same school. The continuance of earlier policy can be seen in its
UXOLQJWKDWWKH'D\6FKRRO&HUWLÀFDWH +LJKHU DZDUGHGWRSXSLOVLQWKHLUWKLUG\HDU
could not be given to a child who intended to stay at school, and anyone who gained
WKHFHUWLÀFDWHWKHQUHWXUQHGWRVFKRROZDVWRKDQGWKHFHUWLÀFDWHEDFN7KLVZDVDQ
attempt to force the parents of twelve-year olds either to commit themselves to keep
their child at school until age seventeen or to opt for the short post-primary course.
7KHUHZDVWREHQRSDUDFKXWHRXWRIWKHORQJHUFRXUVHDWDJHÀIWHHQ 6(' 
OMNIBUS OR COMPREHENSIVE?

Omnibus schools can obviously be seen as precursors of the modern comprehensive.
There are two important differences, however: one lies in the failure in the 1930s
to bring in ‘clean cut’; and the other in the overwhelmingly pragmatic nature of
education authority decisions about the structure of the system.
The expression ‘clean cut’ became popular throughout Britain in the years after
WKH+DGRZ5HSRUWRIVSRNHRIWKH¶WLGHLQWKHYHLQVRI\RXWK·WKDWURVHDERXWWKH
DJHRIHOHYHQ %RDUGRI(GXFDWLRQ ¶&OHDQFXW·PHDQWSURPRWLQJDOOFKLOGUHQ
whatever the level of their attainments, to some form of post-primary education. This
might be either in a different school or, if it was a sparsely populated area, at least
in a different department. In Scotland, where the tide in the veins of youth seemed
to rise at age twelve rather than eleven, the ‘qualifying examination’ was passed by
a majority of pupils in time for them to complete two years in post-primary before
leaving at the age of fourteen (SED, 1939a, Table VA). Those who failed were
kept back in the senior division of primary, and given the test again the following
year. If that was passed, the pupil had time for only one year of post-primary work
before reaching the leaving-age; and for those who were furthest behind and were
unable to pass the ‘qualifying’ even at the second attempt, there might be no time for
post-primary work at all. This was very widely seen as a weakness in the education
system - keeping children at an uncongenial task with which they had little chance of
succeeding; and some thought it particularly absurd that children who might succeed
with a more practical curriculum (in an advanced division) were being prevented
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from embarking on that practical curriculum by their failure in a purely academic
test (Smith, 1930, p 14).
This view gained ground in Scotland in the years after Hadow, and ‘clean cut’
EHJDQWREHLPSOHPHQWHGLQWKHODWHVWKRXJKLQDSDWFK\ZD\$VHDUO\DV
when the Hadow Report was published, it was partially in operation in Edinburgh
6(-WK)HEUXDU\ DQGVRRQ$EHUGHHQVKLUHKDGIROORZHGVXLW (' 
The county of Roxburgh went further, sending all primary pupils in Hawick to the
High School, irrespective of their attainments (SEJ, 27th July, 1928). Gradually
‘clean cut’ began to be adopted by more and more authorities; but even in 1939 the
PRYHZDVQRWFRPSOHWHDQGVLJQLÀFDQWO\LQWKDW\HDUDOOWKH(,6DVNHGZDVWKDW
ZKHQWKHOHDYLQJDJHZDVUDLVHGWRÀIWHHQFKLOGUHQVKRXOGEHWUDQVIHUUHGWRSRVW
primary no later than thirteen and a half (EIS, 1939, p 9).
There were a number of reasons why ‘clean cut’ made little headway in the early
1930s. The main problem was cost. The Department wanted to see the new policy
adopted as soon as possible: Willie Adamson, the Scottish Secretary, had himself
VSRNHQLQIDYRXU +DQVDUGWK-XO\FRO %XWQHLWKHU$GDPVRQQRUWKH
Department wanted ‘clean cut’ to mean everyone being promoted to existing types
of course. Adamson regarded the Scottish attachment to a literary or academic
curriculum as ‘the dead hand of the past’; and the Department thought the need for
a more practical curriculum on two- and three-year courses was ‘clamant’ (SED,
1931, p 17). By January 1933 an internal memorandum in the Department was able
to declare that ‘The Department has preached this doctrine vigorously for many
years and the Education Authorities are in no doubt as to our views on the need
IRU DOWHUQDWLYH FRXUVHV· (' 7KHUH ZDV VXSSRUW IRU WKHVH YLHZV LQ WKH
universities, both from Professor William McClelland at St Andrews (McClelland
S DQG:LOOLDP%R\GDW*ODVJRZ %R\GS 
Against this view there was, according to the Department memorandum,
‘considerable conservatism on the part of the Education Authorities and even
more on the part of the teachers’. Whether this was true of teachers as a whole,
the Department would no doubt have cited as evidence the Scottish Educational
Journal, whose leader-page carried a jaundiced comment on the educational fashion
WKDWKDG¶GHFUHHGWKDWVDOYDWLRQLVWREHIRXQGRQO\LQSUDFWLFDOZRUN,WLVDVSHFLÀF
for making the dull, bright; the stupid, clever; and the lazy, industrious.’ ‘Teachers’
it went on ‘know otherwise’ (SEJ, 21st July, 1933). As for Directors of Education,
their association quite properly distinguished between practical activities, which
they thought an important part of the curriculum for all pupils, and vocational
courses, which they felt entailed a downgrading of the general, cultural education
for working-class children. The Directors, in a submission to the Advisory Council,
spoke of the increase in the mechanisation of industry, the growth of leisure, and the
‘complex needs of citizenship’ as all leading to the need for an education ‘on general
DQGFXOWXUDOOLQHVXSWRVD\WKHDJHRIÀIWHHQ\HDUV· $'(61RYHPEHU 
This debate about the competing claims of vocational and general education
was one that divided opinion in Scotland at the time of the introduction of the
Supplementary Courses in 1903 and has resurfaced periodically since, most recently
at the time of the Munn Report. Its relevance in the 1930s is that the Department
knew that a practical curriculum entailed extra expenditure not only for specialised
staff and equipment, but for the building of bigger central schools to put this staff
and equipment to best use. Given the state of the economy in the early 1930s, it was
IHOWWKDW¶RQDQ\UHFNRQLQJWKHSUHVHQWWLPHLVFOHDUO\LQRSSRUWXQH· (' 
Another reason for delaying the ‘clean cut’ lay in the bulge in the number of
births in 1919 and 1920. This bulge hit the post-primary stage in the early 1930s,
at the very time when the recession, according to the Director of Education for
Glasgow, was leading more pupils to stay on longer at school instead of leaving for
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unemployment (SEJ, 28th October, 1932). Moreover, before ‘clean cut’ could be
implemented, an answer had to be found to the problem caused by the practice of
making primary-school pupils repeat a grade if they had not reached the expected
standard: the promotion of all children at twelve would entail some children being
SURPRWHGWRSRVWSULPDU\IURP3ULPDU\RUHYHQ3ULPDU\$VLWZDVÀJXUHVIRU
RQHFRXQW\VKRZHGWKDWRYHUDWKLUGRISXSLOVLQWKHÀUVWSRVWSULPDU\\HDUZHUH
thirteen or more at the beginning of the session (SCRE, 1931, p 18).
The second difference between the omnibus schools of the 1930s and the
comprehensive schools that arose after the second world war is that in the earlier
period the principle of selection was seldom discussed. It was not that the arguments
were unknown. There was the social argument, which stressed the need for children
to be educated together if they were to form a harmonious society in adult life, a view
put forward by those who believed in what has recently been called the ‘Scottish
P\WK· 0F&URQH +DUGLHWKH$VVLVWDQW'LUHFWRURI(GXFDWLRQIRU(GLQEXUJK
for example, thought the omnibus school was the type ‘most in harmony with the
democratic tradition of Scottish education’ as opposed to the ‘class distinctions,
social and intellectual’ that might be fostered by selection (ADES, November 1938).
Not everyone agreed. Even F M Earle, a prominent advocate of omnibus schooling,
admitted that when Kirkcaldy High School, of which he was head, became an
omnibus school in 1929, many parents sent their children to fee-paying schools
rather than see them mix with those ‘less fortunate in their home circumstances’
(Earle, 1944, p 77). Hardie’s argument was later to appear more powerful, after war
had brought home the need for all members of society to combine against a common
IRH (DUOHSS$'(6S 
This was not the whole of the case against selection. Some stressed the need to
avoid the stigma attached to being sent to a school for also-rans - a point made by
a schools inspector, James Frewin (ED48/480). Others pointed out that an omnibus
school allowed for children who, for whatever reason, were misplaced at the age
of twelve to transfer more easily to another kind of education than if it involved a
change of school. There was also in the 1930s another consideration which appealed
to the Director of Education for West Lothian: literary courses, which had higher
status than practical subjects, were less likely to attract excessive numbers of pupils
if the differences between children were disguised by their attending the same school
(ADES, November 1932).
Against that, it was sometimes said that the stigma of being slow or ‘backward’
was felt more in a school which contained the brightest children. Harvey, the
headmaster of the omnibus Dumbarton Academy, spoke of the ‘humiliation’ suffered
E\ WKH XQTXDOLÀHG FKLOGUHQ LQ KLV VFKRRO +DUYH\ DOVR DUJXHG WKDW LQ D VHSDUDWH
advanced division there was more chance for a moderately gifted individual to
shine, and to be given responsibility, than in a multilateral setting (Harvey, 1932).
Another objection raised against the omnibus school was that such a school would
have to be undesirably large if it was to have an appropriately wide range of courses
(ADES, May 1939). This was for long a concern to some who showed interest in,
or mild approval of, the comprehensive system in principle, such as the members
of both the Spens Committee (Board of Education, 1938) and the Advisory Council
for Education in Scotland which reported in 1947.
Though it was sometimes said that these arguments, for and against, were well
NQRZQ :DWWLHS0F&OHOODQGS LWFDQKDUGO\EHVDLGWKDW
6FRWODQGZDVLQDIHUPHQWRYHUWKHLVVXH,QGHHGRQHKDVWRORRNKDUGWRÀQGWKH
question being mentioned. For example, it scarcely made an appearance in the
columns of the Scottish Educational Journal. The EIS, which sponsored the journal,
seemed reluctant to take sides. It produced two reports on the reconstruction of
6FRWWLVKHGXFDWLRQIROORZLQJWKH$FW7KHÀUVWLQFOXGHGDFKDSWHURQWUDQVIHU
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to secondary, but made no recommendation on whether secondary schools should be
multilateral or selective (EIS, 1939). The second went so far as to say that, provided
QRVFKRROZHQWEH\RQGDOLPLWRISXSLOVWKHW\SHRIVHFRQGDU\VFKRROWREH
preferred was the omnibus school. Where numbers would exceed that total, however,
WZRRUPRUHVSHFLDOLVHGVFKRROVVKRXOGEHSURYLGHG (,6S 
Nor was any great interest shown on the Left. Newspaper accounts of the
conferences of the Scottish Council of the Labour Party show only one discussion
of education in the 1930s, when it adopted a resolution on a subject on which the
Left did have strong views, namely ‘bias’ in school textbooks. On that occasion
one delegate declared that history was a subject that consisted mainly of ‘military
DUURJDQFH(PSLUHEXLOGLQJDQGLQÁDWLQJWKHYDOXHRIUR\DOSHUVRQDJHV· *ODVJRZ
Herald, 30th May, 1938). And when the Council adopted a wide-ranging plan
for the development of Scotland, there was no mention of formal education; the
social sphere being represented by statements of policy on housing, health, and the
‘development of social and cultural life by community centres’ (Glasgow Herald,
10th May 1937). There was more regular discussion of education at the STUC, but
WKHUHWKHFRQFHUQZDVZLWKWKHQHHGWRUDLVHWKHOHDYLQJDJHWRÀIWHHQ7KRXJKLWZDV
VDLGLQDSDPSKOHWRQWKH$FWWKDWWKHUHZHUHUHDVRQVRWKHUWKDQWKHFXUUHQW
level of unemployment for supporting this, it was clearly unemployment that brought
WKLVLVVXHEHIRUHGHOHJDWHVVRUHJXODUO\LQWKHV 678& -30LOODURIWKH
National Council of Labour Colleges did put forward a proposal to have an end-on
system of nursery, elementary, middle and higher-grade schools with a common
course for all pupils for at least part of the middle period, but he too was much more
interested in the content of teaching, being keen to instil ideas of citizenship as well
as to root out biased interpretations of history (NCLC, 1933).
The views of Scots Labour MPs can be deduced from the annual opportunity
they were given to discuss the educational estimates in parliament. This was their
chance to raise any issue that seemed important. These occasions show that on the
question of secondary education they were split. Some of those whose own formal
education had been short, thought there were already too many children going to
secondary schools. Willie Adamson, Secretary of State for Scotland in both the
Labour governments of the inter-war years, had left school at the age of eleven,
RQO\D\HDUDIWHUWKHÀUVWVFKRROERDUGVZHUHVHWXSDQGEHIRUHWKHOHDYLQJDJHRI
thirteen that had been laid down in 1872 could be enforced. In his view, secondary
schools were already ‘clogged with pupils who would be happier and who would
make better progress in schools that gave more scope for practical activities’ (Hansard
WK-XO\FRO -RH:HVWZRRGZKRKDGOHIWVFKRRODWWKLUWHHQEHFDXVH
as he said, he could not leave at twelve, thought that even the three-year courses
LQWKHDGYDQFHGGLYLVLRQVZHUHWRRDFDGHPLF +DQVDUGWK-XO\FRO 
On the other hand, James Maxton and Tom Johnston, respectively a teacher and a
journalist before entering parliament, wanted all children to have the opportunity of
secondary education, on the basis that, as Johnston put it, ‘If secondary schooling
is good for the children of the middle class and the children of the rich, it ought to
EHJRRGIRUWKHFKLOGUHQRIWKHZRUNLQJFODVV· +DQVDUGWK-XO\FRO 
But even Maxton and Johnston did not give priority to bringing all forms of postprimary together under the one roof as a means of providing this opportunity. Indeed,
although both covered a number of educational issues in parliamentary speeches
in 1929, neither of them made any reference to the kinds of institution in which
education beyond the primary stage was provided. What they were concerned with
ZDVWKHQHHGIRUWHDFKHUVLQWKH$GYDQFHG'LYLVLRQVWREHDVZHOOTXDOLÀHGDVWKRVH
in the secondary schools, and for pupils staying on beyond fourteen to be supported
ZLWKPDLQWHQDQFHJUDQWV +DQVDUGUG$SULOFROVWK0DUFK
col 179; 20th March, 1934, col 1029).
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Table 1: Towns or cities without separate Advanced Divisions for Post-primary
aged children (without ADs) and towns with Advanced Divisions (with ADs):
(a) with populations over 20,000 and
(b) with population between 5,000 and 20,000.

Education Authorities

Towns or cities with
population over 20,000
without ADs
with ADs

Aberdeen
Dundee
Edinburgh
Glasgow
Aberdeenshire
Angus

Aberdeen
Dundee
Edinburgh
Glasgow

Argyll

Ayrshire

Kilmarnock
Ayr

Banffshire
Bute
Caithness
Clackmannanshire
Dumfriesshire
Dunbartonshire

Fraserburgh
Arbroath
Montrose
Forfar
Brechin
Dunoon
Campbeltown
Oban
Irvine
Largs
Kilwinning
Girvan
Buckie

Peterhead

Preswick
Ardrossan

Rothesay
Wick
Alloa
Dumfries
Clydebank
Dumbarton
Kirkcaldy
Dunfermline

Fife

Inverness-shire
Lanarkshire

Towns with population
of 5,000 to 20,000
without ADs
with ADs

Helensburgh
B’haven/Methil
Leven
Burntisland

St Andrews

Inverness
Moth.& Wish.
Coatbridge
Hamilton
Airdrie
Rutherglen

Lanark

Midlothian

Musselburgh
Dalkeith

Moray and Nairn
Peeblesshire
Perth and Kinross
Renfrewshire

Elgin
Peebles
Perth
Paisley
Greenock

Johnstone
Renfrew
Barrhead
Gourock

Roxburgh
Selkirkshire
Stirlingshire

Falkirk
Stirling

West Lothian
Wigtown

Kilsyth
Bo’ness

Note: Denominational schools are not included
Sources: 1931 census; SED, 1939a.
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Hawick
Galashiels
Selkirk
Grangemouth
Bathgate
Stranraer

PRINCIPLE OR CONVENIENCE?

7KH ÀJXUHV IRU  JLYHQ LQ 7DEOH  VKRZ WKDW WKH PDMRULW\ RI WRZQV ZLWK
population between 5,000 and 20,000 had, apart from any denominational schools,
one school for pupils beyond the primary stage. This school therefore had to offer
both short and long forms of post-primary education. But what about towns big
enough to support more than one school for this stage of education? Every town
with more than 20,000 population, except Inverness, had a mixture of secondary
schools and advanced divisions. The statistics, of course, do not tell the whole
story. In particular, they fail to show the omnibus schools which existed side by
side with separate advanced divisions in some large towns. In this category there
were not only Govan High School, North Kelvinside Academy and Clydebank High
School, already mentioned, but Kirkcaldy High and Dumbarton Academy, where
the statistics record the presence of advanced divisions as well as a secondary in the
town, but where the secondary in question took all the children of a neighbourhood
- plus, in the Kirkcaldy case, a select few from a wider area (Earle, 1944, p 79). To
this list should be added Grove Academy which became the omnibus school for the
Broughty Ferry suburb of Dundee in 1937, while the rest of the city continued to
have bipartite schooling (Dundee, 1938).
Though this list of exceptions may not be complete, the statistics give no support
to the idea of any attachment to the comprehensive principle. On the contrary, one
is tempted to see a preference for segregation. Certainly, what is striking about
Table 1 is the apparent uniformity of practice among the education authorities. If
a town had two post-primary schools, in practically every case one was secondary
and the other was an advanced division, though the latter might well have a general
or literary course, overlapping with what was provided in the secondary school and
allowing an occasional child to go from the one to the other at age fourteen. Larger
towns usually had the same mixture, and neither there nor in any of the four cities
was the omnibus school the norm. The most interesting case is Glasgow, where the
Council was under Labour control from 1933 onwards. There, two omnibus schools
already existed and the Director of Education reported that they ‘were seriously
FRQVLGHULQJWKHRPQLEXVVFKRRODVWKHEHVWVROXWLRQWRPDQ\RIWKHLUGLIÀFXOWLHV·
$'(66HSWHPEHU 1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHVFKHPHVXEPLWWHGWRWKH'HSDUWPHQW
IROORZLQJWKH$FWZDVEDVLFDOO\DELSDUWLWHRQH (' 
One should be wary, however, about interpreting the actions of the education
authorities in terms of principle. They had inherited a system and were constrained
by the need to economise. Thus, when the authorities were required to submit plans
IRUVHFRQGDU\HGXFDWLRQLQWKHZDNHRIWKH$FWZKLFKSURYLGHGIRUWKHUDLVLQJ
of the leaving-age, the limited changes they proposed give the impression of being
dictated by convenience. For example, Argyll decided in 1939 to make Lochgilphead
omnibus by closing the Advanced Division at Ardrishaig, but the reason given by
the chairman of the county council was that it was simply too expensive to have
two post-primary schools (SEJ, 21st July 1939). Selkirkshire, on the other hand,
which had omnibus schools in both Galashiels and Selkirk, found it convenient to
rationalise provision by downgrading Selkirk High School to an advanced division,
thus making Galashiels Academy the only secondary school in the county (SEJ, 5th
May 1939). Likewise, the education authority of East Lothian proposed to bow to
local sentiment and keep open three-year courses in Prestonpans, Cockenzie and
Tranent, when the inspector for the area felt strongly that they ought to be closing
those courses and converting the secondary Preston Lodge into an omnibus school
(ED48/480). And Inverness-shire, like Selkirkshire, proposed to move away from
omnibus provision by discontinuing the three-year literary course at Inverness High
School, while retaining the Royal Academy as a secondary (ED48/490).
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2QHFKLHILQVSHFWRUFODLPHGWKDWWKH$FWZDVDODQGPDUNLQWKHKLVWRU\RI
Scottish education (Andrew, 1937, p 17). True, the 1939 Code which followed
the Act declared that henceforth all post-primary education was to be known as
secondary. But it merely led to secondary schools being called senior secondaries,
to distinguish them from the advanced divisions which were becoming known as
junior secondaries. As early as 1928 a change of name for post-primary schools had
been recommended by the highly conservative R. R. Rusk of Jordanhill College,
who realised that it need not mean any change to the basic structure of the system.
He knew it was quite compatible with the continuance of two kinds of education
beyond the primary stage,the longer one providing a more general education and
enjoying greater prestige; compatible too with a system of selection that was partsocial and part-academic (RRR, 1928).
Responsibility for the new system of junior and senior secondary schools did
not lie with the Department. Not even the new names for the different kinds of postprimary school came from the Department: its Code talked simply of secondary
schools. Moreover, the Code was accompanied by a Memorandum which said that
HYHQLQODUJHWRZQVWKHUHFRXOGEHVFKRROVWKDWSURYLGHGERWKWKUHH\HDUDQGÀYH
year courses. Even though it clung (at the cost of some internal inconsistency) to the
traditional Department view that the three-year course ‘should not ... be regarded
DVDQDEEUHYLDWLRQRIWKHÀYH\HDUVHFRQGDU\FRXUVHEXWDVFRPSOHWHLQLWVHOIDQG
KDYLQJDGHÀQLWHFKDUDFWHURILWVRZQ· 6('E LWFDQQRWEHGHQLHGWKDWWKLV
memorandum displays a huge shift in Departmental attitudes since the days of
Circular 44. Glasgow Education Authority noted the change with a mischievous
reminder of the words of the Circular: it was ‘glad to note that the Department no
longer regard as “educationally unsound” the combination of Secondary and nonSecondary pupils ... in one organisation’ (ED48/220).
Just how far the Department had changed is clear from its reactions to the
VFKHPHVVXEPLWWHGE\WKHHGXFDWLRQDXWKRULWLHVIROORZLQJWKH$FW:LWKLQWKH
Department, at a conference of the Secretary and his chief inspectors, a senior civil
servant, Mackay Thomson, expressed the view that ‘in the revised Schemes for
the Provision of Education now being examined there appeared to be a tendency
to go too far in the opposite direction by suppressing literary courses in the central
schools’ (ED7/4/95). And in several cases the Department acted on this concern
and asked for a reassurance that in three-year schools these literary courses would
continue to be offered. This was partly to keep open the possibility of later transfer
to a secondary, or senior secondary, school, and partly to allow parents to choose a
course that was short but ‘academic’. Thus Lanarkshire (ED48/512), Dunbartonshire
(ED48/475), Dumfriesshire (ED48/472), and Perth and Kinross (ED48/541), which
had intended to stop the teaching of foreign languages in three-year schools, were
all asked to think again. And when Aberdeen proposed to have no foreign language
taught in any of its three-year secondary schools, the Department’s reaction was
emphatic: a heavy-weight delegation, including not only a chief inspector but the
Secretary himself, went twice to Aberdeen to speak to the convener of the education
FRPPLWWHHDQGWKHDVVLVWDQWGLUHFWRUXQWLOÀQDOO\WKHHGXFDWLRQDXWKRULW\FKDQJHG
its mind (ED48/343).
So who were the reactionaries now? The respective positions of Department
and education authorities had been reversed since 1921-2. By the late 1930s the
Department was not only not insisting on selective secondary schools, it was explicitly
allowing the number of omnibus schools to increase, and insisting on three-year
schools being in a real sense multilateral. It was the education authorities themselves,
or at any rate those that had had selective systems for years, that decided simply to
change schools’ names and continue with two types of post-primary school.
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Why was there not more argument about selection and more support for multilateral
schooling in Scotland in the 1930s? Why did F M Earle, the nearest that Scotland
had to a campaigner for the omnibus schools, go no further than to describe them
rather unenthusiastically as ‘public service vehicles with no reserved seats’? Why
did the Left in Scotland not show the same commitment to multilateral schooling
as the sub-committee of the Labour-controlled London County Council which,
much against the advice of the Director of Education, came out strongly in favour
of the ‘multi-bias school’ (Simon, 1974, p.194)? Or the TUC, which condemned
the separation of children into different types of school as ‘bound to perpetuate the
FODVVLÀFDWLRQRIFKLOGUHQLQWRLQGXVWULDODVZHOODVVRFLDOVWUDWD·DQGPDGHLW¶LQ
practice useless to talk of parity in education or equality of opportunity in after life’
6LPRQS ":K\LQGHHGZDVWKHZKROHLVVXHGHEDWHGOHVVWKDQLWZDV
in England? The explanation must lie in the relationship between social class and
access to the secondary school in Scotland.
,QWKH6HFUHWDU\RIWKH'HSDUWPHQWZDUQHGWKH/RUG$GYRFDWHRIKRZWKH
system appeared to its critics: ‘the children of the poor go to inferior Advanced
Divisions, and the children of the middle classes and well-off people go to the
superior secondary schools and “academies”’ (Paterson, 1983, p 211). Was this
simply because middle-class children performed better when selection was made
at age twelve? There are good reasons for thinking otherwise.
In 1931 the Research Council published evidence to show that many parents
FKRVHWKHDGYDQFHGGLYLVLRQVUDWKHUWKDQWKHVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVIRUÀQDQFLDOUHDVRQV
rather than any lack of ability on the part of their children (SCRE, 1931, p.13). In
*ODVJRZLQLWZDVHVWLPDWHGWKDWRQO\RIWKHFKLOGUHQZKRVHDWWDLQPHQWV
entitled them to a secondary-school place took up the opportunity (SEJ, 28th October,
1932, p.1297). And in rural Perthshire, where parents who wanted free travel for their
children’s post-primary education had to promise to keep them at school for three
years, the result was that in some years no more than 40% accepted the offer (EIS,
1932). This reluctance to take up the opportunity of secondary education was not
exactly discouraged by the local authorities. Their promotion systems often made
parents’ wishes or headmasters’ estimates of the length of time the child was likely
to stay at school a factor in selection.
Of course, academic potential counted as well. In some areas a mere pass in the
qualifying exam was not enough: entry to secondary might depend on a higher level
of pass or on success in a more demanding test. But what if children’s academic
achievements did not gain them entry to the course their parents expected? On this
point John Mackie, headmaster of Leith Academy, let the cat out of the bag. At
an international conference in 1935 he contributed to a discussion of methods of
selection for secondary education, by explaining in detail the qualifying examination
as it operated in Edinburgh. He then went on:
2IÀFLDOO\WKHSXSLOV·SDUHQWVDUHDGYLVHGE\WKHKHDGPDVWHU«ZKDWFRXUVH
they ought to follow, but they are not bound to accept that advice. Many
parents who are advised to send their children to an advanced division course
- that is, a course of rather less standing than a secondary course - do not
DFFHSWWKDWDGYLFH· 0RQURHSFI 
Nor have we any reason to think that Mackie’s Edinburgh experience was unusual.
The Director of Education for Roxburgh admitted to some doubt as to whether, if
parents insisted on their child’s entry to secondary, the authorities had any legal
right to refuse.
Often, too, education authorities required parents of would-be secondary pupils
to sign a pledge saying that their children would stay at school until a certain age.
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Though this was usually not enforced, it would no doubt often act as a deterrent. And
LQ'XPIULHVVKLUHDFDVHRIDSDUHQWEHLQJÀQHG IRUGHIDXOWLQJGLGRFFXU7KHORFDO
inspector thought this possibly illegal, but the education authority proposed that in
IXWXUHWKHÀQHVKRXOGEHLQFUHDVHGWR ¶(LWKHUWKLVLVEOXII·FRPPHQWHGWKH+0,
‘ or the future resentment is likely to be of a riotous order’ (ED48/472).
'XPIULHVVKLUHGLGQRWSURSRVHKRZHYHUWRÀQHDOOSDUHQWVZKRVHFKLOGUHQOHIW
DÀYH\HDUFRXUVHDIWHUWKUHH\HDUV'XPIULHV$FDGHP\UHWDLQHGIHHVDQGSDUHQWV
who paid fees would not need to sign a pledge. Elsewhere in Scotland too there
were still secondary schools where fees were paid. In 1934, according to Professor
McClelland, a third of Scottish education authorities charged fees in at least some of
their secondary schools or departments (McClelland, 1934, p 534); in Dundee, fees
were charged, except for scholarship-winners, at all secondary schools until 1937,
when secondary-school fees were abolished, only to be replaced by a pledge (Dundee,
1938); fees for secondary were paid in the city of Perth until 1945 (Calderwood,
1955); and in 1939 a Labour-controlled sub-committee in Glasgow voted by 22 to
WRUHWDLQIHHVLQÀYHRIWKHLUVFKRROV
7KHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIIHHVLVQRWVLPSO\WKDWPDQ\SDUHQWVZHUHH[FOXGHGIURP
the schools in question. Those who could afford them might be able thereby to
bypass the academic test for entry. Thus Inverness-shire’s scheme for Inverness
Royal Academy allowed for separate categories of entrants, fee-payers and those
ZKR TXDOLÀHG ('  (YHQ ZKHUH VHFRQGDU\ IHHV QR ORQJHU H[LVWHG IHHV
might be charged in a feeder primary or in the primary department of an all-age
school. Where that happened, there was a tendency, said the retired Secretary of the
Scottish Education Department in 1944, for the secondary school or department to
admit the fee-paying pupils even if they had failed the qualifying exam - something
that the schemes of Dumfriesshire and Dundee made explicit (McKechnie, 1944;
ED48/472; ED48/352).
The policy of the Department also played a part in the social discrimination of
the secondary school. The distinction that was drawn in Circular 44 was not between
those who could and those who could not pass the qualifying examination: it was
between those who were likely to complete a full course of secondary education and
those who ‘for one reason or another’ would leave school at the earliest opportunity.
The qualifying examination, or whatever the education authorities used to replace
it, was not to be a device for the academic selection of a few. It was to be set at a
standard which ‘the average pupil of 12 may fairly be called upon to meet’. Thus,
XQWLO¶FOHDQFXW·ZDVDGRSWHGDOODGYDQFHGGLYLVLRQSXSLOVKDG¶TXDOLÀHG·$QG\HW
the department’s main objective in Circular 44 had been to keep the two or three\HDUSXSLOVVHSDUDWHIURPWKRVHRQDÀYH\HDUFRXUVH7KDWZDVZK\WKH,QWHUPHGLDWH
&HUWLÀFDWHKDGEHHQDEROLVKHGLQDPRYHZKLFKVRPHUHDOLVHGZRXOGOHDG¶SDUHQWV
RIPRGHUDWHPHDQV·WREH¶YHU\FKDU\RIDOORZLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQWRHQWHURQDÀYH
years’ course’ (BS, 1922). And, as we have seen, this was part of its policy which
WKH'HSDUWPHQWUHIXVHGWRFKDQJHWKHQHZ'D\6FKRRO&HUWLÀFDWH +LJKHU WKRXJK
WDNHQDWWKHVDPHDJHDVWKHROG,QWHUPHGLDWH&HUWLÀFDWHZDVUHVWULFWHGWRWKRVHZKR
were leaving school at that point. A half-way house would be just too attractive to
parents who wanted the best education for their children but who were unwilling or
XQDEOHWRFRQWHPSODWHDIXOOÀYH\HDUFRXUVH
In the light of these policies at local and national level, and the differences in
parents’ economic circumstances, therefore, one can understand why one chief
inspector should say that the course followed by a pupil at the end of the primary
stage ‘depends mainly on the length of time his parents desire to keep him at school’
(emphasis added) (Andrew, 1937, p 17). Nor is it surprising that the Director of
Education for Edinburgh complained that parents’ wishes at this stage in a child’s
HGXFDWLRQKDGD¶KDSKD]DUGLQÁXHQFH· 6(-WK2FWREHU -XVWKRZKDSKD]DUG



can be seen from the considerable overlap in academic ability between Edinburgh’s
junior and senior secondary schools: fully 38% of the children who went to senior
VHFRQGDU\VFKRROVLQKDGEHHQFODVVLÀHGDVÀWIRUDMXQLRUVHFRQGDU\FRXUVH
while almost 12% of the much larger number starting junior secondary school had
been deemed capable of a senior secondary course (McKechnie, 1944).
CONCLUSION

In order to understand the development of post-primary education in Scotland
between the wars, one cannot overemphasise the importance of the assumptions
almost universally made about the link between a child’s education and the social
class of his or her parents. When the chairman of Dumfriesshire education authority
listed the factors that would decide whether a pupil went to Dumfries Academy or
Dumfries High School, he clearly assumed that ‘the duration of the child’s school
life’ was known in advance (SEJ, 10th March 1939). How was it known? In some
places, parents were asked to say what length of schooling they wanted, or, if
applying for a place in secondary, to pledge to keep their child at school beyond the
minimum leaving-age. Elsewhere, headteachers were given the responsibility of
making a prediction. Whatever the procedure, this factor in selection was bound to
be heavily affected by social class. Although everyone knew that the drop-out from
secondary courses was huge, the middle-class twelve-year-old would be assumed
to be requiring a full secondary course.
7KHQXPEHURIWKLUWHHQ\HDUROGVLQVHFRQGDU\VFKRROLQZDVIXOO\
RIWKHSXSLOVDJHGHOHYHQWZR\HDUVHDUOLHU 6('7DEOH,,,$6('D7DEOH
IIIA). Given the small size of the Scottish middle class at that time, with only 4.3%
of the employed population in ‘professional occupations’ (Census 1931, p xlv), their
offspring would almost always have been included. Many of these children would
be capable of reaching the academic standard required, and if they were not, their
parents might well ensure that the hurdle was bypassed, either by payment of fees
or by sheer assertiveness. Nor would middle-class parents be easily deterred from
pledging that their children would stay at school beyond the minimum leaving-age,
whatever their true intentions.
One possible remedy for a class-biased system of selection was the omnibus
school. This had been supported by one writer in 1927 on the grounds that it
counteracted ‘the errors of the promotion scheme’ and what he called ‘the vagaries of
class consciousness’ (X, 1927). His stance was very much in line with the Advisory
Council report of 1923 and with the popular opposition to Circular 44 of 1921.
The irony is that by the 1930s, although the Department had long since abandoned
the Circular’s central tenet, the education authorities had lost their radicalism, and
critics of class-bias in education were few in number. The explanation has to be
that the ‘vagaries of class consciousness’ operated entirely in favour of the more
articulate members of society, and, given the availability of a fairly generous supply
RIVHFRQGDU\SODFHVWKHUHZHUHIHZDPRQJWKRVHH[FOXGHGZKRZRXOGÀQGLWHDV\
to challenge the system.
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