
CHAPTER XVI 

THE PARISH SCHOOL AND SCHOOLMASTER 

To Scotland belongs the honour of being the first 
country in the world to inaugurate a system of national 
education, and after a heroic struggle of three cen- 
turies to see it finally established. By that time there 
was at least one school or more in every parish in the 
land. That was the ideal from the beginning, and 
although its realization was the work of centuries, it 
was well worth those centuries of resolute effort and 
unsparing sacrifice. What Scotland owes to her parish 
schools and schoolmasters will never be told. The 
parish school became in time one of the proudest, if 
also one of the humblest, of national institutions ; and 
the Scottish ‘ dominie,’ in many cases a ‘ stickit minister,’ 
was a national character and not seldom a scholar, 
whose pupils achieved the highest distinction in every 
province of human accomplishment and fame. 

One of the first and most pressing tasks to which the 
Scottish Reformers set their hand, as soon as the Re- 
formed Church began to function, was the preparation 
of a scheme of national education; As early as 1561 
this scheme was laid down, not only in broad outline 
but in considerable detail, in The First Book of Discipline. 
Historians are agreed that it was the child of John 
Knox’s vision and genius. It was a scheme so bold 
and comprehensive, so thorough-going and far-reach- 
ing, as to constitute a revolution in the whale character, 
scope, and ideal of education. Not only so, but it 
marked the revolutionary change which was taking 
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place in the structure of society itself. Feudalism was 
passing and democracy was coming to birth, with 
religion as its inspiration and education as its necessary 
instrument. Although it took generations to realize 
the Reformers’ educational ideals, they received partial 
embodiment from the very first, succeeded in time in 
placing Scotland educationally in the forefront of the 
nations, and to this day have not been outmoded or 
surpassed. All educational developments in Scotland, 
even the most modern and up-to-date, have taken place 
within the framework which the Reformers created and 
on the principles which they laid down. 

Briefly, a school in every parish, a college or grammar 
school in every notable town, and three universities 
with their colleges to serve ‘ the whole realm,’ formed 
the framework of the scheme. As the three universities 
already existing were found not to be sufficient for this 
purpose there was speedily added to them the Univer- 
sity of Edinburgh, founded in 1583 by the Town 
Council, and peculiarly a child of the Reformation. 

The parish schoolmaster had to be ‘ at’least ’ able 
to teach grammar and the Latin tongue ; and where 
families lived too far afield from the parish school, the 
miliister or reader had to ‘ take over the children and 
youth of the parish, to instruct them in the rudiments, 
and especially in the catechism.’ 

At the grammar schools ‘ the arts, at least logic and 
rhetoric, together with the tongues,’ were to be taught 
‘ by sufficient masters [i.e. by teachers who were pro- 
ficient in these subjects] for whom,’ as the instruction 
runs, no doubt with a view to securing such competent 
teachers, ‘ honest stipends must be appointed.’ Special 
provision was also to be made at grammar schools, for 
‘ those that be poor, and not able by themselves, nor 
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by their friends, to be sustained at letters ; and in 
special those that come from landwart.’ 

The subjects to be taught at the universities coveFed 
the whole range of learning as it was then systematized. 
They included dialectics ; mathematics with its cognate 
sciences of arithmetic, geometry, cosmography, and 
astrology ; moral and natural philosophy ; ethics, 
economics, and politics ; Latin, Hebrew, and Greek ; 
and courses in divinity, law, and medicine. There 
were of course separate curricula for the various facul- 
ties. The course of study for divinity occupied five 
years, that for medicine also five years, and that for 
law four. 

The most outstanding feature of the scheme was that 
for the first time education was systematically graded 
and correlated, and that on a national scale. A ladder 
of learning was constructed, from the elementary or 
parish school, through the advanced or grammar school, 
to the highest standard of general and professional 
culture which the university could impart ; and once 
the ‘ lad 0’ pairts ’ had his foot on the lowest rung of the 
ladder there was no height of learning to which he 
might not aspire and attain. 

Other features of the scheme mark no less its original 
and revolutionary character. For one thing, it was 
compulsory. ‘For this must be carefully provided,’ 
was the principle laid down, ‘ that no father, of what 
estate or condition that ever he be, use his children at 
his own fancy, especially in their youth ; but all must 
be compelled to bring up their children in learning 
and virtue.’ Neither was the rich man exempt from 
this obligation because of his wealth or influence, nor 
the poor man by reason of his poverty. Thus ‘ the 
rich and potent may not be permitted to suffer their 
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children to spend their youth in vain idleness, as here- 
tofore they have done; but they must be exhorted, 
and by the censure of the Kirk compelled, to dedicate 
their sons to the profit of kirk and commonwealth.’ 
Similarly, ‘ the children of the poor must be supported 
and sustained at the charge of the Kirk ’ ; and in the 
case of promising scholars, whatever their condition in 
life might be, it was incumbent that they should pursue 
their education to the limit of their intellectual ability. 
‘ If they be found apt to learning and letters, then may 
they not (we mean, neither the sons of the rich, nor 
yet of the poor) be permitted to neglect learning ; but 
must be charged to continue their study, that the 
commonwealth may have some comfort of them.’ 

Not all children, however, are ‘ apt to learning and 
letters,’ and so it was provided that after a minimum 
course of study, which even to-day would be regarded 
as a sound elementary education, these ‘must be set 

’ to some hand-craft, or to some other profitable exer- 
cise.’ It was a mark of original thinking, of psycho- 
logical insight, and of practical good sense that so early 
in the day vocational training should be recognized as 
an integral part of educational discipline. 

Finally, while it was conceived on the broadest 
humane and liberal lines, it was Christian education 
in the strictest sense of the word, in respect that definite 
religious instruction was set in the very forefront, and 
that it aimed directly at the inculcation of Christian 
faith and the formation of Christian character. A 
scheme thus graded and correlated, universal and 
compulsory, discriminating in its treatment of pupils, 
whether in handicraft or in profession training them 
for life, designed for ‘ the comfort and profit ’ of kirk 
and commonwealth, and insistent on the supremacy 
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of Christian values, was a startlingly new thing in the 
world. 

The parish school, as is evident, was the foundation 
of the whole scheme, and the Reformers directed the 
most strenuous efforts to the provision of a school in 
every parish in the land. For lack of the necessary men 
and means they were only partially successful. Neither 
they nor their successors, however, ever lost sight of their 
aim, or ceased to labour for its accomplishment. In- 
deed, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
when both Church and nation were convulsed with 
endless contendings and controversies, the most con- 
stantly recurring theme in the business of the General 
Assembly was its concern for the planting of parish 
schools. Again and again Acts were passed and injunc- 
tions sent down to presbyteries to provide these where 
they were lacking; and similar Acts were passed by 
the Privy Council and by Parliament, doubtless at the 
instigation of the General Assembly, imposing assess- 
ments upon heritors and their tenants for this purpose. 
It was easier to pass Acts, however, than to have them 
enforced. By adopting an attitude of passive resistance, 
heritors and others responsible succeeded in many in- 
stances in reducing them to a dead letter, 

Of the many Acts passed both by the religious and 
by the civil authorities two call for special notice. The 
first was the Act of 1646, by which ‘the Estates of 
Parliament ordained that there be a schoole founded 
and a schoole master appointed in every parish (not 
already provided) by advice of the Presbyterie ; and 
to this purpose that the heritors in every congregation 
meet among themselves and provide a commodious 
house for a schoole and modifie a stipend to the schoole 
master which shall not be under h e  Hundred Marks 
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to be paid yearly.’ They were also enjoined to ‘set 
down a stent upon everyone’s Rent of stock and teind 
in the parish, proportionally to the worth thereof, for 
maintenance of the schoole and payment of the schoole 
master’s stipend.’ If they failed in their duty it was 
enacted that the Presbytery should nominate ‘ twelve 
honest men within the bounds’ to see that the Act 
was administered. 

This Act of 1646, which invested the parish school 
system with parliamentary sanction and support, re- 
sulted in the establishment of many additional parish 
schools. Even after it had been in force for fifty years, 
however, the report from presbyteries to the parlia- 
mentary commissioners still deplored the lack of schools 
and of salaries for schoolmasters. The Act of 1696 was 
therefore passed, amending and strengthening the terms 
of its predecessor, and in particular specifying that the 
‘ providing ’ of schools and schoolmasters ‘ is a pious 
use within the parosh, and one to which vacant stipends 
might be applied.’ These two Acts between them con- 
stituted the parliamentary charter of the parish school 
system in Scotland. 

The slowness with which the system was fully estab- 
lished cannot therefore be attributed to any lack of 
earnest and unremitting effort. It is really the story 
of a long and dour struggle between pertinacity and 
poverty. When the first generation of Reformers had 
done their utmost, probably not more than half the 
parishes in Scotland were provided with schools and , 

schoolmasters, although it is to be remembered that, 
where these were lacking, ministers and readers were 
under obligation to instruct the children and youth 
under their care, with the parish church itself as their 
school. In 1627 eight parishes in Berwickshire and 

207 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

seven in adlothian are among those reported as being 
without schools, while in Ayrshire more than a hundred 
years later, in 1735, no fewer than twelve parishes were 
in the same case, and had only some ‘ poor man ’ or 
‘poor honest man’ as teacher. These were com- 
paratively populous and prosperous counties. The 
parishes in poorer and more sparsely-populated areas, 
especially throughout the Highlands, were in much 
worse case. 

Dr. Grey Graham, in his fascinating volumes on 
Social Lqe  of Scotland in the Eighteenth Centuly, draws a 
pitiful and gloomy picture of the state of Scottish educa- 
tion during that period. His description was called for, 
if only to correct the complacency with which Scotsmen 
in his time were wont to paint in too glowing colours 
the glories of their educational system fiom Reforma- 
tion times onwards. There were black spots which 
required to be shown up to give a true picture. That 
he erred on the other side, however, and painted a 
picture unduly dark and forbidding, seems to be borne 
out by the active and ‘widespread educational interest 
which the century witnessed throughout its course, and 
by the fact that it is one of the most brilliant in Scottish 
literature, Indeed, he himself seems to discount a large 
part of his own criticism when he declares that ‘ in spite 
of all these adverse circumstances . . . it is astonishing 
to observe the effect of the parish schools in Scotland in 
promoting knowledge asd intelligence among the 
people. They gave access to instruction to the lowest 
and poorest as well as to the highest, for the laird’s and 
the ploughman’s sons, the sons of the carpenter and the 
Lord of Session, met together ; they opened to them 
professions and posts in which so many rose to distinc- 
tion ; they effected an unequalled diffusion of education 
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to every class in the country ; and the teaching of the 
schools formed an easy stepping-stone for all to the 
highest training of the Universities.' 

A system capable of producing results like these does 
not deserve to be pilloried. Rather there is something 
even approaching the heroic in a system and a spirit 
which, against devastating odds, and with resources so 
meagre, achieved so great things. In addition to the 
' unequalled diffusion of education to every class,' the 
mingling together of the youth of the nation, at their 
most impressionable age, on the common level of class- 
room and playground, scene of fast friendships as of 
keen rivalries, exercised a powerful influence in break- 
ing down class-barriers, fostering social solidarity, and 
unifying the national life. 

No account of the parish school in Scotland would 
be complete without reference to the work of the 
Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge, 
which was founded in 1709. Composed of church 
members, and acting in co-operation with the churches, 
it sought to provide schools and schoolmasters wherever 
these were lacking, especially in the wide and sparsely 
populated areas of the Highlands and Islands, and later 
in the great centres of industrial activity, where school 
accommodation for the vastly increased population was 
hopelessly inadequate. In both of these spheres the 
Society supplemented the efforts of the Church with 
such vigour and success that within ten years it had 
established 48 schools in the Highlands, and 180 by 
the end of the century. Such an inspiring example 
called into being similar societies in Edinburgh, Glas- 
gow, and Inverness, and the work of school planting 
went forward apace. By 1821 there were 171 parish 
schools founded by the Church, and 324 erected and 
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maintained by the societies-a grand total of 495 
schools in the Highlands and Islands alone. 

Meanwhile the growing educational enthusiasm to 
which the various societies bear witness,' and the 
clamant educational needs of the great industrial 
centres, moved both Church and State to action. In 
1823 the General Assembly raised a fund for erecting 
Assembly schools, of which 146 were established within 
the next ten years, while by 1872 these numbered 302 
ordinary schools and 130 sewing schools. The contri- 
bution of the State was a parliamentary grant of 
&IO,OOO for erecting schools in populous towns, the first 
payment ever made by the State to Scottish education. 
The final contribution to the parish school system was 
made by the Free Church of Scotland after the Disrup- 
tion in 1843. By a herculean effort that Church set 
itself to build and maintain a school for each of its 
congregations, and by 1872, when the Scottish Educa- 
tion Act was passed, there were 548 Free Church schools 
in existence. This involved considerable overlapping, 
but it had the advantage of increasing the numbers and 
enlarging the opportunities of those who, by sift and 
training, were equipped, in the Reformers' phrase, ' to 
the profit of Kirk and Commonwealth.' Just over three 
hundred years had passed since they had proclaimed 
their ideal of a school for every parish ; and when, in 
1872, the Presbyterian Churches at  last handed over 
their self-imposed task to the State, the dream of the 
Reformers was more than abundantly fulfilled. 

The record of the parish school for those three hun- 
dred years is one on which both the Scottish Church 
and the Scottish people may well look back with prick. 
I t  was more than a typical national institution. It 
was an heroic venture of faith and a quickening and 
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inspiring force in the national life, kindling the love 
of learning and keeping it aglow, moving the soul of 
a little people to aspire to greatness, bracing it to 
endure poverty and hardship for the things of the mind 
and of the spirit, and setting a standard of educational 
ambition and discipline for the nations. One does not 
know which to admire most-the parish ‘ dominie,’ 
who on a bare pittance opened to his handful of scholars 
the kingdoms of the mind, the ‘ lad 0’ pairts ’ who burnt 
the midnight oil to enter the golden gates of leaning, 
or the home which stinted and starved to see him 
through; but, in our admiration for all of these, let 
us not forget the homage due to the Church of Christ, 
which lifted their eyes to the hills and set their feet 
in the way. 
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