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Introduction

n his essays on the inner culture of the Communist Party of Great
I Britain (CPGB), the historian Raphael Samuel remarked that ‘educa-

tion was a universal idiom’ in the party.! Unsurprisingly, an
organisation so concerned with learning attracted many schoolteachers
and educationalists. A significant number were present at the CPGB’s
foundation in 1920,2 and the party schoolteachers’ group numbered
somewhere between one and three hundred for the next decade.’
Communists who were professionally engaged with the education of
children were also relatively untouched by the schism between British
communism and the labour movement’s institutions of adult education,
which was the result of the Communist International (Comintern) in
December 1922 specifying that the Plebs League and National Council
of Labour Colleges should be brought under party control.4 And when
the CPGB first made serious attempts to attract professional workers in
the second half of the 1930s, the party’s official historian noted that
schoolteachers were represented ‘above all’ among these recruits.> They
retained this presence into the post-war period. Between 1944 and the
mid-1960s the around 2000 party schoolteachers were by far the largest
‘white collar’ profession represented at CPGB national congress; indeed
they made up the third largest of all occupational groups inside the
party.® But it is not just the numerical force of British communists
concerned with children’s education which makes them an interesting
group to analyse. Prominent CPGB schoolteachers and educationalists
also took up senior positions inside their party. Once their occupational
group was formally established inside the CPGB machinery as the
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National Education Advisory Committee (NEAC) during the early
1940s, leading figures from within sat on the party’s executive committee
until the mid-1970s. Furthermore, during the mid-to-late 1960s, the
CPGB’s ideological response to the cultural and intellectual challenges
posed by the New Left was shaped to a significant extent by former
schoolteacher become academic educationalist Brian Simon, through his
prominent role in the party’s cultural work.” His wife and close collabo-
rator Joan was also in charge of study into the history of education for
the renowned CPGB Historians’ Group.3

The Simons are widely regarded as being key intellectual influences on
the investigation of mental testing and the movement for comprehensive
education,? and it is the wider communist contribution to the latter that
the present study seeks to illuminate. For academic interest in the CPGB
endures not just in relation to its internal workings, but also because of
its significant contribution to British cultural life, one which eclipsed its
numerical size and electoral success.!® Education in schools is a major site
for both the transmission and contestation of culture,!! and there can be
few changes to the nature of education in British schools as seismic as
comprehensivisation.!> And the Simons were far from the only British
communists to make a noteworthy contribution to the campaign for
non-selective education. Indeed, it will be shown here that CPGB
schoolteachers, alongside communist academic educationalists, were a
vital driving force behind the promotion of the comprehensive principle.

This far-reaching communist input has been largely overlooked in the
literature on the party’s cultural history, which has focused upon artists,
academics, literary figures and scientists. Similarly, where historians of
education have discussed the CPGB, it has generally been in relation to
adult education.!3 This even extends to Brian Simon himself, whose four
volume Studies in the History of Education is widely regarded as the
standard work on the subject in England and Wales, yet makes few refer-
ences to the CPGB’s role in the politics of education in schools, despite
Simon’s private acknowledgement of the need for more scholarly atten-
tion to be paid to it.!4 This piece is an attempt to fill this gap, drawing
extensively from the CPGB’s teachers’ periodical (which maintained
uninterrupted publication from 1948 until the party’s collapse in 1991)
and from schoolteacher and educationalists’ contributions to the CPGB’s
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more well-known journals. For communist teachers in Britain were
particularly committed to the periodical form, and a closer reading of
such sources, alongside unpublished archival material, complicates
existing conclusions about the extent to which party teachers and educa-
tionalists eschewed questions of educational content, method and theory
in their campaign for comprehensive education. Party members
concerned professionally with the education of children framed and
debated their challenge to selective secondary education in ways which
devoted more attention to theoretical and philosophical concerns than
has previously been acknowledged, and did not merely parrot the party
line. In addition, the effect of the CPGB’s line in the early cold war years
on its educational cadres, leading up to the traumas of 1956, will be
investigated. This reveals the development of tension between academic
educationalists on the one hand, and schoolteachers active at the ‘chalk
face’ and in the National Union of Teachers (NUT) on the other. Such
tension played itself out amongst the pages of journals and was suggestive
of a wider schism between labourist and humanist interpretations of
socialism which was developing in the CPGB by the later 1950s, and
would surface in the decade which followed.

At the margins, 1920-1941

When the CPGB was formed in 1920, there existed a parallel system of
state schooling in England. The vast majority of children attended
non-fee paying, all-age elementary schools, which educated pupils from
the age of five, until the statutory leaving age, which was raised to
fourteen in 1921 (though a substantial number only attended full-time
until twelve years, from which age elementary pupils were permitted to
attend work part-time). Elementary schools offered a curriculum
restricted mainly to the ‘three Rs’, and did not offer the education neces-
sary to enter the universities or the black-coated professions. For that,
students needed to attend one of the nation’s secondary schools. These
were fee-paying institutions, either old endowed grammar schools which
received grants of public money, or newer grammar schools established
and maintained by local education authorities (LEAs). Grammar schools
also enjoyed superior physical conditions in terms of buildings, equip-
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ment and the number and qualifications of teaching staff. They recruited
pupils at the age of seven or eight and kept the majority of them until
the age of sixteen or over. Despite the existence of a limited scholarship
system for exceptionally able elementary schoolchildren to transfer to
grammar schools at age eleven, and the stipulation that as a condition of
receiving public money grammar schools were required to set aside a
quarter of their places free of charge for elementary pupils, in practice
elementary schools were the domain of the working class, and a full
secondary education was by and large restricted to the children of the
middle and upper classes.!

R.H. Tawney’s Secondary Education for All (1922) and Education: The
Labour Policy (1924), produced for the Labour Party, proposed an end to
the elementary/secondary divide. Instead Labour policy prescribed a free,
unified, continuous system of education, split into distinct primary and
secondary schools, with all children transferring from one to the other at
the age of eleven and remaining until sixteen. Yet this was very much a
long term goal. During Labour’s nine months in government in 1924 the
percentage of free secondary places was increased and LEAs empowered
to raise the leaving age to fifteen. Few did however, and the Conservatives,
hostile to the idea of secondary education for all, reversed the increase in
free secondary school places when they returned to office later that year.!6
Yet the Consultative Committee for Education (chaired by Henry
Hadow, vice-chancellor of Sheffield University) which had in 1923 been
charged by the Conservative government with investigating suitable
courses of study for children up to the age of fifteen in elementary schools,
reported back in 1926. The Education of the Adolescent, or the ‘Hadow
Report’, made no recommendations regarding the existing grammar
schools, as they had been excluded from its remit. But Hadow did
propose, along with raising the school leaving age to fifteen, that other
schools should be divided into primary schools on the one hand, and
secondary schools on the other, with transfer at age eleven. Thus Hadow
accepted the premise of a secondary education for all. Nonetheless,
Hadow, and indeed the Labour Party, envisaged a variety of secondary
schools for different ‘types’ of children. Central or secondary modern
schools would offer a ‘realistic or practical’ curriculum, technical or trade
schools a curriculum ‘developed ... in accordance with the needs and
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requirements of ... local industries’, whilst the grammar schools would
continue to offer a ‘literary or scientific’ curriculum.'” And Hadow also
proposed that, as it would take some time to establish a nationwide
system of secondary education, as an interim measure elementary schools
should be reorganised into junior and senior elementary divisions. The
Labour Party, the Trade Union Congress (TUC) and most educationalists
welcomed the Hadow Report as a step forward. The Conservative govern-
ment claimed to accept its principles, but postponed action on any of
them in favour of the interim reorganisation of elementary schools.
British communists were at the margins of this debate on the organi-
sation of secondary education. By the end of 1926, CPGB schoolteachers
were engaged in a power struggle with Labour Party moderates over
control of the executive committee of the pressure group through which
they organised, the Teachers' Labour League (TLL). The TLL was
disaffiliated by the Labour Party the following year, and, before long, any
remnants of the united front with social democrats had disappeared as
the League’s leading communist teachers became enthusiastic advocates
of the new line which had emerged from the Comintern in the summer
of 1928. Under the influence of Stalin’s consolidation of power in the
USSR, the Comintern’s Sixth World Congress announced that capi-
talism had entered its ‘third period’” of terminal decline and that
revolution was thus imminent. Cooperation between communists and
left wing social democrats was thus no longer regarded as a way of
winning the working class for communism, but instead viewed as collab-
oration with ‘social fascists' who were attempting to hoodwink the
workers into propping up a collapsing capitalism. The sectarian nature of
this position encouraged some communists in the TLL to dismiss the
idea that meaningful reforms could be made to English schools in the
absence of a socialist revolution.!® Although this line was by no means
ubiquitous, as has sometimes been suggested,! the TLL — rechristened
the Educational Workers” League (EWL) in 1930 to eschew the ‘bour-
geois’ sounding ‘Labour’ and “Teacher’ — did oppose the Conservative
reorganisation of elementary schools on the grounds that it was the
educational manifestation of capitalist ‘rationalisation’ in industry, aimed
at reducing pay and conditions.?? Others in the labour movement also
lobbied for the full imposition of Hadow’s reccommendations rather than

Twentieth Century Communism — Issue 12



British communism, periodicals and comprehensive education 93

the Conservative government’s compromise, but to actively oppose any
reorganisation of all age elementary schools placed communists at the
very margins of the debate. Moreover, it also meant that communist
schoolteachers lagged behind their Labour Party counterparts who, upon
seceding from the TLL in December 1926, had formed the National
Association of Labour Teachers (NALT), affiliated to their party. By
1930, with Labour back in government again committed to full Hadow
reorganisation, NALT produced Education: A Policy, which advocated
not only extending secondary education, but also called for a new, single,
type of secondary school: the ‘multilateral” school.2!

As opposed to Hadow’s call for distinct grammar, modern or technical
secondary schools, the multilateral school would follow the American,
French and German example of providing these varied curriculums
under one roof to aid ease of transfer between them, and promote social
cohesion. The London Labour Party came out in favour of the multilat-
eral school in 1932, and the Labour-controlled London County Council
(LCC) also became an advocate. The TUC followed by calling for the
multilateral school by 1934, and a year later the NUT also suggested that
it would be the ideal arrangement where size permitted.?2 The EWL,
however, remained quiet on the issue, influenced by third period scepti-
cism about the viability of meaningful educational reform under
capitalism, and sectarian hostility towards the Labour Party, TUC and
the NUT. Even though by 1933 CPGB schoolteachers in the EWL were
among the first in the party to peel away from the third period line in
favour of constructing a broad progressive alliance against the threat of
fascism and war (foreshadowing the Comintern’s official switch to the
‘popular front’ in 1935) this did not mean they engaged wholeheartedly
with the debate on the organisation of secondary education. According
to CPGB teacher Edward Upward’s semi-autobiographical novel set in
the period, since the ‘overriding aim was to obtain unity between
communist and non-communist teachers’, there was an incentive not to
‘raise controversial matters of secondary importance which might make
unity harder to get'.?3 The dissolution of the EWL in favour of the
broad-based Teachers’ Anti-War Movement, coupled with the fact that
party teacher Max Morris’, The Peoples Schools (published through the
Left Book Club in February 1939) demanded only limited experiments
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with multilateral schools, backs up Upward’s depiction.?# The Nazi-
Soviet Pact’s crushing of the popular front by summer 1939 and the
chaos that war and evacuation plunged the country’s education system
into from that September only pushed discussions on the future of
secondary education further down the communists’ list of priorities.

Discussing the future of Britain after the war remained a low priority
among communists even after the Soviet entry into the conflict against
Germany in summer 1941. Keen to pressure the government to open up
a second front in Europe, the CPGB leadership discouraged discussion
of the world to come after as ‘a dangerous political diversion ... used to
perpetuate the illusion that we can leave the main brunt of the fighting
and dying in Europe to the Russians’.?> A ‘Schools for Victory’ campaign,
conducted by the newly formed CPGB Teachers’ Bureau throughout late
1941 and early 1942, was fixed firmly upon the role schools and teachers
had to play in ‘building now a solid, unshakeable Anglo-Soviet front’.26
It gave no consideration to educational reconstruction in peacetime,
despite the flood of press commentary, pamphlets and policy statements
on the subject as a consequence of the deleterious effects wartime condi-
tions had on schooling, and the enhanced public awareness of the
deprived educational standards of many urban schoolchildren as a conse-
quence of evacuation.?” Thus there was initially no communist response
to the government’s ‘Green Book’ which in summer 1941 outlined the
Board of Education’s plans for educational reconstruction.?8 Party leader
Harry Pollitt, chief theorist Rajani Palme Dutt and industrial organiser
Peter Kerrigan had involved themselves in the teachers’ work by this
point,? and it seems likely the communist silence on the issue of educa-
tional reform was at their insistence. For a CPGB teachers’” conference
held in November 1941 had recognised that ‘the world of education has
been more deeply stirred than ever by the impact of the war on schools’
and consequently there was a need to ‘counter the tendency to dismiss
the plans for post-war reconstruction as mere utopianism’.3

Pioneering the Common School: 1942-1944

In June 1942, a year after the Green Book, the CPGB political bureau
finally informed its teachers that there must be a clear statement of party
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policy on educational reconstruction.3! By that December, in response to
the Beveridge Report, the central committee issued a memorandum
setting up committees to examine specific areas of policy in post-war
reconstruction, one of which was education.32 The teachers’ bureau thus
became the NEAC, formulating education policy for the central
committee. At the CPGB’s 1943 Congress, the central committee was
renamed as the executive committee, and newly elected to it was GCT
Giles,3 who had been a stalwart of the TLL/EWL and had also recently
been elected vice president of the NUT to a ‘great burst of cheering’.34
Four other communists were also successful in gaining election to the
union’s executive committee that year.3> This reflected a growing promi-
nence and confidence of CPGB teachers both inside and outside their
party, which itself had reached a hitherto unseen popularity, with a
membership of 56,000 in December 1942.3¢ It was in this month that
the NEAC published their first serious contribution to the debate on
educational reconstruction in the shape of a pamphlet titled Britain’s
Schools.37 It was given a full page spread in the NUT journal,?® a publica-
tion which had been uniformly hostile to communist teachers for the
duration of the Nazi-Soviet Pact.3? Britains Schools generally accorded
with the growing consensus around post-war education policy illustrated
by the Council for Educational Advance (CEA), which consisted of the
TUC, Co-operative Union Education Committee, the NUT and the
Workers” Education Association, and demanded a single, national system
of education with a common code for the regulation of secondary
schools, and a school leaving age of sixteen.4’ But on the organisation of
secondary education, Britains Schools advocated an agenda-setting
position: a common secondary education for all.

Britains Schools had been influenced by NALT’s Reconstruction of
Education, published in late 1941, but went further. NALT had been
more radical than their own party’s policy and the CEA by proposing
that the multilateral school should be the single type of secondary school
provided for in any new education bill.#! NALT suggested that the multi-
lateral school would follow a common curriculum from the age of eleven
to thirteen, and then differentiate according to ability, albeit within the
same institution. Thus, whether they wished for multilateral schools to
be set up alongside the tripartite system of grammar, technical and
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secondary modern schools, or to replace them, for the majority of the
labour movement the multilateral school was not seem primarily as a
device for providing a common education. Rather, multilateralism was a
more effective and less socially divisive process of selection. For the
CPGB however, secondary schools should have no differentiation in the
curriculum until the age of fifteen at the earliest, and preferably not until
sixteen.2 This position was retained in Communism and the Schools,> a
response to the governments White Paper Educational Reconstruction,
and the report of a committee set up to make recommendations on the
curriculum and examinations in secondary school (the Norwood
Report), both of which were published in July 1943, and suggested selec-
tive secondary education along tripartite lines.* The 1944 Education
Act, whilst finally consigning to history the elementary school by obli-
gating LEAs to provide free secondary education for all under a common
code, in the end did not prescribe how this was to be organised. But the
new Ministry of Education soon issued various memorandums giving
LEAs a firm steer in the tripartite direction.®> Nevertheless, like the rest
of the educational world and the labour movement, the CPGB welcomed
the Act as a firm step forward after the stasis of the 1920s and 1930s.
Also, having been elected NUT President in April 1944, GCT Giles had
played a key role in the negotiations which shaped the Act, even receiving
personal thanks for his help from Conservative minister RA Butler,
President of the Board (now Minister) of Education.46

Yet the warm welcome did not mean that the CPGB had given up its
enthusiasm for ending the tripartite system. Just two months after the
Education Act received royal assent, the NEAC issued a memorandum,
The Multilateral (or Common) School, which argued that the secondary
education for all provided for in the Act could only truly be delivered in
a non-selective school where students studied a common curriculum until
age fifteen.%” From this point on, communists used the word ‘common’ or
‘comprehensive’ instead of multilateral in relation to secondary education,
to move away from any association with retaining tripartism inside the
same school. They were not the first to use the term — it had already been
used in Britain 1929 by educational psychologist Godfrey Thomson.48
But communists were certainly among the first to champion the truly
comprehensive school. In turn, the communist position seems to have
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influenced NALT, who soon also broke definitively with the conception
of the multilateral school as three separate streams under one roof.#> In
1948, the Labour Party would drop the term multilateral .5

Comprehensive education and the transition to socialism: 1945-47

The communist enthusiasm for the comprehensive school has been
explained as deriving primarily from developments in the USSR, the
result of British communists’ rediscovery of a 1936 Soviet decree
condemning the practice of mental measurement, then the instrument
used in England to decide which students were eligible for the grammar
school at age eleven.! Soviet practice no doubt played its part in CPGB
teachers later framing the struggle for the common secondary school
around a campaign against intelligence testing, which will be dealt with
later in this study. But it is important not to let that obscure the fact that
the backing of the comprehensive school also had its roots in domestic
political developments. The seventeenth CPGB congress in October
1944 outlined a new programme which, for the first time the party’s
history, held that a reformed parliament under a progressive administra-
tion of state planning was capable of beginning the transition to socialism
in Britain.5? The landslide victory of the Labour Party in 1945 on a
manifesto committed to the establishment of a welfare state and a vast
programme of nationalisation seemed to be moving Britain in this direc-
tion. In his 1946 book The New School Tie, GCT Giles outlined how the
comprehensive school would play a vital role in these new circumstances,
where ‘government is in the hands of a [Labour] party pledged to build
a real democracy in education as well as in other national affairs’. For
Giles, the tripartite system was based ‘on an economic and social system
which is already obsolete and dying’ in which [f]or the great majority ...
working long hours for low wages, there has been no need for knowledge
or culture’. In such a system, posited Giles ‘there could be no general
demand for a high standard of education’. However, in the ‘age of tech-
nical triumph, an age of plenty’ that the coming ‘planned democracy’
would bring, a higher level of general education for all would be required,
hence a common secondary education was a necessity, not only to make
economic progress, but also to prepare the population for a new kind of
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citizenship. In short, the comprehensive school ‘must become, not
merely a place of instruction, but more and more the training ground for
... social life in a democratic community’.5

Just as Harry Pollitt had argued in 1945’s Answers to Questions that the
quicker the influence of a united working class movement could ‘purge
the State apparatus of ... reactionaries’, and ensure a ‘new type of govern-
ment and parliament, new types of local and county councils ... the
quicker we shall advance to socialism’,54 so too a new type of school
could also assist in this process. In this way, communists saw the common
secondary school as not just about widening access to secondary educa-
tion of the existing type, but as a method of creating a curriculum of an
entirely new character. Brian Simon, who between 1945 and 1950
taught in Manchester and Salford in an un-reorganised senior elementary
school, a secondary modern and a grammar school, reflected that for
communists at the time, the creation of the comprehensive school was
just the first step towards ‘transformation of the content of education ...
the single school seemed to be in sight ... but more was needed — an
overall reconstruction of educational practice using modern methods and
techniques’.>> And by 1947 party teachers developed a substantial draft
policy offering their most sophisticated interpretation to date of the
development of English education and the prospects for progressive
change in its methods and content.5¢ It is thus worth considering in
some detail.

The ‘Content of Education’ surmised that the historical development
of schools in England and Wales reflected not a munificent mission on the
part of individuals or the state, but rather the economic and political
struggle of classes. But the document also posited that in the British
historical context, the schools also contained within them an internal
development which sometimes counteracted economic and political
developments, caused in large degree by the failure to ever definitively
rupture organised religion from the provision of education. Hence the
original grammar schools, though born out of bourgeois challenge to the
power of the church and the aristocracy from the fifteenth century
onwards, remained dominated by a classical humanist tradition of
Platonic philosophic idealism ‘existing in uncomfortable proximity ...
and often at open war’ with the scientific culture often associated with the
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rising middle class. Even the economic pressures exerted by the Industrial
Revolution — which necessitated that the working class receive some form
of basic, and then vocational, education and led to the establishment of
state elementary schools, and eventually secondary schools — were not
enough to shake off the domination of the classical tradition. There was a
certain degree of reconciliation between the Platonic and utilitarian
educational traditions, true, but essentially the former won out.
However, “The Content of Education’ espoused hope for a funda-
mental shift in educational content in what is described as ‘the recently
developed senior school’, a reference to the secondary modern. Since this
type of school was ‘relatively free of the academic bonds that constrict the
rest of the system’, and educated chiefly the children of the working class,
‘the immediate producers who are in constant touch in their daily life
with material reality’, it was able to base the curriculum on children’s
direct experience and test theory in practice. The development was also
beginning to trickle down to the primary schools. Nonetheless, the
ruling class were wise to this fact, and thus the maintenance of the
grammar school advocated in the Norwood Report, and in Tory educa-
tion policy after the passage of the 1944 Education Act, was an attempt
by capitalist class to ensure that the elitist classical tradition survived. In
this way the status of the ruling class would endure despite the statutory
provision of secondary education for all. So although the state system of
schools could still therefore be categorised as a system provided for the
working class by the bourgeoisie, and thus the content of the education
delivered in them was ultimately reflective of bourgeois thought and
method, progressive influences were beginning to appear. Consequently:

. the primary task is the establishment of a common secondary
school within which new forms of education could be developed in
accordance with the progressive force in society, the working class,
and so of their children ... a form of education that will fit the
people for the sharpening struggle ahead ... [T]he schools today can
in some measure extend their function to perform tasks which a
socialist society to a very great extent performs for its members ...
i.e. they can make it a major task to clarify existing social practice,
and to destroy the basis of myths, dogma and confusion.5
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The comprehensive school, new humanism and the battle of ideas:
1947-1956

The evidence outlined above thus complicates Ken Jones” argument that
post-war British communists’ focus on widening access to state provision
of education meant that they ‘adopted positions that responded to the
prospect of expanded state education in a one-sided over welcoming way’
or had ‘no serious concern for matters of educational content’.>® Further
evidence which contrasts with Jones' account is shown by CPGB
teachers’ reaction to a change in the party line to one of disillusionment
with the nature of the Labour administration by late 1947. In August
that year a Harry Pollitt-authored pampbhlet, Looking Ahead, optimisti-
cally argued that ‘T have no hesitation in declaring that the essence of the
period we are now in is that of a transition stage towards socialism’.>> But
almost as soon as Looking Ahead was published, developments in inter-
national communism undermined it. In September 1947 the
newly-established Communist Information Bureau (Cominform)
decreed that the world was divided indisputably into two camps, and
that the British Labour government was firmly inside the camp of reac-
tionary American imperialism. Accordingly, at its Twentieth Congress in
February 1948, the Party agreed a new attitude towards the Labour
Government.% In contrast to his dented, but intact, faith in Labour’s
socialist credentials in Looking Ahead, a year on Pollitt wrote that ‘there
is nothing common with socialism in what the Labour Government is
doing’.%! This shift in line seemed to accord with the NEAC’s actual
experience of Labour education policy in government, which had not
seriously challenged tripartism. This caused a growing concern with the
formulation of a distinct communist attitude to educational theory and
practice, and its relationship to economic, social and political change
which continued into 1948 as the schism between the Labour Government
and the CPGB grew wider. Several articles appeared in Modern Quarterly,
the CPGB’s theoretical journal, on the historical development of
schooling in England since the bourgeois revolution, on the place of a
‘new humanism’ in school-based education, and on theory and practice
in the education of children.®? The latter piece was written by Joan
Simon and directly lifted and developed upon passages from ‘The
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Content of Education’. Why the latter draft was never published in full
is unknown, but Joan Simon’s adaptation and extension of its ideas reit-
erated apprehension about the growing influence of those who sought to
reassert the classical humanist approach to education in schools through
the maintenance of tripartism, by preserving a secondary school curric-
ulum which was ‘devitalised, abstract ... anything but the source of
instruments of positive social action’.®3 In other words, Joan Simon was
explicitly relating arguments about the content of education to the
struggle between capitalism and progress towards socialism which was
inherent in the CPGB’s post-twentieth Congress political line:

What are the real issues underlying educational controversy? They
are, of course, the same as those in every field of social life. Are we
to advance or return to barbarism? The present educational system
is a capitalist agency in a capitalist society ... [it] continuously
transmit[s] the ideas and values of the ruling order ... it works to
stabilise social relations ... But by its very existence it puts new
weapons in the hands of the people which they can use to transform
social relations. It is therefore a focal point in the struggle for social
advance ... The attempts to maintain divisions and differences of
subject matter as between the curricula of different schools is in
effect an attempt to counteract the effects of the increased dose of
enlightenment.%4

Again, Joan Simon was keen to distance communist prescriptions for
educational content from social democratic or ‘progressive’ ones. Despite
offering praise for the work of the Central Advisory Council of England
and Wales’, School and Life and Sir Fred Clarke’s Education and Social
Change — both of which argued for closer interrelation between the
curriculum and the child’s experience and social relations®> — Simon also
emphasised that ‘those who accept the divisions of capitalist society as
final and absolute must search in vain for a final ‘integration’ of the
various aspects of human knowledge, experience and emotion’.?¢ She also
criticised Labour policy on education for being confined to organisa-
tional questions and neglecting theory.¢” That the CPGB had been guilty
of the same between 1935 and 1945 was not mentioned, presumably
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because a quantitative focus was deemed appropriate then, when the
priority was the defeat of fascism. Whereas, in 1948:

[tlhe present time is a period of transition, a moment in the develop-
ment of our culture when capitalism is in a final stage of decline and
the transition to Socialism is imminent. Educational issues therefore
reflect both the manifestations of social collapse and of immense
new social opportunity ... Teachers therefore have great opportuni-
ties. In spite of inevitable limitations they have the perspective of
teaching the right thing, of enabling children to understand what
science offers, how society develops, what human culture consists
in. This is not utopianism. This is not merely the end of a dying age;
it is also the threshold of the new.

In this way, schoolteachers were expressing the logic of the CPGB’s wider
political line: that the conditions for a gradual transformation to
socialism in Britain were in place, if only the forces of progression, and
not reaction, could steer the institutions of the state in that direction:
whether that institution was Parliament or the school. It was for this
reason that the party leadership had advanced the argument that there
was a definite need for communist professionals to develop a marxist
approach to their own fields.®” One of the most successful and influential
examples of this was the NEAC’s campaign against intelligence testing.
Brian and Joan Simon first took members of the CPGB Psychologists’
Group to task in Modern Quarterly and another party periodical,
Communist Review, in the late 1940s. They challenged members of the
Psychologists Group’s view that intelligence testing should be developed
so that measures could be devised that would make the most of every-
one’s individual abilities, not just an elite. Emboldened by the recent
‘rediscovery’ of the 1936 Soviet decree condemning ‘pedology’ (mental
measurement), and the obvious use of intelligence testing in Britain as a
justification for resisting the comprehensive school which was seen as an
important feature of the transition to socialism,”® Party teachers, in
collaboration with Brian and Joan Simon, played a leading role in ques-
tioning the validity of the eleven-plus exam along marxist lines,
emphasising the malleability of human capacity in the interaction with
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his/her environment and social relations.”! The CPGB held an open
meeting on ‘Intelligence Testing and the Class System of Education’ in
October 1950, attended by 300 people, including many non-party
teachers.”? Developing out of such work and intensive further statistical
research which he had begun on a small scale as a classroom teacher in
Salford and when studying part-time for an M.Ed. course at Manchester
University,”3 Brian Simon’s book Intelligence Testing and the Comprehensive
School (1953) spelled out clearly and scientifically how the construction
and validation of tests were prone to subjective social calculations which
discriminated against the often culturally deprived children of the
working class. He thus was significant in discrediting the concept of fixed
genetic intelligence which restricted opportunity not just in secondary
education, but also in the primary school through the distorting and self-
selecting effects of streaming and coaching for the eleven-plus.74
According to the Times Educational Supplement, Simon had delivered ‘a
formidable indictment of the theory and practice of intelligence testing
... the case stands up’.7> Indeed Intelligence Iesting and the Comprehensive
School rapidly became what one historian has described as ‘the theoretical
and practical manual for opponents of selection’.” It has also been
suggested by the biographer of leading educational psychologist Professor
Cyril Burt, the foremost advocate of testable innate genetic intelligence
in the period, that Intelligence Testing and the Comprebensive School
played a major part in Burt later using fraudulent data in order to
substantiate his theories.”” In 1955 Simon contributed another book
called The Common Secondary School, which developed his arguments by
using data from working-class secondary modern school pupils who had
been entered for the GCE ‘O’ Level and achieved passes, something
which their IQ score suggested they were incapable of. It also used obser-
vations from visits to almost all of the then few fully comprehensive
schools in England and Wales to illustrate that they were bringing about
a general improvement in standards, contrary to the fears expressed by
advocates of the grammar school.”8

A supposedly nationally grounded CPGB strategy built on awakening
a socialist consciousness amongst the mass of the people required a
greater emphasis to be placed on cultural and ideological struggle. This
is turn necessitated a re-energising of the party’s attempts to reach out to
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professional workers and intellectuals. During 1947 the party established
a National Cultural Committee (NCC) to co-ordinate cultural activity,
involving sub-groups of historians, scientists, musicians, film-makers,
artists and writers.”” The head of the NCC Emile Burns pointed out its
relevance to teachers, an indication that they too could take their place
in ‘the united movement ... that can make democracy a reality’.8° This
was not surprising, given that there were 2000 schoolteachers in the
CPGB by 1949,8! making them by far the largest group of professional
workers inside the party,? at a time when the CPGB more widely was
losing members.83 Although the NEAC was a branch of the party’s
industrial department, Burns felt it opportune to point out that teachers
and educationalists had an important part to play in the party’s cultural
work. Reflecting this, GCT Giles was given a place on the NCC when it
was launched,? and the October 1950 meeting on intelligence testing
mentioned earlier was a joint venture between the NCC and the NEAC.
Following the formal adoption of a parliamentary route to socialism
outlined in 7he British Road to Socialism in 1951, the CPGB executive
committee adopted a resolution on cultural work calling for ‘[a] deeper
study’ of it and ‘continuous efforts to make it well known among ...
professional colleagues’.8> The idea was to counter American capitalist
cultural domination as energetically as its economic and military
hegemony. But at times this ‘Battle of Ideas’ — a term coined by commu-
nist historian (and former party teacher) AL Morton in 1948 to describe
the struggle on the cultural front8¢ — was characterised by an ‘increasingly
one-eyed application’ under which ‘there was pressure to conform to
Soviet endorsed models’ highlighted by Lysenkoism among scientists and
‘socialist realism’ among writers.8” It also found expression on the
NEACs attitudes to new western progressive educational theories.
Despite the radical visions for the ‘new humanist’ transformation of
educational content and methods during the mid-to-late 1940s, and the
valuable theoretical critique of intelligence testing, a rather more
conservative attitude began to prevail among the NEAC leadership as the
cold war progressed. Communist teachers became more isolated from
domestic currents and less inclined to flesh out ‘new humanism’ and
apply it to social conditions as they existed in England. Rather, as during
the third period, they sought to investigate and promote Soviet or Soviet
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bloc educational trends. Here education, like Soviet culture generally,
was influenced by a strict Stalinist purging of ‘bourgeois influences’. A
teacher-led pedagogy had been returned to the USSR during the 1930s
after Stalin had brought the radical student-centred bolshevist teaching
methods of the 1920s to an end, but under ‘High Stalinism’ after World
War Two authoritarian teaching was in the ascendant, since the develop-
ment of pupils’ initiative and self-discovery was not to be encouraged.
Instead ‘the school ... was seen as a place of unflinching respect for the
teacher ... a place in which unsanctioned and independent actions were
usually inappropriate’.88 Visits by British communist teachers to schools
in the Soviet Union remarked with pride on the ‘very strict’ discipline
and the ‘high standard’ attained by using teaching methods ‘like those in
our grammar schools’, rather than the ‘freer’ methods that had developed
in non-selective schools, and had previously been presented as the hope
for the ‘new humanist’ education of the comprehensive school of the
future.?? In a similar vein, Party teacher Chris Hayes used educational
research from the USSR and the GDR to expound an idea of education
where ‘serious work’ could only be done where ‘the teacher [is] completely
in control and commands unquestioned discipline’.? Max Morris’ 1953
book, Your Children’s Future, which contained a chapter — revealingly
titled ‘People’s Democracy and Education’- that sought to lay down a
blueprint for a ‘democratic’ education system in Britain, was clearly
influenced by this model. Although he agreed with pupils having ‘an
active rather than a passive approach to learning [my emphasis]” he was
not effusive about teachers encouraging too much freedom in the class-
room itself. ‘Education should be systematic, programmes clearly
defined’ wrote Morris. Teachers should not depend ‘as so often happens
now, on accidental, individual predilections for particular theories.
Freedom there must be to discuss and learn ... but freedom should surely
not result in confusion’.?!

Morris’ attitude had been considerably different five years earlier. In a
July 1948 article for party weekly World News and Views, he celebrated
the fact that ‘[a]ll over the country teachers are discussing how to
modernise the content and methods of the school curriculum. New
methods are being applied, the keynote of which is the development of
the children’s initiative through activity rather than the passive absorp-
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tion of knowledge’.?2 But by November, when the NEAC launched its
own journal, attitudes were beginning to change. The Educational
Bulletin (later Education Today and then Education Today and Tomorrow)
was launched at the height of a cold war ‘witch hunt’ against communist
schoolteachers,?? a time when the NUT’s journal was increasingly hostile
to communists and the Union was adopting a progressively more
cautious attitude to the common secondary school. In this context 7The
Educational Bulletin provided a medium for communist and left-leaning
schoolteachers to conduct and discuss the fight against tripartism and
intelligence testing both inside the classroom and the unions, and of
course to publicise CPGB education policy and recruit teachers to the
party. Its staff of party teachers were unpaid, and despite regular appeals
for funding, it was selling 3000 copies an issue by the 1950s,%4 and was
apparently widely read by non-communists inside the NUT.?

But during the late 1940s and early 1950s The Educational Bulletin in
general advocated a very traditional attitude towards teaching and
learning, which contrasted sharply with the potential for progressive
change that leading communist teachers had espoused in the wake of
1944. Although the first edition pointed its readers to Joan Simon’s
article in 7he Modern Quarterly, and encouraged them to engage with
‘activity and field of study’ methods which relied much less on teacher
instruction and more upon guiding the interests of the child, there were
portents of a creeping scepticism towards such approaches. Readers were
also warned to be wary of the danger that such methods could also lead
to a ‘failure to develop a coherent body of knowledge’.?¢ Before long, a
reasonable doubt such as this accelerated into dismissing activity
methods as a US government plot, in conjunction with the Ministry of
Education, who were promoting such methods at this time, ‘to produce
men incapable of thinking’.”7 As leading NEAC member and grammar
school History teacher R.S. (Sam) Fisher put it: ‘[tJhe apologists for
capitalism desire a working class ‘socially minded, co-operative’, but
ignorant, i.e. ripe for the illusions of class collaboration. Activity methods
cater for that need’.”8

Attitudes hardened on other new educational practice in schools as
well. In contradiction to the NEAC’s previous suggestion that History
and Geography be merged as Social Studies or Social Science (in 1944’
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the Multilateral (or Common) School, 1946’s The New School Tie and
1947’s “The Content of Education’), when this practice was taken up in
secondary modern schools on the recommendations of the Ministry of
Education, an article in the Educational Bulletin framed it as ‘depriving
working-class children of the knowledge which is their birthright’ in
favour of ‘a hotchpotch of unsystematic activities’. Yet again this was
linked to ideas spilling over from America.”” Other education methods
which had once been advocated by communists were also subject to
something of a volte face: visual aids were characterised as a slippery slope
towards a form of ‘visual education’, apparently a powerful movement of
American ‘business concerns’ and ‘[r]eactionary ideologists’ whose aim
was to ‘limit as narrowly as possible the thinking done by the rising
generation’ and ‘to deprive them of any serious education at all and raise
up a generation conditioned to react mechanically and uncritically to
certain shapes and colours’.!% Thus, the CPGB leadership’s rather
dogged adherence to the ‘two camps’ thesis and the ‘Battle of Ideas’ was
clearly making itself felt among the party’s teachers. Educational theories
emanating from America were liable to be seen as part of a US project of
political, economic and cultural hegemony, even though communist
teachers had previously advocated the same or similar methods in the
schools. Some communist teachers involved themselves deeply in NCC
activities. Peter Mauger was one example, speaking at NCC conferences
on ‘Communism and Liberty’ and writing for World News and Views on
the dangers posed to children by ‘[tJhe insidious medium of the
American comic [which] deals in brute force and direct sadism, disguised
pornography, the unquestioned superiority of the capitalist way of
life’.101 Mauger was at the forefront of the movement against American
comics, and he and other party teachers eventually formed an unlikely
alliance with church groups and conservative moralists in the Comics
Campaign Council, speaking all over the country on the menace the
comics posed to young minds.!0?

However, not all Party teachers were as enamoured with the NEAC
leadership’s unsophisticated application of the ‘Battle of Ideas” to educa-
tion. Some were willing to defend the judicious use of activity methods
and visual aids, or social studies, and their views were not censored from
The Educational Bulletin.'93 Equally, some of the concerns expressed
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about new methods were more reasonable, based not upon cold war
hysteria, but upon activity methods’” emphasis of the free development of
the fixed and innate (rather than developable) potential of the individual
divorced from his/her social relations.!* But the conservatives generally
had the last word in the journal, and it was those conservatives who held
the leading positions on the NEAC. As Steve Parsons points out, such
conservatism was not just a product of Soviet influence, but also reflects
the fact that by the early 1950s the party teachers’ leadership was domi-
nated by secondary schoolteachers like GCT Giles, Max Morris and Sam
Fisher. As activity methods and visual aids had more natural applicability
with younger children in the primary schools, secondary school teachers
naturally took less interest in them.!%> Eric Porter, a party primary school
teacher put it thus: ‘Morris and Fisher waged a strong campaign against
‘free’ methods from their secondary redoubt ... [TThe Morris/Fisher
attitude was designated generally by primary members as reactionary’.10¢

Added to this primary/secondary division between the teachers was a
developing cleavage in the NEAC between ‘intellectual’ or ‘academic’
educationalists and classroom practitioners. In 1950, Brian Simon left
school teaching in Manchester and Salford in order to take up a post in
the Education Department at University College Leicester. He recalled
feeling at the time that it was in a university, rather than the school class-
room, that the theory and practice of education could be properly
investigated.!%” This perspective was out of line with an NEAC domi-
nated by working schoolteachers and increasingly concerned largely with
professional questions in the trade unions. Shortly after taking up his
academic post, Simon vented his frustration at the lack of attention
being paid to theoretical matters by the NEAC. A June 1951 memo-
randum from him to the Committee laments the lack of ‘organised
attention to the ideological struggle in education’. Simon agreed that
attempts to degrade the standard of education provided for the working-
class based on ‘American pragmatist theory’ and the use of intelligence
testing, but his underlining of the word ‘organised’ clearly suggested that
the any existing attention to ideological matters was being applied unsys-
tematically by the party’s teachers. He stated bluntly that the NEAC was
‘lagging behind’ on clarifying a marxist theory of education, and the
application of that theory in a specific manner to the use of intelligence
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testing and to different age groups and different subject areas was an area
‘virtually untouched by us’. He felt that there was a tendency to avoid
such issues for fear of causing dissension among the party’s teachers, and
that this was ‘short-sighted and wrong’. Simon recommended that the
development of attention to theoretical issues in education be given to a
sub-committee of the NEAC created for the purpose and ‘consisting of a
few comrades particularly interested in this area’. The sub-Committee
was to establish contact with intellectuals and academics in the
Historians’ Group and Psychologists’ Group and work more closely with
them. The memorandum clearly demonstrates that Simon felt the
current leadership of the NEAC avoided theoretical discussions in favour
of more concrete professional matters. And where party teachers did stray
into theoretical areas matters of classroom practice, Simon felt their
pronouncements on these matters tended to be knee-jerk rather than
grounded in marxist theory.!% Certainly, Max Morris’ election to the
CPGB executive in 1952 was indicative of the extent to which he
endorsed the party leadership’s prescriptive imposition of cold war logic.
Moreover, being part of the industrial department actually further
diminished the prospects for theoretical advancement among the NEAC,
as the committee was caught between two stools: education in schools
was a cultural matter, but one perceived through the lens of a leadership
focused more on its industrial politics.

Conclusion

Although they came late to the debate after a time at the margins during
the third period and popular front, British communist schoolteachers
and educationalists played an important role in the campaign for
comprehensive education in England. This role has been largely over-
looked by historians, and where it has been considered, communists have
been portrayed as paying little or no attention to philosophical or
cultural concerns, but as being instead essentially economistic, summed
up by Deborah Thom as a ‘trade union style of discourse ... [which] did
not advance the debate theoretically at all’.!%” Trade union matters were
undoubtedly a strong feature of official party pronouncements and some
discussion of education in schools in the party press, particularly during
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the ‘Battle of Ideas’ of the late 1940s and early 1950s. Yet a closer reading
of communist schoolteachers’ and educationalists’ contributions to party
periodicals, alongside their books and unpublished archival material,
shows that the official party line was not simply reflected faithfully. It was
also developed in a manner which paid not inconsiderable attention to
matters of educational content. Furthermore, communist educational
print culture at times openly contested the party line. This was to
continue as the CPGB went through the ordeal of Khrushchev’s denun-
ciation of Stalin and the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, the
growing intellectual/’worker’ divide among communist teachers and
educationalists temporarily ameliorated, even if their respective key
figures remained ultimately loyal to the party line. Max Morris was one
of only two members of the CPGB executive committee to oppose Soviet
intervention,'!? yet he bowed to democratic centralism and fell in line
with the rest of the leadership in publicly supporting the USSR’s actions.
Brian Simon also swallowed his doubts about the invasion and took up
a seat on the executive in 1957.11 Joan also remained faithful to the
leadership. No exact figures survive on how many party schoolteachers
were among the 9000 CPGB members who had resigned in the wake of
1956. But on the whole the NEAC remained more ‘loyal’ than other
‘brain workers’. Though the CPGB itself estimated it lost up to a quarter
of its white collar cadres, schoolteachers were not noticeably among
them. They made up eleven per cent of the total number of delegates at
the 1957 congress, an increase on the seven per cent they made up in
1956, indeed they were one of only three occupational groups in the
party which actually grew as a proportion of total delegates between
those two years, and their growth was the largest of these three.!!2

However, there was a lively debate in Education Today and Tomorrow
about the CPGB/NEACs relationship with the USSR when it came to
educational matters. This was a theme taken up by Beatrix Tudor-Hart.
She published an article which damned the CPGB’s subservience to the
CPSU over questions of education:

Many teachers, both in, and out of the Party, have been very
disturbed for a long time at the Communist Party’s attitude towards
progressive ideas and methods in education, particularly in primary
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education. We have damned activity methods, play, individual
work, project methods, assignments, because the Soviet Union
disapproves of them.

For Tudor-Hart, Communist teachers in Britain would ‘gain more
support ... if we discussed English methods and practice ... from the
viewpoint of marxists using our own experiences’, rather than ‘report[ing]
on and prais[ing] only Russian methods, even when these are nonsense,
incorrect ... or obvious and trite’.!'3 But Tudor-Hart was not alone in
her misgivings about NEAC education policy in the wake of 1956. Peter
Mauger felt that it was ‘a fair comment that Communists have tended to
propagandise Soviet education’. He emphasised the need ‘to solve, i our
own way, the very pressing problems facing British education’. He then
echoed concerns that Tudor-Hart had expressed about the formal and
academic style of education being delivered by Soviet schools since the
reforms under Stalin in the 1930s.1'4 As has been shown, Mauger was a
practising teacher in a state school, and had played key role in the ‘battle
of ideas’ campaign. Given these facts, he could not be easily dismissed as
an unreliable ivory tower intellectual like Tudor-Hart, who taught in the
independent sector. Nor could GCT Giles, who despite his loyalty to the
party’s position over Hungary also felt that the Party’s teachers had
neglected marxist theory.!'> Brian Simon also took the opportunity to
repeat the similar point he had made earlier in the 1950s in the wake of
1956.116 Clearly, 1956 stirred up concerns about the theoretical rigour of
communist educational policy among CPGB teachers, and their journal
was perceived as a safe space in which to dissent from the party line.
Indeed during the late 1950s and the very early 1960s party teachers
worked in close collaboration with academic/intellectual educationalists
like Brian and Joan Simon, developing an influential theoretical critique
of selection which did not hang on the simplistic class reductionism, but
engaged with questions of educational psychology, theory and method in
the creation of a common curriculum.!’” However, when in 1961 Joan
Simon was about to publish a pamphlet developing a marxist theory of
education in Britain (which she had written at the request of the CPGB’s
publishers), Max Morris, Sam Fisher and other leading members of the
NEAC became concerned that schoolteacher control over communist
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educational policy was being threatened. They attempted to reassert their
dominance by blocking publication, and were backed up by a CPGB
leadership which did not wish to risk alienating a large ‘worker’ constitu-
ency then making significant advances in an NUT increasingly open to
militancy on salaries as governments attempted to impose wage
controls.!!8 Paradoxically, the marginalisation of intellectual educational-
ists occurred at a time when King Street was beginning to assign a greater
role for ideological and cultural struggle in other spheres, and whilst
Brian Simon was to play a leading role in this as chair of the NCC, he
found himself to some extent limited in his own field of expertise inside
his own party. Yet, in another way, the struggle for the control of
communist education policy was a portent of a wider schism developing
in the CPGB by the mid-to-late1960s: between those advocates of a
more pluralist, humanist approach which ascribed a greater role for
culture and ideas as site of resistance; and those who wished to keep the
battle for socialism more firmly rooted in industrial struggle.!?
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