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ABSTRACT
This paper establishes and explains the important role of the British Conservative Government of 1959-1964 in supporting the raising of the school leaving age in Britain from the age of fifteen to sixteen.  This was a matter of educational, social and political debate around conflicting priorities during this period, and was emphasized in both the Crowther Report of 1959 and the Newsom Report of 1963.  The Treasury was strongly opposed to the proposal due to its high financial cost.  There was a large element of electoral opportunism involved in the Conservative Government’s approval of ROSLA, announced in January 1964, but it also reflected a long-term ambition to consolidate education as a Conservative issue.
Introduction
In January 1964, the British Conservative Government announced its commitment to raising the school leaving age (ROSLA) from the age of fifteen to sixteen, to take effect from the year 1970-71.  The decision had already been taken in principle in the 1944 Education Act, but it took nearly 30 years for this to be followed through and implemented (see also Cowan et al in press).  This measure had been the subject of a protracted debate, especially during the lifetime of the Conservative Government, first under Harold Macmillan from October 1959 until October 1963 and then under Sir Alec Douglas-Home until its narrow defeat in the general election of October 1964.  The verdict of The Times, still the newspaper of record, immediately following the announcement was clear and positive:  it amounted to ‘an act of faith and courage’ on the part of the Government.  According to The Times, indeed, ‘A way out would have been easy, but the nation will one day be grateful that the Government did not attempt to take it.’ (The Times 1964).  
Such a judgement might appear a little exaggerated, but ROSLA was not a minor matter.  The policy debate over ROSLA was not simply a technical one over details, but engaged with significant educational issues.  It also led to political disputes at the highest levels of government.  In economic terms also, the sums involved mattered, not only within education, but for social policy more broadly and for economic planning as a whole.  
In one respect at least, The Times was incorrect in its assertion, for the nation was not grateful to the Government over its decision.  Indeed, the Conservative Government’s role in implementing ROSLA was largely forgotten.  It is well known that in 1967-68, during an economic crisis, Harold Wilson’s Labour Government decided to postpone the implementation of ROSLA for two years from 1970-71 to 1972-73, and this decision reflected a range of conflicting views and priorities around the policy even at this late stage.  Many of the ministers involved in that decision have left detailed accounts of these events in their memoirs and published diaries  (for example Wilson 1974, Pakenham 1974, Crossman 1975, Gordon Walker 1991).  It is less well known that it was a Conservative Government that provided the key political decision to raise the school leaving age.  General accounts have not acknowledged the Conservatives’ role in ROSLA, and have tended to concentrate on the debate within the Labour Government later in the decade (for example Chitty 1989, Knight 1990, Gordon et al 1991, Simon 1991, Griggs 2002).  By contrast, the contribution of the Conservative Government of 1959-1964 to education policy has attracted little historical attention except in generalized references to a traditional ‘Tory mind’ (for example Lawton 1994).  The Conservative Governments of 1951-1964 have suffered a lingering reputation of presiding over ‘thirteen wasted years’ (Bogdanor and Skidelsky 1970), and the modernization attempted in the early 1960s has been dismissed as ‘too little, too late’ (Tomlinson 1997).  As for Douglas-Home as Prime Minister, there is scant recognition of any strengths or even interests in the field of social policy (Thorpe 1996).
Why did the Conservative Government decide to proceed despite the extensive resources and financial cost that would be involved, and in spite of the widespread resistance and reservations about ROSLA that were expressed at the time?  The policy context of ROSLA involved the general educational expansion of the postwar period, growing concerns as to the financial implications of this expansion despite the improving economic position of the 1950s, and the debate about priorities that this engendered. This paper will examine the policy debate of the Conservative Government of 1959 to 1964 that culminated in this public commitment, and in particular the extent to which it did indeed constitute ‘an act of faith and courage’.
It also sheds light on the educational policies of the Conservative Party over the longer term. The Conservative Party had a long standing interest in education, and during the twentieth century had been closely involved in government in the further development of the education system, notably the 1902, 1918 and 1944 Education Acts (Crook 2005).  Its leaders interpreted the 1944 Act, produced by the Conservative R.A. Butler, as a specifically Conservative measure designed to promote social mobility (Dean 1995).  However, there was an underlying tension in Conservative education policy.  They were largely sympathetic to educational reform that was increasingly regarded as an investment in the future, and sought political advantage from their support for education.  At the same time, Conservatives were also wary of the financial cost involved in the growing education service, while some were also ambivalent about the prospect of expanding educational opportunities.  A key tension between education as an investment on the one hand, and the cost of education on the other, engendered a debate that became especially heated over the issue of the school leaving age. 
The role of the Treasury was especially significant in this policy dispute.  Ribbins and Sherratt have discussed the role of the Chancellor of the Exchequer in the making of education policy in the Conservative Governments of the 1980s (Ribbins and Sherratt 2004).  More recently, the Treasury has often intervened actively in education policy, and was decisive in promoting the raising of the participation age in education to eighteen through the support of Gordon Brown and Ed Balls (Balls 2008).    Under the ‘New Labour’ Government in Britain from 1997 until 2010, the Treasury favoured investment in skills that would enhance Britain’s position in the global economy, for example in the Leitch Review of 2006 (Leitch 2006).  In some countries, for example in New Zealand in the late 1980s, the Treasury has aggressively championed a ‘free market’ approach to education (Lauder et al 1988; Openshaw 2009).    
During the Conservative Government in the early 1960s, the Treasury did not pursue either an expansionist or a free market agenda, but attempted to control and restrict the further growth of public spending.  In the context of a burgeoning welfare state that was seeking further advances in a number of domains, this proved a significant restraint, and especially so for a Conservative Government that was anxious to minimize taxation and dependence on the State.  Samuel Brittan’s classic study The Treasury under the Tories, 1951-1964 (Brittan 1964) observed that although the Treasury was responsible for promoting economic growth as well as being the guardian of the public purse, it manifested a ‘puritan’ outlook that supported the latter role rather than the former.  Thus, he argued, the Treasury continued to be influenced by its tradition as a ‘housekeeping ministry’ (Brittan 1964, p. 329).  It was this tradition that became uppermost when addressing ROSLA.
The debate over ROSLA involved broad educational and social issues as well as economic and political calculations.  The 1944 Education Act had provided for free and compulsory secondary education for all pupils, but most LEAs, in line with the preferences of the Ministry of Education, made provision for this within a system of selective grammar schools for the most academic and non-selective secondary modern schools for the majority, with a few also establishing secondary technical schools for those with technical and vocational aptitudes (McCulloch 2002).   The secondary modern schools struggled to attain parity of esteem with the grammar schools, with the result that comprehensive schools designed for all abilities and aptitudes began to gain in popularity as an alternative approach (McCulloch 1998).  In order to resist the potential spread of comprehensive education, therefore, Conservative Governments faced the conundrum of not only promoting the elite education provided in grammar schools and independent schools, but also shoring up the secondary modern schools as a viable and respectable route for the majority of pupils.  
Raising the school leaving age became entangled with these broader considerations as Conservative Governments addressed the next stage of educational reform.  At the same time, although ROSLA to 15 had been implemented from July 1947 by Clement Attlee’s Labour Government despite pressing post-War economic problems, during the 1950s there were increasing doubts as to whether a further extension could or should be made in the near future.  There were social and educational reasons to support a further delay in implementing ROSLA to 16, and both the Conservative Government and the Labour opposition had strong reservations about committing themselves to this policy.
 
Conservative education policy in the 1950s
The Conservatives had been returned to office under Winston Churchill at the end of 1951, and under some economic pressure at that time had actually considered reducing the school leaving age back to 14, and increasing the age of school entry from five to six (Cabinet 1951).  The Central Advisory Council was indeed asked to examine what the impact of shortening the period of compulsory school attendance would be, but argued that such a move would ‘do more serious injury to education and to the nation than is appreciated by those who advocate it’ (CACE 1952).  Butler was now the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and while sanctioning growth in the education budget he was also anxious to find savings (Dean 1992).  Nevertheless, as David Eccles, the new Minister of Education, noted in 1954, reducing the school leaving age would have been ‘a major retreat from the Act of 1944’.  Moreover, according to Eccles, ‘If we, who mostly send our children to boarding schools, encouraged early leaving from county secondary schools, we should present the Opposition with a first-class Election issue.’ (Eccles 1954).  This assertion in itself reflected an emerging anxiety that the private educational choices of the social elite were becoming a public and political issue in the context of secondary education for all (see also McCulloch 2004).  Eccles was also keen to respond to the Labour Party’s growing opposition to grammar and public schools and support for comprehensive schools by recognizing that education would need to be treated as ‘the most urgent of all social problems’ over the next decade (Eccles 1956). 
Nevertheless, although there was economic growth and full employment during the second half of the 1950s, the Government remained concerned about the rapid growth in the education budget and the prospects that it would grow still further in future years.  This fed into wider anxieties about the actual and anticipated cost of the welfare state as a whole.  In May 1957, for example, it was pointed out that the total net expenditure by the Ministry of Education and local education authorities had climbed from just under £300 million in 1950-51, to just under £400 million in 1954-55 and just about £500 million in 1956-57, and was likely to exceed £600 million in 1958-59 and £700 million in 1960-61.  The numbers of pupils in schools were expected to reach their peak in 1961, but it was anticipated that expenditure would keep rising in the 1960s, passing £1,000 million by the end of that decade.  Average costs per pupil were also rising, and it was noted that the average cost per secondary school pupil would reach £100 per year by 1960-61, when numbers in secondary school were at their peak.  In response to this, it was asked, ‘Is it too much to expect that some fee shall be charged for pupils in attendance at State schools, to help to meet the rising cost of education?...  If education is to cost more, is the increase to fall wholly on the rates and taxes, or can some parental contribution be expected at a time of full employment and sufficient wages?’ (Advisory committee on policy 1957).  Clearly, it was taking some time for those brought up within a personal and family culture of parental fees to come to terms with the implications of universal and compulsory secondary education.
Lord Hailsham, who briefly succeeded Eccles as Minister of Education in 1957, sought to persuade his Cabinet colleagues that Britain compared unfavourably with many other countries in terms of its educational structure and expenditure on education per head of the population, and argued strongly in favour of increases in spending on buildings, teachers and universities.  However, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, now Peter Thorneycroft, insisted that no further increase in expenditure on education could be considered in current economic conditions (Cabinet 1957).
At this stage, ROSLA to 16 was a low priority in education policy.  The main issues in education were seen as the defence of grammar schools and public schools while reducing class sizes in primary and secondary schools.  Where school leaving was discussed it was generally affirmed that staying on at school after 15 should be developed on a voluntary basis.  Hailsham sought to encourage parents to keep their children at school after the age of 15, and was even willing to consider financial incentives for this, but resisted a statutory increase in the school leaving age which would, he warned, ‘be sure to throw out all his plans’ (Conservative Party education committee 1957, minute 2).  It continued to be argued in 1958 that a policy of providing ‘varied opportunities for the able and the keen’ would produce ‘worthwhile gains in a measurable time’, whereas 
      By contrast, sweeping measures such as raising the age of compulsory

      schooling by a year or compelling everybody to put in a period of part-time

      education after leaving school or trying to get the size of all classes,

      primary as well as secondary, down to the same maximum of 30 would

      cost far more and would lead to a lowering of standards for years to come 

      (Flemming 1958).

This view suggested that voluntary and localized measures might be more effective, as well as less expensive, than universal and compulsory reforms
On the other hand, the Government was willing to endorse further educational expansion in order to continue the advances made under the 1944 Act.  It accepted the need to ‘swim’ with a ‘tide of opinion’ among the public in terms of a growing interest in education and an increasing belief in its value (Cabinet 1958).  Geoffrey Lloyd, the Minister of Education in 1958, confided in Butler that an ‘amazingly keen popular interest in Education’ had arisen due to the 1944 Act (Lloyd 1958).  In Lloyd’s view, further educational progress was not merely ‘essential in the national interest’, but was ‘the type of social reform that fits most perfectly into a general Conservative theme’ (Lloyd 1958).  Moreover, Lloyd, argued, further reform would not necessarily be very expensive:  ‘If we act quickly, we can do so without spending much more money than will be spent simply to continue existing policies’ (Cabinet 1958).  Since the number of pupils in secondary schools would fall by about 250,000 in the early 1960s, he pointed out, there was ‘a great opportunity to reinforce by positive action an improvement in standards which will take place anyway’ (Cabinet 1958).  Indeed, he proposed, ‘If we are seen to be taking such action, the general public will give us credit for the whole of what could be a quite spectacular raising of the educational standards of our school leavers within  a few years’ (Cabinet 1958).  It was this hope that lay behind the publication of a new White Paper on secondary education towards the end of 1958 (Ministry of Education 1958).
Meanwhile, the Labour Party in opposition was also aiming to identify key priorities for education and to contain potential costs.  Under Hugh Gaitskell, Labour was trying to improve its public image and moderate its commitments in the area of social policy (Haseler 1969; Favretto 2000). The Trades Union Congress at its annual conference in 1956 passed a resolution calling for ROSLA to 16, but the Labour Party’s study group on education preferred to concentrate on reducing class sizes, especially in the primary schools.    If Labour Party leaders had any qualms about ROSLA, these were eased by a survey of educational attitudes that it commissioned in 1957 as part of its first nervous steps towards opinion polling.  This found that a small majority of all parents were actually against ROSLA, and that 54% of working class parents disapproved of such a measure.  Labour’s study group concluded from this that a decision not to raise the school leaving age ‘will probably be accepted without demur by the majority of the population’ (Labour Party study group 1957). 

The impact of the Crowther Report

A key shift occurred with the publication of the Crowther Report, 15 To 18, soon after the Conservatives’ return to office under Harold Macmillan in October 1959.  
This was a report produced by the Central Advisory Council for Education (England), which was then chaired by Sir Geoffrey Crowther, the deputy chairman of the Economist Newspaper.  It had been requested in March 1956 to investigate the education of boys and girls between 15 and 18, and reported in December 1959. The Crowther Report strongly supported ROSLA and set the tone for the debate that ensued during the Conservative Government of 1959 to 1964.  
Part three of the report argued strongly in favour of raising the school leaving age to 16, on the grounds that it would realize the vision of the 1944 Education Act of ‘secondary education for all’, giving it priority over another provision in the 1944 Education Act for part-time county colleges for those finishing compulsory education.  It insisted that this would benefit individuals and also the nation as a whole, economically and socially.  It also proposed that ROSLA should be introduced between 1965 and 1969, which lay in a ‘valley’ after the numbers of pupils at school had peaked and before they began to rise again.  
This was the largest of a number of major recommendations made by the Crowther Report, which it estimated would add £200 to £250 million a year to the present cost of education (£134 million for ROSLA on its own), although it saw these as a national investment that was small compared with the total national annual outlay for its capital infrastructure of £3,514 million (Ministry of Education 1959, p. 58).  It also pointed out by way of comparison that the nation’s annual outlay on alcohol and tobacco had increased between 1950 and 1957 by some £228 million.  When viewed as an investment in national efficiency, it concluded, ‘we find it difficult to conceive that there could be any other application of money giving a larger or more certain return in the quickening of enterprise, in the stimulation of invention or in the general sharpening of those wits by which alone a trading nation in a crowded island can hope to make a living’ (Ministry of Education 1959, p. 60).
The Crowther Report was warmly received by most newspapers and professional journals.  The journal Education suggested that its immediate impact reflected the ‘forward march of public opinion’ (Education 1959).  Yet there was soon an undercurrent of dissent to these ambitious plans.  This was partly due to the cost of the proposals, which would involve a commitment to finding 20,000 extra teachers in addition to new school buildings.  As well as the financial implications, however, many also queried the educational and social dimensions of ROSLA.  Some argued that county colleges were more important, while others preferred to prioritise a reduction in primary school class sizes.  
William Alexander, secretary of the Association of Education Committees, stated a case for continued education, but not in schools, to respond to ‘the desire for independence, financially and socially…, a sense of maturity, and…a desire to be out in the real world’ (Alexander 1959).  Meanwhile, the letters columns of newspapers and educational journals began to fill with the complaints of teachers and head teachers in secondary modern schools who did not welcome the prospect of extending education for pupils who were already bored and alienated with a leaving age of 15 (for example Jameson 1959, Ree 1959)
It was David Eccles, reappointed for a second term as the Minister of Education, who took the responsibility to respond to the Crowther Report and its supporters and critics on behalf of the new government.  On the basis of his earlier tenure as Minister, Eccles was already well aware of the significance of the report.  He anticipated before its publication that it ‘would compare with, say, the Hadow Report of 1926’ as a major document in education (Conservative Party education committee 1959) – not an unjust comparison.  Eccles also understood the broader political importance of educational reform, as he explained to the Conservative Party’s education committee.  His powers as the Minister were mainly ‘powers of persuasion’, and he had to take account of ‘some very influential independent bodies’ in the context of ‘the prevailing set-up in the world of education’ (Conservative Party education committee 1959).  However, he argued that despite these limitations in his own role, the Government should give education top priority among the social services such as it had never previously been accorded.  Growing interest in education and rising expectations for the future had been demonstrated at the recent general election, and this presented both an opportunity and a challenge.  According to Eccles, ‘education was the open door for erstwhile Labour voters to the Tory Middle-Class’.  At the same time, ‘We could expect the public to forget our splendid record and demand an ever growing rate of quantity and quality.’  (Conservative Party education committee 1959).
Thus, Eccles concluded, it was essential for the Conservative Government to build on previous achievements.  If this could be done, there would be enduring political advantages to be gained no less than lasting social improvement:
      It fell to us to carry out the major part of the Butler Act – a Tory measure –

      and to set our seal on Education as the undisputed ‘Tory’ social service.

      In the same way as the name of Lloyd George was associated in the public

      mind with Old Age Pensions, or Aneurin Bevan’s with the National Health

      Service, the Conservatives were now presented with an opportunity of

      once for all establishing their image in the field of Education, such as was

      was not to be missed (Conservative Party education committee 1959).
Education therefore represented not only a tangible social benefit but also a political investment for the Conservatives.  Nevertheless, within the Conservative Party, Eccles had to contend with a wide range of views on ROSLA.  The Conservative and Unionist Teachers’ Association was hostile to the proposal, and there were many party activists in local authorities who had other priorities.  Eccles himself was conscious of the difficulties around compulsion, continued to see class sizes as the top priority, and hesitated about the cost (Conservative Party education committee 1960a).  As he pointed out, educational expenditure would increase greatly even without ROSLA, although he was also aware, as he put it, that ‘It could be looked upon as an essential national investment and should be compared with that of other countries who were spending one or two per cent. more of their GNP [Gross National Product] on education than we were ourselves’ (Conservative Party education committee 1960b).  Overall, he counselled caution in responding to the Crowther Report’s key recommendation of ROSLA to 16, but urged his party to stand by the provisions of the 1944 Act and ‘retain the valuable political initiative which they had won in education’ (Conservative education committee 1960b).
These potential political and social gains were less obvious to an interdepartmental committee of officials established to investigate the costs of implementing the main recommendations of the Crowther Report.  This reflected the concerns of the Treasury, and aimed to avoid as far as possible commitments to new spending or to defer budgeting decisions (Crowther working party 1960).  An interim report produced on 10 March noted that under existing policy, educational expenditure, excluding universities, was expected to increase from £816 million, or 3.9% of GNP, in 1959 to £1,472 million, or 5% of GNP, by 1974.  However, it warned, if the Crowther recommendations and other new proposals were implemented, educational expenditure would rise to £1,590 million, or 5.4% of GNP, by 1974.  So far as ROSLA was concerned, the cost of educating those who would otherwise have left was estimated as being about £42 million per year; new school buildings would be needed and would cost £92 million; and there would be a reduction of GNP of about £125 million as a result of removing 15 year olds from the labour force (Cabinet 1960a, Annex).  R.A. Butler, now at the Home Office and leading an education policy committee that also included the Minister of Education and the Secretary of State for Scotland, proposed that the Government should commit itself to providing 8,000 extra places in teacher training colleges in order to either eliminate over-size classes, or make it possible to raise the school leaving age by 1970 (Cabinet 1960b).   However, even with the decision on ROSLA being deferred, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Heathcoat Amory, pronounced himself ‘shocked’ at the prospect of the Government announcing these additional commitments to education.  Even with existing policies, he pointed out, the cost of education would increase by over £650 million, or 80%, by 1974:  ‘Clearly we cannot undertake more:  the question is whether we can do as much’ (Cabinet 1960a).  Other commitments, for example to defence, economic aid, the National Health Service, a roads programme, the railways, pensions, housing, space research and civil aviation, were also pressing on one another, and against this background he insisted that the announcement of additional educational improvements could not be justified (Cabinet 1960a).
The emerging debate within the Government was addressed at a meeting of the Cabinet on 17 March 1960.  In terms of the general economic situation, Heathcoat Amory stressed that while he did not wish to reverse the Government’s policies for growth, it was necessary to restrict the steady rate of expansion.  The Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, pointed out that the presentation of policies to the public was most important in order to retain public support.  Finally, after an extended discussion, it was decided to avoid making an explicit pledge to increase teacher numbers, and instead to ‘blur the edges’ and make it an ‘aim’ (Cabinet 1960c).
In responding formally to the Crowther Report, therefore, Eccles’ statement to the House of Commons on 21 March 1960 reaffirmed the principle of ROSLA but resisted calls to announce a date for ROSLA to be implemented, while also signalling the Government’s willingness to promote further expansion of the education service.  This was an important speech that was to become famous in education policy circles for its use of the term ‘the secret garden of the curriculum’.  It also expressed in definitive terms the Government’s indecision over ROSLA. 
Eccles’ speech acknowledged the growth of the ‘public appetite for education’ reflected in the number of children voluntarily staying on after the age of 15:  ‘Each year we shall gain more experience in how to make the last years in a secondary school worth while, and each year the number will diminish of those who would stay on only if they were compelled to do so.’  He also set four conditions for setting a date for ROSLA.  First, school buildings had to be adequate to accommodate the extra pupils.  He estimated that £80 million would be needed in England and Wales, and that if resources were available for this four years’ notice would be required before ROSLA could be introduced.  Second, schools must have the confidence that they could hold the interest of the 15 to 16 year olds, and for this there was a need to provide satisfying new courses for them.  Third, more teachers would be needed – not only the 18,000 teachers that would be required just for ROSLA, but the many more to cut down over-size classes in primary and secondary schools which remained his major priority.  He pointed out that since 1951, over 4,000 new schools had been completed, 2 million new places provided, the number of children in maintained schools had risen by nearly a million, or by one-sixth; the number of teachers had risen by about 50,000, or nearly one-quarter.  Yet in January 1959 one-quarter of primary school children were in classes of over 40, and two-thirds of seniors in classes of over 30.  The high birth rate, the increase in voluntary staying on (up to almost one-third compared with one-quarter three years before, high wastage from the teaching profession for example when women left to get married, and the new three year training course for teachers compounded this general problem, so that, according to Eccles, teacher supply was the most urgent problem to be addressed.  Rather optimistically, he anticipated that over-size classes could be eliminated by 1970 in order to allow ROSLA.  Finally, he pointed out, public opinion had fully to support such a step.
Eccles was in no doubt about the financial implications of ROSLA.  He observed that the annual cost of education for England and Wales, which had been £280 million in 1950-51 (not including universities) was now £700 million, and even without Crowther’s recommendations would grow further by one-half by the end of the 1960s and by four-fifths by the end of the 1970s.  Yet, Eccles averred in conclusion, the Government was convinced ‘that even if it means sacrificing in other directions the money must be found for education’, with a greater slice of the national income, as a commitment to investing in the future.  It is worth noting also that Anthony Greenwood, in replying to the debate, committed the Labour Party to ROSLA at the earliest possible date, which it set, following Crowther, as 1968-69 (Hansard 1960).
Education, politics and the economy
The lines of argument over ROSLA were now clearly established, and these continued to be debated within the Government for the remainder of its period of office.  Eccles’ stance allowed time for further preparations to be made and avoided an immediate Government commitment, but it also placed the onus on the Government to make its position clear before the next general election which was due to be held by 1964 at the latest (The Times 1960).  It also permitted the Treasury to develop an argument that ROSLA to 16, however attractive it might be politically, was unsustainable in financial terms.  The political and the economic dimensions of ROSLA thus became the subject of a protracted debate among officials and policy makers over the course of the Government.

In educational and social terms, there remained significant underlying doubts about the wisdom of proceeding with ROSLA.  A committee of Conservative MPs, established to consider the problems facing young people in their teens and early twenties, reported that young people had greater leisure time, were healthier, matured earlier, and were better off financially than earlier generations had been, leading to a growing sense of independence.  The proper approach for the Conservatives to adopt, according to this committee, was to invest in this new generation and encourage individual and local freedom and variety.  It supported the general stance taken by the Crowther Report as a means towards these ends.  However, it was lukewarm about the proposal to raise the school leaving age, pointing out that 15 year old pupils had a changing attitude to authority and life in general, and suggesting that voluntary staying on at school might be encouraged as ‘a very good second best’ (Smyth 1960).  This view was shared by the Conservative and Unionist Teachers’ Association, which insisted that the existing length of school life was sufficient for a large proportion of children in secondary modern schools, who ‘appear to have neither the ability nor the desire to absorb more of the curricula which are at present normally available to them’ (Conservative and Unionist Teachers’ Association 1960).
For a few years, the Government could defer further consideration of ROSLA.  As it approached its fourth year, after Edward Boyle had succeeded Eccles as the Minister of Education in July 1962, officials again became active in discussing the next moves forward.  One argued that it remained necessary to formulate a ‘basic philosophy’ on the issue, on the basis that ‘we ourselves – that is, broadly, parents of the professional or managerial class – do not let our own children leave school under 16 even if they are not doing very well or are unlikely, as some of our daughters in particular are unlikely, to wish to enter any profession or occupation requiring extended education’ (Fletcher 1962).  Yet there were continuing anxieties about going forward.  H.H. Donnelly of the Scottish Education Department saw ‘great difficulty’ in contemplating any firm commitment on the lines of Crowther because of the problems of teacher supply (Donnelly n.d.; 1963).  Toby Weaver of the Ministry of Education agreed that it was not going to be at all easy to make a case for the compulsory raising of the age, and was ‘by no means certain that our Minister will be in favour of any commitment on it’ (Weaver 1963).
By the summer of 1963 these negative opinions had hardened.  According to one, on the basis of current progress with expanding the training colleges and universities, ROSLA was ‘just not a practical proposition’, and the primary schools would suffer if it were introduced.  Crowther was dismissed as ‘archaic’, parents were said to be doubtful of the merits of ROSLA, and it was argued that higher education might be a better investment:  ‘To put the matter with intentional crudeness:  is it better to enforce an obligation upon the unwilling or to extend opportunities for those who are both willing and able’ (Pile 1963).  The worsening economic prospects of the country also served to highlight the potential cost of ROSLA.   Meanwhile, the economic context of the educational debate had also shifted.  The economic prosperity that had blessed Macmillan’s Government in its early years had been replaced by a downturn which brought with it a growing pessimism about future financial prospects.  The British economy was experiencing a cycle of ‘stop-go’ and unemployment was now relatively high.  Reginald Maudling’s budget in 1963 responded by reducing income tax and planning for further expansion (Maudling 1978).  ROSLA was a commitment too far, and the Treasury began to assert itself again to avert this threat.

The educational context of the debate had also radically changed.  In terms of education, the State was slowly moving into the ‘secret garden’, first with an abortive announcement of a Curriculum Study Group in 1962 , leading to a further debate and the development of a Schools Council in 1964 that would make it possible to introduce new courses at a national level in areas of need.  At the same time, two heavyweight reports were about to be published, both years in the making, which would further sharpen the issues around ROSLA.  The Newsom Report, a further product of the Central Advisory Council, was published in October 1963 under the title of Half our Future, on the education of pupils aged 13 to 16 of average and less than average ability (Ministry of Education 1963).  This report endorsed Crowther by insisting that ROSLA was necessary and urgent on social and economic grounds (Ministry of Education 1963, chapter 1), and thus increased further the pressure on the Government to make a clear and positive decision on the issue.  
A week later, the Robbins Report on higher education was published, urging the further expansion of higher education to all those able to profit by it (Robbins 1963).  This raised the stakes on how best to invest in young people for the future.  It increased the potential expenditure for educational expansion, and suggested a use of funds that might be an alternative to ROSLA.  By the same token, in political and social terms it sharpened a debate between an emphasis on higher education which would benefit a minority and an extension of compulsory schooling which would provide for all.  The Treasury envisaged that the ten-year programme envisaged by Robbins would involve an increase of more than 100% in the cost of higher education by 1973-74, which would also mean giving higher education priority over other areas of activity (Cabinet 1963).
Herbert Andrew, the Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Education, responded to these new developments by proposing that the advice provided by officials for the Minister should favour ROSLA, on the basis that this represented a long established policy which should not be reversed without clear cause (Andrew 1963).  The key Ministry official responsible for drafting this advice, L.R. Fletcher, was especially positive in setting out the case for ROSLA.  Encouraged by Andrew, Fletcher pointed out that international competition drove up the demand for educated manpower, and that in this respect the practices and plans of other western countries were ahead of those of Britain.  In the USA, for example, every state had a leaving age higher than 15 and ten higher than 16, while France, Sweden and Norway were also raising it to 16 (Fletcher 1963).  Another Ministry official, H.F. Rossetti, clearly anticipating Treasury resistance, argued that political considerations should override economic issues even if, as he felt, ‘there is an insufficient case on educational grounds for raising the age to justify doing this at a cost of something between £50m or £70m a year’ (Rossetti 1963).  
On 23 October, Andrew approved the advice to go forward to the Minister, even though in his view the potential gains and losses remained finely balanced:  ‘What weighs more with me is that since the 1944 Act educational thought and policy has been to a very large extent geared to the idea that 16 and not 15 or 17 is the magic age and an enormous amount of work has been done in trying to fit together jigsaw puzzles which were assumed in advance to have a piece missing.’ (Andrew 1963b).  Andrew was also conscious of the electoral implications of supporting the Robbins proposals for higher education while remaining inactive on ROSLA:

      There is a considerable section of thoughtful and articulate opinion which

      will be very critical of any suggestion that we believe, as a Government, 

      in increasing opportunities for the ablest boys and girls while neglecting

      the average and below average – they more so because they will be quick

      to point out that virtually all those in positions of responsibility in our society

      believe in keeping their own children at school until they are at least 16

      (Andrew 1963c). 

For the children who currently left school at 15, he observed, secondary education was ‘a building only half finished and doubtfully worth the money we are spending on it’, so that, as he concluded, ‘The completion of the building would enable us to get better value for the money we are now spending and would enable the educational world to go ahead with the necessary improvement of the content of secondary education.’ (Andrew 1963c).   Nevertheless, despite this clear advice, the educational, social and economic issues around ROSLA remained unresolved.
ROSLA and the Douglas-Home Government
At this stage, as the Conservative Government entered the final year of its five-year term, the political dimension of the debate increasingly overshadowed both education and economics.  The Labour Party had found a capable and popular new leader, Harold Wilson, after the death of Hugh Gaitskell in January 1963.  Macmillan’s Government had become very unpopular, and it became mired in a scandal that led to the resignation in June 1963 of the War Minister, John Profumo.    Finally, in October 1963, Macmillan was himself forced to resign as Prime Minister for health reasons.  His replacement, after a controversial and contested process to choose a new party leader and Prime Minister, was Sir Alec Douglas-Home, who was selected in preference to the presumed heir apparent to Macmillan, R.A. Butler.  Douglas-Home’s Government, from the end of 1963 until October 1964, has usually been dismissed as marking the tired end of a long Conservative period of office.   Nevertheless, it was this Government that took the decisive step to raise the school leaving age to 16.
It did so against all of the financial and economic advice from the Treasury, and in the face of threatening economic indicators for the future.  The Treasury continued to be highly alarmed at the prospect of ROSLA adding to the many other calls on the education budget, and argued vigorously against it.  It noted that there appeared to be no savings envisaged to counterbalance the cost of ROSLA, such as raising the age of compulsory school entry (Bennett 1963a).  It calculated that the cost of ROSLA would be about £60 million per year, with over £100 million needed for spending on buildings, even if the necessary teachers could be found.  In addition, it estimated indirect costs of up to £30 million per year, including loss of income tax, reduced National Insurance contributions, and additional Family Allowances, and also that the loss of production might exceed £100 million per year (Bennett 1963b).
These tensions maintained the political disputes that had opened up with the resignation of Macmillan and the succession of Douglas-Home as Prime Minister.  It was a measure of the significance of the issue and the unresolved nature of the arguments that Douglas-Home found it necessary to meet the chairperson of the Central Advisory Council, John Newsom, personally in order to sound him out on educational prospects and gain some reassurance (Prime Minister’s office 1963).  Newsom admitted that some children were bored with school at 15, ‘or indeed even earlier’, but declared that it was worth keeping all children at school for an extra year:  ‘There was an increasing demand throughout the community for competence, and experience in the United States and on the Continent of Europe showed clearly that extra time at school developed the abilities that were required’ (Prime Minister’s office 1963).  He suggested that the curriculum for such pupils should be not narrowly academic, but related to their future work.  Newsom pointed out that although an increasing number of 16 year olds were now staying at school voluntarily, most of these were in the southern half of the country, and he thought it ‘regrettable that there should be “two nations” educationally as well as in other respects’ (Prime Minister’s office 1963).
The matter was referred to the Education and Research Policy Committee, but although a majority of this group supported raising the school leaving age to 16 in 1970, the Secretary of State for Scotland argued that this date was too soon for the plan to be implemented properly, while the Chief Secretary of the Treasury was opposed to the proposal in its entirety.  The committee estimated that the cost in capital expenditure would be about £150 million, with a net additional current expenditure of about £45 million per year, thus increasing the growth of educational expenditure in real terms between 1967-68 and 1971-72 from an estimated 4.5% per annum if the leaving age were left unchanged, to 5.6% per annum.  There would also be an indirect cost of nearly £20 million to the Exchequer and up to £13.5 million to the National Insurance Funds.  This was in addition to £150 million, equivalent to one-half of a percent of the GNP, due to the immediate loss of production from the withdrawal of 400,000 15 year olds from the labour force (Cabinet 1964a).
The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Reginald Maudling, himself intervened to warn of the potential consequences, and reminded colleagues that the £150 million of capital expenditure that would be required for ROSLA was equivalent to the whole of the money needed for the Channel Tunnel (including the French contribution); or the Victoria Line tube with another tube of the same magnitude; or two years’ construction of motorways and trunk roads at the same rate; or two new towns of about 50,000 people each; or six new universities of about 7,000 each, all with 100% residential accommodation.  Moreover, the annual cost of ROSLA , about £75 million, was equated for example with wage-related sickness and unemployment benefits.  He concluded:  ‘We are fast pre-empting the future growth of economic resources ahead, right into the 1970s.  The raising of the school leaving age would represent a very substantial addition to these commitments, both in the form of capital expenditure in the late 1960s and in continuing cost thereafter’ (Maudling 1964).  Moreover, the proposals for higher education arising from the Robbins Report suggested additional capital expenditure of about £80 million over five years and additional recurrent expenditure rising to £15 million annually.  Treasury ministers were resolved to oppose any commitment to raise the school leaving age in the near future, even though it was recognized that ‘the political arguments in favour of the change are strong (especially as Mr Wilson has committed the Labour Party to the raising of the age “before the end of this decade”), and the Cabinet may therefore wish to go ahead despite the cost’ (Harding 1964).
These economic arguments were compounded by the continuing uncertainties over the educational and social merits of ROSLA.  These were unsettling in their implications even at this late stage.  As the Cabinet was preparing to make a decision about whether to confirm the implementation of ROSLA, for example, a provocative article appeared in the national newspaper The Guardian.  The author was Arthur Barton, a history teacher in a secondary modern school, who insisted that a large proportion of his pupils should leave school at the age of 15 or even earlier because they were not capable of benefiting from a longer school life.  A typical case in his view was a pupil who he called ‘Wilkinson’ – ‘a stout, stupid, rather insolent lad of 14’.  According to Barton, such pupils were ‘reasonably teachable in their limited way up to about 12 or 13’, but after that it was better for them to leave as soon as possible (Barton 1964).  Such a view might have been calculated to persuade Conservative politicians that ROSLA was a poor investment of funds, and indeed the Cabinet secretary, Burke Trend, forwarded Barton’s article to the Prime Minister as ‘an interesting statement of one point of view’ (Trend 1964a).
Thus, ROSLA came to Cabinet with the matter still undecided.  It was noted at the Cabinet meeting on 17 January not only that the proposal would be very expensive to implement, but also that ‘on the basis of previous experience, the compulsory retention of a large number of unwilling children would tend to increase juvenile delinquency without yielding any educational benefit’ (Cabinet 1964b).  The Minister of Education, Edward Boyle, was strongly in favour of announcing a clear date for ROSLA, but the Secretary of State for Scotland, Michael Noble, was less sympathetic and argued that such a decision would require more vocationally centred courses for non-academic children.  After an extended discussion, the matter remained unresolved (Cabinet 1964b).  
A further, strongly worded memorandum from the Treasury emphasized the financial risks involved that ‘the limits of prudence and financial probity have now very definitely been reached and that any net addition would be economically unsound and politically unwise’ (Maudling and Boyd-Carpenter 1964).  The final estimates of costs were debated vigorously at a meeting between Boyle and the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, Boyd-Carpenter, prior to the decisive meeting of the Cabinet.  Boyle raised the possibility of deferring the normal programme of school improvements in order to help pay for ROSLA, but it was agreed that this would disadvantage the pupils who were now to stay on at school to 16.  The notion that ROSLA might be introduced in 1972, rather than in 1970, was also entertained, with the educational, social and political arguments for and against each date again finely balanced (Burke 1964b).
When the Cabinet met again to examine the proposal on 23 January, it was immediately following a general analysis of Government expenditure led by the Treasury team.  Maudling pointed out in this prior discussion that even on the optimistic assumption that the country could achieve a rate of growth in the GNP of 4%, by 1968 public expenditure would be absorbing over 41% of the national income, with continuing high pressures on expenditure in the following years.  However, the Prime Minister in his summing up observed that it was not possible to measure the future capacity of the economy in a precise fashion, and also that if new projects were justifiable on social and economic grounds they could be endorsed in principle, ‘on the basis that, when the expenditure which they entailed reached significant proportions, the necessary steps would be taken to keep public expenditure as a whole within acceptable limits’ (Cabinet 1964c, item 5).  On this hopeful note the debate over ROSLA resumed. Boyle insisted that failing to announce a date for ROSLA in the forthcoming debate on education would expose the Government to criticism ‘on the ground that they were showing insufficient concern for the education of the majority of the country’s children’.  Most of the capital expenditure, he added, would fall in the years after expenditure on the Channel Tunnel was at its heaviest if this project were approved; and the decision would still be subject to additional buildings and teachers being available.  He also left open the possibilities that the change might be deferred if either the capital resources or the necessary teachers were unlikely to be available, and also that the age of entry to schooling might be raised.  It was eventually agreed that raising the school leaving age in 1971, ‘while not constituting a firm commitment, represented the Government’s deliberate aim’, and Boyle was authorized to announce this in the forthcoming Commons debate on education (Cabinet 1964c, item 6).

Conclusions
It is clear that ROSLA was disputed up to the last possible moment, and that the apparent consensus was belied by the underlying doubts about the measure.  The Treasury played a key role in this protracted debate, and the Prime Minister and other key political figures were actively engaged in the arguments that took place.  There was evidently also a considerable amount of electoral opportunism involved in the decision, in the knowledge that it needed to compete with the Labour Party in the educational field with a general election fast approaching.  At this level, ROSLA was successfully defused as an election issue, and it barely figured during the election campaign.  To what extent, then, was the decision ‘an act of faith and courage’?

The decision to implement ROSLA may be interpreted, aside from short-term electoral calculations, as part of a political strategy to make education a Conservative issue.  With the Labour Party supporting the spread of comprehensive education and hostile to public and grammar schools, the Conservative Party was seeking to develop an alternative agenda for the future of education.  The key reports that they had commissioned to develop education further – Crowther, Newsom and Robbins – gave further weight to this educational record.   Labour might be making the running on selection at 11-plus, but the Conservatives could take some credit for the development of a mass system of further and higher education post-16.  This in turn involved making choices about whether to give priority to the demands of university expansion, which would benefit only a minority for the foreseeable future, or to the claims of ROSLA which would support a wider group, many of which might have preferred to be allowed to leave schooling.  The Conservative Government swallowed its own doubts and reservations about the educational and social arguments for extending the school leaving age further, which was itself an act of faith.
The longer term significance of the Conservatives’ decision over ROSLA is also noteworthy in terms of the political resolution required to enact it despite the pressures of the economic situation.  The difficulties of the economy increased in the 1960s, and by the 1970s led to social and industrial unrest.   A further delay to ROSLA in 1964 would have made it increasingly problematic to enact in these conditions, bringing with it the prospect of Britain falling behind other advanced industrial nations in lengthening the compulsory school age.  The Treasury’s determination to resist further commitments to social spending, reflected in the entrenched position adopted by Cabinet members based in the Treasury, was difficult to ignore even in an election year.  It required a measure of political courage to do so.  Although The Times misjudged the British nation’s propensity for gratitude, the Government’s decision did indeed require both faith and courage.   For this, whatever the motivations involved in the commitment to raising the school leaving age, the Conservative Government of 1964 deserves recognition.  
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