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The condition of some of the more deplorable 

and less than legible registers 

THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE ABSOLUTELY ABYSMAL 
 

An Overview of the 1867 – 1899 Attendance Registers for Bluntisham Old Day School  

 

 
 

The old day school, located on Bluntisham High Street, served the village from 1842 until 

1967when it was replaced by the new St Helen’s primary school on Colne Road.  Several years after 

it closed two large boxes were discovered in the building’s loft space.  They contained school 

attendance registers.  Rescued from the damp and vermin risk of the school and put into safer 

storage, nothing was done with them, or their contents, until they resurfaced in April 2021.  

 

 Before David Gedye delivered them into 

the safe keeping of the County Archives in 

Huntingdon Library, I was given the opportunity 

to dust them down, and I do mean, dust them 

down, and have a good look through them to see 

what further information could be gleaned as to 

the early history of the village school. 

 

  I think it true to say that the registers had 

survived storage unevenly. Some were in 

excellent condition considering their age, some 

had been used to press leaves, some had provided 

lunch for a variety of creatures and some were 

heavily stained or falling apart, hence the title of 

this article. Although not a full record, some 

registers missing and others so damaged they had 

to be disposed of, they nevertheless cover most of 

the thirty two years of attendance from 1867 to 

1899.  Whatever state they were in, they have 

provided plenty of questions, some of which I've 

been able to answer whereas some still remain to 

be solved. 
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Just to prove that red tape's nothing new 
 

On opening the registers one meets the do's and don'ts for completing them correctly. In 

some of the earlier ones the expectations were quite straightforward and allowed some leeway as to 

what might be written. 

 

The first thing that one can see on the cover of all the registers, regardless of the year, is the 

instruction that the register is 'To be kept by the teacher under lock and key.' 

 

 
 

Then there are the instructions as to symbols which should be used. 

 

• 'A stroke or dot indicates that the scholar is present.' 

• 'Each teacher can adopt any arbitrary marks to indicate excuses for absence: thus, ‘s’ for sick; 

‘w’ for bad weather; ‘p’ for poverty; ‘sh’ for bad shoes, ‘t’ for truant etc.' 

 

I thought it interesting that these were excuses for absence and not reasons! Anyway, maybe at 

this stage, all our village children were well shod, reasonably healthy and not from impoverished 

backgrounds because if, absent, they were only marked with an ‘a’ or the occasional ‘s’. 
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On a weekly basis all these attendances and absences had to be totalled and the totals 

entered in a table at the bottom of the page. Then the average attendance was to be calculated and 

entered, as well as the 'School Pence' payments made. 
 

 
 

As you can see from the above image, the amount of space available for entering the data 

was miniscule and having to count up at the end of the week must have been a joyful experience, 

especially as the illumination in the rooms must have left a lot to be desired. 

 

1868 and onwards [Rules is Rules – ain't they?] 
 

Over time the rules were became much more prescriptive. 

 

• Dots could still be used to indicate presence [or a diagonal mark.] Absence had to be 

indicated by a cross not an 'a'. [Watch this space!!] 

• All entries had to be made in ink, not pencil. 

 

I don't know if these rules applied to all schools but the teachers at our school managed to 

ignore them until 1872 when they started to toe the line and use ink for presences and absences. 

 

All other rules as to information required such as admission numbers, the age of the pupils and 

the standards to be examined at the next government exam seem to have followed the  'now you see 

it, now you don't' principle. [It wasn't until 1881, in fact, that all the necessary information was 

entered as per instructions.] 

 

By 1874 the screw was beginning to tighten further as far as attendance went. 

 

• Not only was there to be a roll call but there also had to be a head count to double check 

accuracy. 

• Registers had to be closed no later than two hours into the a.m and p.m sessions. 

• 'Adequate time for marking these registers should be provided for in the Times Tables, - 

from five to ten minutes or more according to the number of scholars.' That must have 

really aided concentration! 

I told you to watch this space. 

• There was a change of symbols too.  There were still to be no dots, blanks or erasures but 'a' 

or 's' for absence was back and the 'x' symbol meant now that the pupil had left before the 
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specified two hours. 

• This was to change again in 1892 when regulations stipulated that 'O' was to be used for an 

absence and if the child had been present for some of the time and then left before the 

allotted two hours, then a circle had to be drawn round the diagonal mark. 

 

Things Can only get Better.  Can't they? 
 

By 1881 the instructions for filling in registers and other required paperwork had extended 

to a double page spread outlining the latest changes to register completion and form filling. By 

1888 the covers of the registers had started to announce a 'New Edition Altered and Amended to 

Meet the Proposals for The Code of 18...'  How the teachers' hearts must have plummeted when 

they saw those words, especially as there seemed to be a change to The Code every few years. 

 

In spite of all these rules there was still information which should have been included on our 

school registers but which was noticeable by its absence – addresses of pupils and information on 

those who were going to be entered for the government exam for example. 

 

One rule they did follow to the letter, however, was the one which stated 'In mixed schools 

the boys should be entered in the upper part of the page, the girls in the lower, leaving a space [of at 

least five lines] between them [in which space the Attendances of the Boys can be entered.] Hmm! 

 

 
 

The photograph above was from an 1877 register when 'x' should indicate absence. Here 

they indicate presence. What rebellious teachers we had! 
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Why all the fuss then? 
 

We know how important attendance was especially as a fee grant was awarded to a school based 

upon numbers present and, I suspect, that there must have been attempts at skullduggery among the 

less than honourable members of the teaching profession hence the need for many of these 

regulations. 

 

 The rule about making entries in ink for example was to avoid any crafty alteration of 

numbers at the end of the week. 

 Similarly:- 'Registers must be original, and not copied from slates, papers etc, on pretence of 

keeping them clean, or any other plea.' 

 The rules stated that the registers must be 'carefully preserved for at least 10 years (these 

have lasted a little longer than that) and any Teacher taking away or destroying such 

Registers shall be dealt with under Regulation 25.' Sounds serious! 

 

Pupils were supposed to be given a book, at no cost to the family, which followed them through 

the school showing attendances and standards reached. The idea was that they could show it to 

prospective employers once they had left school or could take it with them if they moved schools. 

The rule stated that if a teacher asked for any payment for making an entry or if they refused to 

make an entry then the Department would 'deal with them under Regulation 69.' 

 

The way registers were marked was obviously so important that candidates for the Teaching 

Certificate exam could be expected to answer questions on Registration. In a canny bit of 

advertising on the back cover of the registers a sample collection of the different kinds of register 

[there were five different types depending upon the type of school] was offered for sixpence (see 

point 7 in the photograph below). 
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Over the next few sections I've had to make some assumptions which, I know, you should 

never do. As best I can I've tried to test out those assumptions. In some cases it paid off but with 

others they still remain educated guesses. 

 

You don't get owt for nowt [well, not until 1891 anyway.] 
 

In 1891 the system of 'school pence' was abolished but until then, the children had to pay a 

weekly fee and the registers made provision for the recording of money paid. Not all scholars paid 

the same amount however. 

 

Some of our children paid twopence per week, some paid one penny and some didn't pay at 

all. This had me scratching my head a little as, presumably, they were all receiving the same level of 

tuition. 

 

 
 

Hard and fast information was difficult to find but I did eventually discover a reference to a 

church school in a different part of the country whereby the children from landowning families paid 

the higher fee, the agricultural labourers' children paid less and the poor of the parish paid nothing. 

If they were in receipt of parish relief then their fees were paid for them. 

 

I had to assume that this was the same for our village children and a bit of searching of 

census records seemed to make this a more than feasible explanation except, on occasion, I found 

reference to families who were paying the higher rate but whose occupations wouldn't necessarily 

justify this. There was also pencilled in, from time to time, in very faint writing, phrases such as 

'paupers paid' or '11 weeks paid by parish' next to a child's name. 

 

There was one particular family, the Goodeys, whose children paid nothing but when I 

checked I discovered that, far from being a farm worker for instance, Mr Goodey was actually the 

headmaster of our school during the late 1870s and probably through the 1880s. 

 

I'm assuming, therefore that part of Mr Goodey's  pay package would be that his children 

should attend school 'fee free' which, considering that he had six of his offspring attending the 

school  must have made him very grateful! 

 

 



7 

 

Classes. These must have been snug! 
 

On the cover of each register there was the expected information – class, year etc etc. My 

first lesson, when all the essential information was actually written in the registers, was to 

understand how the classes were organised. I had assumed, for example, that Class 1 would be the 

Infants class and that Class 4 would be the 'top' class, i.e those ready for leaving. Not so. In fact, the 

reverse was true. In 1873, Boys 4 consisted of children between the ages of 3+ to 7 + whereas Boys 

1 contained pupils of 10 + to almost 15. If you think that those are wide age ranges read on! 

 

In the earlier registers, those going from 1867 to 1872, the classes appear to have been 

mixed but in 1873 it would seem that there was an attempt to segregate the genders. 

 

In one of the very earliest registers from 1867 there were 27 children in the class, of mixed 

genders and with age ranges between 7 years and 5 months and 18!!! By the second quarter this had 

been reduced to 20 children aged between 7 and almost 16. Well, it was a start! 

 

Things did improve but, in some cases, the age ranges did remain fairly wide. In many cases 

the older children were held back in a class because they hadn't achieved the necessary standard for 

moving up. 

 

I also found a couple of registers for Night School. In one of these, from 1892, the age 

ranges of the boys went from 13 to 19 but there appeared to have been more absences than 

attendances. There were four Tabbutt boys [where have we heard that name before?] who were 

definitely noticeable by their absence. 

 

Included with the registers were a couple of books for noting attendances and payments. 

These had to be completed by the head teacher at the end of every week and then, eventually, the 

quarterly figures calculated. 

 

In the figures for 1878 I noticed that attendances had been entered for several children under 

the age of 3. I have no way of knowing how many of these youngsters there were and it was 

obvious that they weren't attending on a regular basis but, nevertheless it came as a big surprise. 

 

School closures 
 

As well as the occasions already mentioned  in my account of the Old Day School 1899 -1905 

the registers also give other examples of why the school had to shut up shop. Sometimes it was for 

very pleasant occasions. 

 

• In 1878 there was a half day given for The School Treat in July and another half day for The 

Missionary Treat in August. 

• In 1881 a confirmation in Somersham warranted an afternoon off for the whole school. Most 

intriguingly, however, was the afternoon off given for a Water Party. The choir was also 

mentioned as was a Mrs Cozens. 

  

It probably paid to be a member of the choir because, in 1883, they got a whole day off for an 

excursion. This was possibly a reward for performing in the choir concert a few days previously. 

There was also a Mothers' Tea half day in the January of that year. 

 

• In 1887, not only were there two half days for The Bible Class Tea and The Sunday School 

Feast but a whole day to celebrate the Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria. 

• Another whole day in November 1896 was given for 'Change of Master' – presumably a new 
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Headteacher. 

• Two months later the children got an extra half day thanks to their new Headmaster. 'Half-

holiday 'Master ill.' Every cloud as they say! 

• In 1897 Queen Victoria's diamond jubilee occasioned another whole day. 

 

Not all school closures were due to pleasant events. There is mention of school closures for 

influenza outbreaks, measles [in February 1890 the school shut for two weeks] and scarlet fever. 

 

 
 

On a sad note, whilst mentioning illnesses, a couple of children had their names removed from 

the register due to the fact that they had died. One young lass who had had a tremendous amount of 

absence passed away in 1891 when she was 10 and an even younger child who had also had a lot of 

absence  died in 1897,  aged 5. The only comments written on the registers against the children's 

names were 'deceased' and the even more terse 'dead.' 

 

Some unexpected discoveries 
 

While doing the initial clean-up of 

the registers I occasionally came across the 

odd surprise find. I found a collection of 

dried leaves, carefully pressed in a bundle 

of the registers which had been tied up 

with purple wool and a diagram which I 

think was probably the design done for 

new infant desks that were purchased in 

1904 following an HMI report in which it 

was recommended that the gallery should 

be removed and new desks purchased. I 

don't know if the writing is too faint to be 

made out but it would appear that a 6 feet 
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long desk would cost £1-0s-9d but a 12 feet long one would cost £1-18s-0d. That's the equivalent of 

£113 and £209 today. 

 

As we're talking about money, here's a brain teaser for you. 

 

I found this card which I think must show the working and answer to one of the arithmetic 

questions that were set in an exam. Florrie Viles was in Girls 1 in 1891and I don't know if this was a 

Standard III question or if she was already a standard III pupil and hoping to gain Standard IV. 

Anyway, I thought that if you were subjected to the joys of pounds, shillings and pence sums, as I 

was in my junior years, you might enjoy a trip down memory lane and work it out to see if Florrie 

got it right. Have fun! (the number with a line across it is a 10) 

 

 
 

Finally, there was a card containing several morning prayers.  Although not a Church of 

England school, when he built and presented the school to the village, the Reverend Tillard 

ordained that the school should be run on Church of England school principles.  Unsurprisingly 

therefore, the card also provided teachers with guidance on what aspects of the bible pupils should 

be taught by what age and by what means. 
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Elaine Gebbie:  August 2021 


