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Sir Henry Newbolt’s report, The Teaching of English  
in England, commissioned 100 years ago in 1919,  
and published in 1921, gave birth to subject English  
as taught over the last century. John Hodgson asks: 
How does it look today? 

Newbolt Revisited:  
The Teaching of 
English in England

It’s only a century since English Language and Literature 
became central to the official school curriculum. In 
1919, Sir Henry Newbolt was commissioned by the 
government to report on The Teaching of English in 
England. His committee’s report, published in 1921, 
constructed the subject in terms of a national language 
and literature that would bring the people together 
after the destruction of the First World War.

Reading the report today shows how powerfully many 
of Newbolt’s ideas have influenced English teaching 
over the last century. The report emphasised the 
importance of a common culture and a common basis 
for humane values: thus the central study should be 
English Language and Literature, rather than the 
language and literature of ancient Greece and Rome. 
It advocated the teaching of standard English to 
provide a common means of communication, but it also 
valued regional dialects within the English-speaking 
community. Children, the report insisted, should not 
only read literature but write their own; they should 
perform as well as study drama and poetry. Critically, 
children’s enjoyment and appreciation of English 
should not be deadened by inappropriate kinds of 
textual analysis. The legacy of Newbolt informs the 
curriculum today, but his committee would have been 
disturbed by some recent developments. ‘There is a 
danger,’ they wrote, ‘that a true instinct for humanism 
 may be smothered by the demand for measurable results, 
especially the passing of examinations in a variety of subjects.’

 

In the age of the ‘Knowledge-rich Curriculum’, it is 
salutary to be reminded by Newbolt that knowledge is not 
the same as information. ‘It is not the storing of compartments 
in the mind, but the development and training of faculties 
already existing… It is, in a word, guidance in the acquiring of 
experience.’ We are not so far from the concept of ‘growth 
through English’ that focused John Dixon’s report on 
the Dartmouth conference 45 years after Newbolt.

Newbolt’s view of the teaching of Literature was 
similarly progressive. Literature was not merely linguistic 
or aesthetic knowledge to be gained but a means of 
realising our own impressions and communicating 
them to our fellows.
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The common discipline and enjoyment of English, 
pronounced Newbolt, would form a new element of 
national unity and bring together ‘the mental life of 
all classes’. The anxiety of a government-appointed 
committee to avoid the more extreme expressions of 
disunity (such as recent events in Russia) is evident. 
Clearly this was a purpose of social control, but it was 
also a democratic aspiration.

A century after Newbolt formed his committee, 
the autumn 2019 special issue of English in Education, 
edited by David Aldridge and Andrew Green, will offer 
reflections on Newbolt’s construction of subject English. 
Alka Sehgal-Cuthbert contends that we have much 
to learn from Newbolt’s commitment to a democratic 
vision of education. Reflecting on the Newbolt report 
from an ITE perspective, Rachel Roberts argues for 
the relevance of the report for beginner teachers 
considering the purposes of English education. Jackie 
Manuel considers Newbolt’s report in a global context, 
demonstrating the influence of the Australian New 
Education movement on a wider intellectual milieu 
that spanned England, Australia and the US. John Perry 
identifies some important limitations of the report 
but argues that, rather than privileging a conservative 
literary canon, it challenges currently popular models of 
literary knowledge. Lorna Smith similarly evaluates the 
current national curriculum in the light of the report 
and makes a strong case for a historical understanding 
of the subject and the humanistic ideals that shaped it.

To find these articles online, go to http://bit.ly/EIE-latest. 
The print version of the journal will reach you during October.
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