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Edmond Holmes: an official biography 

Born 1850 Co Westmeath, Ireland 

Educated at Merchant Taylor’s School and St 
John’s College Oxford 

Graduated with first-class honours 1874 

Taught briefly at Repton and Wellington 

Appointed HMI in 1875; served in West 
Riding, Kent, Oxford and Northumberland 

Appointed Chief Inspector of Elementary 
Schools in 1905 

Retired 1910 

Published “What is and what might be” 1911 

Died 1936 



Holmes’ career : an unofficial view 

• On April 1 1875 ‘I was straightway initiated into the 
administration of the most fatuous and most pernicious  
educational system that the mind of man ever devised. I 
bore the august title of Her Majesty’s Inspector of 
Schools. In  reality I was an examiner of little children, 
and an examiner of the worst possible type’  

• My life as a school inspector lasted nearly 36 years. 
During the first 18 or 20 years I did as much mischief in 
the field of education as I possibly could. I spent the next 
10 or 12 years in realising little by little what mischief I 
had done. And I spent the last four or five years in 
making solemn vows of  amendment and reparation –
vows which since my official death I’ve been trying to 
keep’  
 



A man of his time ? 

 

* Refers to “the existence of races, such as the Negro, 
which seem to be far below the normal level of human 
development” 

* His belief in the objectivity and judgment of Oxbridge HMI 
with  no elementary teaching experience compared with 
that of Board School inspectors who had that experience 

* His long-held belief “in the congenital inferiority of the 
lower to the upper classes”   -only challenged by the 
pupils in Egeria’s school where “this belief proved to be a 
mere superstition” 

 

 



Holmes’ critique of measurement-dominated education 

• Describes “that deadly system of “payment by results” 
which seems to have been devised for the express 
purpose of arresting growth and strangling life, which 
bound us all, myself included, with links of iron, and 
which had many zealous agents, of whom I alas! was 
one.” 

• “The teacher’s business is to drill the child into the 
mechanical production of quasi-material results; and his 
success in doing this will be gauged in due course by an 
“examination” – a periodic test which is designed to 
measure, not the degree of  growth which the child has 
made, but the industry of the teacher as indicated by the 
receptivity of his class.” 

 



• “In many elementary schools ‘the one end and aim of the 
teacher is to do everything for the child;- to feed him with 
semi-digested food; to hold him by the hand, or rather by 
both shoulders, when he tries to walk or run; to keep him 
under close and constant supervision; to tell him in 
precise detail what he is to think, to feel, to say, to wish, 
to do; to show him in precise detail how he is to do 
whatever may have to be done; to lay thin veneers of 
information on the surface of his mind;  

 



 

• While the system “breeds ungrounded and therefore 
dangerous self-esteem in the child whom it labels as 
bright, it breeds ungrounded but not the less fatal self-
distrust in the child it labels as dull.” 

• Describes the “implicit assumption that the real results of 
education are ponderable and measurable” as “a deadly 
fallacy which now has the force and the authority of an 
axiom” 

• Argues that the true value of a child’s thoughts and 
feelings “is beyond the reach of any rule or scale” 

 



His critique of a detailed centrally imposed curriculum 

 “ For a third of a century the Education Department officials  
required their  inspectors to examine every child in every 
elementary school in England on a syllabus that was 
binding on all schools alike. In doing this, they put a bit 
into the mouth of the teacher and drove him, at their 
pleasure, in this direction and that. And what they did to 
him they compelled him to do to the child” 

 

 “ Were the “Board” to re-institute payment by results, and 
were they, with this end in view, to entrust the drafting of 
schemes of work in the various subjects to a committee 
of the wisest and most experienced educationalists in 
England,the resultant syllabus would be a dismal failure”. 

 



His critique of inspection 

• Inspectors were “mere examiners, mere appraisers and 

tabulators of cut and dried results”  

 

• They were not  “inspectors in the proper sense of the 

word –observers of ways and works, students of method, 

critics of the atmosphere, the moral, and the spirit of a 

school, centres of sympathy and encouragement and 

friendly advice”  



His acknowledgement of the limitations of pedagogic 

understanding  

• “The science, or pseudo-science, of pedagogy stands 
today where medical science stood before the germ 
theory of disease had established itself as sound 
doctrine” 

• “I recognise no final authority in pedagogy, a sphere of 
human labour in which the light is as darkness and ‘we 
are seekers still’” 

• “In the absence of effective child study all statements as 
to the nature of the child, even those made by thoughtful 
and sympathetic psychologists, are under suspicion, and 
the foundations of all systems of pedagogy are 
insecure.”  



 Egeria’s inspiration and the possibility of change 

• “The days of payment by results are over, but their 
consequences are with us still. The pioneer is abroad in 
the land, but he has had, and still has, formidable 
difficulties to overcome.” 

• “There is at least a breath of healthy discontent stirring in 
the field of elementary education, a breath which 
sometimes blows the mist away and gives us sudden 
gleams of sunshine.” 

 

• “It is to a certificated teacher that as an educationalist (if 
I I may give myself so formidable a title), I owe my soul”. 

 



 An inspirational school and headteacher? 

• “The village in Sussex is fairly large; and the school is 
attended by about 120 children. The head teacher, 
whose genius has revolutionised the life, not of the 
school only, but of the whole village, is a woman.  She 
teaches 50 of the oldest children (above Standard II). I 
will call her Egeria. She has certainly been my Egeria in 
the sense that whatever modicum of wisdom in matters 
educational I may happen to possess, I owe in large 
measure to her”. 

 

• “Two things will strike the stranger who pays his first visit 
to this school. One is the ceaseless activity of the 
children. The other is the bright and happy look on every 
face.” 

 

• “The air of the school is electrical with energy.” 



An inspiring perspective on elementary/primary education? 

• “The more civilised a country becomes, the more 

important is the part that the elementary school plays in 

the life of the nation- and that not merely because the 

ability to read, write and cipher is almost as much a 

“necessity of life” as the ability to walk or talk, but also 

and more especially because it devolves upon the 

school to do for the citizen in his childhood what life will 

not do for him in his manhood or will do for him but in 

scant measure – to foster the growth of his soul” 

 



An inspiring “philosophy”? 

• “The function of education is to foster growth. The end to 

which the teacher should set before himself is the 

development of the latent powers of his pupils, the 

unfolding of their latent life.” 

• “It is the whole human being that grows, the whole 

nature of the child – body, mind, heart and soul.” 

 



An inspiring  role for teachers? 

• “Every child ought to be free to develop himself, fully and 
harmoniously, on all the planes of his being. Such a 
state of things does not exist; and would, I hardly need to 
say, be extremely difficult to bring about. But is an ideal 
which we ought to try to realise;  

• “But if the child is to be free to choose, and free to abide 
by his choice, the adult must take care that the things 
among which he chooses are all worth choosing.” 

• “To give free play to a child’s natural faculties and so 
lead him into the path of self-development and self-
education, demands a high degree of intelligence on the 
part of the teacher, combined with the constant exercise 
of thought and initiative within a wide range of free 
action.” 

 

 

 



An inspiring curriculum? 

• “Apart from physical nourishment and exercise there are 

six things which the child instinctively desires, namely: 

• (1) to talk and listen 

• (2) to act (in the dramatic sense of the word) 

• (3) to draw, paint and model 

• (4) to dance and sing 

• (5) to know the why of things 

• (6) to construct things” 

 

 



An inspiring optimism? 

• “Reforming education ‘is complex and difficult And 
demands much thought, much labour and much 
patience. Yet the attempt is well worth making; for 
success in solving it, or even the approach to success, 
will be abundantly rewarded. I cannot promise a new 
world within the lifetime of the present generation. The 
mills of God move very slowly, and the transformation of 
the ideals of a whole profession is not to be  
accomplished in a generation, or even in a century. But 
that need not discourage us”  

 



Key questions? 

• How many of these individuals and others have we 
forgotten ? 

• Do any of these any feature in our own inspirational 
reading?  

• Are any of these introduced to our students as 
exemplars of  professionals daring to be different or 
influential?   

• Why is it that almost all those mentioned  practised more 
than twenty years ago?   

• Why have there been no recent publications on unofficial 
“inspiring” practice?   

• Where are the reasoned, thought-through, alternative 
rationales for primary education? 

• Why is educational amnesia so prevalent?  



Implications of Holmes et.al for primary teacher education? 

• We need to 

• -acknowledge and celebrate our educational heritage 

• -use our knowledge of the past to inform current and future policy 

and practice 

• -recognise our limited pedagogic knowledge 

• -re-examine assumptions and challenge rationales 

• - make more use of inspiring teachers, past and present 

• -encourage our students to question current policy and  practice 

• - encourage them to believe that things have been different and  can 

be different 

• - foster in them, and reinforce in ourselves, the fact that in answering  

so many questions  of educational importance “We are seekers still” 

 

 

 



An inspiring, if dated,  last word? 

• ‘It is not where statesmen deliberate or where anarchist 

hatch plots; it is not in the Senate or the Chamber of 

Deputies; it is not in the counting house or the 

marketplace; it is not in the laboratory or the factory; it is 

not in the press or on the stage- that the foundations of 

the new world are to be laid; it is where ideals are still 

waiting and will ever wait, eagerly yet patiently to be 

realised; it is in the  nursery, the home and the school.”  
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