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English middle-class girls’ education and ‘domestic subjects’:
Curriculum and Students of Manchester High School for Girls
1894-1914

NAKAGOMI, Sayaka

This article aims to examine how ‘domestic subjects’, variously
defined as cookery, dress-making, housewifery, laundry, needlework,
had changed the curriculum, and what types of pupils received
instruction in Manchester High School for Girls (MHSG) between 1894
and 1914.

The literature of English middle-class girls’ education from the
1850s to the early 20th century has focused on the development of
academic curriculum suitable for future college girls under pioneering
headmistresses, such as Miss Frances Mary Buss of the North London
Collegiate School. It is well known that early female teachers and pupils
had suffered from ‘double conformity’, namely pursuit of academic
goals and maintaining femininity at the same time. ‘Domestic subjects’
other than Needlework were not included in the curriculum because
of its link with working class girls’ education from the 1860s. While
the importance and popularity of middle class girls’ education had
been widely acknowledged by the 1890s, the pressure to promote the
curriculum to be the one more attractive to ‘Non-college girls’, fulfilling
‘divided aims’, and to prepare for girls’ different futures for advanced
education, home life and job market, also became stronger. ‘Domestic
subjects’ had arguably been provided to meet the needs of girls with
lower academic abilities and/or lower social backgrounds within the
high schools by the 1910s. The earliest case of the introduction of
‘domestic subjects’ was seen to be the establishment of the Housewifery
Course in MHSG under its second headmistress, Miss Sara Annie
Burstall, in 1900.

However, recent scholarship using school archival materials
questions such understanding of the introduction of ‘domestic
subjects’ into middle class girls’ high schools. What were the specific
characteristics of instruction in ‘domestic subjects’ such as contents,
aims, staff and pupils/parents involved? Were ‘domestic subjects’
actually only taught to girls with lower academic ability and/or lower
social backgrounds?
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To solve such research questions, this article mainly examined
school archival materials of MHSG to define the practice of the subjects
between 1894 and 1914 under two headmistresses. In conclusion,
firstly, ‘domestic subjects’ instruction in MHSG showed continuity and
changes reflecting the three stages of the transformation of ‘domestic
subjects’ upon its classes/courses in Plain Needlework (1874-1914),
Technical Classes (1894-1898) and Housewifery Course (1900-1913).
The establishment of the Housewifery Course responded to the growing
needs of education for ‘non-college girls’ on school curriculum. Secondly,
students involved were not necessarily limited to those aiming for
home life or those with lower academic ability and/or lower social
backgrounds. Students in Technical Classes& Housewifery Course
mainly came from business middle classes, the social group possessing
lesser cultural capital compared to professional middle classes. Such
students did not enter ‘colleges’, though, many of them proceeded to
higher educational institutions other than ‘colleges’ and specialist
training in various fields of female employment about to be opened to
women.
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