
EDWARD ELTON’S SCHOOL 

The new school was designed by George Edmund Street, the architect responsible 
for designing St Mary’s church, and built out of local stone at a cost of £1,000. It 
opened on S1*1 May 1858, less than a year after the consecration of the new Church. 

 

The school buildings on Church Road (1906)  

The following account of the opening ceremonies appeared in Jackson’s Oxford 
Journal for 8“’ May 1858: 

“On Wednesday last the Church’s work received another impetus and, let us 
hope, a great source of blessing and strength, in the opening of the new schools 
(at Wheatley)... The material used is stone dug in the neighbourhood ... (In his 
sermon) the Revd T.B.Morrell, Rector of Henley-on-Thames ... proceeded to 
ground upon his text the duty of Christian education, and to meet certain popular 
but unreasonable objections against education ... The congregation and children 
having adjourned to the school suitable collects were read by the Revd E. King, 
Curate, and the Incumbent delivered an address ... he was followed by the Revd 
A. Pott, Rural Dean, who alluded to the great work Mr Elton had done in the 
parish. The children were then liberally feasted on tea and cake; after tea they 
sang, with great taste, some excellent rounds, catches and glees ... Heartily do we 
wish ‘God speed’ to the work going on in this parish under the able and 
persevering incumbent, who has struggled successfully with no common 
difficulties, and who, since his appointment in 1851 has been instrumental in 
building a new church, a new parsonage and finally new schools in this parish, 
once a bye-word for all that was ignorant and demoralising. We feel sure that 
these new schools will be a blessing to the children of Wheatley, Littleworth and 
Shotover, for whose benefit they have been erected.” 

This account highlights Wheatley’s bad reputation in the Oxford area and emphasises 
the importance of Edward Elton’s contribution towards rectifying this. The school 
log books for this time record his diligence on behalf of the school; almost every day 
during his time as Vicar of Wheatley Revd Elton, accompanied by his wife or 
daughters, visited the school to teach the children or support the teachers with advice 
or practical help. Mrs Elton instructed the girls in needlework and much of their 
practical work involved sewing items such as shuts and bedlinen for the Vicar’s 
household. Revd Elton took the children for Scripture lessons and Catechism, and 
also assisted with reading and arithmetic. The children attended Divine Service at 
the church on a weekly basis, as well as any significant dates in the Church calendar. 



Obstacles to schooling 
In these early days of the new school, pupil numbers were 
small and fluctuated wildly according to the weather. 
Children living hi neighbouring villages who came to 
school on foot would not attempt the journey in wet 
weather when muddy tracks became impassable, or after a 
heavy fall of snow, hi extreme weather conditions there 
would be a marked drop hi the usually-good attendance 
figures and, should the numbers fall below a certain level 
in a morning, the school would be closed. On at least one 
occasion the school log books record a terrific rainstorm in 
the afternoon which necessitated the Headmaster procuring 
horse- drawn transport to take a number of the children home, particularly those 
living in the Waterperry area. Heavy rain meant frequent flooding of the High Street, 
along whose course a river flows (though now buried under tarmac), and often the 
boys were given the task of placing boards across the stream to enable folk to cross 
over. Flooding was a constant problem for the school premises on the Mitcheldene 
site and, later, on Church Road. 

Seasonal activities affected school life too - the date for the start of the summer 
holidays was determined by the harvest, since pupil numbers dropped dramatically 
as children were kept at home to help with the labouring. A typical comment can be 
found in the school log book for September 3IJ 1866: “Commenced school duties 
again after 4 weeks holiday. Attendance small - only 24 present owing to the harvest 
not being yet gathered in.” 

Aside from these activities, the most common reason for school closure was illness. 
In the 1900s, before mass immunisation following the end of the Second World War, 
outbreaks of measles, mumps, scarlatina, whooping cough and chicken pox were a 
regular occurrence, and occasionally more serious ailments such as typhoid fever, 
smallpox, diphtheria and tuberculosis. The most common method (if control was to 
prevent any members of an infected family from attending school, or with a wider 
outbreak, the closure of the school for anything up to a month was a last resort. Sadly 
the log books record several deaths of pupils during such outbreaks. 

Girls and boys were taught in separate schools from 1858 until 1871 when the school 
became co-educational following a series of unfavourable inspection reports, 
especially criticising standards of reading amongst pupils, which led to a reduction 
in the schools’ funding. A change of headteacher in 1874 saw an improvement in 
standards: the HMI report of 1876 states: “The school has come on wonderfully since 
Mr Thompson took charge of it: great credit is due to him for its improved condition.” 
This improvement continued under Mr Thompson’s headship until he left in 1880 
and by 1881 the inspector’s report notes that “There is a want of discipline and the 
general order of the school has deteriorated. The children must learn to hold up their 
hands before they answer and only to answer one at a time.” Eventually in 1884 girls 
and boys were once again divided into two separate schools. During die period from 
1819 to 1891, Wheatley School had no less than twelve head teachers, but hi 
September 1891 Mr Rees Leyshon was appointed head, a position he was to hold for 
the next thirty four years. His lengthy headship set a precedent which has continued; 
in almost 120 years since Rees Leyshon became head, only five other people have 
held the post of Head of Wheatley School.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 

Victorian curriculum 
The school continued to improve and expand under Rees Leyshon’s leadership, with 
pupil numbers rising to 137 by the turn of the century, so that die buildings had to be 
enlarged and extended. 

Children attending Wheatley 
School in the early 1900s would 
have studied reading, recitation 
spelling composition, handwriting 
arithmetic, geography, history, 
drawing, singing and needlework, 
not to mention cookery classes for 
the older girls which were held in the Merry Bells. Class sizes were an issue even in 
diose days, with an HMI report hi 1907 commenting on the problem of how to 
“effectively teach 55 children in two different standards, where nearly all the subjects 
require to be taught separately”. 

One innovation for which Rees Leyshon was responsible was the introduction of the 
Penny Bank. This involved each child hi die school being given a bank book, into 
which one penny in every shilling out of die money received for their education was 
added by way of a bonus, on condition that the money was not touched until the child 
left die school. In 1893 it was noted that die Penny Bank had invested £80 on behalf 
of 135 children, and the intention was expressed that every child should leave school 
provided with a Bible and Prayer Book, a Post Office Bank Book and membership 
to a “sound Benefit Society” - surely a practical start in life for children from 
impoverished homes!  
 
The condition of the premises continued to be singled out for criticism in inspection 
reports during the early part of the 20“’ century: a comment in the 1911 report 
indicates that there were no lavatories on the premises, and adequate ventilation of a 
classroom heated by a wood-burning stove proved to be a problem. By 1932 there 



were 183 children on the books and a temporary' classroom had to be erected to ease 
the problem of overcrowding.  
 

The war years 
The school also did its bit towards the war effort in September and October 1917 and 
1918. On fine afternoons the children went blackberrying for the soldiers. In 1917 
they picked 1,251 lbs of blackberries, but the following year an astonishing 3,304 lbs 
of the fruit was despatched by night train to Oxford, where it was delivered to 
Cooper’s jam factory. 

marching in lines, marking time, swinging arms, bending knees and suchlike 
exercises. The drill was sometimes done to 
music, and ended with a deepbreathing 
movement. Beyond this, there were few 
attempts to organise any other form of 
sport such as football or cricket - one 
football match against Garsington is noted 
in the school log of February 1907. In 1920 
a more concerted effort was made to 
organise the children into boys and girls 
clubs for ‘games’. Netball and hockey were introduced over the next few years and 
by the early 1930s the annual sports on the last day of the summer term was 
established. Around this time the first area school sports was organised and Wheatley 
won the Benson cup in 1955. Swimming was organised in 1927 in the pool belonging 
to Edward Elton’s vicarage, now owned by the Fane family and renamed Morland 
House. 

John Key took over as Head in 1925, serving for 29 years until his retirement in April 
1954. He was succeeded by Ronald A. Murray Ransom, who in turn was followed 
two years later by Glenville Rees Evans who went on to serve as Head for 27 years 
despite announcing on his arrival that lie would only stay for two years! It was 
Glenville who finally broke with a tradition dating back to 1858; that the Headmaster 
should reside in the School House on the Church Road site. His decision to move out 
on March 21s' 1978 followed significant increases in the rent demanded by the 
owners of the house, the Diocesan Board of Finance, to the degree that it became 
“economically foolish to remain as a tenant”.

One of the items in the syllabus of a century ago was ‘drill’. This consisted of 



THE LAST FIFTY YEARS 

In September 1950 the Shotover Secondary Modern School was built on Littleworth 
Road, and senior pupils were transferred here from the Primary School, reducing the 
numbers on roll to 125. A description of the Church Road site at that tune stated that 
the main school building contained four classrooms, two of them divided by a far-from-
soundproof glass partition. The smallest of the four was furnished with chairs and used 
as a spare for the teaching of music. A wooden hut in the playground with a cloakroom 
attached provided quite spacious quarters for the largest class and there was a rather 
dilapidated hut, formerly a woodwork centre, which was little used. The girls’ 
cloakroom contained four fixed basins; mains water had been brought to the school a 
year earlier but not yet extended to the offices. These were very old-fashioned; they 
were flushed once a day from a storage tank to which water was first pumped by hand 
- this job being part of the caretaker’s weekly duties. 

The weather was no longer the primary reason for occasional closures of the school by 
the 1970s - events recorded in the log books for that time included the closure of the 
school by Royal Decree on November 20th 1972 to celebrate the Queen’s Silver 
Wedding and again on November 14th 1973 for the wedding of Princess Anne to 
Captain Mark Phillips, evacuation of the school on October 4"' 1973 because of a bomb 
scare (which proved to be a hoax), strikes by teachers’ unions and the use of the school 
as a polling station. 

School trips, or ‘journeys’, were frequent, including week-long trips to Belgium, Paris 
and Holland (these trips were only curtailed in 1990 when the cost to the school became 
prohibitive and the need for such experiences was felt to be less as families were 
increasingly travelling abroad for their holidays). The school log for September 1976 
records die severe drought when the UK experienced its hottest driest summer for over 
250 years. As a consequence, children at the school were “forbidden from flushing the 
lavatories except when absolutely necessary”. 

Significant national events affecting the school during the latter quarter of the twentieth 
century were the increase in trade union strike action, the cessation of free school milk 
(March 27a' 1981 saw the last delivery of free milk to Wheatley Primary infants 
department), and the introduction by the Education Secretary, Kenneth Baker, in 1987 
of five ‘Baker Days’ per year for in-service training. The 1990s brought the advent of 
the National Curriculum, SATs and Local Management of Schools - all initiatives 
which demanded extra training of staff and management, leading to the departure of a 
few staff who felt unable to take on board such radical changes. 

Glenville Evans announced that he would be retiring as Head of Wheatley Primary 
School at tire end of March 1983, after 27 years of Headship at the school, and Clive 
Hallett was appointed in November 1982 to succeed him. 

 


