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Amenity as Educator: Geographies of Education,

Citizenship, and the CPRE in 1930s England

1 INTRODUCTION

The Council for the Preservation of Rural England (CPRE) was founded in 1926 as a voluntary,
preservationist, and umbrella organisation seeking to organise ‘concerted action’ to protect rural
amenity, ‘to act either directly or through its constituent and affiliated members as a centre for fur-
nishing or procuring advice and information upon any matters affecting the protection of such
amenities’, and importantly, ‘to arouse, form and educate public opinion in order to ensure the pro-
motion of the objects of the Council’ (CPRE, 1926-30). The CPRE still exists today, though its ac-
ronym now stands for the Campaign to Protect Rural England. Whilst much work has examined in-
terwar preservationism and the CPRE’s focus on planning legislation and design (Bunce, 1994;
Matless, 2016, 1997, 1993, 1990; Murray, 2010; Reynolds, 2016) less attention has been paid to the
CPRE’s cultures of education for children and young people. This paper explores the spaces and
practices of (in)formal education and learning by considering the educational cultures of the CPRE
in 1930s England. Drawing on archival research, the paper also contributes to cultural-historical ge-
ographies of preservationism, and speaks to themes of citizenship, authority, voluntarism, futurity,
and childhood. Recent calls for further work on (in)formal education (Holloway and Jons, 2012)
and the relationships between education, volunteering, and society (Mills, 2014) mean that this pa-

per’s original contribution to geographies of education is timely.

The paper makes three key contributions. Firstly, it argues that the CPRE understood amenity as
both education and educator. This article demonstrates that for the CPRE, amenity was understood
as a cultural assessment and a critical way of reading the landscape, informed by sets of (embodied)

knowledges associated with notions of beauty, character, and experience. Amenity was mobilised



by the CPRE to offer an experiential and intuitive education in preservationism for children and
young people across informal and formal spaces and practices. Secondly, this paper argues that this
education in preservationism was bound up with ideas of (future) citizenship, hope, and (future)
preservationism: an education that would remain with the child into adulthood. Thirdly, in consider-
ing geographies of (in)formal education, this paper explores notions of the CPRE's authority,
demonstrating that it was not inherent, but was instead complex, precarious, and continuously re-
quiring (re-)negotiation. The article begins by positioning itself amongst existing academic litera-
ture, then considers two educational topics, namely nature study and school design, through an ex-
amination of the CPRE’s archival material. It then brings these themes together in a conclusion,

with suggestions for further study.

2 GEOGRAPHIES OF EDUCATION AND CHILDHOOD

2.1 Education and Educators: Schools and Nature

This paper draws together literature on (in)formal education, the spatiality and materiality of school
buildings, forms of educators, and nature. Recent work on the geographies of education has ex-
plored the spaces, materials, and practices of (in)formal education for children and young people
(Cartwright, 2012; Holloway and Jons, 2012; Mills and Kraftl, 2014) as being important in an un-
derstanding of how childhood is variously constructed (Kraftl, 2006), as well as the often complex
and fluid boundaries of education and training (Bauer and Landolt, 2018; Mills, 2014). By consider-
ing aesthetics alongside the materiality of childhood spaces and education, ‘aesthetic practice re-
tains a more embodied, corporeal register’, its appreciation linked to a ‘sensory experience of bod-
ily perception’ rather than a ‘disembodied act of judgement’ (Kozlovsky, 2016: 6), drawing on
symbolic meaning and representation (Cosgrove and Daniels, 1988) whilst also considering practice

and performance (Thrift and Dewsbury, 2000). In so doing, schools can be understood as spaces



which ‘in their materiality, project a system of values’, with meaning made through use and experi-

ence (Burke and Grosvenor, 2008: 8).

This focus on the spatiality and materiality of education has allowed academics to explore various
forms of pedagogy, and educators (Burke, 2005; Grosvenor, 2005) such as school buildings (Ko-
zlovsky, 2010) that can become in essence a ‘third educator’ (Kemnitz, 2005: 605). The countryside
(Gruffudd, 1996; Matless, 2016; Ploszajska, 1998) and nature (Ferretti, 2016) have also been under-
stood as educators, though of course not all natures are understood as desirable learning spaces
(Kraftl, 2013). Here, nature is understood as 'fluid, complex, and emergent from situated interac-
tions and interconnections' (Lorimer, 2008: 2047). In this ‘togetherness’ nature and culture are
bound together through landscape and place (Cloke and Jones, 2001: 651). This paper builds and
expands on these sets of literature to argue that for the CPRE, amenity was both education and edu-
cator. Understood as a cultural assessment and critical appraisal that is temporally and spatially situ-
ated (Park and Coppack, 1994), ‘amenity’ was mobilised by the CPRE to provide an education in

preservationism for children and young people across informal and formal spaces and practices.

2.2 Childhood: Citizenship, Futurity, and Hope

Recent literature has explored the geographies of childhood in relation to rights and responsibilities
(Robinson and Mills, 2012) connecting present and future practices of citizenship (Mills, 2013),
whilst historical geographers have studied the connections between childhood and education to ex-
plore themes of nationhood, citizenship, futurity and morality (Gagen, 2004; Ploszajska, 1994). Im-
portant in discussions of childhood and the future is the notion of hoping, where a following genera-
tion is viewed as the answer to future societal issues (Kraftl, 2012) producing ‘an affective logic of
hope’ (Kraftl, 2006: 82-3), that can be understood as an ‘accumulation strategy’ (Katz, 2008: 10).

Education, childhood, and the future of the nation are thus seen to be inextricably connected



(Hulme, 2015). Here literatures on citizenship, moral geographies, futurity and hope, are combined,
and the paper expands on this work to argue that for the CPRE, children and young people educated
in appreciating amenity and understood as future citizens, would be able to solve succeeding issues

regarding countryside protection as future preservationists.

This article is also informed by exploratory archival fieldwork (Bailey et al., 2009; Parrish, 2010)
using the CPRE collection held at the Museum of English Rural Life (Reading), turning to materials
such as pamphlets, reports, correspondence, minutes, and photographs, from the 1930s. Drawing on
the Council’s original objectives (see above), the materials were analysed with regards to the theme
of amenity, and with the emerging research themes of (in)formal education, futurity, and citizen-
ship. Additional material was consulted (Elena et al., 2010) in relation to these themes and period

through the online archives of The Times and the Spectator.

3 NATURE STUDY

The Wild Plant Conservation Board (WPCB) was formed as an ‘integral part’ of the CPRE in No-
vember 1931 (CPRE, 1937). The list of organisations represented on the Board was a ‘formidable
one’ (Milne-Redhead, 1971: 198) including the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, the Royal Horticul-
tural Society, the Trustees of the British Museum (Natural History), the Council for the Preserva-
tion of Rural Wales (CPRW), the National Trust, Flora’s League, the Men of the Trees, the School
Nature Study Union (SNSU) and the British Ecological Society, among others (CPRE, 1937). Ex-
isting literature has focused on the Board’s legislative endeavours, arguing that the WPCB achieved
little, having worked on the drafting of a private bill which received scant support (Milne-Redhead,
1971, Sutcliffe, 2009). However Allen acknowledges that the WPCB carried out ‘useful work of a
mostly low-level, educational sort’ (1987: 210). Education was in fact a significant part of the

Board’s work, with legislation seen as secondary and less effective. The Times reported that ‘after



an examination of the whole problem the board has reached the conclusion that it is through the me-
dium of education rather than drastic legislation that a solution is to be reached’ (1933) and as such
the Board’s focus would be ‘concentrated on educational work’ (CPRE, 1937). W. Beach Thomas
wrote in the Spectator of the WPCB’s inception under the CPRE, ‘they see that you cannot save the

soul of the country by legislation’ (1933: 14).

The Board’s approach to nature education for children and young people can be explored through
two key documents: first, a 1931 report compiled by the Board based on the responses to a ques-
tionnaire sent out to each of its constituent bodies; and second, the WPCB’s pamphlet entitled The
Protection of Wild Flowers, published in 1932 by the CPRE (republished in 1937). Composed by
Professor F.E. Weiss and Professor E.J. Salisbury (Presidents of the Linnean Society and the British
Ecological Society respectively) the pamphlet was designed ‘not only for general use but especially
for circulation in educational establishments throughout the country’ (The Times, 1933). Taken to-
gether, these documents provide an insight into the approaches to education undertaken and sug-
gested by the CPRE, WPCB, and (through constituent membership) the leading ecological, conser-

vation, and amenity societies, in England during the 1930s.

In the first half of the twentieth century, schools provided a space for nature study (Gruffudd, 1996;
Robinson and Mills, 2012). The planner and educator Patrick Geddes proposed that ‘experiential
learning” was arguably more beneficial than education through the ‘rigidities of the classroom’
(Gruffudd, 1996: 415). The modern school was ‘no longer a monastic institution walled off from
the life around it, it has responsibility to that life, and derives its strength from it” (CPRE, 1935).
The WPCB encouraged teachers to take pupils out ‘into the field’ that they might appreciate ‘plants
as more interesting and attractive when growing, than as specimens in vases or as dried in a herbar-
ium’ (CPRE, 1937). Examining plants and their habitats would provide the pupils with an under-

standing of the seasons and the plants’ ‘life histories’ by ‘using as illustrations species which are



characteristic of definite communities and which ... exhibit features that manifestly fit them for
their particular niche in Nature’, elements that could not be recognised ‘when the plant is removed
from its natural environment’ (CPRE, 1937). Nature study emphasised the importance, and result-
ing harmony, of the plants remaining in their ‘natural surroundings’ (WPCB, 1931). This appropri-
ate geography (Matless, 1993) could guide the child from interest and knowledge to emotional en-
gagement. The conservation society Flora’s League, founded in 1925 by Sir Maurice Abbott-An-
derson (Allen, 1987; Milne-Redhead, 1971), maintained that ‘a great fund of knowledge as to the
behaviours of plants can be amassed by living in intimate contact with wild plants, and by being in
the position to watch them day by day’ (WPCB, 1931). Moreover, ‘the greater the knowledge of
children with regard to living things the greater their appreciation for them’ (WPCB, 1931). This
emphasis on the primacy of knowledge was key: ‘the sentiment must follow the understanding’
(CPRE, 1935: 22) as the “desire to keep anything will only follow the feeling that the thing is worth
keeping. It is of little avail to tell a child that the country is beautiful; he must be led to feel for him-
self that it is. And this must follow the stages, first, of interest in, then, appreciation of, and finally
affection for the countryside’ (CPRE, 1936a: 31, original emphasis). Comprehension would be fol-

lowed by a love of nature, as would the instinct and action to care for nature.

Nature study provided the dual ‘opportunity for the development of interest and the power of obser-
vation’ (CPRE, 1937) providing knowledges that could only be gained through amenity and being
in-place. Observation is therefore a specific skill, drawing on other competencies and enabling the
observer to critically view and engage with their surroundings (Robinson and Mills, 2012). Patrick
Abercrombie (the CPRE’s Honorary Secretary and co-founder) maintained that ‘it should be possi-
ble in a given scene to determine wherein its special characters and beauty consists...there must be,
in a word, some sort of assessment of values...in what consists the special quality for which it is
valuable’ (1945: 196 emphasis added). Training in observation would mean a new way of seeing

and being. In viewing trees and flowers, children would no longer take them for granted or see them



‘casually’ (CPRE, 1936a: 31). Indeed, Flora’s League linked together these notions of observation
and skill, arguing that through nature study ‘the young are taught to observe and to deduce from
their observations’ and thus ‘the irrepressible collector is admonished, and a love of Nature is pro-

moted’ (WPCB, 1931 emphasis added).

Figure 1, taken from a folder of photographs of various flora and fauna (often collected by both the
CPRE’s national and local offices) is concerned with the issue of the ‘irrepressible collector’. The
photograph is specifically (Rose, 2000) and critically read by the CPRE (Brace, 2003) to demon-
strate the almost aggressive act of picking wildflowers, captioned on the reverse as ‘after a bluebell
raid’. The ‘collecting instinct’ that led to such ‘raids’ could also be tackled by understanding the im-
portance of materiality in a child’s perception of and interaction with nature. An ‘antidote’ to the
collecting instinct (CPRE, 1937) and thoughtlessness (WPCB, 1931) associated with the non-citi-
zenly picking of wildflowers (Matless, 2016), was to encourage pupils to collect and preserve com-
mon plants and illustrate these specimens with details of the plant’s habitat and life cycle. Collect-
ing might even be put to good use as ‘many weeds, such as the Nettle, Coltsfoot, Bishop’s Weed,
Horsetail Fern, Creeping Buttercup, Shepherd’s Purse, Creeping Thistle, exhibit a large number of
very interesting features and their collection would be beneficial rather than the reverse’ (CPRE,
1937). These embodied knowledges of observation, collection, and notation were shaped by moral
geographies of preservationism, that regulated conduct (Driver, 1988; Matless, 1997) of ‘behav-
iours and bodies’ (Robinson and Mills, 2012: 23). Through undertaking practices associated with
preservationism, children would learn how to ‘conduct themselves towards the beauties of the coun-

tryside, and also how they should not conduct themselves’ (WPCB, 1931 original emphasis).

Importantly, Kozlovsky has highlighted the need to consider the ambivalent nature of children’s cit-

izenship (2010), a point explored further by Mills through the notion of ‘citizens-in-the-making’,



where children and young people were simultaneously preparing for future citizenry and perform-
ing present practices of citizenship (2013). Here this tension is demonstrated through the practices
of nature study, education in amenity, and moral geographies of preservationism, juxtaposed against
developing ‘the attitude of the coming generation on these matters’ as ‘citizens of the future’
(WPCB, 1931). Thus geographies of the past, present, and future were linked through the practices
and hoped for future-practices of children: ‘education will prove in the long run by far the most ef-
fective means of safeguarding our flora’ (WPCB, 1931). As the ecologist and co-author of the
WPCB’s 1932 pamphlet, E.J. Salisbury, noted ‘the present always depends upon the past, and the
community of today is, at least in part, the consequence of the community of yesterday’ (1932, cited

by Sheail, 1982: 139).

As this paper has revealed, the CPRE and WPCB wanted education in nature study to be provided
through formal educational structures and organisations such as the curriculum and the Board of
Education (as well as County Education Authorities, Universities, or Training Colleges) (WPCB,
1931). In particular, teachers could ‘do a great deal to inculcate the spirit of preservation and to fur-
ther the idea of guardianship of the flowers of the countryside’ (CPRE, 1937), and it was important
that ‘teachers themselves should be properly informed’ (WPCB 1931). G.F. Herbert Smith, the
WPCB’s Chairman, noted that the Board was ‘fully alive to the necessity of educating the teachers’
(1932). Certainly the CPRE had ‘already prepared lessons to guide teachers in their work amongst
children’ (Spectator, 1931: 6). In providing school teachers with the knowledge necessary to guide
nature study, informal education on preservation was translated through formal educational struc-
tures, providing the CPRE’s preservationism with the authority of formal educational spaces, prac-

tices, and identities.

Indeed extant literature has positioned the CPRE as an organisation wishing to ‘claim a clear and

absolute authority over landscape’ (Matless, 2016: 46), through an arguably technocratic approach



(Woods, 2005). The theme of authority has been explored in relation to the CPRE through studies
on regional development (Dehaene, 2005) and preservationist discourse (Murray, 2010). For Mat-
less, preservationists provided leadership, impetus, and an abundance of ‘self-belief and presumed
authority’ (2016: 46). However, this present paper argues that for the Council, authority was not in-
herent, but complex and precarious, continuously being (re-)negotiated through a variety of spaces,
identities, and practices. The WPCB and CPRE were aware of this precarity, and that without work-
ing through formal educational spaces and structures ‘schools would become the happy hunting
ground of an army of cranks and faddists if every well-meaning society was allowed right of entry
into them’ (WPCB, 1931: 25). Thus issues of legitimacy (Allen, 2003; Bulkeley, 2012) were im-
portant. Sir Henry Richards (former Chief Inspector of the Board of Education) speaking at the
CPRE’s eighth national conference in 1935 maintained that the Council was ‘right to be hypersensi-
tive on any tendency to use our schools for propaganda’, as in his experience ‘every ‘cause’ with a
big ‘C’ tends to run to the schools for help’ (CPRE, 1935). Nevertheless Richards argued that edu-
cation in preservationism through nature study was both ‘formative and educational’, and ‘no edu-
cation given in these schools is complete or sound which ignores the power and opportunities given
by environment’ (1935). Thus formal education, in its spaces, structures, and materiality, provided

the CPRE (and informal education in preservationism) with legitimacy and authority.

4 SCHOOL DESIGN

The second educational topic considered here is school design. In exploring this aspect of the
CPRE’s cultures of education alongside nature study, this paper demonstrates the way in which
amenity, as a concept, was mobilised across a variety of educational spaces and practices. School
building during the 1920s and early 1930s was both shaped and stunted by a poor economy (Sea-
borne and Lowe, 1977), and the recommendations of the 1925 Baines Committee to build cheaply

(though its report was never published) highly influenced the Board of Education in the following



years (Harwood, 2010). It was not until the mid-1930s that opportunities for development were
briefly animated, when in 1936 the Board of Education announced a return to a 50% grant on new
school buildings, having been just 20% since 1931 (Seaborne and Lowe, 1977). With the Govern-
ment’s recent focus on education, in raising the school age and organising schools, the CPRE noted
that this ‘afforded a good opportunity for further approach to the Board’ (CPRE, 1936b: 14), partic-
ularly as ‘the responsibility of the Board of Education in relation to public architecture of the coun-
try has been insufficiently recognised in the past’ (CPRE, 1936c: 13). Burke and Grosvenor note
that “‘reading’ a school in a landscape is not difficult’ as they are ‘quickly placed and are rarely
confused with anything else’ (2008: 7). Their ubiquity and identifiability meant that schools had a
great ‘influence upon the amenity of the countryside and the decorous development of village life’

(CPRE, 1936c: 13).

For the CPRE, the amenity of schools and their setting also had a great influence on education it-
self. The Council argued that ‘the elevation, that is to say the actual appearance of the school, is in
itself important to the child on educational grounds’ (CPRE, 1936¢: 12). This was done by setting
an aesthetic example, which would stay with the child forever. Just as Post Office buildings had set
‘a standard of excellence’ (CPRE, 1936c¢: 13), the school ‘structure which earns well-informed
praise will in due course impress itself on the adolescent mind, and will be an example of fitness
which the child will never forget and which will afterwards serve as a standard of appreciation’
(1936¢: 12). This followed the existing educational approach of extrapolating from the known to the
unknown (Ploszajska, 1998) and thus through an experiential education, knowledge becomes both a

means of comparison and a point of reference for wider evaluation (Maddrell, 1998).

In February 1936, the CPRE wrote to the Board of Education on the matter of school design. In re-
ply, the Board noted that they were ‘in sympathy’ with the Council, however they highlighted the

difficulty of questioning plans submitted to the Board ‘on aesthetic grounds’ without the Board’s



architects having an ‘exact knowledge of the locality and appearance and lay-out of the school site’
thus they suggested that the CPRE approach each Local Authority about specific developments
(Pelham, 1936). In this case however the CPRE were not concerned with singling out and critiquing
specific designs. Lord Crawford (the CPRE’s President) argued that there was in fact ‘every objec-
tion to doing this, because we should have to assume that the local man is inefficient, instead of op-
erating by means of a circular letter which assumes that it is the other county which is wrong’
(Crawford, 1936). On the advice of Lord Crawford, Griffin wrote to the Board of Education enjoin-
ing the Board to ‘take a more direct responsibility’ (1936). Though the Board declined to issue a
circular, they were happy to include some of the CPRE’s key points, writing that ‘so long as we
have the [CPRE’s] material | do not think there will be much difficulty in shaking it up into a form
which will fit in with the new Suggestions’ (Savage, 1936). The Suggestions for the Planning of
Buildings for Public Elementary Schools was published in 1937 and contained ‘a special section

dealing with architectural and aesthetic considerations’ (CPRE, 1936d: 9).

Regarding layout, the Board in their Suggestions noted that the Architect was free to ‘plan in forms
of almost endless variety, but he will allow the conditions of the site to direct him’; this was pre-
dominantly focused on the topography and aspect of the school site (1937: 75). Yet Seaborne and
Lowe point out that economic constraints meant that in practice ‘architects responded with a dull
uniformity...from which few buildings escaped’ (1977: 121). Nevertheless, the Board’s recommen-
dations emphasised the need for site-specific planning, echoing the CPRE’s argument for well-de-
signed schools ‘set within suitable surroundings and planned, so far as circumstances permit, with
good local knowledge’ (CPRE, 1936¢: 12-13). Thus the Board contended that ‘whether any particu-
lar type of plan can be recommended as being generally the most suitable is doubtful. It can, how-
ever, be said with certainty that no type will fit every case’ and so the architect must ‘allow the con-

ditions of the site to direct him” (Board of Education, 1937: 75).



Viewing the school in relation to its setting, and as part of the wider landscape, was a key concern
for the CPRE, as ‘for the preservation of amenities in the English Countryside it is important that no
disruptive note should be produced by any building or group of buildings’ (Griffin, 1936). This
need for harmony was noted by the Board when it stated: ‘that schools should be attractive features
in the architectural layout of a neighbourhood, in harmony with their surroundings, is obviously de-
sirable’ (Board of Education, 1937: 81). One way of promoting harmony was to avoid ‘any attempt
to imitate a specific “period style”” (Griffin, 1936). Such a dislike of mock, bogus, or sham build-
ings (as opposed to architectural integrity) was a key preservationist trope (Matless, 1990). The
CPRE linked the embellishments and beautification associated with these dishonest buildings with
costly extravagance, ‘where a building is pretentious, and where “decorative features” are accumu-
lated to give importance to the elevation, the costliness increases as the design deteriorates’ (CPRE,
1936¢: 13). The Board was mindful of costs, noting that ‘where traditional methods of building are
continued’ it expected ‘such economies as experience has shown can be effected’ (1937: 85). Sug-
gested low cost alternatives included Empire timber for framing, external wall coverings, or floor
boarding due to the relatively low cost in upkeep (1937: 83). The CPRE was aware of this need to
economise, suggesting that costly materials could be substituted for cheaper alternatives of a similar
colour or shade that would be in keeping with the landscape: ‘if the extensive use of stone is too ex-
pensive then sandfaced rustic brick might be used, as this would not be out of harmony in a stone
country’ (Griffin, 1936). Amenity, through harmony, integrity, and localism, embodied in the spati-
ality and materiality of the school, provided an education, becoming ‘in itself an instrument of defi-

nite and distinct educational value’ (CPRE, 1936¢: 12-13).

5 CONCLUSION

In considering the educational cultures of the CPRE in 1930s England, this paper has made an origi-

nal contribution to geographies of education. In exploring the (in)formal spaces and practices of the



CPRE’s cultures of education, this article has contributed to debates on childhood, and demon-
strated the ways in which the CPRE mobilised amenity to provide an education in preservationism,
that connected with themes of hope and futurity through citizenship. Education of and from amen-
ity, would provide children and young people with a standard of appreciation and an aesthetic (in its
broadest sense) framework which could be applied at a variety of scales, spaces, and temporalities:
an education that would remain with them throughout their life. Future citizens could also become

future preservationists.

This paper has shown amenity to be a key consideration for the CPRE: a cultural assessment or ap-
praisal drawing together notions of harmony, care, beauty, architectural honesty, local knowledge
and character, that were shaped by appropriate and moral geographies of preservationism. For the
CPRE, these knowledges could be learnt through an experiential or intuitive education, with mean-
ing drawn from the amenity of (natural) physical environments, through a variety of spaces, materi-
als, and practices: amenity was both education and educator. Amenity is therefore relational, con-
textual, and complex. In encapsulating ways of viewing and being-in nature, and extending to ques-
tions of (future) citizenship, preservationism, voluntarism, and education, amenity delineates the
‘proper’ relations between people, environment, and practices. There is scope for further examina-
tion of amenity within historical and contemporary geographies of (in)formal and outdoor educa-
tion, in identifying not only the spaces, materials and practices that are deemed educational, but also

in exploring the ways in which they become educational.

Lastly, in tracing the CPRE’s engagement with (in)formal spaces, practices, and structures of edu-
cation, this paper has argued that for the CPRE, authority was both complex and precarious, requir-
ing continuous (re-)negotiation (a nexus that requires further study), and revealed the ways in which
it drew on other forms of authority and legitimacy, thus contributing to ongoing academic debates

within Geography and beyond on the complex and fluid boundaries of (in)formal education.
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