
This article is an output from, ‘Educating Deptford: the Deptford Ragged School and its 
Place in the Community’. 
 
A project run by The Deptford Ragged School Archive and The Bear Church researching the 
history of the Deptford Ragged School and how it impacted lives.  
 
The project digitised the Deptford Ragged School archive and made it freely available online. 
It involved partnerships with Creekside Discovery Centre, IRIE! dance theatre, and The Bear 
Church, who used the stories of the Deptford Ragged School to develop new programmes 
and run events in the local community. 
 
Educating Deptford: the Deptford Ragged School and its Place in the Community was made 
possible with The National Lottery Heritage Fund.  
 
Thanks to National Lottery players, we have been able to increase understanding of the 
history of the Deptford Ragged School, create a digitised archive, work with the local 
community, and utilise the research to explore how the school provided education, care, 
built community and enabled social mobility.   
 
The Community Research Process 
Keeping with the People’s History approach of the project, it was important to ensure that 
the research undertaken was not only about the people, and for the people, but that, where 
possible, it was also undertaken by the people. 
 
Consequently, the project appointed nine Community Researchers to investigate the 
Deptford Ragged School Archive. Candidates were selected for their skills and experience in 
research, having a background in history and a specific interest in London and Deptford 
history, and for their ability to work efficiently, to deadlines, and within a small team. 
 
Each researcher was given the opportunity to develop an idea, story, or pattern which they 
had found in the archive materials into a short thematic article. 
 
All these articles, along with a range of other resources, can be downloaded from the 
Deptford Ragged School Archive website: www.deptfordraggedschoolarchive.org.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

http://www.deptfordraggedschoolarchive.org.uk/


‘A Labour of Love’: Mrs Crocker and the Teachers of Deptford Ragged School 
Dr Cheryl Deedman 
 
Mrs Crocker was a teacher at the Deptford Ragged School for forty years. When she died in 
1887 many members of the school community were clearly moved by her death. She had 
been a teacher in the school since 1848, only four years after its founding, and her impact 
was clearly significant. Mrs Crocker’s experience with the school can give us a window into 
many of the key experiences of the teachers at the Deptford Ragged School, the work they 
did, the challenges they faced, and their mission and motivations.   
 
It is likely that Mrs Crocker was paid for her service at the school. The pamphlet, Light in a 
Dark Place, a history of the school written in 1884, says the school was closed for three 
months in 1854 due to the retirement of ‘the first paid teacher’. (Loose Papers) Mrs Crocker 
had joined the school some six years previously, and so this implies she was not a paid 
member of staff at that point. However, she did become Mistress of the Day School, which 
was almost certainly a paid position. The 1870 Education Act disrupted her service. The Act 
created School Boards to provide non-denominational education for all 5 to 12-year-olds in 
England and Wales. The Deptford Ragged School did not have the income needed to bring it 
up to the standard required to become a Board School, and instead handed the Day School 
over to the management of the Greenwich Division of Board Schools. (Annual Report, 1872-
73) The Committee promised to carefully consider the position of the Mistress and Assistant 
of the Day School ‘affected by the altered state of the school’. (Annual Report, 1872-73) This 
clearly impacted on Mrs Crocker.  
 
The restructure created a role for a Mistress for the Girls’ Night School, and this was offered 
to her: 
 

 
Fig. 1: DRSA_1_1_2_1873-74, p. 10 

 
She continued in this new position until her retirement in 1884 or 85. She taught reading, 
writing, and arithmetic, known informally as ‘the 3 Rs’: 



 
Fig. 2: DRSA_1_1_2_1879, p. 8 

 
She describes in 1880 a 19-year-old girl who attended her night school who was unable to 
read any words at all and was now reading ‘with the first class, write [sic] in a small copy 
book and work the first four simple rules in arithmetic.’ (Annual Report, 1880) By 1881 the 
numbers attending her night school for girls had fallen to 9 due to Board Schools and ‘other 
entertainments’ being available, something she found ‘painful’. The sewing class remained 
popular with up to 40 girls attending. This enabled them to mend or purchase clothing, and 
the teachers expressed their interest in getting these girls out to ‘respectable service’. 
(Annual Report, 1882) Mrs Crocker’s view of the children she taught and their need for 
‘instruction’ can clearly be seen in the report she made to the Committee in 1878:  
 

 
Fig 3: DRSA_1_1_2_1878, p. 9 

 
The Committee of the Deptford Ragged School was concerned that the new Board Schools 
could not provide the religious instruction they saw as central to their mission: 
 

 

 
Fig. 4: DRSA_5_3_8, 1884, p. 14 

 
The Rules of the Deptford Ragged School, published at the front of all post-1872 Annual 
Reports, stated that the object of the school was to, ‘impart spiritual instruction to destitute 
children of both sexes on the Sabbath, and secular combined with religious during the 
week.’ Both evangelical churchmen and protestants worked together at the school. Its 
founding rules stated it to be un-sectarian, but also that all paid officers be members of 



some Christian church. A metaphor in the 1888-89 Annual Report describes teachers as 
moulding children like a potter moulds clay in order to become ‘vessels for the Master’s use’:  
 

 
Fig. 5: DRSA_1_1_3_1888-89, p. 11 

 
Mrs Crocker’s reports to the Committee, summarised in the Annual Reports, made it very 
clear she saw this as central to her role as a teacher in the school. This can be seen in her 
account of a visit in 1878 to an ex-pupil who was dying of consumption:  

 

 
Fig. 6: DRSA_1_1_2_1878, p. 10 

 
She reported on the death of the same pupil a year later: 
 

 
Fig. 7: DRSA_1_1_2_1879, p. 9 

 
This child had been moulded into someone not afraid of death, but to see it as passing into 
the hands of God.  
 
The spiritual development of the residents of Deptford was evidently seen as a central part 
of the school’s mission, but they also recognised the corporeal needs of the attendees of the 
school. Mrs Crocker ran the Dinner Fund to provide sustenance for the children. (Annual 
Report, 1872-73) She reported in 1878 how she had managed to give a piece of clothing to 
every girl who had attended the night school. (Annual Report, 1879) The warmth, food, 



clothing, and practical help must have been a big draw for the pupils who attended the night 
schools.  
 
The teachers faced many challenges, not least the behaviour of the pupils. The behaviour of 
the boys was described in 1880 as disruptive:  
 

 
Fig. 8: DRSA_1_1_3_1880, p. 9 

 
And the pamphlet, Light in a Dark Place, published in 1884 described how, from the start, 
the teachers had to battle ‘physically and morally’ with their pupils, being forced to resort to 
‘physical force when violent conduct manifested itself.’ (Loose Papers). An extract from the 
pamphlet reads: 
 

 
Fig. 9: DRSA_5_3_8, 1884, p. 7 

 
Mrs Crocker was acknowledged at the front of this pamphlet as one of its sources. It 
continued with a description of student behaviour: 
 

 
Fig. 10: DRSA_5_3_8, 1884, p. 7 

 
Mrs Crocker developed her own strategies to ensure that the girls who attended her night-
classes maintained attention to her teaching. She withheld their copy books. They clearly 
enjoyed writing: 



 
Fig. 11: DRSA_1_1_2_1877, p. 9 

 
This gives the impression of a very experienced and clever teacher, who understood her 
pupils and what they enjoyed enough to ensure they behaved for her.  
 
Another challenge the school faced was a constant shortage of teachers. Some were absent 
due to illness. Mrs Crocker suffered ill-health in 1872/73 and was unable to work for a while, 
and the 1877 Annual Report hoped she would be spared from ill-health for her work to 
continue. (Annual Report, 1877) The 1879 Annual Report said school attendance was low 
due to ‘the infectious illnesses’ in Deptford and the ‘ladies were afraid to venture down.’ 
(Annual Report, 1879) This was a constant risk for the teachers who were working with the 
residents of Deptford.   
 
The Sunday School teachers were volunteers. Most of the Annual Reports mention how hard 
it was to recruit and keep teachers. The 1864 Annual Report says they were turning away 
children due to lack of teachers. In 1876, more children wanted to join the school and more 
rooms were hired, but there was the on-going need for more teachers. This problem did not 
just impact on the Sunday School; the 1883-84 Annual Report mentions the need for regular 
Night School teachers. A solution was found in 1883-4 with the help of the Baptist Church in 
Greenwich: 
 

 
Fig. 12: DRSA_1_1_3_1883-84, p. 7 

 
But the problem persisted. The Annual Reports mentioned teachers leaving due to marriage 
or moving away (1868-9), some to become missionaries (1887-88 and 1890-91). Others 



retired or suffered ill-health or death. The 1916 Annual Report relayed that male teachers 
had left to fight the war, and that this had a detrimental effect on pupils’ behaviour. Other 
teachers, like Mrs Crocker, stayed for many years. Mrs Harris, who died in 1901, had been a 
teacher for 34 years, Mr John Robinson matched her, dying in 1906 after 34 years of service 
as the Superintendent of the Sunday School.  
 
The infectious diseases and poverty suffered by the residents of Deptford inevitably resulted 
in the death of some of the pupils, something that must have been upsetting for the staff of 
the school. Mrs Crocker reported the death of several in 1874-75.  
 

 
Fig. 13: DRSA_1_1_2_1874-75, p. 11 

 
There were, however, expressions from Mrs Crocker of the great spiritual rewards she 
received from teaching: 
   

 
Fig. 14: Mrs Crocker DRSA_1_1_3_1880, p. 10 

 

 
Fig. 15: Mrs Crocker DRSA_1_1_3_1881, p. 14 

 
She truly saw herself as doing God’s work and saw it as a ‘labour of love’. One of her greatest 
rewards was to discover former pupils who had become Sunday School teachers themselves, 
using the ‘Scripture knowledge’ he had gained at Deptford to teach others:   



 
Fig. 16: DRSA_1_1_2_1878, p. 10 

 
The pupils demonstrated their fondness for their teachers, sometimes bringing them gifts: 
  

 
Fig. 17: DRSA_1_1_2_1872-73, p. 10 

 
And they demonstrated a genuine sign of respect by visiting their teachers when they 
needed it and attending their funerals. Mrs Keating died in 1906 after 15 years as a Sunday 
School teacher: 
 

 
Fig. 18: DRSA_1_1_5_1906, p. 10 

 
Mr John Robinson was superintendent of the Sunday School for 34 years. He was strict, yet 
charitable. He was described as showing ‘fatherly solicitude’ for the children in his care, but 
also ‘[n]o lazy or indolent scholar escaped his rebuke, for he was a man with a strict sense of 
duty.’ His charity was clear however, ‘no ‘needy case’ (as he always called them) was ever 
‘sent empty away’. (Annual Report, 1906) After his death in 1906 a fund was set up in his 
name after he left a donation to the school, and this grew from £250 to £570 in a year. 
 

 
Fig. 19: Mr John Robinson, DRSA_1_1_5_1906, p. 7 



Mrs Crocker was clearly a strict, determined woman who, like many other teachers, 
dedicated time and energy to the poor and needy residents of Deptford. It was a sometimes 
dangerous, often thankless task, with constant challenges. Yet the rewards for these deeply 
religious educators were numerous, not least the notion that they helped people find their 
way to spiritual and religious fulfilment. Many poor women attended Mrs Crocker’s funeral 
‘giving a beautiful testimony of her useful life’. She was clearly loved and respected by the 
girls and women she had educated: 
 

 
Fig. 20: DRSA_1_1_3_1887-88 

 
Dr Cheryl Deedman is a social and cultural historian from Birkbeck, University of 
London who specialises in examining class and gender in nineteenth-century literature.  


