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Preface

This small volume contains the text of four lecture-workshops
delivered to undergraduates in Education in 2022. My goal in
the lectures was to outline some aspects of the history of
popular schooling, in a form that would be accessible to tertiary
students. By popular schooling I mean the early-modern
invention of a compulsory state school system that caters to the
whole population, and which is free and universal. This is a
narrower topic than the history of education itself, which
properly begins in antiquity. That our modern system of
schooling is an invention, and of comparatively recent date, is
one theme in the lectures. A second theme is that many of the
ideas and practices we take for granted have more curious, and
sometimes dubious, origins than we might expect.

Initial Teacher Education courses have long neglected
any study of the history of schooling. There are no doubt many
reasons for that fact. One reason is that teachers-in-training
have more immediate concerns than history: how to plan a
lesson, what resources and methods to use, and how to deal
with complex adolescent behaviour. In short, how to survive in
the classroom and schoolyard. A second reason is that
compulsory schooling is so much a part of our shared
experience that it seems both natural and eternal. We know that
policies, curricula and methods change, sometimes rapidly; but
the basic substrate of  the school—teachers, students,
timetables, lessons, assignments—seems so obvious as not to
require much in the way of historical explanation. Further, as
the duties and expectations of teachers continue to expand,
present concerns multiply. Teachers-in-training now face whole
courses on differentiation, equity, literacy and numeracy,



special needs, workplace relations, and more. Some things
have to be jettisoned to make room, and the study of history
has been one of those things.

Does it matter? In my view, it does. At first glance,
history seems remote from the urgent, practical tasks of
teaching and learning, and the myriad social obligations of an
education system that seems always to be teetering at the brink
of crisis. But by ignoring the past we deprive ourselves of
important insights that might improve decision-making in the
here and now. In contrast to common presumptions, schooling
as we know and practise it is neither natural nor obvious. It
does require explanation. Much current confusion and anxiety
stems from a lack of understanding about the forces and
influences that have shaped our modern views and practices. |
suggest not only that history is relevant, then, but that
ignorance of history is one cause of our modern crisis
mentality.

The need for a historical perspective is most evident in
the constant repetition and recycling of ideas and practices that
dogs the teaching profession—and in the extraordinary
credulity of the profession toward alleged innovations and
solutions, some of which stand in contradiction to empirical
evidence. How often must we witness the (re)discovery of
play-based learning, or explicit instruction, or ‘whole’
language, or phonics, or individualised pathways, or learning
‘styles’—as if these have never been tried before? How often
must we believe that some new technology—the telegraph,
radio, film strips, television, video, personal computing, the
mobile phone—is destined to usher in a utopian future of
success for all? And how often must we endure successive
reviews and reforms that drive the education pendulum back
and forth between naturalistic and interventionist paradigms;
between local agency and centralised planning; between
differentiation and common standards; between individualism
and collectivism?



Such oscillations reflect not only a curious failure of
memory within education; they also imply the active
withholding of history from those young people who embark
on careers in teaching. The great majority who enter into
teaching courses are fresh out of school or university. Their
youth and lack of life experience would seem to make some
formal study of history essential, as a counterweight to the
natural idealism and credulity of young adults. Yet education
courses do more than withhold such knowledge. They also
demonise the past and distort the present, in ways that flatter
dangerously the incoming generation. In tertiary education
courses, the schools of the past are too often demonised by
association with cruel discipline and rigid ‘rote’ learning. Their
significant achievements go unacknowledged, while teachers-
in-training are positioned to see themselves as bearers of a new,
enlightened pedagogical vision. Is there anything more
flattering to one’s ego than to imagine one is living at a major
turning point in history? That one is an ‘agent of change’?

Without access to detailed historical accounts, young
teachers-in-training have no way of knowing that a good deal
of the content in their courses distorts reality in important
ways. They have no way of knowing that the standard pantheon
of ‘giants’—Dewey, Wygotsky, Piaget, Bloom, Kholberg,
Maslow—offered little that was not already known to the great
teachers of the past, from Boethius to Hermogenes, from to
Komensky to Herbart, and beyond. They also have no reason to
suppose that féted education theorists—Neill, Freire, Giroux,
Prensky, Spady and others—might be championed as much for
their politics as for any genuine advances they achieved in
knowledge or pedagogical efficacy. To the extent that such
facts are sidelined, education risks becoming a field in which
preferred beliefs triumph over empirical evidence, to the
detriment of all involved.

That is not to say that exposure to history will
magically expand the consciousness of young educators and
usher in a new enlightenment. Indeed, one purpose of historical



inquiry is to challenge such expectations. Among much else,
history teaches us to be especially sceptical of utopian thinking.
What might be achieved from a closer acquaintance with
history is a more nuanced and cautious approach to questions
in education, and a more charitable appreciation of what
historian lan Hunter calls the ‘rarity’ of the school—that is, its
uniqueness as an institution, and the quite limited goals that it
can set and achieve with the meagre resources available to it.
‘Resources’ in this sense does not mean funding, or teacher-
student ratios, or equipment; it refers to the precious few
strategies and forms of relation that the evolution of popular
schooling has uncovered and bequeathed to us. There are just
not that many ways of teaching things, and not that many ways
of being a teacher or student. In schools, we make the best use
we can of a fairly limited range of options.

What might be further achieved from an acquaintance
with history is a greater appreciation of the remarkable
successes wrought with those meagre resources, and a more
measured and legitimate pride in what schools and teachers do.
If that more nuanced view also reduced some of our over-egged
anxieties about schools as engines of inequity or tools of
oppression, well that would be a good thing, too.

This short monograph is an attempt to tip the scales of
teacher education just a little, toward a more judicious
consideration of what has come before. It is not a
comprehensive treatment of the history of schooling. There are
many good references that offer more thorough and more
rigorous accounts of schooling, and which are listed below
under Further Reading. Rather, this brief guide is meant as a
stepping stone to those fuller treatments. It aims to address
undergraduate and newly graduated teachers who have had no
exposure to historical perspectives thus far. My quite limited
aim is to suggest why historical perspectives matter, and to
outline the ways in which some common assumptions, attitudes
and practices have been shaped by events and forces in the
past. It is my hope that such information might contribute to a



more informed appraisal of schools and teaching, and a more
cautious examination of alleged innovations. Such an outcome
would go some way toward addressing two of the greatest
dangers in education, which are certainty and utopian thinking.
In combination these have been responsible for some of the
most egregious distortions in schooling, both past and present.

The general theme of these introductory lectures might
be summed up in this way: that there is nothing fundamentally
new in education; that the school system has no ideal or
predestined form that would be realised with the right funding,
the right policy mix, or the right curriculum; that there is no
‘silver bullet’ or single solution to any of the challenges we
face as educators; and—most important—that these facts in no
way diminish the utility of schools or the work of teachers and
others involved in education. In the very best sense, schooling
is a practice we must make up as we go along. The positive
history of schooling is a history of modest adaptation, in which
rare resources are assembled for the laudable purposes of
transmitting knowledge and shaping the capacities of
populations at large, and the individuals within them. Those of
us who work in education, I suggest, should be a little more
comfortable with that reality, and a little less worried that there
is a far-off destination in a better world that we have not yet
reached.

I would like to thank Dr Sarah Jefferson and Dr Andy
Jones, at Edith Cowan University, for providing the oppor-
tunity to address their undergraduates on these topics, and for
their encouraging feedback on the material. My thanks also to
Professor lan Hunter, whose research first drew me to the topic,
and to Dr Bronwyn Mellor, for her long friendship and many
perceptive observations on schools and teaching. Finally, I
must thank the many teachers and students whose conver-
sations over the years have helped shape the content. | hasten
to add that these acknowledgements do not indicate
endorsement of the material by any of those named above, and
that any gaps and errors in the work are entirely my own.
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The History of Popular Schooling

1. Overview: The Great Experiment

Thesis: Popular schooling is widely misunderstood. A historical
perspective is needed to correct misperceptions and improve
decision-making in policy and practice.

For tertiary students undertaking teacher education in Australia,
the design and content of courses varies little from one
institution to another, or from state to state. The major focuses
are on curriculum content, teaching strategies, student learning,
and behaviour management, with side-orders of differentiation,
indigenous education, and literacy. Those perspectives will
certainly be important in a new teacher’s day-to-day work. But
an ability to work successfully in the school system, and to
make good decisions, requires something more. It calls for an
understanding of how education policies and practices relate to
society more broadly, and a capacity to evaluate different
philosophies and methods, without simply repeating well-
rehearsed arguments from university assignments. Questioning
those arguments is important, because they are not all as sound
as we might like to think.

The general thesis of these lectures is that popular
schooling is widely misunderstood—Dby teachers, adminis-
trators, parents, and the wider community. We see evidence of
this misunderstanding all around us, in constant revisions and
reversals of policies and curricula, and in the relentless
criticisms of schools and teachers that are aired in the media.
Over and again, we hear calls for the school system to achieve
things for which it was never designed, and which are well
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outside the scope of its technical abilities—such as
guaranteeing ‘success for all’ by eliminating differences in
outcomes across social groups, or making all graduates ‘job
ready,” or securing a ‘socially just’ future for the nation.

The misperception of what schools are, and what they
can achieve, is closely tied to a neglect of history. Most
education courses devote very little time to the history of
schooling, beyond painting a bleak picture of cruel discipline,
rote learning, and inflexibility. Little attention is paid to the
successes of earlier systems, or to the pathways that led to our
modern practices and beliefs. Few people, even within
education, know the story of how the popular school system
arose, what curious beginnings it had, and how rare and fragile
are the techniques and relationships on which it depends.
Consequently, they have an inflated view of what it can do.
From this, much confusion and anxiety has flowed.

Ignorance of history leaves beginning teachers
especially vulnerable. Most are idealistic and keen to ‘make a
difference,” believing that education is the key to a utopian
future. When that idealism is shaken by the complex realities of
teaching, some feel dispirited, confused, or betrayed. Too many
quit teaching altogether. A closer acquaintance with the origins
of compulsory schooling, and its shaky foundations, might lead
not only to more realistic expectations, but also to a greater
appreciation of the daily successes that are right under our
noses. To the extent that historical insights put modern
pressures and expectations into perspective, they can reduce the
anxieties and sense of failure that are so damaging to
confidence and classroom efficacy. And even if it does none of
those things, a sense of history provides a fascinating context
for the systems, rules and practices that govern the modern
school.

The great experiment
Whatever our diverse backgrounds and identities, nearly all of
us share the common experience of having gone to school.
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With few exceptions, attendance at school is compulsory from
the age of six, and most of us spend twelve years in
classrooms, with many then electing to attend TAFE or
University. That experience makes us participants in one of the
greatest social experiments in the history of Western
civilisation.

For most of those who have been through the system,
schooling seems a natural and obvious part of life. That is
especially so for those who go on to become teachers. But the
very closeness of that experience, our personal engagement
with it, can blind us to the fact that schooling is anything but
natural or obvious. The truth is, compulsory schooling is an
extraordinary historical development that is both unnatural and
unprecedented.

The experiment to which | refer has been running for
about 250 years. It began in the region of Europe once known
as Prussia, a former state that straddled modern-day Poland and
Germany. In 1763, King Frederick Il of Prussia—known as
Frederick the Great—passed a decree that made school
attendance compulsory for all children from the ages of five to
fourteen. Not only was this the first time a nation-state had
attempted to educate its entire population; it was also the
beginning of state control of education, which had previously
been the preserve of churches, private academies and
governesses.

The Prussian state established a network of common
schools—called Volksschulen, or people’s schools—that for the
first time offered education to all, with a common curriculum
designed to disseminate a uniform body of knowledge, skills
and values to the whole population. This new schooling system
was revolutionary not only in its scope, but also in its aim of
linking education to the economic and social interests of the
nation state. The aim was to improve the common welfare of
the people, and to manage the growing complexities of a
secular industrial economy in a post-feudal world. It was the
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birth of a new idea: that education should be universal, secular
and free.

This was the birth of state schooling. It was an
extraordinarily ambitious idea: to manage the development, the
education, and the futures of private citizens through a state
institution. The experiment was not without its teething
problems, and there was strong resistance from some quarters.
But it was successful enough to influence later German and
European school systems; and it became a model for the state
schooling systems that later emerged in the United Kingdom,
America and Australia, in the nineteenth century.

It is not overstating things too much to say that our
school systems are fundamentally a Prussian invention, and
barely more than two centuries old. That being the case, we
should perhaps re-tune our thinking. As educators, we find
ourselves in the driver’s seat of an institution that has barely
cast off its trainer-wheels, and which has been hastily adapted
to countries, populations and times far removed from its
origins. These facts alone should give us pause to reflect on
how much we take for granted about schooling, and how much
we expect from it. In Australia, as elsewhere, the school system
is frequently attacked as wasteful and ineffective; and the status
of teachers seems to fall with each passing year. Government
reviews, one after another, promise revolutionary change. It’s a
lot of pressure to place on a relatively new and fragile,
transplanted institution.

The value of history

The relative infancy of schooling should not excuse
poor decision making and bad practice, of course. But,
ironically, it is the very speed with which schooling has come
to occupy a central place in our social and economic worlds,
and its evident success in aiding the cultivation of a productive
workforce and citizenry, that has sown the seeds of discontent,
both within the teaching profession and beyond. Too many of
our assumptions and expectations verge on hubris. That inflates
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both our ambitions for the school system, and our collective
sense of disappointment at what appear to be its failings.

This lack of proportion in our thinking is one reason
why a closer acquaintance with history can be of value.
Knowledge of the past provides a framework for understanding
and judging the present. If we know something of what the
world was like before the advent of compulsory schooling, and
if we are aware of how schools and teachers in the past fared in
their efforts, we might moderate our views of today’s trials and
triumphs. More importantly, we might use that knowledge to
help us assess the supposed revolutionary ideas that are
regularly foisted upon us by self-styled education gurus and the
media.

Thinkers across the ages have warned that ignorance
of the past can render us naive and prone to bad decisions. Two
well-known maxims are worth bearing in mind, when it comes
to education:

Those who ignore the past are doomed to repeat it.
(George Santayana)

To know nothing of the world before you were born is to
remain forever a child. (Marcus Tullius Cicero)

Cicero’s aphorism is characteristically harsh, but it
holds more than a grain of truth. Just as children can believe
outlandish things because they lack experience of the world, so
adults will remain credulous and gullible if they remain
ignorant of the past. We see this every day when people
succumb to conspiracy theories, and when they think the world
is filled with ‘unprecedented’ dangers. One can only believe
that events are unprecedented if one knows nothing of history.
Beginning teachers, lacking in experience, are prone to a kind
of childlike enthusiasm for ideas that sound innovative but are
actually old, and often discredited. Unless they know the
history of their profession, they risk falling for the educational
equivalent of scams and fads.
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This is one reason why bad ideas in education are so
easily reinvented, rediscovered and recycled. In the face of
complex challenges, there is pressure to try new things, in
search of a solution. But too often the ‘new’ approaches have
been tried before—in some case, tried many, many times.
When the promised gains fail to eventuate, blame and
recriminations follow. The result is a seemingly endless
carousel of alleged crises, promised solutions, inquiries, and
interventions.

Any survey of recent media coverage will reveal the
pressure points in current debates about schooling. The
perennial issues are well known: school funding, class sizes,
teacher quality, curriculum content, teaching methods, and
falling standards. The constant and rapid circulation of these
issues in the media, and in government reviews, generates a
whirlwind of anxiety that undermines public confidence in the
school system and severely tests the resilience of teachers and
administrators. Calls for action, often tied to short-term
political timeframes, are the spur that goads us to look for
solutions, and leaves us vulnerable to alleged innovations. That
does not mean the issues are not real. There is always room for
improvement in any system. What matters is whether our
responses are well-judged: is the proposed action likely to
achieve a better outcome, based on past experience and
evidence? Or will it merely swing the pendulum back again,
toward the opposite side in a longstanding contest of ideas?

Historical perspectives have much to offer in
ameliorating, if not resolving, the relentless swing of the
pendulum. To begin, history tells us that none of these issues is
new. For every supposed crisis in schooling, there is a
historical precedent. Issues of school management, funding,
teacher quality, curriculum content, pedagogy and standards
have been faced by every school system, in all Western nations,
since the 1700s. Thus, the first take-away message arising from
a study of history is that we should all calm down a little: these
challenges in schooling are not existential, and nor are they
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unique. Debating, weighing and responding to such issues is
very much business-as-usual.

The danger is that such debates can become merely
performative—that is, a form of ideological posturing, in which
courses of action are chosen on the basis of beliefs and ideals,
rather than practicality or evidence. In that case, the genuine
work of adaptation and adjustment takes second place, and is
overshadowed by a competition between opposing
philosophies. As we shall see, it is this attachment to
philosophies that drives many of the unproductive oscillations
in educational discourse and practice. Philosophy, as that term
is used in education, is highly appealing, because it seems to
offer a coherent framework for thought and action. Students in
teacher education are encouraged to adopt a philosophy as their
basis for decision-making and action in the classroom. But
such philosophies are idealised conceptions that may be wildly
simplistic or inaccurate. In contrast, students are rarely offered
detailed information on historical precedents, past successes
and failures.

To judge the implications of this reliance on theory
over history, we should consider some specific examples.

The swinging pendulum

In the past century, we have seen schooling practices
oscillate back and forth many times, on a range of important
issues. These include, for example, the contest between phonics
and whole language in the teaching of reading; between times
tables and concepts in mathematics; between the teaching of
grammar and self-expression in English; between formal
genres and creative writing; between history as narrative and
history as inquiry; between examination, continuous
assessment, and peer or self-assessment, to name just a few.
Often, these alternatives are framed as competing paradigms,
or contests over ‘truth’—to which there can be, or should be, a
right answer. And, invariably the debates are framed as a
contest between ‘bad old ways’ (traditional methods) and the
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more ‘progressive’ or student-centred innovations (new
methods). But is this an accurate or helpful picture?

Let’s consider the teaching of reading. Ensuring that
students can read is one of the most fundamental tasks in any
school system. Literacy is the key that opens the door to
personal enjoyment, educational success and employment. It
has profound implications for individual health and happiness,
and for social participation, so it is important that schools get
this right. Currently, the debate about teaching reading is
framed as a contest between two opposing methods: phonics (a
systematic training in letter sounds and phonemic
combinations) and ‘whole’ language (a focus on whole words
and meaningful sentences, and active prediction). Phonics is
generally favoured by conservatives, who argue that effort and
precision are important in learning to read; whole language is
favoured by progressives, who say it is a kinder, more natural
way to learn reading.

Anyone who has graduated in recent years likely
knows about these competing approaches, or is at least aware
of the debate. Most tertiary Schools of Education have
promoted whole language as the more modern and effective
strategy. But is that true, and is the debate really new?
Professor Annette Patterson, an Australian researcher,
undertook a comprehensive historical review of reading
pedagogy, going back to the sixteenth century in Europe, and
this is what she found:

All of the methods promoted in the twentieth century were
available in earlier eras. [B]y the late 1500s ... the most
popular method was the approach whereby children learned
to recognise and say the alphabet, followed by syllables,
words and so on, until they could decipher a sentence...
[O]ther approaches included the ‘whole sentence’ method,
which began with the sentence; and experiential methods,
whereby children were taught from pictures and objects
which had labels attached, and where drawing and singing
were the basic elements of the lesson.” (Patterson, 1997)
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What Patterson describes here are three variations on
the basic phonics/whole language paradigms: the alphabetic
method, the sentence method, and the pictorial cueing method
(sometimes called ‘look-say,” and taught using flash-cards). It
is well-established that all three approaches have been used
from the very start of popular schooling, and possibly since
antiquity. Thus, history reveals that this debate is not new at all:
it has been going on for at least five hundred years. We might
wonder how many newly graduating teachers of reading,
having been schooled in arguments for and against one method
or another, are aware that they are merely the latest inheritors
of a very long-running feud?

Not only is the debate rather stale; there has been
strong evidence that favours some degree of alphabetic or
phonic instruction throughout the history of reading pedagogy.
Early Jesuit teachers, in particular—renowned for their
intellectual rigour and for the high quality of their teaching—
were proponents of the systematic decoding method. Arnaud
and Lancelot in their Port Royal Grammar, said:

the most natural way would be that those who are teaching
to read should, at first, only teach children to know their
letters by their value in pronunciation; and that thus, to teach
to read Latin, for example, they should give the same name e
to simple e, ae, and oe, because they are pronounced in the
same way; and the same to i and y; and also to o and au, as
they are now pronounced ... (Arnaud & Lancelot, 1660).

Evidence of the utility of phonics has grown stronger in
recent years, with governments in the UK, New Zealand and
here in Australia all mandating the teaching of phonics, and
introducing early phonics testing, to identify children likely to
struggle with reading. Despite this evidence, whole language
methods are constantly resurrected and presented to trainee
teachers as a new and progressive improvement in reading
pedagogy, and as the more natural approach. This
characterisation ignores five hundred years of school
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experience and much empirical evidence (see, for example,
Adams, 1994; DEST, 2005; Dehaene, 2009; Hempenstall
2016). But the point of this example is not to argue that one
approach to reading is guaranteed to work. The point is that
contests over method too often ignore historical evidence that
might add nuance and might reduce anxieties over which is
right. The historical record suggests that all methods work, to
some extent; that people have been learning to read and write
for thousands of years through various methods; and that
weight of evidence rather tips the balance in favour of
including some systematic training in phonics. That same
historical data also shows that claims about what is ‘natural’
should be taken with a grain of salt. What whole-language
advocates decry as artificial was considered by the Jesuits as
natural—and, in any case, reading is not a natural human
ability, but the artifact of a technology (writing) invented a
mere 5,000 years ago. That is mere tick of the clock in
evolutionary time.

Working from this example, we might well ask
ourselves how many of the pitched battles in education,
between this or that methodology, how many exhausting
oscillations, are sustained by ignoring the history of
educational practice? And why are new teachers not made
aware of that depth of history, and the insight it offers? For my
part, | still regret being sent out to teach English using ‘new’
methods that | have since discovered were hundreds of years
out of date. My first year of teaching was filled with anxiety as
I saw the lack of progress my students made, despite my efforts
to implement the creative writing and discovery strategies
recommended in curriculum courses. | thought | was a terrible
teacher. That anxiety would have been much reduced if | had
known more of the history of my profession, and so had the
confidence to change my approaches much sooner.

The example of reading pedagogy points to the value
of historical research and knowledge in enabling us to better

10
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evaluate supposedly innovative ideas and practices. Such
knowledge offers perspectives that should spark our curiosity
and help recalibrate our thinking. We will explore the detailed
chronology of modern schooling more fully in the work to
come. For now, however, | propose to preview briefly five
topics on which history provides new insights: the aims of
schooling, the public-versus-private debate, the question of
teacher authority, the obscure origins of some school practices,
and the influence of ideology.

The purposes and future of schooling
From the very beginnings of state education, debates have
raged over the proper aims of education. Should schooling be
vocational, aimed at making children employable; or should it
be broadly intellectual, aimed at cultivating general intelligence
and a lifelong capacity to learn? Should schools teach
established subjects—mathematics, geography, history—or
should they develop the individual student’s interests and
strengths? Should STEM subjects be valued to help drive the
economy; or humanities, to help build empathy and social
cohesion? Should we teach everyone the same content in the
same way, or tailor the content to the individual? These
arguments date back to the very origins of state education. At
different times, different priorities have prevailed, under the
sway of differing philosophies and political allegiances.
Conservatives have generally favoured an academic curriculum
based on established content; progressives have emphasised
discovery and knowledge-building by the individual child.
From historical accounts, we know all of these
approaches, and combinations of them, have been tried. We
also know that many supposedly modern viewpoints are
actually very old. Today’s ‘21st century skills’ movement, for
example, argues that fixed knowledge is outdated, and that
flexibility should be emphasised for the ‘jobs of the future.” But
that argument is not new. It originated in the 1800s, as rapid
industrialisation replaced traditional farm life in Europe,

11
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Britain and the United States. Horace Mann and William
Torrey Harris—the architects of the American school system—
argued that the future was unpredictable and so flexibility
should be emphasised in schooling (Cremin, 1961, p.18ff;
Ravitch, 2000, pp.32-36). It is not a modern idea, but a notion
promoted in the era of our great- great- great-grandparents.

History shows, sadly, that a ‘jobs of the future’ policy
for schools rarely works, because we are so very bad at
predicting the future. Every new technology of the industrial
era, from the steam engine, to radio, to television, to personal
computers, has led to calls that schools and teaching should be
dramatically reoriented (Cuban, 1986; Standage, 1998; Moon,
2010; Oppenheimer, 2011). And in every case, the predicted
need for workers in those fields was overestimated. In the
steam age, no-one predicted electricity; in the era of radio, no-
one predicted television.

In 1984, Professor Anthony Adams of Cambridge
University visited Western Australia to speak about the
revolutionary impact that new microcomputers were destined
to have in our schools and classrooms. He declared that within
a decade every teacher and school student would need to be
able to program a computer (Adams, 1982; see also Chandler
& Marcus, 1983). He was wrong. None of the early proponents
of school computing predicted the internet, the World Wide
Web, or Facebook. Today, 35 years later, everyone uses
computers but hardly anyone needs to be a programmer, in the
same way hardly anyone needs to prepare their own radio
broadcasts or repair their own car.

More recently we have been assured that today’s
students are ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001) whose
engagement with digital technology would usher in a new era
of self-directed learning and democratic participation. Such
claims should have been recognised as naively idealistic from
the start, yet many school jurisdictions swallowed them whole,
emptying their libraries of books, in favour of digital devices.
The forecasters failed to predict the obvious downsides of
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digital and social media, however, which include online
bullying and soaring rates of anxiety and social alienation
(Haidt & Lukianoff, 2019; Twenge, 2018).

Grand pronouncements about the ‘proper’ purpose and
ideal future of schooling often get us nowhere. Sacrificing
hindsight for vision, they are too often based on false
assumptions about what the world needs and what schools can
provide. Some attention to the history of such predictions
would suggest that more caution and humility is warranted in
planning for the future.

Public or private?

A second theme to emerge in any survey of the history of
schooling is the tension between public and private providers.
While state schooling feels perfectly natural and obvious to
many of us, as products of early twenty-first century education,
we should remember that private schooling came first, and it
was the norm for around two-and-a-half thousand years.
Families, private schools, religious schools, and personal tutors
were the sources of learning in Western nations. Not only were
the institutions private, but so was the funding. In many cases,
this involved students or their parents paying fees directly to
the teacher, coin in hand—in the same way that you might now
pay a tradesman to mow your lawn or fix a leaking tap.
Teachers were originally what we now call sole traders—they
were in business.

State schooling, funded by taxpayers and administered
by bureaucrats, is a new invention. It was resisted at first by
communities who feared that funding schools through taxation
would disempower parents. Previously, parents could make
their own choice about which private tutors they were prepared
to pay—in the same way we can choose a plumber or
electrician. In England and America, many early schools were
run by charities and community boards that were directly
responsive to parents, who had the power to hire and fire
teaching staff. Imagine how different your role as a teacher
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would be if you earned your wage by direct payment from the
parents of your pupils. If they were satisfied with your work,
they paid you; if not, they didn’t. For most of history, that was
how things worked. The move to funding via taxation meant
district and state education authorities decided who to hire and
fire; and they developed school curricula centrally.

Funding the school system through taxation meant that
teaching jobs became more secure; but it also erected a barrier
between the teacher and the parents whose children attended
class. Teachers became agents of the state—which made them
objects of suspicion in the eyes of many parents, rather than a
trusted partner in their child’s education. That suspicion lingers
today, sometimes creating unease or even outright hostility.
Here, again, it is well to recall that the modern relation between
the state, teachers, parents and children is a relatively new, and
not uncomplicated, creation.

Expertise and authority in education

The theme of authority and expertise is another perennial that
might require some recalibration in our thinking. It is related to
the issue of public versus private schooling, and it begs the
guestion, Why should teachers have a greater role in the
education of children than their own parents? What is the
source of that authority?

Over the past century, educators have answered that
guestion by formulating a body of supposed expert knowledge
about children and learning. Teachers are thereby assumed to
have specialist knowledge that qualifies them, above parents, to
direct the learning of children. Much of that expert knowledge
has been derived from and underwritten by psychology. In the
late 1800s, educators aligned themselves with psychology in an
attempt to become more scientific, and in the hope of
unravelling the secrets of learning (Cremin, 1969; Cubberley,
1920; Graves, 1913; Ravitch, 2000). As a result of this
alignment, psychologists gained greater prominence and
prestige in teacher education courses.
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If we list the names familiar to most educators from
their university training—Dewey, Piaget, VWgotsky, Skinner,
Bruner, Bloom, Kholberg, Maslow, Gagne, Gardner, Glasser,
Fisher & Frey, Sweller—we find there is a preponderance of
psychologists. It should surprise us that we take this connection
so much for granted. A historical perspective, on the other
hand, suggests that many of these are minor figures in the
development and advancement of popular schooling. More
prominent and significant are figures such as John Amos
Komensky, Johann Pestalozzi, Horace Mann, William Torrey
Harris, Thomas Bray, Jane Addams, Joseph Lancaster, Andrew
Bell, Robert Raikes, James Shuttleworth, Samuel Wilderspin,
David Stow, and many more. These are key figures, but their
names are unknown to most teachers, and they are rarely given
the prominence they deserve, in teacher education courses.

Two things can be noted about this. First, the
contributions of psychologists to schooling, individually and
collectively, have been somewhat overstated. VWygotsky did not
discover the ‘zone of proximal development’, though he
invented the label. Likewise, he did not invent scaffolding.
These were minor strands in his work, and both concepts had
been around for hundreds of years. Piaget did not discover
stages of child development, nor was he the first to distinguish
between accommodation and assimilation in learning. Those
ideas had been around for centuries. Rousseau and Pestalozzi
had mapped stages of child development long ago (Rousseau,
1762); and the German educator Johann Herbart had mapped
out the basic ideas of knowledge acquisition in his concepts of
apperception, absorption and reflection (Herbart, 1806, 1834).
Maslow was not the first to build a hierarchy of human needs;
Kholberg was not the first to chart children’s moral
development. Likewise, the so-called ‘Gradual Release of
Responsibility’ model has been known for thousands of years.
And so on.

Let me be clear: these people are not frauds, and what
is taught about them in education courses is true, as far as it
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goes. But their work was not revolutionary, and it did not
establish the fundamentals of modern schooling. They built
incrementally on (and sometimes against) established ideas and
practices, many of which are well documented in the history of
writings on education. Modern psychology has added some
complexity to our knowledge about learning and teaching; but
it offers little that is genuinely new. Often, it has rebranded or
repackaged well-established practices.

The true architects of the modern school system, |
suggest, are those named in the second list. They were not
psychologists. They were business owners, entrepreneurs,
bureaucrats and clergymen, many of whom invested their own
finances to establish schools, with the aim of alleviating
ignorance, poverty, crime and disease. They were
philanthropists and social reformers. It is ironic, then, that
many modern state school teachers see bureaucrats, business
owners, entrepreneurs and clergymen as the enemies of public
schooling, dismissing them as capitalist or patriarchal
oppressors. That fact alone reveals significant confusion in our
thinking about the origins of schooling as an institution.

The second observation we can make about the role of
psychology—as documented by critics such as Graves (1913),
Cubberley (1920), Bell (1949), Cremin (1969) and Ravitch
(2000)—is that during the course of the twentieth century the
status of teachers actually declined the closer they allied with
psychology, and the more they developed a mode of
professional discourse that set them apart from parents and lay
persons. Historically, parents have been most trustful of
teachers when those parents had a voice in schools, and when
they felt that teachers shared their values and spoke their
language. As the teaching profession adopted a more
specialised language and spoke in more arcane terms about
children’s learning, parents were sidelined.

The sense of alienation that leaves parents and
laypersons feeling locked out of educational debates is
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wonderfully expressed by Mortimer Smith, in a book written
early last century:

| should speak a word of warning to anyone who intends to
acquaint himself with the writings of modern educational
theorists. It will be rough sledding, for the writings of most
educators sound as if they had been badly translated from
German. They are especially fond of making numbered lists
of ‘goals’ and ‘objectives’ and then making subdivisions of
‘principles’ and ‘factors’ so that the reader finds it extremely
difficult to follow the original point and gets bogged down in
cross references. As an example of what | mean, | have
recently been reading an article by a leading educator on
school administration, which he informs us consists of three
primary functions, eight elements, nine basic principles, and
five relationships.

Smith goes on to rip into the founding assumptions of modern
education, in a scathing review that expresses perfectly the lay
person’s impatience with the artificially inflated ideas of
educational psychology. In its substance, this critique of
educational theory could have been written yesterday, by
anyone who has looked at the Australian curriculum, with its
outcomes and strands and sub-strands and elaborations. But it
was written a century ago about educational trends in the
United States.

Smith’s book is just one critigue among hundreds that
expresses popular alienation from schooling. It prompts us to
ask whether our teaching workforce today shares the values of
mainstream Australia and speaks their language—or whether
teachers really believe themselves to be in advance of popular
opinion and thinking, and if so, why.

Obscure origins and borrowings

A fourth theme that emerges from historical surveys is the
obscurity and contingency of many familiar educational
subjects and practices. Many aspects of schooling have
surprising origins that are relatively unknown. How, for
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example, did the so-called manual arts, like woodwork and
metalwork (now grouped under the heading of Design and
Technology), find their way into our secondary schools? The
surprising answer is that they originated in Russia, through the
entrepreneurial work of the Russian educator Viktor Della
Voss. His ‘tools training’ course (the ‘Della Vos method”) was
exhibited in the 1867 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.
The then President of MIT, John Runkle, happened to see the
exhibition and was so impressed that he promoted the idea of
manual training for boys in America’s schools (Cremin, 1961).
It kicked off a storm of debate that threatened to derail
American school curricula for almost fifty years.

Our school system carries many other such influences
from Eastern Europe. The popularity of small group work and
collaborative learning, for example, was directly imported from
Soviet communism. In 1928, on the verge of the Great
Depression, three Professors from Teachers College at
Columbia University visited the Soviet Union. The delegation
included William Kilpatrick, Harold Rugg and John Dewey.
Like many academics, they were already sympathetic to
socialist ideals, and hostile to capitalism and American
individualism. They went looking for strategies that would
‘communalise’ education. The Soviet Union had by then
embarked on a campaign to stamp out individualism in society
and the economy, and had adopted group-based approaches to
(re)-education. The American professors embraced this
communalist approach to education. They entrenched a range
of socialist ideas at Columbia University’s Teachers College,
favouring groupwork and project work, for largely political
(ideological) reasons. Kilpatrick, in particular, argued that
learning should be ‘communal,” and the teacher a ‘guide’
(Kilpatrick, 1926; 1934; 1940; Rugg, 1905).

To this day, collaborative, ‘child-centred’ learning
remains a favoured ideal of left-leaning educators. The
education curriculum at Columbia—America’s first permanent
teacher training college—exerted its influence on teacher
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training throughout that country and around the world, to
promote group work, non-directive teaching, project learning
and inquiry methods. But the origins of these practices are
rarely explored in undergraduate courses.

Equally obscure and unexpected is the influence of
Christian pastoral practices on modern schooling. Those who
are English majors might know already that the strategies of
personal response reading and class discussion, mainstays of
modern English lessons, originated in Protestant bible study,
where reading and discussing parables was a strategy for
achieving personal engagement with scripture. The modern
reading and study of novels in English, with its emphasis on
themes, issues and personal responses, is directly borrowed
from the study of bible stories and parables.

Likewise, Christian moral training through confession
was incorporated into early strategies of school discipline
through devices such as the supervised playground (Hunter,
1994). Educational pioneers such as David Stow in Glasgow,
and Samuel Wilderspin in London, promoted playgrounds—not
as opportunities for recreation but as moral training grounds.
Playgrounds were designed to permit free play so that students
would be sure to misbehave. Such misbehaviour could then be
judged and corrected under the care of the schoolmaster, so
inserting the moral lesson into the child’s everyday life and
conduct.

Similarly, Protestant practices for training the body,
and the notion that the human body is made in the image of
God, led to a worship of physical fitness and bodily utility that
became the basis for modern physical education courses, where
fitness is associated with goodness. That, in turn, explains our
modern health campaigns against obesity, smoking, and so
on—which, beside the issue of their cost in medical services,
are seen still as indications of sinful disrespect for the body.

These few examples hint at just some of the
unexpected origins and complex workings of school practices
that now seem innocent and natural to us, but which operate in
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much more subtle ways than we commonly assume. They also
highlight the extent to which ideologies of various kinds have
shaped our educational system and practices.

Ideologies and values

A fifth theme concerns the clash of values in the school system.
This, too, has been a longstanding source of friction and
anxiety since the inception of state schooling in the seventeen-
hundreds. Many debates within education are animated by
ideologies that are fundamentally opposed to one another. The
result is a tendency toward black-and-white, winner-take-all
thinking that sustains a host of misperceptions and oscillations.

To simplify, we can identify two broad value systems
driving many of the disputes over aims and practices in
schools. For convenience we will call them conservative and
progressive. We shall later see that those labels don’t hold up
all that well historically, but they will serve us sufficiently for
now. Table 1 offers a thumbnail sketch of the positions and
their key characteristics.

Broadly speaking, classical conservatism draws on the
liberal tradition of figures such as Edmund Burke, and favours
tradition, individual liberty, small government, and prudence in
financial affairs. It is often aligned with Christianity and the
nuclear family. In education, conservatives broadly favour local
control of schools, traditional curricula and teaching methods, a
strong voice for parents, and support for school choice.

Progressives broadly favour collectivism in the form of
state institutions, and unions based on social class groupings or
other communalist factors. They seek rapid, even revolutionary,
changes to society, in the name of altering the distribution of
resources, any unequal distribution being equated with
oppression and exploitation. To this end, they give a greater
role to government in managing social affairs. Influenced by
Marxian principles, they are suspicious of traditional religion,
which is seen as camouflaging the workings of power.

20



The History of Popular Schooling

1es.

ideologi

ve 1

Table 1. Summary of conservative and progress

SSaUSSa|yed

s3saJaiul |e1pads Ag uoiioilsiq
,8ulieaui8us |epos |, ‘seiq |ea18ojoap|
spJepuels mo| pasda||y

Buijooyss wpaasuipbw fo swisidNID)

8u1sa) |ewJoy ‘spJepuels uowwo)
JUSWAASIYJE UO PISE] SEWO0IINO [BI3UAIIQ
diysuazid aniy

AjljeJow paJeys v

90UD||9IX3 J|WIPEIE PUE UOIIINIISU]

9210Yd |ooYyds pue ujjooyds 3ieAldd
:uonpinp3

Aljiqisuodsal pue oy |euossad ‘uoiedijqo jeniniy|
Ansnpui ySnouyi uoneaud yyesp

1UBWUJBA0S [|ews ‘Uoiie|nSaJ [eWIUIN

uoiadwod ‘diysiaumo a1eald ‘syaxdew 3.4
sJjwouol3

1sed ay3 4o 1s9q 9y Suiniasaud uoniped|
wsnouled pue ‘aplid |euoiieu ‘Ajiwey :sanjep
1404J3 40} pJemad ‘A11aql| ‘wopaad) iS|eoH

140449 pue 3uiAlls Yy3nody) s$322NS Wisl|enpIAlpU|
sfaljaq [piauan

CONSERVATISM

anneyoldx3

s1saJa1ul |e1dads Aq uoip03siq
wIS|JaWNSU02 ‘uof33adwod pJemos seig
SNJ0J J]WapPeIE MOJIEeN

:Bburjooyas wpaajsuipw fo swisiaI)

3ui3sa3 Jewiulw ‘spaepuels pajenualapa
1oddns y3nouys sswod1no jo Ayjenb3
ws|Al3oe pue anbi)

saAI30adsiad |eanynan Ny

UOI1BIIUBIBYIP ‘SPOYIaW 213SI|0Y ‘UoiIelOge||0D)
Suijooyds aie1s

:uonoonp3g

*9ouapuadapaalul ‘poddns |e120s ‘DueydN
*4yaMoud uo $gund ‘yijeam Jo uolinqguiIsIpay
JuawuIan03 Aq |043u0d ‘uoiie|nday

uuieys ‘diysisumo a1gnd ‘Suiuueld |eaua)
sajuwouody

24n1nj ueidoin e 3uipjing :28uey)

sanldadsiad |e1oos pue |eqo|S :sanjep
s90uaJayp ‘uoneddiyed ‘Ayjenba :sjeon
$159493Ul UOWIWOD YSN0oJ4y3 SS30INS 1WSIAIFII||0D
sfaijaq |piauao

PROGRESSIVISM

21



The History of Popular Schooling

In education, they strongly favour state schooling and a
curriculum tied to progressive issues.

Each of these ideologies has its cheerleaders in
Australian education, as elsewhere. The point | wish to make
here is that these are deeply entrenched and long-standing
ideologies, to which various players in the education system
have strong attachment. No doubt you have a sense of your
own position. What must be understood is that these opposing
forces represent sincere and serious viewpoints within the
community. They are not imaginary. An important step in
understanding debates around educational practices and
policies, and the history behind them, is to recognise that they
are driven by strongly held values and assumptions.

We can see this in examples of real responses to the
recent review of the Australian Curriculum. Let’s take one
such response, which appeared recently in The Australian
newspaper. It is from Bella D’Abrera, an education policy
director at the Australian Institute for Public Affairs (IPA).
Under the headline, ‘New curriculum, same old Ileftist
ideological bent,” D’Abrera mounts a critique that includes the
following observations, among many:

English and maths have been improved, but the subjects that
inform how Australians think about our country and
ourselves are even more ideologically loaded than in
previous drafts.

[Students] are encouraged to think about themselves in terms
of how they relate to the environment, as well as through the
lens of First Nations Australians. Years 9 and 10 are taught
to ‘engage in nature experiences [that] promote the
development of eco-identity.” They are taught to consider the
benefits of a vegan diet and the need for sustainable food
production ... [because] Westernised cultures have adopted
identities that are ‘very destructive.” Nature is good and
humans are evil. This is the message with which children are
being indoctrinated, and they are being set on the path to
pantheism as soon as they get to school.
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[C]hildren “will learn the effects of contact with other people
on First Nations Australians and how the arrival of the First
Fleet was viewed ... as an invasion.’

What the national curriculum authority has produced is a
political document infused with pagan-green ideology.
Education ministers are not listening to parents... In a poll
commissioned by the IPA, 56% thought parents should have
the greatest say over what is taught. Just 10% thought it
should be bureaucrats, and only 5% thought it should be
politicians.

This is what happens when you hand over your children to
the state. It is time to abolish the national curriculum, to take
education out of the hands of left-wing ideologues and return
it to parents. (D’Abrera, 2022)

D’Abrera’s article touches on a number of familiar themes

in its critique of education, which can be summarised thus:

the curriculum is too progressive: it is light on knowledge,
weighted toward values

the curriculum is alienated from the values of parents,
broader community

education has been captured by the left

mainstream schooling entails political indoctrination

state schooling is therefore corrupt and corrupting

greater provision should be given to private schooling
where parents have a say.

These criticisms are familiar from what is sometimes called the
conservative side of politics. And from what we have seen,
they resonate strongly with many parents and with large
sections of the Australian community.

Such criticisms are routinely rejected by teachers,

teacher unions, and teacher educators, however, who see them
as right wing, ideological and out of touch. But in the immortal
words of Mandy Rice-Davies, ‘They would say that, wouldn’t
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they.” After all, it is well-established that state education at all
levels is strongly skewed to the Left—it has its own inbuilt
bias. In that sense D’Abrera is an outsider, and her views will
be given short shrift by policymakers and professionals on the
‘inside.” That does not, mean, of course, that she is wrong.

What is interesting to the historian of education,
however, is not the fact of disagreement between conservatives
and progressives, between Left and Right. It is that these
arguments are not new at all. They can all be traced back to the
very beginnings of state education in the 1700s; and they have
been stated and restated ever since, for over two hundred years.
As we delve into that history, we shall see that these
disagreements are based on fundamental philosophical
differences which—I will argue—-we cannot overcome. So long
as each side thinks in terms of absolutes, and seeks an absolute
victory, we will continue to be mired in debate. The result is a
lot of unnecessary heat and anxiety for teachers, administrators
and parents, and an exhausting search for ultimate solutions
that do not exist.

If we are to escape from the relentless and
unproductive hunt for perfection that characterises much debate
around schooling, we will have to confront some
uncomfortable realities.

An insoluble paradox? democratic education

In contrast to the common assumption that schooling is a
natural and obvious part of life, we must remind ourselves that
state schooling is an extraordinary intervention in the freedom
and privacy of citizens, families, individuals. It involves an
astonishing extension of state power, in which parents are
compelled by law to hand over their children to agents of the
state. It deprives parents of contact with their children for vast
amounts of time, and diminishes parental influence generally.
Most of us would readily agree that this arrangement brings
many benefits—Iiteracy, personal development, socialisation,
job-readiness, and so on. But we should not forget how recent

24



The History of Popular Schooling

and audacious is this experiment. It has no precedent in history,
and we are quite literally still figuring it out.

The experiment of state schooling also brings with it a
paradox in regards to the workings of our democracy. The
paradox is this: that, in a democracy, citizens exercise their
freedom to choose who will govern them; but that before they
can participate as free citizens, they are compelled to attend
training in an institution run by the state. Thus, the state shapes
the citizens who shape the state, and the ‘free action’ of adults
is contingent upon their decidedly ‘unfree’ training as children.
As Marshall (1997) and others (Hunter, 1993, 1994; Kemmis &
Edwards-Groves, 2018) have noted, this introduces a paradox
and a double project into the education system, in which the
development and trajectory of the individual child must be
balanced against the development and management of the
society itself.

In subsequent work, we will see that this apparent
paradox between freedom and control drives many of the
debates and misunderstandings that we daily encounter in
education. We will see also that conservative critics and
progressive critics each have their own ideas about how the
paradox can be resolved. The common argument—and it is one
that has probably occurred to you already—is that we aim for
‘balance,” and that we teach ‘critical thinking’ in schools, so
that students learn to ‘think for themselves.” But, as we shall
see, history gives us reason to be suspicious of those ideas also.
Whether the democratic paradox really is insoluble is a
guestion we shall take up again.

Summary

- The origins and operations of compulsory state schooling
are widely misunderstood.

- Universal, secular, free schooling is an experiment begun
in eighteenth-century Prussia.

- Many ‘modern’ practices have long histories and obscure
origins.
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- Schooling is beset by conflicting values and ideologies.

- Conservative and progressive viewpoints both proclaim
absolutes that exceed what schools are designed to do.

- Despite constant talk of crises, the school system does
many things well. We should recognise its successes.
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FOR DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION

1.

What new information or ideas have you gained from this
preliminary survey of the history of schooling? Which items
challenged or interested you?

What ‘pendulum swings’ (or oscillations) in education have you
been aware of? Consider your own school experience compared
to that of your parents and grandparents. What has changed?

To what extent has your own experience shaped and ‘naturalised’
your perspective on schooling? What would it take to convince
you to change your views on schooling?

Kemmis & Edwards-Groves (2018, p.27) argue that education
has a dual focus: developing the individual child, and sustaining
or improving society. Can these two aims be balanced, or must
one purpose overshadow the other?

Do you have a definite ‘philosophy’ of education? If so, what
theorists and approaches is it based upon? How much do you
know of the history behind the ideas?

Are your views on education and schooling broadly conservative
or progressive? What influenced your stance: family tradition?
personal experience? your university training?

How much thought have you given to the issue of parents’ rights
to decide what their children are taught? Who do you think
should determine the values in the curriculum: Parents? Schools?
Education departments? Politicians? Voters?

Imagine debating the issue of compulsory state schooling with a
sceptical parent who says, ‘I know what is best for my child.’
Make a list of the arguments that could be made for and against
compulsory state schooling.

Collect a range of media reports on education and schooling. Can
you classify them as conservative and/or progressive? Do any of
them take account of historical perspectives?
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2. The Rise of the School

Thesis: Schooling has taken many forms since antiquity, from a
private preserve of the privileged to a public institution for all. This is
not a single institution evolving into ever higher forms, but a series of
discrete formations with recurring characteristics. Modern schools are
merely one of many possible forms, and may yet, in turn, disappear.

In the first lecture of this series, we learned that state schooling
is a relatively recent innovation, an experiment that began in
Prussia, in the late 1700s, later spreading through Europe, the
United Kingdom and America. In the course of that
introduction, we previewed briefly some of the themes that
emerge from a historical study of schooling: debates about the
proper aims of schooling; contests over the status and funding
of state versus private schools; questions of authority in
education—including the role of psychology in modern
education; the obscure origins of some of our modern practices;
and the competing ‘philosophies’ and ideologies that drive
many conflicts in education.

The goal of that survey was to look again at a school
system that seems so familiar and natural to us, and to see that
it is actually a quite astonishing innovation, born of very
specific conditions. We saw that understanding the school
system requires some attention to its history. In the absence of
such knowledge, educators fall back on abstract ‘philosophies,’
and risk recycling old ideas that may have dubious merit. Some
of those ideas are constantly revived not because they produce
good results but because they fit with the beliefs and values
associated with established ‘philosophies’ of schooling. We
considered the conservative and progressive value systems that
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compete for influence, and we saw that that many current
debates and issues aired in the media reflect these competing
paradigms.

In the course of that brief survey, | invited you to
reflect on your own assumptions, and to ask what evidence you
have for them, and what you know about their history. All of
this was by way of unsettling the comfortable view that schools
and teaching are in some way natural and obvious parts of
modern life.

In this next topic, | propose to work through some of
the history more methodically. My aim is to chart a basic
outline of how modern state schooling was assembled, from
ancient times to the present. This will necessarily be a
somewhat sketchy account, but | hope to show how and why
modern schools acquired their most obvious form and
functions. Those details will provide useful coordinates for
understanding the more nuanced and complex operations of
modern education systems, which will be considered later.

I should first point out that chronologies like this can
be misleading. They can seem to imply that ‘schooling’ as an
institution has been evolving over the centuries toward higher
and higher forms, finally arriving at the familiar (and superior)
form of the modern school. That is not the case. It is more
accurate to say that schooling in each historical period takes a
form that makes sense in that context. The different forms of
school are quite discrete, and although they are linked by some
recurring characteristics, we could say they are different but
related species. It is also important not to confuse the popular
school system with the much longer traditions of teaching and
learning, whose forms and evolution have a history of their
own.

Definitions and periods

Teaching and learning are fundamental processes in all human
societies. Indeed, the transmission of knowledge through
culture—from parent to child, and from kin to kin—is one of
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the defining features of the human species. In that sense, we
could say that the history of ‘education’ goes back nearly two
million years to our earliest human ancestors, such as homo
habilis. For human beings, teaching and learning were first and
foremost family and community processes, embedded in child-
rearing and social co-operation.

But our focus here is on formalised education—that is,
education as a systematised social practice. We can define
formal education as the provision of systematic instruction by
designated teachers to children and/or adults who are not their
kin. Education of that kind involves a degree of social-role
specialisation that appears in the historical record with the rise
of complex societies that we call civilisations. It entails three
things: systematic instruction (implying some kind of plan or
syllabus); designated teachers (a defined social role, occupation
or profession); and non-kin relations (the teaching of people
beyond the family).

It is important to note that this is not the same thing as
schooling. Formal education can involve teachers coming to
the home, or living in as tutors, or governesses; or it can
involve peripatetic scholars to whom students attach
themselves in the manner of disciples. A school is something
more specific. We can define the school as an institution
(physical or conceptual) established for the purpose of
education. It is the institutional nature of the school that
distinguishes it. Thus, one can have education without schools
(and a cynic might argue one can also have schools without
education).

In Western civilisations, the institutionalising of
education dates from about 600BC, in Ancient Greece. That is
a convenient starting point for our history. We can loosely
divide the subsequent ages into a number of distinct historical
periods. Historians divide these up in different ways, so we
should consider any datings as a rough guide only. Table 2
summarises a common enough division, which identifies four
major periods from antiquity to the present.
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Table 2. Periods in the history of education.

Date Description

600BC — 400 Classical Antiquity

400AD - 1450 The Middle Ages

1450 - 1750 The Early Modern Transition
1750 — 1950+  The Modern Era

In this span of 2,500 years, we see a great deal of
experimentation with the forms and functions of schooling.
Among the experiments are these varied and significant forms:

Sophists and Peripatetics

Academies and lyceums

Monastery schools

Guild schools and chantry schools
Cathedral schools and early universities
Grammar schools

Volksschulen and kindergarten
Monitorial schools

Normal schools

Common schools and free schools
Settlement schools

Industrial schools

Modern elementary and secondary schools

We need to be careful with lists like this. They can
seem to imply that early forms were failed attempts to invent
the ‘correct’ form of schooling, which we have now finally
produced. That’s not the case at all. Each form of the school
made sense in its context; and it is more useful to see the
modern school as part of ongoing project of tinkering with the
formats and goals of organised education. | am not suggesting
that we have arrived at a final or correct form of school—but
nor have we in any sense failed to realise an ideal. There is no
correct or perfect form, against which our various worldly
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attempts are to be judged. We must keep that point in mind, if
we are to avoid critiquing schools of the past and the present by
inappropriate standards.

Classical antiquity: 600BC-400CE

The earliest schools were founded in ancient Greece and Rome.
Indeed, the Greek word skholé is the origin of our word school;
but beyond that linguistic connection there is little from the
ancient world that relates to our modern conception of popular
schooling. Greece and Rome were city states in which war,
diplomacy and politics were defining features. They were ruled
by family dynasties and privileged classes (and, later, by
Emperors in the case of Rome). This reality had two
consequences. First, it meant that large sections of the
population (women, children, slaves) were excluded from
public life, and thus often excluded from education. Formal
education was largely the preserve of the elite, and catered for
male students. Aristocratic women and daughters learned a
variety of domestic arts, and some received a broader
education, but formal education was by no means available to
all.

A second consequence is that, given the centrality of
war and conquest, many of the first schools were essentially
military training facilities that equipped soldiers for fighting,
strategy and leadership. As diplomacy and politics became
more important, education in the arts of public speaking and
philosophy emerged, followed in turn by medicine and the
natural sciences. These educational needs were first met by
peripatetic teachers and private tutors who travelled from town
to town or who were contracted to wealthy households. Among
them were the sophists—Protagoras, Gorgias, Isocrates, and
others. They were followed later by the philosophers: Socrates,
Plato, Aristotle, and Epicurus, a number of whom established
their own academies and schools (see Kemmis & Edwards-
Groves, 2018)
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Respected and successful teachers were paid fees by
their students (or via their parents or guardians). The teachers
were autonomous, devising their own philosophies and
methods, and surviving on personal reputation to bring
business. In an important sense, the teacher was the syllabus.
Each teacher had a philosophy, a style, and set of ideas about
the aims and methods of education. There were Platonists and
Avristotelians, Epicureans and Stoics, Ciceronians and so on—
each offering his own formalised approach to knowledge.

This was very much the form of education for nearly
1,000 vyears in the ancient world—and it was very
sophisticated. Many may not be aware that the writings, and
even lesson plans, of some famous teachers still survive
today—for example, the works of Aristotle, Hermogenes,
Aphthonius, Donatus, and Quintilian. Gradually, systematised
approaches to the teaching of logic, grammar, rhetoric and
mathematics emerged. Successful teachers opened schools, but
there was no universal school system as such. The first schools
were for aristocratic boys, and education remained largely
private. Nor were schools bound by any modern rules of care
and conduct: boys could be physically beaten for misbehaviour
or failure to learn.

In ancient Greece, wealthy families would have a slave
escort boys to school, to ensure they didn’t sneak away. The
slave was called the paidagogos—Iliterally, he who leads the
boy. That is the origin of our words pedagogue (teacher) and
pedagogy (the art of teaching). The literal leading of children to
school in Ancient Greece has nowadays become a metaphorical
leading of students toward knowledge.

From ancient Greece and Rome, we inherit the idea of
planned education, and of core subjects such as general
grammar, rhetoric, logic, and mathematics. We also gained the
concept of the curriculum—a Latin word which literally means
‘chariot-path’ or obstacle course (the Latin word for chariot is
curricle, which is related to the verb currere, to run). Thus, our
use of the word curriculum to describe a course of study is a
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metaphor, based on the idea of a track or pathway for running
or racing.

In ancient Rome, three levels of school were available
to boys: the ludus litterarius (junior elementary school) and the
grammaticus (senior elementary school) were the main stages.
The rhetor provided higher level training in public discourse
and declamation, for the few who were destined to public
service, or politics.

While elements of this system look familiar, we cannot
say that they have had a direct influence on our system of
schooling. That is because much of Greek and Roman culture
was lost after the fall of Rome. It was not rediscovered for a
thousand years, and was even then revived third-hand, after
being preserved in the Islamic world, and only later making its
way back to the Christian west.

The Middle Ages 400-1450

With the fall of Rome around 476CE, Europe was transformed.
Greece and Rome had been city-states, characterised by urban
living, and with centralised systems of government. But the
barbarian invasions of Roman territories by Germanic and
Gallic tribes put an end to such civility. Cities as centres of
power were replaced by feudal kingships, and by new empires
defined by religion. The influence of the Christian church
expanded, with Roman Catholicism dominating the western
continent, and Eastern Orthodoxy rising in the East. The
emergence of the Holy Roman Empire cemented Catholic
influence in the Western European order for centuries.

It fell to the Churches to preserve literacy and learning,
against the rising tide of barbarism. Organised education, such
as it was, remained the preserve of the very few, and was
wholly vested in the church. The rise of monasteries was a
significant development. Monastic life was founded upon the
notion of withdrawing from the world, which was seen as
barbaric and corrupt. Monks took vows of piety, chastity and
obedience, and they secluded themselves in the equivalent of
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cultural fallout shelters, with the aim of preserving faith and
virtue.

Monastery schools

In place of the ancient philosophical schools and academies of
Greece and Rome, monastery schools served as centres of
education during this era. These were located within
monasteries and staffed by monks. They trained select young
boys to enter a life of service in the Church. The earlier
traditions of secular philosophy and rational inquiry, leading to
new knowledge, largely disappeared. Instead, monastic
schooling was narrower and more dogmatic, devoted to
perpetuating the church and preserving its doctrine. This is the
era of illuminated manuscripts, chronicles and bestiaries, and
laborious replication of books by hand.

That the monastery schools were narrow and dogmatic
is perhaps forgivable, since they were trying to preserve the last
vestiges of civilisation against truly existential threats—which
included bloody physical assaults on the monasteries by
barbarian raiders looking for loot and determined to crush the
power of the church. Despite their narrowness, then, the
monastery schools performed an important service. They
preserved the traditions of literacy and learning in what was
otherwise destined to remain a barbarian age.

Guild schools

The later Middle Ages saw the rise of Guild Schools and
Chantry schools, as feudal societies began to rebuild some of
the social infrastructure that had been so highly developed
under Roman rule. The guild schools offered training in the
professions of masonry, tailoring, carpentry and so on. They
developed a system of apprenticeships, whereby young men
worked with master craftsmen to learn their trade, while
attending school for some period of time to acquire literacy and
mathematics—skills that were useful to tradesmen. These were
early examples of industrial education that later became
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associated with our technical colleges and TAFEs. But even
these schools were run under the auspices of the church, and
were staffed by clergy.

Cathedral schools, early universities

The late Middle Ages also saw the rise of the first universities.
These began as cathedral schools—Iliterally, schools located
within the cathedrals. They at first took in young men to train
as clerics; but in time the cathedral schools gained a degree of
autonomy from the church, and they expanded their curricula
to include secular philosophy, medicine and the natural
sciences. They eventually established themselves as centres of
‘higher’ learning. The university at Bologna in Italy was the
first, founded in 1088. It used the word universitas to signal its
intention to teach all branches of knowledge, beyond the
teachings of the church. Oxford in England followed in 1096,
and the University of Paris in 1150. From those beginnings
emerged the higher degree institutions that eventually gave us
modern tertiary education.

Tertiary students of today might be surprised at the
ages of the first undergraduates, and the rigour of their training.
Boys would ascend to university from the age of 15 onward,
and would typically graduate as Masters at 18 years. They
would have completed their study of the Latin trivium
(grammar, rhetoric, logic) during what we now think of as
primary school; and they would move on to the quadrivium
(arithmetic, music, geometry, astronomy), in the equivalent of
our secondary years of schooling. At university they would
typically study law, medicine, and philosophy.

The Middle Ages had its share of highly accomplished
teachers, whose names deserve to be more well known:
Boethius, Porphyry, Bede, Murner, Celeya, Tartaret, Agricola,
Erasmus, and Ramus. Some of these early teachers had
sophisticated methods, and they wrote extensively about
principles of course organisation, teaching strategies, and
behaviour management. They codified many concepts that we
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mistakenly think of as modern—such as stages of development,
gradual release pedagogy and transfer of responsibility,
hierarchies of needs, and zones of development. They used
different words to describe these things, but their conclusions
were often surprisingly ‘modern.’

Methods

The curricula and methods of the cathedral schools, early
universities and colleges were characterised by scholasticism.
This term designates a rigid adherence to established texts and
beliefs, especially those of the ancients, such as Aristotle,
whose work had been newly rediscovered and reimported from
the Islamic world. Cathedral education incorporated holy
scriptures as well as the ancient philosophers; but the texts
were read, repeated, and elaborated, rather than challenged.
Pupils were expected to absorb the information and to become
adept at explaining or discoursing upon it, through oral
argument, debate and writing.

The scholastics relied upon traditional methods,
designated the lectio, disputatio, quaestio and exertitatio.
These were ritualised lesson processes in which the teacher
first gave a lecture, which was followed by discussion of
disputed areas, then by ritualised question-and-answer, and
various practice exercises. Much of the time was directed
toward showing that apparent incompatibilities between the
scriptures, the philosophers and the natural sciences were not
actually disagreements at all, but could be explained rationally
by having the correct interpretations of what was written and
said.

While the approach was dogmatic and doctrinal by our
standards, it served a valuable function in preserving some of
the ancient knowledge, and in setting the stage for the
development of what became known as educational method—
that is, a branch of knowledge concerned with effective ways
of teaching. An increasing focus on pedagogical method made
sense, given that the schools were trying to educate young boys
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in greater numbers than had been attempted before—which
meant dealing with problems of attendance, attention,
misbehaviour and misunderstanding.

The focus on pedagogical methods resulted in tensions
between those who thought the emphasis should be wholly on
teaching content, and those who thought content should be
made to fit the forms of transmission that would be effective
for young boys. This schism would eventually come to a head
in the contest between scholasticism and method—which
centred on a formalised mapping of curriculum content,
devised by Peter Ramus. Ramus was the principal of the
prestigious College of France, and also a president of the
University of Paris. His academic positions were not enough to
protect him, however. For daring to question the established
methods of teaching—and for his conversion from Catholicism
to Protestantism—he was shot, drowned and beheaded in the
notorious St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, in 1572.

Change in Europe

While we tend to think of the Middle Ages as a lost era with
little to offer us, the monastery schools, guild schools and
cathedral schools did important work of preservation and even
began to tackle some of the issues of pedagogy that we now
associate with mass teaching. It is probably fair to say that the
monks of the Middle Ages have had more impact on modern
schooling than did ancient Greece or Rome. But that impact
has since been overshadowed by secular trends in education
and schooling.

Toward the late Middle Ages—around 1550 on—
waves of change began to sweep through Europe, starting with
the Italian renaissance and flooding northward through France
and the German states. Why Italy? The answer is partly
geographical. Italy’s exposure to the sea, and therefore to trade
by ships, saw commerce and exchange increase, resulting in
exposure to new ideas, material wealth, and the resurgence of
cities. The result was a turn away from the retreats of the
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monasteries, where the focus was on faith and the hereafter,
and an engagement with the reality and possibilities of human
life here and now. The impact of this new orientation toward
human life and experience led to the rise of the philosophical
movement we call humanism, and to a cultural ‘rebirth,” or
renaissance.

The renaissance triggered a reappraisal of education,
starting with a reaction against narrow scholasticism. It led to
greater openness in both the content and methods of education,
and a turn toward rationalism and scientific discovery that
would eventually lead to the rise of secular nation states. The
Middle Ages had been dominated by the notion of a divine
order—of Kings and Popes as God’s intermediaries. The
founding concept in government and public administration was
that of Divine Right, or divine mandate. But the renaissance
brought science, rationality and political theory to the fore.

The Early-modern transition, 1450-1750

The early-modern era brings us closer to systems of schooling
and education that have the most direct impact on our modern
institutions and practices. The transition was triggered by the
forces of the renaissance, reformation and enlightenment, and it
culminated in a decline in the power of the church, and the rise
of autonomous states.

This was a tumultuous period in which trade and
commerce, scientific discoveries, and new theories of
government and individual rights generated a split in the
Church, and a series of violent conflicts across Europe. This
period saw an astonishing array of scientific discoveries,
political realignments and social upheavals. These include
Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses of 1517, and the subsequent
Reformation; the Council of Trent in 1545; the wars of religion
in France, from 1562 to 1598; Kepler’s Astronomia Nova in
1609; Galileo’s Siderius Nuncius, in 1610; Germany’s Thirty
Years war, 1618-1648; Descartes’ Discourse on Method, in
1637; Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan, in 1651; Newton’s Principia
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Mathematica, in 1687; John Locke’s Two Treatises on
Government, in 1689; and the English Bill of Rights of 1689, to
highlight a mere few.

The renaissance, the rise of secular humanism, and the
protestant secession from the Catholic church triggered a wave
of civil wars and massacres across Western Europe. The French
religious wars of 1562-1598 cost an estimated four million
lives, including the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre in
1572. The Thirty Years’ War between Catholic and Lutheran
German states caused an estimated 8 million deaths, with up to
50% of the German population lost. These were massive
disruptions to the former medieval order.

Out of the conflagration came new ideals, new borders,
and new systems of governance. This included the emergence
of two parallel systems of education: one that would continue
to be dominated by the Church, the other increasingly secular
and state-oriented. In what follows, | will focus mainly on the
rise of the secular system, but we should keep in mind that
secular state systems split off from the monastic and cathedral
traditions, and that even the later state systems were modelled
on protestant schooling. A tracing of the history shows that our
modern school system is fundamentally built on a religious
base, and that the modern figure of the student-oriented
classroom teacher cannot easily be separated, historically, from
that of the monk or the pastor.

Reformers and reforms

Education and schooling were caught up in the Reformation
from the very beginning, and thinkers on both sides saw the
potential of broadening access to education, in the hope of
addressing widespread ignorance that was a brake on progress.
Among the influential reformers were Martin Luther in
Germany, Peter Ramus in France, and Johann Amos Komensky
in Moravia. Luther’s 1524 Sermon on Sending Children to
School was an influential treatise proposing the need for formal
schooling of all children. Peter Ramus’ work on method, at the
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College of France and the University of Paris, emphasised the
need for a systematised approach to curricula and teaching.
Johann Komensky’s extraordinary Didactica Magna in 1657
offered a blueprint for a modern school system. John Locke’s
1690 treatise, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, likewise
called for a modernisation and expansion of schooling, along
secular lines.

The general consensus among these diverse thinkers
was that education should be made available to all; that it
should be broadened in scope beyond dogmatic scholasticism;
and that it should pay as much attention to methods of teaching
as it did to content. These are still cornerstone principles of
compulsory state schooling today, and they derive ultimately
from the tumultuous history of European secularism.

Perhaps most significant among this group was the
Czech bishop Johann Komensky, better known by his Latinised
name, Comenius. Regarded by some as the most significant
pre-modern figure in education, Comenius wrote extensively
on education, culminating in his book, Didactica Magna,
which offers a surprisingly modern-sounding account of how a
universal system of education should work.

There is a tendency nowadays to assume that modern
psychology rescued schooling from rote learning, and
developed the concepts of constructionism, sequential
instruction, and integrated approaches to knowledge. But we
can find all those principles in the work of thinkers like
Comenius. So remarkable are his pronouncements and
predictions that they are worth quoting at some length. Among
his insights and observations was an assertion that schooling
should be for all, and that it should be compulsory:

(V1) The young must be educated in common, and for this
schools are necessary; (I1X) all the young of both sexes
should be sent to school.

A mother school should exist in every house, a vernacular
school in every hamlet and village, a Latin school in every
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city, and a university in every kingdom or in every province.
The mother school and the vernacular school embrace all the
young of both sexes. The Latin school gives a more
thorough education to those who aspire higher than the
workshop; while the university trains up the teachers and
learned men of the future, that our churches, schools and
states may never lack suitable leaders.

His description of how learning should proceed is a textbook
explanation of the ‘zone of proximal development’ and
Piagetian ‘developmental stages’—centuries before Wgotsky
and modern psychology coined those terms:

The surest way for a learner, in this as in all other cases, is
not to advance by jumps and large strides; let that which he
sets himself to learn next be indeed the next; i.e., as nearly
conjoined with what he knows already as it is possible; let it
be distinct, but not remote from it; let it be new and what he
did not know before, that understanding may advance; but
let it be as little at once as may be, that its advances may be
clear and sure.

Comenius also argued the benefit of an integrated approach to
learning, including the value of integrating language and
literacy:

The study of language, especially in youth, should be joined
to that of objects, that our acquaintance with the objective
world and with language, that is to say, our knowledge of
facts and our power to express them, may progress side by
side... At the same time that he is learning French and Latin,
a Child . . . may also be enter’d in Arithmetick, Geography,
Chronology, History, and Geometry, too. For if these be
taught him in French or Latin, when he begins once to
understand either of these tongues, he will get a Knowledge
in these sciences, and the Languages to boot.

These remarkable prescriptions for schooling are not
unique to Comenius—though the scope and depth of his
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thinking is distinctive. Rather, they typify a set of ideas on
which thinking in the early modern era had begun to converge.
What should strike us most, | suggest, is how closely they
parallel many of our modern principles, and how little
dependence they have on modern cognitive psychology, which
would not exist as a recognisable discipline for more than 200
years after Comenius and his cohorts.

Absolute states and the rise of secular schooling

Around 1700 we start to see these new ideas about education
and schooling take form; and they happen to come along just at
the time when Europe is reorganising itself under new forms of
government. The early-modern era in Europe is defined in part
by a new breed of rulers and a new form of rule. These were
monarchs who retained their absolute authority, but who no
longer claimed to rule by divine right. Instead, influenced by
philosophers such as Hobbes (1651) and Locke (1689, 1690),
they offered rational justifications for their power: namely, that
absolute control was a national imperative and a was in fact a
part of their social contract with the people. This was a new,
perhaps more benevolent, form of absolutism, in which
‘enlightened” monarchs sought to maximise the happiness,
freedom, health and prosperity of their people through
meticulous governance.

This marks the beginning of the absolute state, where
the security and welfare of the nation and its people is achieved
through the total management of everything. This elevation of
the state had some similarities with what would later be called
state communism, but unlike the communist state, in which
property and production are vested in the collective, this was a
system that recognised private property and individual rights.
That is not to say that we should be misty-eyed about such
apparent benevolence. This was a strictly rationalist project that
turned on the assumption that a free people needed to be
managed in order to maximise the good order of the state.
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In Prussia, Frederick the Great expressed his
sentiments about the people in a letter to his friend Voltaire:
‘the arts and philosophy extend only to the few; the vast mass
of common peoples and the bulk of nobility remain what nature
has made them... savage beasts.” Such thinking was still elitist
and paternalist; but it was progressive in the sense that it
recognised the welfare of the people as the first priority of the
state. Thus, it was a doctrine of rational absolutism that formed
the foundation for the Prussian declaration of 1763, on school.
In that declaration, Frederick made schooling compulsory for
children aged five to fourteen, and so began the process of
assembling a state-funded system of schools that would give
universal education to the Prussian people.

The new monarchs of the enlightenment—Louis XIV
in France, Joseph Il in Germany, Catherine the Great in
Russia—acted similarly. All invested heavily in the expansion
of the state, while at the same time offering greater freedom to
citizens. Their initiatives included expanding education, a
commitment to the rule of law, abolition of the death penalty,
the establishment of state bureaucracies, and the funding of
standing armies to defend the state. Collectively, such reforms
remodelled their states in ways that led eventually to
democratic governance of the kind we now know in countries
like England, America and Australia.

The history of benevolent absolutism in early modern
Europe is central to understanding the rationale for state
schooling, and explains its form, as a centrally administered
institution backed by legal force that compels universal
attendance.

The push to expand state education required both
philosophical and practical work. The European pioneers of
popular schooling engaged on both fronts, building intellectual
foundations for the new enterprise, while also undertaking the
practical task of setting up schools. Among the key figures
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were Johann Basedow, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, Friedrich
Froebel, and Johann Herbart.

Basedow, a German reformer, in 1768 proposed a
National Council of Education—one of the first proposed
national education departments. He established a short-lived
school, the Philanthropinum in 1774, which was funded by the
wealthy benefactor Prince Leopold of Dessau. It proved
influential and was widely imitated, despite having only about
50 students.

Johann Pestalozzi was a Swiss humanist educator.
Influenced by the philosopher Rousseau, who argued for the
‘naturalistic’ education of children, Pestalozzi took a romantic
view of childhood and promoted care and nurturing as the
primary goals of early schooling. His first schools were in fact
orphanages that he transformed, with philanthropic funding
from wealthy patrons. He taught children useful crafts, and
noted that this reduced bad behaviour while also providing a
platform for broader learning, such as reading and writing. He
established schools at Neuhof, Stanz, Bugdork and Yverdon.
He wrote and travelled extensively, and produced a guide to
pedagogy titled How Gertrude Teaches Her Children (1801).

Pestalozzi’s students and followers included Friedrich
Froebel and Johann Herbart. Froebel became the originator of a
type of infant school that he called the kindergarten—or the
‘child garden,” which we would nowadays describe as
Montessori-style schools, where play and discovery took
precedence over more structured lessons.

The German philosopher Johann Herbart was more of
an empirical realist. He argued that children were effectively
blank slates whose aptitudes were shaped through instruction;
but he also proposed that knowledge was built up through both
conscious and unconscious processes. This began, he said, with
perceptions of real objects but also included adjustments and
corrections arising from connections between ideas. Hs
concepts of apperception, absorption and reflection prefigure
what we now think of as mental schemas, and anticipate

46



The History of Popular Schooling

Piaget’s notions of assimilation, accommodation and
equilibration (Herbart, 1806; 1834).

The model schools of these early pioneers, though
small in scale, were to prove highly influential, as were their
philosophies and methods. In that, they were unexpectedly
assisted by political events of a kind that would be repeated
century later. During the German revolution of 1848, the new
kindergarten schools—seen by the reactionary aristocrats as
breeding grounds of liberalism—were closed. Leaders such as
Froebel and Herbart, along with many female kindergarten
teachers, left Germany for Britain and America, where they
settled, taking their educational ideas and practices with them.
In this way the influence of European schooling spread more
widely and more rapidly than might have been the case
otherwise, exerting a powerful influence on experiments
already taking place in England, Ireland, Scotland and
America.

The modern era 1750-1950+

While the notion of universal state schooling had its birth in
eighteenth-century Europe, many of the developments most
influential for us took place in England and America, where
European principles were transplanted into, and thus
transformed by, local social and political contexts. Each
country followed its own idiosyncratic pathway, of course. In
England and countries of the United Kingdom, secular state
schooling evolved out of the old monastic traditions and from
the grammar schools that had grown in number since Tudor
times. European influences added a further twist to changes
already underway.

In America, which owing to its recent colonisation
lacked a monastic history or even a grammar school tradition,
schooling began under different models in each of the original
thirteen colonies. These models were variously influenced by
the original settlers, including Dutch, Germans, English
puritans, Irish and others, who each bought ideas of schooling
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from their respective European homelands. Thus, American
schooling became a melting pot for European and British
imports.

England and the United Kingdom

In the countries of the UK, the rise of popular schooling
followed a common trend of transition from charity schools
and Sunday schools, to monitorial schools and parish schools,
and then to secondary schools and infant schools.

Charity and Sunday schools

In both industrial England and the American colonies during
the late 1700s it was common for very young children to work.
Most either performed menial factory work, helping to support
the family through wages, or laboured in the home at domestic
duties and caring for babies. Thus, work was the first barrier to
any plan for compulsory schooling. Taking children out of the
workforce for the purpose of education would be a blow to
industry and to families—especially poor families.

Philanthropists and religious charities therefore began
to tackle education by establishing Sunday schools or Sabbath
schools, which children could attend on a Sunday. This was
essentially an experiment in bringing together religious charity
and secular philanthropy for the purpose of education (Brass,
2011). Sunday Schools offered basic instruction in reading and
writing, along with teachings from the bible, intended to help
improve moral character. While the charity schools and Sunday
schools were often run by religious organisations, they were
not narrowly religious at first.

By the late 1680s there were already more than one
thousand charity schools operating in England. This number
exploded through the efforts of the Reverend Thomas Bray,
who established the Society for the Propagation of Christian
Knowledge (the SPCK) in 1698. By 1750, Bray would
establish an additional 2,000 schools, serving 50,000 students.
In 1701, the SPCK established branches in New York, and in
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1737 set up a series of ‘circulating schools’ in Wales. In 1780,
Robert Raikes, a newspaper proprietor, set up his first Sunday
Schools in Gloucester. By the late 1700s there were more than
300,000 pupils attending Sunday schools, growing to more
than one million by 1830—all of this before popular state
schooling had been established.

The Sunday schools performed important work,
spreading literacy and putting moral improvement on the social
agenda. But there were limits to what could be achieved on the
basis of a few hours teaching, once a week, by untrained
teachers. Additionally, the system regularly came under fire
from both religious critics—who feared that Sunday schooling
undermined the holiness of the Sabbath day—and from secular
detractors, who alleged that it was a smokescreen for religious
indoctrination.

Many reformers argued the need for a secular system
that could accommodate large numbers in an economically
efficient manner. One such system was monitorialism.

Monitorial schooling

Joseph Lancaster, an English quaker, attempted a more
systematic and large-scale approach with his monitorial
schools, established in 1798 in England. Lancaster was only 20
when he set up his first school. It taught large numbers for low
cost by using older pupils (monitors) to give instruction to
younger pupils, after the seniors had received instruction from
the school master. Monitorial schools could be scaled up at low
cost, because the workforce was made up of pupils who were
teaching while they themselves learned. Monitorial schools
expanded quickly and were a great success, if measured in
terms of sheer scale.

In 1806 Lancaster visited New York, Brooklyn and
Philadelphia, to see schools based on his model that were being
established there, by the Society for the Establishment of Free
Schools. In 1808 the Royal Lancasterian Institution was
established in England. But too-rapid expansion saw Lancaster

49



The History of Popular Schooling

financially stretched. Saved from bankruptcy a number of times
by philanthropic donations (a nineteenth century version of a
‘GoFundMe’ rescue), he was eventually ruined, dying
penniless in America.

Despite his unfortunate end, and despite the severe
limitations inherent in his model of schooling, Lancaster left a
number of practical innovations and improvements behind. He
developed a method of teaching reading and writing based on
tactile engagement, using sand-covered trays in which children
could trace and erase letters and words. He used wall-displays
that enabled large groups of children to view the same
instructional material at the same time. And he equipped
children with individual slates on which they could write down
and erase mathematical problems. He developed flexible
approaches to the use of space, using lecture hall-seating and
then drawing small groups to the side for focussed attention
and remediation. But the system could not overcome the
obvious deficiency of relying on older children to do the
teaching.

Lancaster’s system was taken over by the Reverend
Andrew Bell, a Scottish priest, who had established similar
schools based on his Indian ‘Madras’ system. Ironically, Bell
criticised Lancaster’s schools for being too secular. In 1811,
Bell formed the National Society for Promoting Education of
the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church, to steer
education back to the church. But monitorialism in any form
had reached its limits. It was overtaken by the development of
modern schools, led by Scottish reformer David Stow, and by
the efforts of James Kay-Shuttleworth, Samuel Wilderspin and
others. They jointly established a model of professional
schooling in which trained teachers taught graded year levels in
small classes.

The contributions of Stow, Kay-Shuttleworth and
Wilderspin are fundamental to the modern school system we
know. Stow, a merchant, philanthropist and Sunday school
teacher, established a number of model elementary schools,
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starting with his Glasgow Day school in 1828. His schools
were built on professional lines, with architectural designs for
teaching spaces and assembly halls, and a separation of
children into classes by age and grade level. He employed adult
teachers, who worked under the direction of the school master,
and he established the first teacher training college, The
Glasgow Normal School, in 1836. Stow published his blueprint
for schooling in 1853, under the title The Training System,
Moral Training School and Normal Seminary for Preparing
School Trainers and Governesses. His work was a powerful
influence on Wilderspin and other education reformers.
Educators from across the British Isles visited his schools,
which became the model for elementary, infant and secondary
schooling.

David Stow’s work was championed by James Kay-
Shuttleworth, a physician, statistician and bureaucrat, who
went on to establish his own training college in England, The
Battersea Normal College, in 1840. Kay-Shuttleworth had
researched the poor living conditions of the English working
class in major cities, and saw the connection between poor
education and poverty, crime and disease. He lobbied the
government to fund the establishment of schools along the lines
mapped out by Stow, and to fund them through taxation. In
1870, the Elementary Education Act was passed, which made
public funding available for schools. Two years later, schooling
attendance was made compulsory for children from the ages of
six to thirteen, and what we would recognise as a modern
system of popular schooling was established—a little over one
hundred years after the Prussian decree that began the great
experiment.

America

The rise of popular schooling in America was somewhat more
complex and messy than that of the UK, owing to the founding
of America as 13 separate colonies, each with quite different
populations and quite different conceptions of society and
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education. Schooling developed in phases, marked by the
colonial, post-independence, and post-civil war eras. While
there were early trends toward uniformity across states, there
were also significant differences between north and south, and
between individual states. These included contests over the
language of instruction, the ‘Americanisation’ of diverse settler
and immigrant populations, the levying of taxes for schooling,
and the conservative or progressive character of schools.

The populations in a number of American colonies
spoke languages other than English, with German and Dutch
being particularly prominent in early New York State and
Pennsylvania respectively. These colonies set up parish schools
along European lines, with strong Calvinist and Dutch Reform
influences. Those colonies and their nascent school systems
were overtaken by English during the pre-revolutionary period,
and remained English speaking after independence.

Sunday schools, parish schools and local ad-hoc
schools were established across many American states during
the early 1800s. Initially these were supported by private
tuition fees and were controlled by community boards and
parents. In 1796 a Federal Bill permitting funding through local
taxation was passed; and in 1810 a National Fund for
Education was established. These developments were at first
resisted by many parents, who wished to maintain control of
their children’s schooling; but the tide gradually turned toward
state funding.

Some notable American experiments were the field
schools in Southern states and the social settlement schools that
arose in the early 1800s. In the south, field schools were set up
in farming communities by local parents, supported by tuition
fees. In these ad-hoc schools, children would receive a couple
of hours’ instruction each day from women of the community,
as and when farmwork permitted. Settlement schools were a
form of missionary education, in which teachers went to live
among poor and needy populations, providing free education.
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These initiatives were generally supported by charitable
organisations or by wealthy, private philanthropists.

Horace Mann, WT Harris and common schools

The diversity and fractiousness of competing models of
schooling was eventually overcome in favour of a state and
federal push toward uniformity and common standards. Central
to the modernisation process were two American bureaucrats,
Horace Mann and William Torrey Harris. Mann, appointed
State Secretary of Education in 1837, reformed education in
Massachusetts, and presided over a system that was so
effective it became a model for other states. He established a
common school system modelled on the Prussian principles of
making education ‘free, secular and compulsory.” Like Stow’s
schools in Glasgow, his system graded children by age,
employed professional teachers, and organised pupils into
small classes. He also established Normal Schools to train
teachers, and instituted formal graduation ceremonies to
recognise achievement through public occasions.

William Torrey Harris, appointed as the first federal
Commissioner of Education in 1889, was equally significant.
He consolidated Mann’s system of common elementary
schools, and established secondary schooling as integral to a
standard education. Harris also tackled head-on a number of
simmering debates about how children should be taught—
whether through familiar, relevant, practical experiences that
would equip them for specific jobs, or whether to offer a
broader, expansive education aimed at developing knowledge
and intellectual flexibility. Rejecting Rousseau’s ‘naturalism,’
which appealed to many early educators, Harris argued that
‘self-estrangement” was essential to education—by which he
meant confronting unfamiliar knowledge that expanded a
child’s horizons. He also articulated a clear view on the
apparent paradox of democratic education, maintaining that the
exercise of personal autonomy by free citizens required first
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that they learn to govern themselves—a capacity best
inculcated, he said, through schooling.

This was to be just one of many battlegrounds in the
fight for the ‘soul’ of American schooling that raged in the late
1800s, between conservatives and progressivists. These battles
are of particular interest to us, because Australian schooling
was strongly influenced by American ideas and their history,
despite our colonies and early schools being founded by the
British. Among the most significant battles were the question
of what place manual training should have in schools—whether
academic subjects should dominate, or manual training; and
whether manual training should be vocationally specific, or aim
to develop a general aptitude for tools. Similar debates
surrounded the teaching of girls: whether those from poorer
classes should be restricted to learning domestic skills such as
cooking and sewing, or offered a broader academic training.

Progressivism in America
Those graduating as teachers from universities today might be
surprised to learn the positions taken by American
conservatives and  progressives on these questions.
Conservatives generally favoured universal education and an
academic curriculum for all—girls and boys, rich and poor.
Progressives, on the other hand argued for a differentiated
curriculum, so that the labouring classes would be equipped for
their future vocations as workers, and the elite would receive a
more academic training. This ‘progressive’ stance is the origin
of our modern notions of differentiation and diversity—but as
you can see, these were anti-universalist concepts. That is, the
progressive  stance preserved class hierarchies and
differentiation between rich and poor, in comparison to the
conservative preference for giving equal access to all, thus
enabling social mobility.

At first glance, this seems a reversal of our modern
positions. But is it? There is some evidence that modern
differentiated curricula are also reactionary. Some argue that
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catering to group differences (such as instructing indigenous
students in their own language) has the effect of solidifying
disadvantage by impeding their access to more powerful
mainstream knowledge and discourses. We will return to this
point in our survey of educational ideologies. It is enough to
note here that what looks like a historical ‘reversal’ actually
sheds some useful light on the origins of a modern conundrum.
With the founding of the National Education
Association (NEA) in 1857—essentially a teacher’s union—
progressives gained the upper hand. It is significant that the
famous Committee of Ten—which established a set of common
standards for schools, and which established the powerful
Teachers College at Columbia University—was an NEA
committee. This meant that progressive principles—some of
which were hostile to academic excellence and universality—
were baked into school structures, and into Teacher Training in
America, quite early in the history of popular schooling. This
may explain why university Schools of Education have been
the originators of many anti-universalist, and some anti-
intellectual, ideas in education. It is from here that we get the
curious modern objection to teachers actually teaching—and
from here that myths of ‘rote learning’ have been promulgated.
A watershed moment in American education came in
1900, with the entrenchment of psychology as an underlying
influence in education. This association came about through the
figure of G. Stanley Hall, President of the American
Psychological Association (APA), and also an influential
education progressive. As we shall later see, psychologists like
Hall were able to cut through debates between conservatives
and progressives, by appealing to alleged scientific truths about
child development and learning. This had the effect of
empowering progressives and endorsing their prescriptions.
The alliance with psychology was part of a move by
educators to be seen as scientific, and to wrest control of
schools from parents and administrators. Lawrence Cremin and
other historians of education have noted that this turn toward
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psychology alienated parents and communities, and—
tragically—resulted in diminished respect for teachers, who
were seen as hiding behind obscure jargon and promoting
guestionable methods (Bowers, 1967; Cremin, 1969; Ravitch,
2000). By the 1920s, the whole of the education establishment
had been captured by progressivism. This triggered a backlash
from conservatives during the 1940s and 50s, from figures such
as Bernard Bell (1949) and Mortimer Smith (1949). Progress-
ive education had failed they argued, leaving America behind
in technology, coddling students instead of teaching them.

The backlash at first appeared to succeed. The
Progressive Education Association was disbanded in 1955, and
its influential Journal discontinued. But later analysts, such as
Diane Ravitch (2000), have noted that this was not a
capitulation by progressives, merely a proof that progressivism
was now structurally woven into American education, leaving
no need to lobby for it. With the arrival of the 1960s,
progressivism was not only resurgent but was splitting into
competing tribes of its own, including leftist social reformers
on the one hand, and individualist bohemians on the other
(Bowers, 1967; Cremin 1969). From that point on, debates
about schooling and education more broadly tended to be
dominated by one or another branches of progressivism: the
radicals or the bohemians. Conservatives had largely lost out in
the bid for control of American schooling.

Australia

As a relatively young nation, at least in terms of its institutions,
Australia has been an importer, rather than innovator, in the
forms and practices of schooling. It has borrowed ideas and
methods from a range of countries, including Ireland, England,
and America. That said, the Australian school system did not
spring into being fully-formed. It developed through stages that
parallel closely the experience of those other nations, with
charitable and religious schools appearing first, followed later
by government funding and legislation. The contest between
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private faith-based schooling and secular state systems was
perhaps more pronounced here than elsewhere, and Australia’s
school system still gives greater weight to private schooling
than might be expected.

Historically, New South Wales has led the way. In
1788, the first English settlers included around 150 children,
with no formal provision for their education (Barcan, 1980). By
1792, the society for the Promotion of the Gospel had
established the first Anglican schools, under the leadership of a
Reverend Johnson. By 1810, Crown funding had been obtained
to expand the Parish school system. A New South Wales
government inquiry of 1844 recommended that secular schools
also be established with state funding, and so a dual system of
state and private schools was instituted.

The relationship between state secular and private
religious schools became more complicated in the late 1860s,
when the Catholic church mandated Catholic education for its
members, leading to the establishment of a Catholic school
system alongside existing Anglican and state institutions.
Initially, the Catholic schools were self-funded. Many were
staffed by nuns rather than professional teachers, which kept
wage bills low. But that model would later come under pressure
as more states mandated qualifications for teaching.

The passing of the 1870 Elementary Education Act in
England spurred Australian states to establish their own legal
frameworks for school funding and attendance. Successive
Education Acts were passed in Tasmania (1868), Victoria
(1872), Queensland and South Australia (1875), New South
Wales (1880) and Western Australia (1928). As the nation’s
economic base shifted from agriculture to industry in the late
nineteenth century, Secondary and Technical schools were also
established, to meet the needs for more highly trained workers.
By the end of the century, most Australian states had multiple
school sectors comprising Anglican, Catholic and State
divisions.
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The formerly self-funded Catholic sector soon began to
struggle under pressure from burgeoning enrolments and the
need to pay for qualified staff. Appeals for state funding were
at first rebuffed, but the tensions came to a head in 1962 with
the famous ‘Goulburn Strike’ that saw a number of Catholic
schools close their doors. The ensuing flood of students into
state schools threatened to overwhelm the system,
demonstrating that the non-Catholic sector could not in fact
provide schooling for all. Eventually, the Commonwealth
stepped in to establish funding streams for private schools,
under a system that persists to the present day.

While schooling remained primarily the responsibility
of individual states, the Commonwealth provided assistance
through special Capital Grants for projects of national
importance, and various upgrade measures. This included
building science labs and libraries in state schools in the 1960s,
to address a perceived national need. In the early seventies,
Commonwealth funding was tripled. Currently, states provide
around 80% of the funding to state schools, with 20% support
from the Commonwealth, while the figures are reversed for
private schools, where the Commonwealth funds 80% to the
states’ 20%. While debates about the fairness of these
distributions are ongoing, the established system of parallel
Independent, Catholic and State schools seems unlikely to
change anytime soon. The finer details and nuances of the
history that led to this arrangement are well documented by
Barcan (1980), Gillespie (2014) and others.

This survey of the rise of popular schooling has taken
us from antiquity to the present day. We have seen that the
special characteristics of secular state schooling were first
established in eighteenth-century Prussia, and were then
exported to the world, undergoing a variety of local mutations
in Britain and America, before eventually being imported to
Australia. We have seen that popular schooling followed a
common pathway from charity and religious schooling, to local
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and state secular experiments, and finally to nationally
regulated systems that provide for funding through taxation,
and that compel attendance. It is a remarkable story.

This historical review sets the stage for us to examine
more closely the ideas and practices that came to dominate
teaching and learning in the new popular schools. In the next
topic, we examine the influence of conservative and
progressive ideologies, and evaluate their influence on current
practices.

Summary

- Schools have taken many, many forms over the centuries.

- In most jurisdictions, formal schooling was at first private,
and religious.

- Secular state schooling is a recent transformation,
emerging from protestant absolutism, and borrowing a
variety of techniques and strategies from the early church.

- The struggle for secular state schooling entailed battles
over funding, state power, parental rights, and values.

- Modern schooling, as we know it today, became
recognisable from about 1850—meaning that our system of
popular schooling is essentially a mere 150 years old.
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FOR DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION

1.

Explain the distinction between education and schooling. How
will a “history of schooling’ differ from a “history of education’?

What has this survey of history added to your knowledge about
popular schooling? What details most intrigued or surprised you?

How do historical events cast new light on:

private versus public schooling?

religious versus secular schooling?

state control of schooling?

the contributions of philanthropists and reformers?
e. the rights of parents?

oo o

Drawing on sources such as Barcan (1980) and Gillespie (2014),
build a detailed timeline of major events in the history of
Australian schooling.

What general trends can be seen in the history of Australian
schooling?

To what extent does the rise of popular schooling in Australia
follow trends similar to those of England and the United States?

Drawing on your timeline research, explain how each of the
following pressures has shaped Australia’s system of schooling:

a. religious affiliations

b. population growth

c. the transition from agriculture to industry

d. the tensions between Commonwealth and State
governance

Explain how the professional role and status of teachers in
Australia has changed over the period of your timeline. Who did
the teaching? How were they qualified? How were they paid?

What traces have the historical roots of schooling left in the
modern school system?
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