MODULE TWO

UNIT ONE:

Great Athenian Educators (PDE- 101)

GREAT ATHENIAN EDUCATORS: SOCRATES,
PLATO AND ARISTOTLE

OBJECTIVES
At the end of this unit, students should be able to:
1.

discuss who each of the three philosophers, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, is;

2.

analyse the contributions of each of these three to education;

3.

identify what our own educational system can learn from each of the three.

BACKGROUND
In the annals of history, the three great Greek philosophers, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle,
stand out gigantically. The simple reason is that they made so much contribution to the
development of human thought that they continue even today to be relevant to our world.
Indeed, it is not just to the development of education that they made significant contributions,
but indeed to so many other areas of human endeavour. For instance, Aristotle is considered
one of the first biologists. Besides, both Plato and Aristotle wrote books which are still
studied today. Finally, when you think of ideas and methods of logical thinking, it would be
difficult to beat these three.
So, who are these idealists? In this unit, we devote each of the three sections to each of them.
In each case, we first address ourselves to who the person is, and then go further by
discussing what their ideas and contributions are. We start with Socrates, the teacher of Plato
and end with Aristotle the student of Plato.
Socrates and his ides
Born 469 BC, in Athens, the son of Sophroniscus, a sculptor, and Phaenarete, a midwife,
Socrates was reportedly short and unattractive, but extremely hardy and self-controlled. He
was to live till 399 BC. He was educated in literature, music, and gymnastics, and later in the
rhetoric and dialectics of the sophists, the speculations of the Ionian philosophers, and the
general culture of Periclean Athens. Initially, Socrates followed the craft of his father. He
also served with the other male citizens of Athens in the Peloponnesian War with Sparta,
acting bravely as an infantryman at several battles.
Unlike the Sophists, he was an Athenian, and he did not sell his services. There are various
evidences that he was very close to Pericles, the ipso’facto ruler of Athens, and those in
authority in the city. So, it is logical to deduce that had he wanted power, he would have
acquired sufficient power for himself. He had a brief stint in politics but soon withdrew to
concentrate on philosophy and discussions. His wife was Xanthippe, an Athenian, with
whom he had three children.
Socrates left no writings; we know of his ideas through his pupils’ work, but the
characteristic approach of the “Socratic dialogues” and his critical application of logical
enquiry ensure his importance in later philosophy. The central idea of his philosophy was the
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attribute of arête – usually translated as “goodness” or “virtue” – is an innate human quality
and that virtue is self-knowledge.
Although Socrates claimed only to know that he was ignorant, he developed a number of
distinctive ethical views in the form of paradoxes. These included the ideas that virtue was
knowledge; that no one does wrong willingly, but only out of ignorance; and that it is better
to be wronged than to wrong someone else. Socrates emphasized rational argument, concern
with one’s soul, and the search for definitions of ethical ideas. Also important was his
method of engaging in argument, which often involved an ironic stance towards the claims of
his interlocutors, known as Socratic irony. This method has come down to us as the ‘Socratic
method’ which involve posing a series of questions through which the partner in argument
gets to realise the weakness of his stand and gradually accept that he is wrong and to accept
the more correct notion.
Most of these were strange to most Athenians. Almost inevitably, he ran foul of the
authorities’ interests and was arrested, charged with impiety and corrupting the morals of the
youth of Athens. At his trial, he presented a justification of his life. He was convicted and
sentenced to death unless he would admit that he was wrong in his ideas. He refused to do
this and preferred to die. So, he accepted the hemlock poison that he was given.
Perhaps his greatest contribution to education is the use of the Socratic Method. With this
method, the teacher can make the student sharpen his reasoning faculty, improve his own.
ACTIVITY I
1.

What would you think is the significance of the reference to Socrates as a short,
ugly person in the light of his contributions to knowledge?

2.

What does ‘arete’ mean and what is the important of Socrates’ use of it?

3.

Discuss Socrates’s real contributions to education.

4.

Why do you think Socrates was arrested and finally killed?

PLATO AND HIS LEGACY
Plato, another Greek philosopher, was born at about 428 BC and lived till about 347 BC. He
was one of the most creative and influential thinkers in Western philosophy. He was the first
to use the term “philosophy”, meaning “love of knowledge”. He dwelt on a wide range of
topics, chief among which was the theory of forms, which proposed that objects in the
physical world merely resemble or participate in the perfect forms in the ideal world, and that
only these perfect forms can be the objects of true knowledge. He held that the goal of the
philosopher is to know the perfect forms and to instruct others in that knwoeldge.
He was born to an aristocratic family in the Athenian democracy. His father, Ariston, a
descendant of the early kings of Athens, died when Plato was a child, and his mother
Perictione married Pyrilampes, an associate of the statesman Pericles. Young Plato had
political ambitions, but he became disillusioned with the political leadership in Athens. He
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eventually became a disciple of Socrates, who had pioneered the search for ethical truth
through dialectical questions and answers with anyone claiming to have knowledge. Plato
witnessed the execution of Socrates by the Athenian democracy in 399 BC. Perhaps fearing
for his own safety, he left Athens for a time.
In 387 BC Plato founded in Athens the Academy often described as the first European
university. It provided a comprehensive curriculum, including such subjects as astronomy,
biology, mathematics, political theory, and philosophy. Aristotle became the Academy’s
most prominent student. The concluding years of his life were spent lecturing at the
Academy and writing. He died at about the age of 80 in Athens in 384 or 347 BC.
Plato’s surviving writings are all in the form of dialogues, sometimes framed by a narrator.
They depict philosophical ideas being advanced, discussed, and criticized in the context of a
conversation or debate involving two or more people. The earliest ancient collection of
Plato’s work includes 35 dialogues and 13 letters. The dialogues are conventionally divided
into the early, middle, and late dialogues. The earliest dialogues depict Socrates as Plato saw
him at work, questioning leading citizens of Athens about their beliefs. Socrates,
encountering someone who seems to know much about a particular ethical topic, professes to
be ignorant and seeks enlightenment from the person claiming knowledge. As Socrates
questions their definitions, however, it becomes clear that the one reputed to be wise does not
really know what he claims to know, and Socrates emerges as the wiser person because he at
least knows that he does not know.
Of all his several writings, The Republic is Plato’s longest, most complex, and most
ambitious. It is on the nature of justice in the soul and in the state. In it Plato tries to give a
theoretical account of the perfectly just state. Many of the book’s fundamental ideas are set
forth through analogies. Consider for instance the analogy with the mathematical entity, the
circle. A circle, he says, is a plane figure composed of a series of points, all of which are
equidistant from a given point, yet none of which itself occupies any space. An ideal circle
would be perfect, timeless, and the model for the circularity of all ordinary circles. In the
same way, abstract concepts – such as Beauty and Good – are perfect, timeless entities.
The Republic is concerned with the question of justice. Starting with the question “Does
justice pay for the individual, apart from any external rewards?” It argues that justice in the
soul is linked to justice in the city. Both soul and city have three analogous parts: the id, the
ego, and the super-ego – a desiring part, a spirited part and a rational part. Justice directs that
each part should carry out its own function. Plato argues that this means that the two nonrational parts must be ruled by the rational part. Far from being a mere analogy, the relation
between soul and the city turns out to mean that the two lower classes in society must be
ruled by the highest class, the philosophers, who alone can use their reason to acquire
knowledge of the forms.
The political structure of the just city would thus depend on a thorough educational
programme, which selects the potential philosophers on the basis of merit, and trains them
thoroughly. His scheme is such that education should be almost life long. The most brilliant
pupils should be trained to become philosopher kings, i.e. the rulers, while those less gifted
should be trained for the armed forces and other menial professions, depending on their
capabilities. Throughout, the state should be responsible for the education of all citizens.
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This would sound as a communistic policy in which the state runs everything and all citizens
seem to exist for the interest of the state.
Once the philosophers are selected, their autocratic rule in the light of reason must be
safeguarded from corruption. Therefore, they are to be deprived of private property and
families, and forced to pay attention to civic affairs. Such drastic measures alone can ensure
that their rule is for the sake of the city as a whole and not for their private interests.
Plato’s influence on the later history of philosophy has been monumental. His Academy
continued in existence until AD 529, when it was closed by the Byzantine emperor Justinian I
for conflicting with Christianity.
ACTIVITY II
1.

Plato invented the word ‘philosophy’ although he was not the first philosopher.
How would you reconcile these?

2.

The academy of Plato is regarded as the first university, and it existed for about
800 years. Discuss what this tells us about the figure of the founder.

3.

How would you sum up the real import of the philosophy of Plato?

4.

What are the main educational ideas of Plato?

ARISTOTLE AND HIS LEGACY
Aristotle (384-322 BC), the third of the trio of Greek philosophers, was born at Siagira, in
Macedonia, the son of a physician to the royal court. An outstanding philosopher he was also
a scientist. He moved at age 17 to Athens to study at Plato’s Academy, remaining there for
about 20 years, first as a student and then as a teacher. He shared his teacher’s reverence for
human knowledge but revised many of Plato’s ideas by emphasizing methods rooted in
observation and experience. Aristotle surveyed and systematized nearly all known branches
of knowledge and provided the first ordered accounts of biology, psychology, physics, and
literary theory. In addition, Aristotle invented the field known as formal logic, pioneered
zoology, and discussed virtually every known major philosophical problem.
When Plato died in 347 BC, Aristotle moved to Assos, a city in Asia Minor, where a friend of
his, Hermias, was ruler. After Hermias was captured and executed by the Persians in 345
BC, Aristotle moved to Pella, the Macedonian capital, where he became tutor to the king’s
young son Alexander, later known as Alexander the Great. In 335 BC, when Alexander
became king, Aristotle returned to Athens and established his own school, the Lyceum.
Upon the death of Alexander in 323 BC, strong anti-Macedonian feeling developed in
Athens, and Aristotle retired to a family estate in Euboea. He died there the following year.
Aristotle was a prolific writer who wrote a vast number of works on a wide range of topics.
He was credited with having written more than 170 separate texts, although it is likely that
many of these might be false attributions. Like Plato, Aristotle published philosophical
dialogues, apart from summaries of the works of other philosophers, and is credited with
works on topics as diverse as music and optics, and a book of proverbs. Of these, only a few
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brief excerpts have survived. Still in existence, however, is a substantial body of unpublished
writings, usually taken to be the material on which courses in the Lyceum were based.
The range of Aristotle’s interest was vast, covering most of the sciences and many of the arts.
He worked in physics, chemistry, biology, zoology, and botany; in psychology, political
theory, and ethics; in logic and metaphysics; in history, literary theory, and rhetoric. His
greatest achievements were in two distinct areas: he invented the study of formal logic,
devising for it a finished system, known as Aristotelians syllogistic; and he pioneered the
study of zoology, both observational and theoretical, in which his work was not surpassed
until the 19th century.
Even though Aristotle’s zoology is now out-of –date and his thought in the other natural
sciences has long been left behind, his importance as a scientist is unequalled. But it is now
of purely historical importance: he, like other scientists of the past, is not read by his
successors. As a philosopher Aristotle is equally stupendous; and is still very much consulted
today. Although his syllogistic is now recognised to be only a small part of formal logic, his
writings in ethical and political theory as well as in metaphysics and in the philosophy of
science are read and argued over by modern philosophers. Aristotle’s historical importance is
second to none, and his work remains a powerful component in current philosophical debate.
As for his contributions to education, Aristotle was in agreement with his master Plato on the
division of education into stages, from the lowest to the highest. However, he clearly
disagreed with the communistic stance Plato proposed. He thought that Plato’s ideas were
too ideal to be practical since it would involve indoctrinating both parents and children in
order to make the system work. As a departure from Plator’s ideas, he proposed freedom in
education, that everybody should be given the opportunity to develop his talents to the fullest
of his capacity.
He believed that the mind of the child was like pliable clay, which could be molded into any
desired shape. Education it is that should do this. The ultimate goal of human existence
should be individual happiness and this education should aim at. Education should enhance a
person’s reasoning capability, making him a wise individual that lives a good moral life.
Teachers should thus strive to enable a learner achieve all these ideals in a person. We could
end this section by asserting that Aristotle was one of the great thinkers who believed in the
importance of teachers in society.
ACTIVITY III
1.

How would you justify the claim that Aristotle was a great generalist?

2.

In what significant ways did Aristotle depart from his teacher Plato?

3.

Discuss the main educational ideas of Aristotle.

4.

How would you rate the contributions of Aristotle among the trio of Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle?
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SUMMARY
In this unit, we have examined very briefly the lives and contributions of the trio of the Greek
philosophers, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. In the process, we found that:

•

Socrates was the teacher of Plato, who himself was the teacher of Aristotle.

•

While not being a typical Sophist, Socrates adopted the techniques of the Sophists to a
large extent. He adopted a style of engaging his listener in argument from the stance
of one who is ignorant. But in the process of the argument, using a series of
questions, he led his listener to realise that he (the listener) was really ignorant and
needed to find out more. Thus, today the questioning technique is referred to as the
Socratic Method.

•

Plato wrote profusely, in most instances referring to the experiences and teaching of
Socrates. Through his writings, especially through the greatest of his books, The
Republic, we gather that the state, like a person, is constituted of three parts: the id,
the ego, and the super-ego. He affirmed that the super-ego should rule the id and the
ego, and at the state level that the philosophers should rule the state while others
should be channeled into vocations for which their ability is suited. He thus
advocated a state-run life-long education scheme through which the various
individuals could be prepared for their roles in the state.

•

Aristotle in his monumental contributions to learning wrote very many books, many
of which are still consulted. He agreed with many of Plato’s principles but disagreed
with a communistic type of state-run education. He was the first great biologist and
contributed to virtually all other science disciplines.
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EDUCATION IN ANCIENT ROME

OBJECTIVES
At the end of this unit, students should be able to:
1.

discuss the significant phases of the Roman system of education;

2.

analyse the influence of Greek education on Roman education system;

3.

discuss what our own system can learn from the Roman system of education.

BACKGROUND
In the ancient Mediterranean world, the two civilizations that dominated others like
colossuses were Rome and Greece. In military terms, these two civilizations swept through
the Mediterranean world, although not at the same time, imposing their culture and ways of
life on countries they subjugated. The first to so dominate others was Greece, under
Alexander the Great, the young Macedonian king who, on discovering that there were no
other states to fight and conquer, burst into tears. He died at the age of 33 years, leaving the
immense territories to other less militarily competent leaders. In time, the empire
disintegrated like a pack of cards. Shortly afterwards, the Romans under great military
leaders like Pompey and Caesar, swept across the whole of the then known world, including
the present Great Britain.
With Rome now as the masters of the world, i.e. with Greece as one of its subject states, one
would have thought that Rome would be in a position to impose its civilization and
educational system on Greece. But the reverse was the case. Rome, it turned out, had no
educational system as such to pass on to Greece. Rather, it was Greece that had to pass on its
system to Rome.
Roman education before the advent of the Greeks
We need to understand a few fundamental things about the traditional Roman sequel to the
coming of the Greek influence. The first significant fact was that traditional Romans were
predominantly agrarian, mostly farmers. Thus, much of the education for boys was geared
towards farming. This involved learning about farming itself as well as farm management
and direction of slaves in the farm work.
The second is that the family was the centre of life to the Roman. To this extent, the father
and the mother matter much and they it was that handled the education of the youth, at least
up to the age of 16 years when the boy was considered to have become a man. As the head of
the family, the father was held in very high esteem and therefore had a great role to play in
educating the child. Indeed, as Osokoya (1989), himself quoting Barclay (1959) claims, the
father had the power of life and death of the child, and indeed, when a child was born, it was
laid at the feet of the father. If the father picked up the child, he was demonstrating that the
child was truly his; but if he turned away he was claiming that he had no hand in its
conception and so the child was taken away to be killed. Both the father and the mother had
a hand in the education of their child and indeed, the role of the mother extended beyond the
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early years and was indeed life long. In most cases, boys followed the vocations of their
fathers while in rich families boys went to important functions, including state affairs, with
their fathers. This way, a senator’s son, for instance, started to take interest in and indeed
learn the affairs of the state.
Third is the fact that as opposed to the Greek education that was oriented towards the
chivalry, as extolled in the poems of Homer, Roman education was geared to extol an
unquestioned respect for the customs of their ancestors. We should bear it in mind that the
traditional Romans were worshippers of very many gods, many of them family gods. Thus,
the Roman child was brought up to respect and learn about these ancestral figures. At the
larger level, the youth was taught to give this loyalty and devotion to the state and were
taught to revere great national ancestors. The interests of the state were supreme. The ideal
set before youth was that of the great men of history who, in difficult situations, had by their
courage and their wisdom saved the fatherland when it was in danger.
Fourth, and perhaps as carry-over from the last point, ‘education had a strong moral aspect,
aiming at inculcating rural virtues, a respect for good management of one’s patrimony, and a
sense of austerity and frugality. Even sons of nobles were taught to live a prudent life rather
live like young lords, while those of commoners were taught to make the best of whatever
they had.
Finally, although Rome was a nation of small farmers, it was equally a nation of soldiers.
Physical straining was very much a part of the boys’ education. This was oriented not
towards self-realization or competitive sport but towards military preparedness. Boys were
trained in the functions and use of arms, while exercises meant to tough of the body and the
mind were embarked upon, e.g. swimming across cold and rapid streams, horsemanship,
involving such performances as mounted acrobatics and cavalry parades under arms.
The education at home for boys ended at 16. This was when the youth was regarded as
having come of age. He had become a man, and a ceremony was held for this. Henceforth
he would wear an adult’s dress, the pure white woolen toga virilis. Thereafter, he would
devote one year to an apprenticeship in public life, no longer at his father’s side but under the
care of an old family friend, an elderly man advanced in politics and highly respected.
Then followed service in the military. Military service commenced, first as an ordinary
soldier during which he learnt to be commanded and to obey orders. He was in the process
introduced into real battle, thus given an opportunity to distinguish himself by courage. Soon
thereafter, he functioned as a staff officer under some distinguished commander. Real career
has commenced.
Whether in civil or military life, however, the Roman was to regard the family as the focal
point of his life. When he had fully weaned himself from his parents, he had his own family
which now constituted the centre of his life.
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ACTIVITY I
1.
2.
3.
4.

Discuss the major differences between traditional Roman education and that of the
Athenians.
In what ways are the traditional Roman education and that of Nigerian traditional
communities similar?
Discuss the statement that it was possible for the Roman citizen to rise to the
highest position in society without being able to read and write.
There is a slight inference in the write-up that the average Roman family had
slaves. Discuss where these slaves were likely to have come from, and the
circumstances that made this possible.

ROMAN EDUCATION UNDER THE INFLUENCE OF THE GREEKS
Rome grew in military might, conquering one nation after another around it. The more
nations Rome conquered, the larger the empire became. Slaves were brought to Rome in
large numbers, made to work for families, communities, and the state as a whole. In process,
Rome was developed at a very rapid rate and many of the roads and physical structures many
of which are still found were constructed. One of the nations conquered was Greece.
However, we should bear in mind that the Greece we are referring to is not exactly the
country called Greece today. Rather, there were various Greek states like Macedonia,
Athens, Sparta, etc., which were just coalescing into a nation. By the year 146 BC, the whole
of the east Mediterranean countries were under Roman rule.
Here then was the Roman nation without a formal school system, now having to rule a nation
like Greece with its highly structured educational system and high civilization of the
conquered Greeks and stamp out is educational system (as the Barbarians did in some later
ages), or accept this new educational system and its civilization, perhaps a case of the
conquered becoming the conqueror. Happily for the Greeks and for the world today, the
Romans chose this latter course. As the Roman poet, Horace, stated, ‘Captive Greece
captivated her rude conqueror and introduced the arts to rustic Latium’.
In a rather large-hearted, matured manner, the Romans, according to the Encyclopedia
Britannica, ‘quickly appreciated the advantages they could draw from this more mature
civilization, richer than their own national culture. The practical Romans grasped the
advantages to be drawn from a knowledge of Greek, an international language known to
many of their adversaries, soon to be their Oriental subjects, and grasped the related
importance of mastering the art of oratory so highly developed by the Greeks.’
The process of adaptation was very gradual; it did not come as an instant phenomenon. What
happened was that as some slaves, many of whom were well educated, Roman nobles who
bought them found them useful and made them to educate their children. As such children
displayed their knowledge and skills, more and more families realised the worth of the Greek
teachers, so more people went in for them, brought them to Rome and made them teach their
children. Realise that before then, the Greek language was widespread in the whole of the
Mediterranean area because of the previous military might of the Greeks. So, these new
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teachers actually taught in Greek, which had become a sort of an international language.
Indeed, it was claimed that some Roman children were able to speak the Greek language
before being able to speak the Latin language, that is, in homes where the Greek
slaves/teachers actually brought up the children. In time, there was another development –
children were actually sent to Greece to lean! It was light going abroad to receive
enlightenment.
In time, Rome fully adopted Greek education. Thus, a Roman was considered truly refined
only when he had the same education, in Greek, which a native Greek had. On the other
hand, there progressively developed a parallel system of instruction that transposed into Latin
the institutions, programmes, and methods of Greek education. Of course, as we can expect,
only the children of the nobles had the privilege of receiving the complete and bilingual
education. The result of the bilingual education was that an enlightened Roman could
operate in the two leading languages of the world, and indeed many educated Romans wrote
well in the two languages.
There were of course significant modifications and adaptations. For instance, the Romans,
rather shocked by Greek athleticism, did not adopt this aspect without serious modification.
Thus, while gymnastic exercises entered into their daily life, it was under the category of
health and that of sport – so it was like studying the theory but not practicing it. Similarly, on
moral grounds, music and dance were not adopted totally, they being reserved for slaves and
not for freeborn.
With time, what had blossomed at the level of individual families soon became a state affair.
Schools were soon started on a formal level, mostly for sons and daughters of the nobles.
This was a result of social pressure, since most families wanted education. Thus, as in
Greece, public education developed at three levels: elementary, secondary and higher,
although these did not emanate at just the same time.
Osokoya recognizes these as ludus, grammaticus, and rhetoric schools. The ludus, meaning
‘play’ in Latin, is like an infant school where children learn mostly through play. It is the
equivalent of our own primary school, and specializes in the teaching of the 3R’s, i.e.
reading, writing and arithmetic, whose teaching relied very much on the abacus.
The grammaticus, is the equivalent of our own grammar school, or the secondary school.
Children entered at the age of 12 and attended school for about three or four years, learning
reading, writing, poetry, arithmetic. The grammar taught was that of Greek. The subjects
taught were most utilitarian, not liberal. The dominance of Greek remained for a long time
until Cicero, the famous Roman poet and orator, advocated that Latin should be used for
educating Roman children.
Higher education was available in rhetoric schools. Here, mature learners studied history,
philosophy, literature, science and some other subjects. Most of these were geared towards
producing orators, since statecraft which was the ultimate aim of most people required a lot
of oratory. Rhetoric schools were run mostly by Greek teachers in Rome or were available
by sending learners straight to Greece.
Is this system not similar to what obtained in Nigeria for a long time, where for so long a time
we had teachers from abroad for both the secondary and tertiary levels and many people
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simply went abroad to receive higher education? This is just one of the areas of comparison;
you should be able to recognize many other areas.
ACTIVITY II
1.

Discuss the real meaning and implications of the statement credited to Horace.

2.

Why did the writer claim that the Romans were large-hearted in adopting Greek
education after having conquered the Greeks?

3.

Trace the development of Greek education in Rome from the family level to the
state level.

4.

Describe the three levels of education in ancient Rome.
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UNIT THREE: GREAT EDUCATION THINKERS: QUINTILIAN
OBJECTIVES
At the end of this unit, students should be able to:
1.

discuss the significant phases of the Roman system of education;

2.

analyse the influence of Greek education on Roman education system;

3.

discuss what our own system can learn from the Roman system of education.

BACKGROUND
It is significant that Rome, which readily embraced the superior educational system of Greece
after overcoming the latter, should produce a number of intellectuals whose works have
continued to influence the shaping of ideas over the ages. One of these is a man called
Marcus Fabius Quintilianus, known to the present world simply as Quintilian. Who was this
man? What were his ideas? In what ways have they been of importance over the ages?
These, and some other related issues form the focus of this unit.
Quintilian’s contributions
A great man of letters, Quintilian left to posterity a voluminous book publication in 12 books.
Entitled Insstitutio oratoria, (or, ‘The Training of an Orator’) it was published shortly before
the end of his life. The Institutio was the fruit of Quintilian’s wide practical experience as a
teacher. According to him, his purpose was not to invent new theories of rhetoric but to
judge between existing ones. He stressed that he was conscious of the fact that theoretical
knowledge alone is of little use without experience and good judgment. Although not
primarily a book on how to bring up and educate a child, that in effect is its main import. The
main basis of his argument through the book is that the entire process of a child’s education
was the determining factor for his training and career as an orator. (Realise that the word
‘orator’ by then meant more than just a good speaker but also a statesman). In Book I, he
dealt with the stages of a boy’s education before entering the school of oratory. In Book II,
he discussed the boy’s career through the school of oratory. These two form the foundation
of the long work. They also contain his general observations on educational principles, some
of which are still valid today.
ACTIVITY I
1.

According to the writer here, what does the fact that Quintilian was able to
produce such a significant work tell us about the attitude of Romans to education
borrowed from the Greeks?

2.

Quintilian was trained as a legal practitioner, not a teacher; yet he was able to
write about the education of a youth. What does this tell us about the system of
education in that era? What does it also tell us about the man himself?

3.

The meaning of the word ‘orator’ has changed over the time. What does it mean
then and what does it mean now?
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The greatest part of the work, from Books III to XI are on the five ‘departments’ of rhetoric;
these are invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. He also dealt with the nature,
origin, value, and function of rhetoric as well as with the different types of oratory. He gave
far greater attention to forensic oratory, the type used in legal proceedings than to other types.
This should not be surprising, given that he was a legal person. In Book X, he discussed the
great Greek and Latin authors, praising their contributions and recommending them to
younger orators. Finally, in book XII, he dealt with the ideal orator in action, after training:
his character, the rules that he should follow in argument, the style of his eloquence, etc.
The main import of the work to educational practice is the emphasis on the moral training of
the orator. Throughout, his purpose was to mould the student’s character as well as to
develop his mind. He held that, first and most important, a good orator must be a good
citizen, who lives a virtuous life. This is the most crucial, no matter how eloquent he might
be. Second, he stressed that the orator should be a thoroughly professional, competent and
successful public speaker. To this end, the student should be carefully and thoroughly
prepared for this task. It would appear that he believed that the more careful the training of a
student was, the more successful he was likely to be as a practitioner.
He had some severe criticism for some of the teachers of his day for encouraging superficial
cleverness of style. This would seem to apply today to those teachers who were very clever
in looking competent without really mastering the subject matter, teachers who impressed
their learners without really contributing much to their mastery of the subject. According to
him, while this type of cleverness might give an immediate effect, at least in the eyes of their
pupils, he stressed that they in the long run did not help the future orator.
He believed that teachers should not unduly hasten their students. So, while teachers could
encourage their students to produce their best, they should at the same time let them go on at
their pace. He supported individuality and individual attention, and recommended that
students should be encouraged to find out on their own through self effort.
He was against corporal punishment, claiming that it was greatly counter-productive. He
stressed that the whipping a learner in effect generates fear in him, fear for the teacher as well
as fear about the subject matter. Besides, when a teacher has used the method, subsequent
recourse to it becomes ineffective – since the learner would have lost the fear originally
entertained. Against this, the writes, “Pupils,” he writes, “If rightly instructed regard their
teacher with affection and respect. And it is scarcely possible to say how much more
willingly we imitate those we like.” What does this imply? It implies that with the right
approach, a learner would develop a genuine and natural respect for the teacher whom he
would love to imitate.
In all, the greatest lesson we as teachers learn from Quintilian is that the student should be
brought up first and foremost as a law abiding, morally sound person, over and above his
intellectual competence although this too is very crucial.
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ACTIVITY II
1.
Analyse the various characteristics of the young learner as specified by
Quintilian?
2.
Which of these would you say are still valid to recommend today?
3.
What is your own attitude towards corporal punishment as a teacher? Give
studied reasons for your stand.
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EDUCATION IN THE FIRST CENTURIES OF
THE MODERN ERA

OBJECTIVES
At the end of this unit, students should be able to:
1.

discuss the development of education in the middle ages, i.e. the period 500 – 1500
AD;

2.

identify Educational institutions in the Middle Ages and their role in the development
of education during the period;

3.

trace the founding and development of Universities in Europe during the Medieval
period and beyond, spanning the modern period and their changing roles.

BACKGROUND
From early in the Christian era, the spread of education continued rapidly across the continent
of Europe. We would be correct to say that with the spread of Christianity and growing
trade, education also continued to spread across the length of the continent. But then, the
coming of the Barbarians reversed what would otherwise have been a positive development.
For the Barbarians destroyed most of what they found in the lands they occupied. The
Barbarian invasions started sometime around AD 259 in the present day Switzerland and
continued to spread progressively across the continent for about the next two hundred yhears.
During those dark years, (actually referred to in history as the ‘dark ages’) much of the
learning and scholarship that had been built up were destroyed or suppressed. The only
flickers of light were to be found in the Catholic monasteries, the Jewish temples and among
the Arabs. There it was that the monks continued to hold up the light of knowledge, passing
on whatever knowledge there was from one unsteady era to another. This way it was until
the beginning of the Middle Ages (usually referred to as the renaissance).
EDUCATION IN THE MIDDLE AGES
The middle ages is usually recognized as that period between AD 500 to AD 1500, a long
period of a millennium. During the early middle ages, knowledge was preserved by the
monasteries; and, although the monks did little more than copy Greek and Latin manuscripts
and especially of the Church Fathers, they educated the few people who were privileged to be
close to them. It is surprising that whereas the Greeks and Romans produced very substantial
amounts of literature some 700 to 600 years before this era, nothing of note came out
throughout the long period between the first and sixth centuries after Christ. Really, it takes
very little effort to destroy an edifice, but far more than double the effort to rebuild.
Perhaps, the slow but steady spread of Christianity during the first centuries after Christ
would have helped the spread of learning, but this was not really so since most of the early
adherents were poor and illiterates. St. Paul himself observed this (in 1 Corinthians 1:26).
However, during the second century AD and thereafter, it began to appeal to more and more
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members of the higher and educated classes. This group of people wanted as good a type of
education for their children as they themselves had. These obtained their education from the
few available, Greco-Roman, non-Christian, grammar and rhetoric schools.
This trend put the Christians in a sort of dilemma. Here were institutions that were purely
secular and which did not teach their ethics and whose teachings in some cases conflicted
with the stand of the church. Several Christian leaders were opposed to sending youths to
school, but there were others too who felt that there was nothing wrong in doing nso, and
some indeed who felt that there was no real conflict between the stand of the church and the
knowledge taught in the Greco-Roman institutions. In the vast majority of cases, the choice
was to seek knowledge wherever it could be found. Things became much better when the
Christians themselves started the catechetical schools, the most notable of which was in
Alexandria in Egypt. Others too followed, and with time, it was not just religious education
that was given as the curriculum was soon much broadened. However, during most of the
early centuries AD, up till the middle of the middle ages, there were no universities, which
would be surprising since Plato had founded one century earlier and which was destroyed
during this period. For the founding of the modern universities, the world had to wait until
about the end of the first millennium AD.
ACTIVITY I
1.

How did the coming of the Barbarians influence the spread of knowledge?

2.

In what ways did the Christian monasteries help to preserve and spread education?
Suggest why they did these.

3.

Suggest reasons why the early Christians could not help the spread of education as
much as they would have liked.

THE COMING OF THE UNIVERSITIES
Just as it had sustained knowledge during the dark ages, Roman Catholicism equally was
responsible for the founding of the European universities. These came mainly after 1200.
These institutions were stimulated by the learning of Arabic scholars, through whom
Europeans became acquainted with the philosophy of Aristotle and produced the learning of
Scholastic philosophy and theology. The cultivation of literature and the arts in the 15th
century flourished under the patronage of the papacy and Catholic princes and prelates.
What we can safely call the earliest Western university was a famous medical school in
Salerno, Italy, in the 9th century, which had students from all over Europe. It however
remained just a medical school, not a university in the broad sense. The first real university
was at Bologna, founded in the late 11th century, rising to a highly respected school of canon
and civil law. The first university to be founded in northern Europe was the University of
Paris, founded between 1150 and 1170. It became noted for theology, and served as a model
for other universities in northern Europe such as that of Oxford, England, which had well
established by the end of the 12th century.
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The universities of Paris and Oxford were composed of colleges, which were actually
endowed residence halls for scholars. These early universities received their charters from
popes, emperors, and kings. They were free to govern themselves, so long as they taught
neither atheism nor heresy. Students and masters together elected their own rectors. As the
price of independence, however, universities had to finance themselves. So teachers charged
fees from students, whom themselves had a lot of power in the governance of the university.
Universities in those days had no permanent buildings, nor did they have substantial
corporate property. Besides, they could lose their students to other universities if the students
were for any reason dissatisfied. This was how the University of Cambridge began in 1209
when a number of dissatisfied students moved there from Oxford; and 20 years later Oxford
in turn profited by a migration of students from the University of Paris.
From the 13th century, i.e. from AD 1200, universities were established in many of Europe’s
principal cities. Thus, we had universities springing up in Montpellier (1220), Aix-enProvence (1409) both in France; in Padua (1222), Rome (1303), and Florence (1321) all in
Italy; at Salamanca (1218) in Spain, at Prague (1348) and Vienna (1365) in central Europe, at
Heidelberg (1386), Leipzig (1409), Freiburg (1457), and Tubingen (1477) in what is now
Germany, at Louvain (1425) in present-day Belgium, and at Saint Adrews (1411) and
Glasgow (1451) in Scotland.
ACTIVITY II
1.

The writer states that the Catholic Church itself was stimulated in the founding of
the first universities by the contacts they had with the Arabs, presumably
Moslems. Discuss what this tells us of the nature of knowledge.

2.

The medical school in Salerno is not given the full title of a university. Why?

3.

Discuss what the writer means by referring to the Universities in Oxford and Paris
as being made up of colleges.

4.

Some of the universities in Europe, according to this account are older than the
first university in Africa by about 1,000. What does this tell us about the
differences between the two continents?

For so long, till late in the 18th century, the curriculum in most universities included the seven
liberal arts: grammar, logic, rhetoric, geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music. After the
initial studies, students then proceeded to one of the professional faculties of medicine, law,
and theology. Final examinations were arduous and taxing; so many students failed. During
the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century and the ensuing Counter-Reformation the
ongoing struggles affected the curriculum and administration of the universities in several
ways. In the countries which became staunch Protestants, the universities became Protestant
while some new Protestant universities were founded. In some cases, those nations which
remained Catholic resisted change, especially in the sciences. There, the new learning was
discouraged, and thus many universities underwent a period of relative decline.
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The founding of new universities continued during this time. Among these were the ones at
Edinburgh (1583), Leiden (1575), and Strasbourg (1621). The first modern university was at
Halle, founded by Lutherans in 1694. It was a progressive-minded school, the first to
renounce religious orthodoxy of any kind, preferring instead to pursue a rational and
objective intellectual inquiry. It was the first where lectures were in German (i.e., a
vernacular language) rather than in Latin. The innovations were later adopted in the
university of Gottingen, founded 1737, and subsequently by most German and many
American universities.
In the later 18th and 19th centuries, religion was gradually replaced with secular curriculum
and objective pursuit of knowledge, as the universities became institutions of modern
learning and research. Typical in these trends was the University of Berlin (1809), in which
laboratory experimentation replaced conjecture; theological, philosophical, and other
traditional doctrines were examined with anew rigour and objectivity; and modern standards
of academic freedom became the norm. The typical German university was thus one that
embraced several graduate schools specialising in advanced research and experimentation.
Across the Atlantic, in the new world, the first universities were established by the Spaniards.
These were the University of Santo Domingo (1538) in what is now the Dominican Republic
and the University of Michoacan (1540) in Mexico. The earliest institutions of higher
learning in the USA were in Harvard (1636), William and Mary (1693), Yale (1701),
Princeton (1746), and King’s College 1754; now Columbia). Most of these were established
by the religious denominations, and most eventually evolved into full-fledged universities.
ACTIVITY III
1.

Consider the seven commonest subjects in the curriculum of that period.
Comment on this curriculum vis-à-vis that of today.

2.

Discuss the ways in which the reformation and counter-reformation affected the
growth of universities.

3.

Consider the fact that for along time, indeed for centuries, universities in Europe
continued to use Latin as the medium of instruction until the German universities
started a new trend of using their own national language. Discuss this in the light
of developments in Nigerian universities.

4.

Discuss the roles which you would want to see Nigerian universities performing
in national development.
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GREAT EDUCATION THINKERS

OBJECTIVES
At the end of this unit, you should be able to:
1.

identify some of those great educators who have influenced the course of learning
over the centuries;

2.

discuss their significant contributions to our present day educational practices;

3.

discuss what each classroom practitioner can learn from each of them.

BACKGROUND
The practice of education has passed through several phases over the course of time. Each
theory of education did not just get there by chance; rather one or the other of the great
educators has proposed it, borne out of experience, and others have found it worth practicing.
Some of the educators had to work closely with young learners, observing them at play and at
work, and through this were able to formulate theories, which have stood the test of time.
Some of them were great psychologists, some great philosophers, and some in some other
walks of life which had to do with learning. What we can confidently say was common to
them all was their love for learning and for learners, their concern for human progress.
There are scores of them, but we cannot possibly take on all of them ina publication of this
nature. We have carefully selected just seven of them, selected not because these were the
greatest there were, but in a way to reflect a different age during the period from the 14th
century to the 19th century. As you read and learn about each of them, notice carefully how
each of them lived and developed, what theory each of them proposed, and with what result.
You have to read actively, i.e. you should read with your mind open, questioning each of the
educators’ viewpoints, asking yourself how valid that point is.
Vittorino da Feltre (1378 – 1440)
Vittorino was an Italian born in the town of Feltre in 1378. Considered the greatest humanist
schoolmaster of the Renaissance because of his dedication to the teaching profession, he was
educated in Padua University where he also became a lecturer. In 1423, he was asked to
become a tutor to the children of the wealthy Gonzaga family, the rulers of Mantua. He
accepted on one condition: that he would found a school for the children of the family as well
as for other children, away from the palace. He started that school and called it the ‘House of
Joy’. Apart from the royal children, there were some other 60 children.
He operated a fairly wide curriculum, which included the languages and literature of Rome
and Greece, arithmetic, geometry, music, physical education, introduced on the basis of the
Greek ideal of the development of the body and mind. He believed in education as
promoting a Christian way of life. Thus, he believed in, and practiced, love for his pupils for
whom he had never used corporal punishment. He believed in individual attention and the
adaptation of the teaching to the level of the learner. He held that the teacher should care for
the health and all round needs of learner. His school, apart from educating children of nobles
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and poor alike, also taught future rulers and professionals; he taught Latin to Greek to
scholars from the East so that they were able to translate Greek works, making them available
to more people. Thus, through him, knowledge was spread far and wide.
Jan Amos Comenius (1592 – 1670)
Known properly as Komensky, he was a Czech educationist, theologian, reformer and
politician. Orphaned from an early age, he began learning only from the age of 16. The
efforts he made to learn later enabled him to turn attention to education and to teaching
methods for which he became very famous. In his several books, which were more than 80,
he showed that he favoured the learning of Latin, whose teaching he revolutionized. Trained
as a priest, he grew to believe that salvation could be achieved here on earth, and through
science, perhaps as a result of his study of the works of Francis Bacon, the English scientist.
Comenius believed that educational reform should involve revolutionizing the methods of
teaching in order to make learning rapid, pleasant and thorough. He advocated that teachers
should ‘follow the steps of nature’, i.e. that teachers should pay attention to the way a child
naturally learns. Besides, he believed that in order to make European culture available to all,
children should learn Latin, but not in the way it had been taught for ages, rather in ‘nature’s
way’, i.e. by learning the names of things and not about the grammar; this reflects the natural
way a child learns.
Like Vittorino da Feltre, Comenius believed that a school should be a place of joy rather than
a place of tedium. To this end, he believed that the school room and its environments should
be pleasant; there should be several good pictures and other learning aids available to the
learners. These should make the learning environment very conducive for the teaching –
learning exercises.
Comenius believed that learning should be carefully graded in order to fit the learning
abilities of children. Learning materials should be graded from the simplest to the complex,
from the known to the unknown. In line with this, teachers should make their lessons fit the
different levels of learners. In accordance with his belief tha there should be careful grading
of learning, he divided the child’s education into four main stages: (a) the infancy stage from
0 to 6 years; (b) the childhood period from 6 to 12 years; (c) boyhood from 12 to 18 years;
and (d) 18 to 24 years. Infancy should be spent at home with the mother who should help to
develop the senses and impart the language to the child. The childhood years should be spent
in the primary school where the curriculum should consist mainly of elementary literacy and
numeracy. The boyhood stage should be spent in the secondary school which should teach
some of the core subjects and help the learner make sound judgment of things and events.
The last stage should be spent in the university, which should enhance the learner’s
acquisition of knowledge and wisdom.
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ACTIVITY I
1.

If you were to propound a theory of teaching and learning, what are the necessary
conditions and procedures that this would entail before it comes into reality?

2.

Suggest reasons why Vittorino insisted that his school should be founded away
from the palace.

3.

The issue of corporal punishment is contentious today. What is your opinion
about it? Give reasons for your stand.

JOHN LOCKE (1632 TO 1704)
John Locke was an English philosopher, the initiator of the enlightenment movement in
England and France. Raised up in a village near Bristol, John Locke was educated, through
his father’s influence, in Westminster School. The training there was thorough, though
discipline was firm. He later entered Oxford University but found the curriculum there rather
uninspiring; so he busied himself with studies outside the formal curriculum, particularly
science and medicine. He obtained the bachelor and masters degrees in quick succession,
later gaining a place as a teacher there. However, because of an insistence that a teacher there
should also be a priest, he left his position after only four years. He then found a place in
diplomatic service for a while, later delving into several other fields, particularly studying to
broaden his mind. He was indeed a well educated man with a very broad base in learning.
To John Locke, a good education should build up both the physical and the mental sides of a
person. He believed that the body should be toughened through exercises, play, and a lot of
sleep. He held that young children should be allowed to express their feelings and should not
be restrained from their environment. With regard to mental training, character should come
first before learning, and the purpose of education should be to instill virtue, wisdom and
good breeding. Like Comenius too, he believed that in learning a language, the rules should
be played down while usage should be paramount. In this too, reading should come before
writing.
Locke believed so much in giving examples to the child, and so the parents have a big role to
play. They should be at hand as often as possible and should interest themselves in the affairs
of their children. He believed in teaching the various subjects to the child and stressed the
importance of mathematics as the ‘powers of abstraction develop’.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Born in 1712, Rousseau was rather unique in the sense that he was of Swiss, French and
Italian background, although born and brought up in Switzerland. His mother died shortly
after he was born, so his watchmaker father brought him up. He had no education for many
years until his father fled Geneva to Nyon and placed him in the care of a pastor. Even then,
his education was not of regular type we are familiar with today. In the main, he received his
education mostly incidentally from the people he lived or worked with. We can say that this
was a man mostly self educated, becoming a great musician, a writer, and an idealist. As far
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as education is concerned, Rousseau would be reckoned with as the writer of the Emile, a
treatise in the form of a novel.
Through this work, he made the case clearly that the ideal education is one offered byu
nature, i.e. that a person would be best educated without really learning from books or in a
formal school setting. He argued that one should protect the child from the corruption of
civilization. To him, nature was the best teacher and to learn form it was to avoid the
unhealthy traits associated with modern civilization. He held that the young learner, in this
case ‘Emile’, should be saved from any contact with books until the age of 12. The book
showed rousseau as a proponent of physical education.
He argued in the book that feelings should come before thinking, and that the child should be
controlled not by adults’ wishes but by things around him, that the child is not a miniature
adult who should be judged with adults’ yardsticks. He stressed that each child is an
individual that is different from any other child and should be understood and treated as such.
Therefore, the curriculum to be used for the child should reflect the interest and standards of
the child rather than revolve around the interest of the adult world. In teaching the child, the
state of its readiness for learning should be taken into account.
Rousseau believed in discovery, especially from the environment, through a process of
problem-solving. He believed that a good teacher should study the child he is teaching and
seek to understand him thoroughly. An all, we can realize that Rousseau’s ideas do conform
to very thorough psychological principles.
ACTIVITY II
1.

In what ways the contributions of John Locke and Rousseau are they similar?

2.

Discuss what Joh Locke owes to Comenius.

3.

What is ‘Emile’ all about?

JOHANN HEINRICH PESTALOZZI
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi was a Swiss reformer whose theories laid much of the foundation
of modern elementary education. As a champion of the underprivileged, he established in
1774 an orphanage in which young ones were trained to become self-sufficient byh mastering
rudiments of agriculture and trading. Although the venture failed, pestalozzi put down his
ideas in a book, How Gertrude Teaches Her Children. This book, as well as another titled
Leonard and Gertrude, was addressed to sound methods of teaching. He later founded a
boarding school which was attended by pupils from all over Europe.
One of the areas in which Pestalozzi contributed much to education is in audio-visual
education. He was one of those early educators who believed that pictures, demonstrations
and other audio-visual means are effective tools for teaching and who advocated the use of
sensory materials to supplement teaching. In this regard, others like him during these early
days include Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and John Locke.
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Pestalozzi believed that ‘The art of education must be significantly raised in all its facets to
become a science that is to be built on and proceeds from the deepest knowledge of human
nature. By this he meant that the business was serious enough to be taken very seriously and
studied thoroughly and conscientiously. To this end, created a new methodology for
elementary education which was introduced into teacher education both in Europe and
America. He, through his personal example, gave teachers a new philosophy for their
profession. He stimulated teaching and learning theory and practice to a very great extent.
He was particularly a supporter of the poor and took various measures to help the poor to
learn. He was much distressed by the extent of the misery existing in the world and advanced
ideas that this should be altered. His bid to help the poor tallies neatly with his ideas on
ending the misery around us, mostly through an improved educational system.
Unfortunately, most people of his time thought of him as merely a theorist, although at the
same time he had a lot of following.
FROBEL AND THE KINDERGARTEN MOVEMENT
Another 19th century great educator after Pestalozzi was Froebel who founded the
kindergarten movement. His major contribution to education was his theory on the
importance of play and self-activity in early childhood. After several attempts at other
professions, he finally ended up in teaching, in the course of which he met Pestalozzi whose
ideas clearly influenced him to start his own school on sound psychological basis. This
became in 1816 the Universal German Educational Institute at Griesheim, although it was
transferred to Keilhau in 1817.
His major written work was ‘The Education of Man’, a work that stood him out as a person
opposed to reforms, although it has a number of major ideas. Later, he was in Switzerland
where he opened another school for orphans, along with a section for teacher training
courses. But it was his pioneering work later in Keilhau where he opened the first
kindergarten for which he is noted today. He called it kindergarten, i.e. ‘garden of children’,
thus suggesting the type of institution he had in mind – one which would be like a beautiful
garden, and thus lovely for children, one where children would be able to grow up much like
flowers in a garden would grow. Because of the success of this experiment, other similar
kindergartens soon started and flourished.
John Herbert
John Herbert was born in 1776 in Germany. He was a philosopher of the Realism school of
philosophy and an educator who was considered one of the founders of modern scientific
pedagogy. Like Froebel, he was also acquainted with Pestalozzi from whom he must have
definitely learnt a few ideas. He was for several years a professor of philosophy in the
University of Konigsberg and later of Gottingen. His standing as a philosopher is due mainly
to his contributions to the philosophy of mind, on which he wrote several books.
It was in line with his philosophical theories and ideas that he developed a theory of
education as a branch of applied psychology. His theories of education, which were later to
be known as Herbartianism, were set out in two books. In these, he advocated five formal
steps in teaching which are summarised here:
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(1)

preparation, which is a process of relating new materials to be learned to relevant past
ideas so as to give the pupil a vital interest in the topic;

(2)

presentation, i.e. the process of presenting new material by means of concrete objects
or actual experience;

(3)

association, thorough assimilation of the new idea through comparison with earlier
held ideas and consideration of their similarities and differences in order to implant
the new idea in the mind;

(4)

generation, which is a procedure especially important to the instruction of adolescents
and which is designed to develop the mind beyond the level of insight and the
concrete; and

(5)

application, i.e. using acquired knowledge not in a purely utilitarian way, but in a way
that every learned idea becomes a part of the functional mind and for every day
purposes. This step will be possible only if the student immediately applies the new
idea, making it his own.

Herbart held that a scientific study of education was possible, and that education should be a
subject for university study. His ideas were accepted in Germany in the 1860s and later
spread also to the United States. By 1900, however, the five steps had become less important
in the light of new theories.
ACTIVITY III
1.

Discuss the specific contributions to education of Pestalozzi.

2.

What does each of Frobel and Herbart owe to Pestalozzi?

3.

Discuss the current worth of Herbart’s five steps in teaching.

JOHN DEWEY (1859 – 1952)
John Dewey is the most popular and influential name in American educational history. Son
to a village shop keeper, Dewey was born in Vermont, New England and spent his early life
there. He attended the University of Vermont where he studied philosophy and after
graduation in 1879 had a brief teaching period before moving to John Hopkins University.
His thirst for knowledge took him to the names in several American Universities and took
other degrees in psychology and history. He also had teaching experiences in the
Universities of Minnesota and Michigan. It was however, at the University of Chicago that
his ideas gained full maturity. Hence he became at different times Head of the Department of
Philosophy and Directing the School of Education. It was here that he established his famous
Laboratory School in 1896 where he researched and experienced new ideas and methods.
John Dewey was a prolific writer with over 500 journal articles and numerous books, the
most outstanding being Democracy and Education (1916).
The typical rural community Dewey grew up in very influential in shaping his thoughts. In
such an environment as compared to the urban life of his later years, he found out that
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individuals had more intimate contact with the natural environment and this made learning
easier and meaningful. Not only that, the sense of community which took place in rural life
Dewey found out was more favourable to learning and human life than the extreme formality
and individuality that is the lot of urban life. Dewey transferred these key ideas to education
by claiming that if the school is to play any useful social function it must encourage such
contact with the natural environment as well as promote a sense of community.
John Dewey was also influenced by the type of problems and difficulties he thought people
faced in America at the time. He realized that to survive in a world of pressing problems
such as the one he grew up in, one needed to be resourceful, energetic and practical. These
concrete conditions were reinforced with ideas gained from Charles Peirce and William
James, Dewey improved upon the philosophy of pragmatism.
Dewey believed that the educational process has two sides, psychological and social, and
neither can be subordinated or neglected. On the psychological side, he maintained that
because learning depends on the psychological nature of the child, teachers must explore the
child’s nature, needs and interests in teaching. But even more than this is his believe that
genuine education is only possible through the participating of the individual in interactive
relationships with others. This made him to have faith in the project method of teaching.
Socially, he held that the school is never an institution which is separate from the outer
society. Rather, it is continuous with it. In this regard whatever is taught in schools must
draw from and illuminate experiences which learners have at home.
It is this belief in the indissoluble link between school and society that Dewey believed the
school must be a formative agency for the sustenance of democratic civilization. To achieve
this goal, he saw the teaching of civic and vocational education as guarantee. The school,
according to him can only achieve this social function if it is set as a democratic institution
whereby the values of co-operation are fostered both in teaching and in living.
An area where Dewey seems to exert the greatest influence is in his pedagogy. He criticized
formal methods which begin with definitions and in which teachers present materials from
their points of view. According to him the most useful methods are those which engage
pupils in active work. It is only after this that teaching can be organized. Always keeping the
learner at the centre of the educational process, he believed that teachers should not set out
with definite aims, nor schools do the same. He believed that education cannot have aims
because such aims are always external to the process of educating. In his opinion education
can only be conceived as the constant reconstruction of experience rather as a process of
transmission or of getting already synthesized knowledge. In this way past knowledge is
only useful as a tool in reconstructing experience or in overcoming a present problem.
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ACTIVITY III
1.

Discuss the relationship between the social conditions Dewey grew up in and the
educational ideas he developed.

2.

To what extent do you think Dewey’s educational ideas are useful in the Nigerian
system?

3.

Discuss the implications of the psychological and social sides of the educative
process, according to Dewey.
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