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Julius Caesar and
Elizabethan education

(BIER - ) FmFMPEITKEIRF

11 Elizabethans were familiar with the glories of ancient
Rome', and they liked to believe that the England of

eir time was just as great and glorious. Shakespeare

Lord Cobham
and his family.
In Elizabethan
times®, children
were regarded as
muniature adults
and were dressed
in 0ny versions

| of adults’ clothes
as soon as they
could walk.
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and his fellow citizens first learnt about Julius Caesar' and

the Roman Empire” at school, but not from history lessons.

Most Elizabethan schoolchildren were taught only one subject,

Latin grammar. After studying this for many years, they could

not help knowing a great deal about Rome and its wonderful

heroes.

A page from William Lily’s®
A Shorte Introduction of
Grammar. It was from this
textbook that Elizabethan
schoolchildren learnt Latin
grammar.
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Better unborn than untaught
The Elizabethans thought of children as small adults; the

sooner they could learn to behave like grown-ups, the better.
Almost as soon as they could walk, children were dressed in

the same kinds of clothes as adults. They ate the same food as
their parents and they went to bed at the same late hours of the
night. They were expected to do what adults did. This meant
working in the fields if they came from a farming family—or
being able to play the lute' or recite verse, if they were from a
noble family. Many parents believed that going to school helped

children to grow up more quickly.

Grammar schools’ and public schools’
In those days, almost everyone had the chance to go to school,

~
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no matter how poor they were. Not everyone wanted to go to
school and some only went for a few years; but ordinary parents
were anxious that their children had some schooling and
usually sent them to a grammar school, where, as you would
guess from the name, they learnt grammar—I atin grammar.
Grammar schools were to be found in almost every market
town in the country. Shakespeare himself went to Stratford
Grammar School'.

At that time, Latin was still a language that most educated
people spoke and wrote. Official documents and letters were
often written in it. So it is not surprising that children were
taught to understand it. The other subjects that were sometimes
taught at grammar schools were arithmetic, geometry,
astronomy and music.’ These were special subjects and parents
usually had to pay extra for them. However, these subjects were

taught at public schools, along with Latin and Greek.
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1. Stratford Grammar School. ¥ifHhFHECHEERS, 2 ARBRIEHRH N, %
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Many of the public schools of England were founded in
Shakespeare’s time, and many of them, including Eton',
Harrow” and Charterhouse?, still exist today. Before the public
schools were established, most children from noble families
were taught at home by tutors. At public schools the children of
wealthy or well-born parents lived as boarders®. Places were also
reserved for poorer boys who received their education free. The
new schools rapidly became very fashionable. The courtier and
scholar, Sir Philip Sidney’, for instance, was sent to Shrewsbury

School® soon after it was opened.
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Schooling for girls?
Most parents did not think it worthwhile to send girls to

school. If they could learn to sew and master other domestic
skills, that was enough. Some noble families, though, wanted
their daughters to be educated, especially if they were clever.
Elizabeth I' and Lady Jane Grey?, for example, were both
taught well by private tutors. Elizabeth spoke fluent Latin,
French, Spanish and Italian and she read Greek every day. It is
interesting that most of the women in Shakespeare’s plays are
clever, well-educated girls. Perhaps Shakespeare was in favour

of schooling for girls. If so, he was unusual.

A day at school
Compared with school today, schooldays in Elizabethan times

were hard. To get to school, a boy often had to be up before

dawn. School began at six in the summer and seven in the

~
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winter. After praying to be good and holy boys, pupils then
worked until nine o’clock. After only a quarter of an hour’s
break for breakfast, they were back at their desks until eleven.
Most boys then rushed home for a midday meal. They were
then back at school at one o’clock sharp and worked on until
five or five-thirty. Only one afternoon was allowed off during
the week and that was usually Thursday.

As might be expected, most children dreaded going to school.
Since they learnt only one subject, the work was tedious and
boring. Children often fell asleep at their desks because they

were so tired.

Children learnt their alphabets
from a hornbook!. The alphabet
was framed in wood and covered
with a transparent layer of horn
for protection. The hornbook was
an essential item in the classroom
and all young children carried
one to school in their satchels.

~
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Spare the rod and spoil the child'

When children were slow to learn or simply naughty, they were
beaten by their schoolmasters. Most parents and teachers really
did believe that a beating could make a child learn more quickly.
Not surprisingly, children were terrified of school. Many
boys ran away from school time and time again. Others left
as soon as they possibly could. Those who stayed had to learn
to be tough. Harsh though the educational system was, it did
foster some of England’s greatest men and greatest minds.
Drake’ and Raleigh’, as well as Shakespeare and Marlowe*,

were some of the exceptional men of Elizabethan times.
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1. spare the rod and spoil the child. 47458

2. Drake. R[ISir Francis Drake, #ERI7HT - EmE -+, HETHSEN o2
LR,

3. Raleigh: R[ISir Walter Raleigh, (k/R¥F - BRI+, SEFOCSANES, 4T
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4. Marlowe: HiChristopher Marlowe, # HH##tsh - Dk, w2 A
EXREIZIAEARER, thARBIRERES (DEMIEAAY. (AT AR
A7 IR R,

7



Elizabethan schoolboys were just as idle and ill-behaved as many
children today. In those days, however, they risked a severe beating
with the birch for misconduct.
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