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			Reviews

			An important book that looks at how gender inequality in society can affect the classroom – and offers clear thinking on what teachers can do about it.

			Darren Chetty

			Teacher, writer and researcher

			 

			For someone who went to a single-sex all-girls school I had the most fantastic education and probably one of the most valuable lessons I took from it was our head’s message. She constantly, and consistently, pushed us to believe in ourselves and that there were no barriers to success. Gender was irrelevant to choice. So it does sadden me now to walk into classrooms 20 years down the line and see such a backward careers advice approach in 95% schools I visit. This book will really open the eyes for many to gender gap issues – where they start, the roles we all play and most importantly how we can fix them.

			Claire Young

			Founder of School Speakers

			 

			As a child, I loved acting, singing and painting; but I was made to feel like the odd one out in my school – a highly competitive all-boys’ school. I felt the issue, but the other way around. That is why I think that this book is so important. We must all pay attention and take action so that all of our children achieve their potential and follow their dreams no matter what their gender. 

			Dr Richard Gerver

			Author and speaker, expert in Human Leadership

			 

			This is a much needed book and complements the work of #WomenEd. The myth-busting sections are very helpful, as are strategies offered to deal with the myths that lead to fixed attitudes to gender. It’s easy to read and the voices of teachers and young people mean it is highly relevant – and quite eye-opening at times!

			Vivienne Porritt

			National leader of #WomenEd and Leadership Expert

			 

			Hairdresser or Footballer? is essential reading for all teachers who are committed to working towards gender equity in their classrooms. Anderton provides historical and current context about the operation of gender, busts pervasive myths, and offers strategies to move forward in our teaching. Most importantly, this book features the voices of teachers and youth, along with Anderton’s insightful commentary on how gender shapes all facets of education and life.

			Benjamin Doxtdator

			Teacher and writer 

		

	
		
		

		
			Introduction

			This is an important book for everyone involved in education.

			When the time arrives for a teacher to work with their students, from the moment a first meeting takes place with a child in reception, or that first day at secondary school, the gender-stereotype damage will have already started; and for the teacher, it’s a matter of how much bias needs to be unpicked. 

			If we are to educate all children, regardless of gender, a shift must also happen with society as a whole. It’s a difficult ask and we must also question the underlying habits we have as teachers – habits that may or may not be supporting a gender divide in our classrooms. 

			At the moment a child is born, their parents may have already determined what colour of clothes the child will wear and what colour the nursery will be painted. Gender research suggests that stereotyping is highly related to children’s – and adults’ – perceptions of themselves and of gender-stereotyped subjects at school.

			From then on, a child’s potential may be limited by our bias and a belief that ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ should do this and look like that, what colour of clothes they should wear and what careers they should aim for – and those they should avoid.

			In this book, Hollie Anderton tackles the divisions associated with gender – not just in our everyday lives, but particularly in schools – and what teachers and school leaders can do to ensure that no individual is limited by their gender. This may be one of the only books to exclusively talk about gender gaps in children and is written by a classroom teacher who truly cares about equality. I am honoured to be able to share a small part in this book.

			Throughout the book, the reader will find strategies that can help teachers and school leaders bridge the gender gap in classrooms, playgrounds and in school assembly halls. As Hollie argues, this book will have you deleting the gender column on your data spreadsheet as soon as you finish reading, and rightly so. Together we discuss the inequality, academic differences, aspirations and external forces that all our children have to face, pointing the reader to further research as we go.

			The question is, are you willing to tackle the issue straight on? If you’re reading this, then you’re one step closer to tackling one of society’s biggest challenges: gender stereotypes breeding further in our schools – and how we can change the dialogue at the earliest opportunity.

			Ross Morrison McGill

			Hollie ‘Indiana’ Anderton

			Before you start reading, I want you to think about a couple of questions.

			Have you ever been made to feel that you can’t do something because of your gender?

			If you’re male, have you ever felt guilty about your gender because of something someone said? When was the last time you heard someone make a comment about it being a ‘man’s world’?

			If you’re female, have you ever wondered what your life would be like if you were a man? 

			Would your opportunities be different?

			If your answer to any of these questions was ‘yes’, I’m not surprised. While this book is not going to take back those feelings that you’ve had, it might stop you letting future generations experience gender discrimination. If you’ve never had those feelings but you can see people who have, then you’re brave. You’re brave for picking up this book and wanting to make a difference. 

			No one should have negative feelings about their gender. It doesn’t define you. It doesn’t make you into the person you are. Just because you’re a woman, it doesn’t mean that you have to have compassion. If you’re a man, it doesn’t mean that you have to have strength. Yet these are presupposed ideas as to what makes a man and what makes a woman. Now here’s one more question:

			Can you remember a time as a child where you wanted to be something more than anything?

			I can.

			I remember watching Indiana Jones running away from the rolling boulder in Raiders of the Lost Ark, and reaching out under the closing door to grab his hat just in the nick of time in Temple of Doom. I distinctly remember sitting on my red fabric sofa, surrounded by yellow walls, watching the film when it was broadcast on analogue television. It was at that moment that I decided that I was going to be Indiana. Archaeology was all I talked about from then on. Birthdays and Christmas, I was showered with non-fiction books about Ancient Egypt and Ancient Greece, miniature archaeology kits, and I was even bought a pair of khaki trousers for when I went on my real expeditions! I just loved the idea of being able to wear a white vest and cargo pants – while sporting Indy’s hat, of course. I loved thinking about leading a team to the greatest discovery that the modern world had ever seen, while still preserving it in its magnificently ancient form. Aside from the adventurer/archaeologist that is Indy, I also found fascination with other archaeologists. Howard Carter made one of the biggest discoveries in the modern world when he uncovered Tutenkhamun’s tomb. I would come in from the garden after hours of ‘exploring’, my knees covered in mud and my face slick with the heat of the British summer. My mum would laugh, ‘What are you like!’ I didn’t think I was like anything, and quite rightly too. Here I was, slaving away in the scorching heat, ensuring that the secrets of the ancient world weren’t lost forever, while my parents ensured that I was fed and watered for the duration.

			This went on for a good couple of years, until I went to secondary school. One day, I put all of my archaeology gear into a box up in the attic. Why? Because at 12 years old, I was growing up, had a more mature head. I realised that, actually, it probably would never happen. I conjured up reasons in my own head of why I couldn’t be what I wanted.

			‘Well, it’s a lot of travelling.’

			‘Oh, I don’t deal very well with hot weather.’

			‘It’s just a childhood fantasy.’

			‘I’m a girl anyway.’

			A girl. Not as strong as a boy. Not as daring as a boy. Unable to cope as well as a boy.

			I didn’t give it up entirely, though. I took Classical Civilisation at A level, and I still watch documentaries on Egypt whenever they’re on television. Every now and then, I go back to my mum’s house and dig out the old box full of magazines and little dust brushes. I like looking back at how enthusiastic I was, how eager to be the person to find a tomb that no one else had found. It didn’t matter to me at nine years old that all of the archaeologists I had seen and taken inspiration from were all men. That wasn’t even nearly a problem.

			I’m not trying to show how other people talked me out of achieving my dream. I’m showing how I did it all by myself. I am disappointed to say that I never did become an archaeologist. But I did become a teacher, and with that I can be anything the children need me to be. Even an archaeologist.

			I did a presentation on Ancient Egypt in Year 8 and was one of the first to present. As I sat and watched my peers deliver presentations on football teams and cooking, I realised that I wasn’t going down the path that was supposedly laid out for me. So, I steered myself back onto the path that was predestined for me as a woman. After that, I wanted to become an actress. I took drama as an option and I made sure that I was the best that I could be. I played powerful women and I played sensitive women. I became different people on stage while keeping my true self reserved for my friends and the people that I felt that I could trust. Drama was an escape for me, and I was someone who loved school.

			When I went to university, I carried on with drama, taking it as a degree. Not the most academic of degrees, but it was something that I was passionate about, that I was good at and where I felt most comfortable. I felt confident dressing up and pretending to be someone else; I didn’t see that there was any problem with that. Then I faced my own adversities in university. The people around me weren’t the same supportive network that I had back home. The students around me came from money and middle-class backgrounds and had very little time for the girl from North Wales. I changed myself, became reclusive, and subsequently left the university I was at to study somewhere else because I didn’t feel like me anymore. My gender meant that I was supposed to behave in a certain way, and while there were people like me in university, I didn’t fit in with what they classed as normal either. It makes you begin to think that maybe you’re not.

			The current climate

			Even in 2018, gender stereotypes are all around us – this is a sorry state of affairs.

			Imagine that you were brought up being told that ‘this is for girls’ and that some stuff ‘is for boys’ – and that we shouldn’t really cross those boundaries. Unfortunately, due to this limited way of thinking that all generations – including ours – have been plagued with, we are still instilling our children with these thoughts and ideas, however subconsciously.

			Gender is a challenging issue. We find ourselves in a world where adults are segregated on pay, job opportunities, and respect based purely on their gender. People we have grown up respecting – those formerly loved in entertainment or in positions of power – are now being revealed as very different people who abuse their power to the point of horror – people that we perhaps wouldn’t have listened to if we had known. Before we know it, we are going to be in a world where men and women don’t feel as though they can trust each other because all around us, influential people are standing up and saying that what is happening with people abusing their power is wrong, and yet it doesn’t seem that much is being done to stop it. This will have a hugely detrimental effect on the children in our care. Some people are standing up because they can see that things aren’t fair, that they haven’t been fair for a long time. But still for too many people, it’s much easier to stand by and watch the world continue to turn in the same way that it always has done.

			If you’re asking yourself, ‘How will this book actually benefit me?’, it depends whether you already agree with my views on equality. I am passionate about equality in all manners, and I don’t think that children should be made to feel like they can’t do anything they set their mind to. If you have a similar mindset then yes, the book probably will help you. Whatever walk of life you find yourself in, you’ve picked up this book for a reason. Chances are, you’ve already recognised that change is needed and the purpose of this book is to cement that belief and help you to make that change. We will look at how gender divisions still play a part in our classrooms and how, albeit inadvertently, we are enforcing the belief in children that their future is predetermined by their gender. If, however, you have more traditional views on gender, or if you’re one of those who believes that there doesn’t need to be any change, then this book will hopefully open your eyes to other perspectives, some that maybe you hadn’t considered yet. 

			Here’s the layout…

			In this book, we will explore the history of gender equality and then I will discuss three different areas of gender division that I have seen first-hand in schools.

			The first section will look at gender inequality through the ages, because everyone likes a bit of history! The book will highlight where there are differences in views throughout the ages and in different cultures. History is crucial; if you know where you’ve come from, you have a better idea of where you’re going. It’s important to have an understanding and a respect for everything that has happened to help this cause in the past. In keeping with my love for archaeology, I will even go as far back as the Ancient Greeks. It’s worth remembering that we aren’t the only people to have fought for equality, so let’s do it right.

			The second section will explore the academic differences that we all seemingly recognise in children based on their gender. Belief in ‘facts’ – such as ‘girls are better readers’, or ‘boys are much stronger with their sciences’ – are part of the problem that we are facing in our classroom. A look into some real data, and some good old-fashioned myth-busting will have you deleting the gender column on your data spreadsheet as soon as you finish reading. I believe that this is a crucial part to comprehend in order to make a change. If we harbour predispositions that girls aren’t going to do as well as boys in maths, then we’re hardly setting high expectations for them, are we? Academic differences are something that we have used as a standard in our schools for years. A child who is good at maths shouldn’t be a shock just because she’s a girl. The same goes for the imaginative, creative child – we automatically picture a Matilda. We are conjuring and imagining these statistics, and all they are doing is creating a divide for our children.

			The third section will focus on aspirational differences in children. Aspiration is a huge deal. Take my archaeology: had I been just a little bit more aspirational then I might have become a respected archaeologist in the field of Ancient Egypt. This is one of the most influential factors in how our children think. I got my dream from a film; others get them from looking at their parents or the adults around them. My parents both have your stereotypical ‘gendered jobs’. My mother is a beautician and my father is a car salesman. Couldn’t get more ’girl’/’boy’ than that! However, I’ve never thought of them as those stereotypes. My mum owns her own business and has worked her way up. My dad is a sales executive of a luxury car brand. That’s it. Jobs are what you make of them; if you love what you do and you’re forward thinking then any job can be hugely satisfying, and it wouldn’t have made any difference to me if my parents had swapped jobs, because they’re still my parents. My parents have been successful in their jobs because they love what they do. Children see the adults around them being successful, or not being so successful, and this may have an effect. What shouldn’t have an effect is their parents’ genders determining what they do. The same goes with children.

			The fourth section will address the outside pressures that our children face. We’re not so naïve to think that all of the world’s problems can be solved from inside the classroom. We know that this battle is far bigger than any of us, but we can do something about it. We can make sure that our children have the best start to life. If we have mastered this in the classroom then that’s a solid foundation for other teachers to build on in the future. Unfortunately, some pressures on gender in children don’t occur in school. Hopefully, this section of the book will make you aware of outside issues and how you can make a difference outside of the classroom too.

			Each section will be underpinned with examples and conversations with real, current children in the education system. It’s much more worthwhile asking them directly what their opinions are rather than imagining what you think is best for them, and their responses have made me feel proud to be an educator.

			Why me?

			This book comes from a deep-seated need for me to help children to grow up knowing that they can do whatever they want to do, regardless of their gender. It has always bemused me that some toys were for girls and some for boys; that boys couldn’t read fairy tales and that girls couldn’t climb trees. At age 12, I found it astounding that my own brother was laughed at affectionately for asking for a pink pushchair and a doll (that he named Lucy) when he was three years old. Children are the most impressionable beings that we will ever meet. They look to us as adults to help guide them through life so that they can be the best that they can and I can’t help but feel that we are still letting them down.

			As a primary teacher, I desperately try to bust all of the myths that my children believe about what women and men are able to do. My classes leave me and go to secondary school with a high opinion of themselves and their abilities – why shouldn’t they? They work hard for the whole time they’re in primary school; they should move on with a sense of pride. They are quick to correct people saying anything derogatory about any gender because they know that they have a great understanding of the idea that gender doesn’t matter. The issue that I have – and one of the reasons that I have written the book – is that I’m doing this every year. With different children. All coming to me from the younger years where gender is reinforced in a classroom. It’s not intentional and it’s not malicious, but it is unnecessary. This book is a toolkit – for educators, parents, and just about anyone else who believes that change is afoot. It’s a toolkit to banish gender stereotypes from our education system so that the next generation of leaders can grow up without the restraints that were forced upon us. I don’t want any child leaving me giving up their dream like I did. Yes, it was childish, but I still get frustrated with myself for not believing that I could do it simply because no other girls I knew wanted to be an archaeologist. My misconceptions were just that: misconceptions. I could have been an archaeologist; I could have been a spy, I could have been a hairdresser; I could have been a footballer. And I suppose I still could.

			For me, this book serves a big purpose: to push for real equality for our young people. We’re not too far away now from achieving real goals such as having genderless classrooms, and there’s been a lot of work done by other people that have helped the chasm between men and women to narrow. However, there is still a way to go. Even if this book just makes you think about how you treat the children in your classroom whether you mean to or not, that would show that the book is serving its purpose. Children shouldn’t be brought up thinking that they are restricted by the gender that they had no choice over. As teachers, we are some of the most influential people in our children’s lives. Some feel they can trust us more than they can trust their parents and we spend an awful lot of time with them every single day. What’s to say you aren’t going to be the person who makes the child achieve their dreams? Even just by telling them that it’s okay to be who they want to be. You shouldn’t expect to make massive changes in your school but even that one change in your classroom could make a real difference to them.

			This book is going to help you make the change that is needed. My aim is that it will make you aware of gender issues that are at play in our education system and give you ways to make others aware too. It will hopefully bust some misconceptions that we have around gender in children and, most importantly, it will supply you with an arsenal of tools that Indiana Jones would be envious of.

		

	
		
			Section 1: A history of gender inequality in education 

			Having attended school in the ’70s and ’80s, I remember when my friends and I were separated before we had even entered the school gates. One door was the entrance for the boys and another was the entrance for girls. This segregation continued further: not just with entrances, but with toilets and changing rooms. Divisions also existed in the assembly hall. Segregation was woven into the structure of the school building and day-to-day routines. The segregation filtered into some subject teaching. Sex education lessons; gender-biased subjects such as food technology; and sport: the boys would play rugby and the girls hockey. There was no consideration of whether either wanted to do the other!

			According to McNaughton (2000), children spend a substantial amount of time attempting to behave like a ‘normal girl’ or a ‘normal boy’ and to conform to their own culture’s views of masculinity and femininity – with many studies demonstrating that children see our emotions and copy these to express themselves.

			How does this unfold in our classrooms? Comments on presentation, hygiene and subject pathways when talking with both genders. How much of this do we support by the things that we say when providing (verbal) feedback in the classroom?

			The Bailey Review (2011), Letting Children Be Children, set out a list of ‘recommendations in relation to the sexualisation and commercialisation of childhood’. It claimed to represent the views of parents on sexualisation and gendered products, and included suggestions such as magazine covers with sexualised images hidden and not easily seen by children, age rating for music videos, and blocking children’s access to the internet.

			The research considered the views of over 1000 parents with 70 parents taking part in qualitative research and focus groups. 552 children and young people took part. Recommendations exceeded the boundaries of school and the home, calling for the retail industry ‘to be “explicitly and systematically family friendly, from design and buying through to display and marketing”’ (Barker and
Duschinsky, 2012). 

			The review concluded that there was ‘no strong evidence that gender stereotyping in marketing or products influences children’s behaviour’ and that ‘the marketing of pink products for girls could have a positive impact’ (e.g. getting them interested in science if it was marketed in pink packaging and related to beauty/pampering). What hope do we have if these are official government recommendations?

			Brief overview: a history of gender

			Everyone likes a little dip into the history textbooks! We are going to have a brief journey through time to find out just what education was like in ‘the olden days’, focusing pretty heavily on how gender was viewed by our oh-so-wise ancestors!

			Gender divides have been present in societies since the beginning of time. Men and women have always had roles assigned to them, men typically being given more physical elements of work and women there to look after the house and family. It is therefore no surprise that we are predisposed to act a certain way, because that’s what society dictates to us. Since the beginning of time, men were the ones who hunted for food and women took the far less dangerous job of collecting things that couldn’t fight back for food and warmth while they looked after the children. In its most basic sense, this doesn’t seem horrendous and it’s not. Men typically are built larger and can therefore complete heavy-duty tasks more easily than a woman. When this becomes a problem is when it is assumed that women are incapable or even unworthy of doing such jobs.

			With gender issues having been at the forefront of the societal stage for many years, it’s interesting to look back at gender roles over time to see how they have developed. From Ancient Greece, where men were thinkers and workers, to Shakespearean times, where men dressed as women for entertainment, to the female workers during the World Wars, there have always been divides in how men and women were perceived. In this chapter, we will explore the changing attitudes between men and women and how these have helped to reinforce the stereotypes that we see in our everyday lives.

			The World Health Organisation defines it in the following way:

			‘Gender refers to the socially constructed characteristics of women and men – such as norms, roles and relationships of and between groups of women and men’ (WHO, 2018)

			The poignant section of this quote is where it is stated that gender refers to ‘socially constructed characteristics’. This would suggest that the characteristics are not biological; they’re not natural. In actual fact, they’re more like fashioned ideals of what we are supposed to be and how we are supposed to act. This then raises the question: why are we still finding ourselves in a society where if we are not deemed to be acting appropriately to our gender, we are seen as unnatural?

			When did it begin to make sense that people can only learn things according to their gender? Surely with the great minds that we’ve had in our history, someone will have realised that gender is simply not a cause for exclusion. I’m sure that I’m not alone in thinking that these divides are ludicrous, and that something needs to be explored in order for it to be fixed.

			When looking at history, literature contains many clues as to where we come from. The earliest texts on education were written in Greek or Aramaic; from these, we can gather some indications of what education was like in this time through the hard work of translators. As we move forward through time, education becomes more refined, curriculum comes into place, and education becomes something for everyone. 

			As educators, we love showing the children how much education has moved forward and how much it’s changed. Many days are spent in our classrooms dressed as teachers and children from times before our own. Imagine the scene. You’re completing a topic on the Second World War and you want to spend the day dressed as pupils and teachers from a classroom at that time. What are the children wearing? What are you wearing? Is there a clear divide between genders? It was automatically assumed that the girls would wear dresses and the boys would wear shorts and a shirt. Now, I’m not saying that there is an issue with this. People in those times had their own views and they had societal norms just as we do now. What still astounds me is the fact that we are still conforming to those norms when re-enacting. I’m guilty of having done this myself – until one child in my class was uncomfortable with the expectations of their own gender.

			Picture this: a whole day dedicated to acting, behaving and dressing like people from the Victorian era. I was teaching my Year 5 class and (given my background in drama) I thought that it be a good idea to get the children up and involved to visualise what education would have been like then. The children all loved the idea and I was excited about it too. Given that we had been looking at how Victorian people dressed and how they behaved, the children had preconceived ideas about how they were going to dress on this day. This one child came to me at the end of the day after I told them what we were going to be doing and they were in tears. Through clouded eyes, I was asked, ‘Will I have to wear a dress?’ At that moment, I realised that I had made a slight error in judgement. I hadn’t thought about the fact that I should have considered whether some children would feel uncomfortable. I tried to explain to her that she could wear whatever would make her feel comfortable, despite what the other children chose to wear. I almost felt guilty that I had to give this explanation because a child at the age of nine believed that, in order to keep ‘in’ with what happened at that time, she would have to dress in a way that was not comfortable for her. This piqued an interest for me in the history of gender, especially in education.

			This section of the book will focus on gender and equality in education throughout the ages. Children are educated all over the world and, even today, some children are not able to have an education due to cultural and societal norms. While equality in education has come a long way, it’s still not at the level that we would expect given the advancements that we have seen in modern day. We would like to think that the days of women being forced to take sewing classes instead of arithmetic are gone; but in some cultures this is still expected, and considered to be normal.

			We will now go through different eras in chronological order to explore how education was undertaken and what expectations were given for different genders.

			Ancient Greece

			In Ancient Sparta, both boys and girls were educated physically. With the belief that all members of society should be strong, there weren’t huge deviations between genders here. The belief was held that strong women made for strong children. Ancient Greece was well ahead of the time with their thoughts on education. So what did the great minds of the Ancient Greek civilisation think about educating their young?

			 

			Plato

			‘If women are expected to do the same work as men, we must teach them the same things.’

			Ancient Greek philosopher Plato made this statement in the Republic, circa 380 BC. It is a show of understanding, of acceptance and of equality. In a world run by men, Plato emerges with a point of view that was forward thinking for his time. Even by entertaining the idea that women could do the same jobs as men, he was displaying some advanced views on equality.

			While Plato was relatively progressive with his views on gender, he still held the view that women were inferior to men. As a rule, in Ancient Greek civilisation, women were not allowed to take part in anything considered above them (for example, law or politics) but were more suitably placed in the home to look after the family. It is also worth mentioning that while men were regarded as being above women in societal hierarchy, men were not all classed as equals: class and stature played a large part in how much a person could achieve.

			Education in Ancient Greece placed a huge emphasis on play – rather akin to our Foundation Stage now! As early as 2400 years ago, Plato himself theorised that children’s play could in fact be educational! He puts great importance on the arts of music and gymnastics, leading early ideas that what is good for the body and soul is good for the mind. Having boys learn this was of the utmost importance, showing a world more forward thinking than the world we live in now, completely opposing what we would class as the male stereotype. Girls in Ancient Greece were not permitted to attend school like their male counterparts, but it was thought beneficial to train girls to fight alongside the boys.

			Socrates

			As the forefather of philosophical thinking, Socrates was the main influence for Plato as a thinker. Socrates believed in educating through dialogue rather than through writing – the dawning of oracy!

			Socrates introduced the world of education to the Socratic Method of teaching: asking a universal question and promoting philosophical debate. ‘Why are we here?’, when asked in my classroom, comes up with some of the most fantastic ideas that I have ever heard.

			The philosopher had a great reverence for women, believing that women were equal to men in terms of virtue and asserting that men could not be happy if women were not. Understandably, Plato took on many of his thoughts and beliefs as his own: he was an incredibly influential figure who sometimes opposed the norm. On his philosophical quest, Socrates was faced with charges from the Athenian government for not believing in the gods and for misleading the young people in his care. It’s striking how many comparisons we can draw between then and now with people being persecuted for not believing what they ought to in society’s eyes.

			With these influential men leading generations of learners, it’s interesting to look at how their ideas vary from each other and how some are still paralleled today.

			Aristotle

			‘Those who educate children well are more to be honoured than they who produce them; for these only gave them life, those the art of living well.’

			This quote reveals some early thinking about the value of teachers. By stating that those who educate children give them a better chance at doing well in life, Aristotle is placing teachers on a higher pedestal than the parents who give birth to them. 

			As a student of Plato’s Academy, Aristotle was in the presence of some of the most incredible minds of the early civilisations. Despite sharing his platform with others who had very different ideas, he had super-clear ideas as to what he thought education should be, and defined the different areas himself. Aristotle believed that there were four main areas of education: reading and writing, physical training, music and drawing.

			He also made it clear that he believed these skills ought to be taught at different stages of a child’s development in order to create a person with a good moral, spiritual and mental state. This hugely advanced thinking for his time is amazingly still echoed in our teaching over 2000 years later wherein new activities and subjects are introduced to the children throughout their schooling.

			Sharing his ideas as to the order of the skills that he deemed crucial, we see our very first blueprint of a curriculum. Aristotle totally understood the importance of having a solid structure and a legislative body to update it.

			In terms of his views on gender, he was not as progressive as Plato. Aristotle had firm beliefs that women were inferior to men in all manners. They were simply passive recipients in procreation and were more at risk of danger because of their willingness to succumb to emotion! Given the enormous reach that Aristotle had in his power, it’s no wonder that his views on ‘the weaker sex’ were shared by many of those who studied under him. Just like teachers now, children will believe whatever you teach them, because, being in a position of trust, you’re supposed to tell them the truth – it’s not surprising that these views are still held by some people 2000 years later!

			Roman Britain

			After the Greeks came the Romans. The Roman Empire was exceedingly big and therefore had a massive impact on the way the world works, even today. Romans saw great value in education and it’s in part due to the Romans that we have the ability to read and write here in Britain.

			The initial education system developed by the Romans was drawn from the Greek system that preceded it. The Romans understood the way that the Greeks had taught their youth and understood that it was a well-established programme, leading to some of the best thinkers of the age – clearly they wanted a bit of the action!

			The Romans took education very seriously and even the poor often learned the basic skills of reading and writing. Learning in Ancient Rome was very different from modern-day learning. Children would be severely beaten as punishment for things such as being late. The school day was from sunrise to sunset and the curriculum was pretty limited.

			And the gap appears again in Ancient Rome when the boys were sent to school (usually at least until they were 14) but girls stayed at home. Some girls were educated to the age of around 11 or 12, but after this age they were able to go and get married so studies that they undertook were more about being a good wife and a good mother. Women were taught to cook and to take care of the household while the men were trained in fighting and public speaking.

			‘We should not write so that it is possible for the reader to understand us, but so that it is impossible for him to misunderstand us.’

			– Marcus Fabius Quintilianus

			 

			As they built an empire spanning Europe and the Mediterranean, the Romans conquered Britain too. It was at this point that we saw Britain’s first recorded education system. Romans were fierce warriors and understood the way of the world.

			In terms of school, children were educated to a certain extent. Schooling in Roman times was more accepting than we might first think. The learning was split into three different parts, and these parts were undertaken by children of different statures and classes. At a younger age, children would learn reading, writing and arithmetic; they would then move onto grammar and then further their studies in rhetoric. It wasn’t always the case that it was the rich that went to school. It wasn’t exclusively for males. While girls would not reach the higher levels of education in Roman society, more often than not they would be able to engage in the first stage of learning. If all the brothers and the family were studying grammar and rhetoric, it wouldn’t be uncommon for the sisters of the family to engage in the same learning at home.

			As with most societies, the rich and the aristocratic had more of a chance to receive a better education, a paid education.

			Grammar in the Roman sense of the word is not massively close to what we would class as grammar now. Rather than understanding what the different parts of language are, the Roman use of the word ‘grammar’ referred to a course of literature and language, leading onto more oral-focused work so that the students would be able to express themselves in a more eloquent manner.

			The Romans brought reading and writing to Britain in 43 AD; until then, there was no such means to be documenting information. It was a huge jump in the British civilisation to now have the skills. Obviously they wanted to share it – and where better place to start than with the youth!

			Given that the skills that had been transferred used Latin as the key language, it created quite a job for the teachers at the time, who had to teach every subject as if it were in a second language – which for many it was. Many of the tutors in Roman times were Greek slaves, whose main job was to create more educated scholars to continue the rise of the Roman Empire.

			There is not a huge amount of recorded information about Roman schooling in Britain, which isn’t ideal; but what we do know is that, having gone through the Roman education system in Britain, one was much more likely to be of a higher rank as one aged!

			Medieval Britain

			A year that so many of us remember from our own school years, 1066 marked the Norman conquest of Britain. The ambitions of three possible heirs to the throne culminated in a bloody battle near Hastings, with William the Conqueror taking the throne, rightfully or not.

			The number of people educated at the time of the Norman Conquest was limited to the wealthy; and even then, not all wealthy people had a level of education. Leading on from the Roman times 600 years prior, schools had been pushed more towards churches and education was in the
hands of religion.

			The Normans saw a demand for more people to be educated. With trade between countries booming, people needed to understand how to communicate with others in order to keep trade alive. Trade was mainly done in Latin, meaning that lessons had to be taught in Latin too.

			This led us to the emergence of grammar schools in England. No longer was it just the wealthy or aristocratic who wanted education to further themselves up the hierarchical ranks; now traders needed some understanding of Latin to be able to trade between countries using a common tongue. Grammar schools provided a way for wealthier trading towns to ensure that their heirs were able to continue trading after they were gone.

			Schools in Norman times were exclusively for males. One teacher would teach boys in a single room, often using the older boys to educate the younger due to the lack of resources. Schools were strict and books were far too expensive, so rote learning was the way to go!

			It is commonly thought by many historians that all schools were still headed by the monasteries, which isn’t the case. The emergence of overseas trade meant that schools were free-standing and set up by wealthy merchants wanting to further the reach of their business by educating the children that they had raised themselves. Schools were no longer exclusively for the wealthy or those wishing to devote their life to God, but they were still virtually exclusively for males.
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