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Going to School 

An Elizabethan schoolmaster once wrote “that the point of education was to train every person to perform those functions in life which his position shall require”. Most people needed no book-learning to carry out their daily duties, so they received little or no education. Women were expected to content themselves with household work, so girls were rarely educated. 

There were many schools for the sons of the nobility and middle classes. At the start of the 1500’s, most schools were attached to churches or monasteries. In these ‘grammar-schools’, boys whose parents wanted them to go to university, or to become priests, learned almost nothing but Latin grammar. Lessons could go on for ten hours a day, six days a week, that’s 1,826 hours of lessons a year compared to 1080 hours today. The boys had to speak Latin, as well as to write it, and could be punished for speaking their own language. Even small offences were severely punished. A pupil might receive more than fifty strokes of the birch switch in a single day. 

Later in the century noblemen and merchants set up new schools. Many teachers stopped beating information into their pupils. Instead they encouraged them to seek knowledge for themselves. The desire and need for reading and writing prompted the growth of schools. Elementary schools popped up all over Europe, attended by both boys and girls. These schools taught reading, writing, arithmetic, history, geography, and religion. The boys, if their parents desired, could receive advanced education, which included Latin, philosophy, and law, at secondary schools and universities. Girls were occasionally instructed in these subjects by private tutors. 

Formal education was mostly confined to the middle class. The nobility generally taught their children at home, while the poor, laborers and peasants, often did not go to school at all because they could not afford the fees. However, they sometimes attended charity schools run by the church. 

Centres of Learning 

In the 16th century England, there were only two universities – Oxford and Cambridge. A year or two at college had become a useful stepping-stone towards a career as a lawyer, doctor, business-man or a politician. Few undergraduates studied long enough to gain a degree. Most of them went to university when they were about 14 years old, and often got into “riotous company which draweth them away from their books.” 

Students were watched over by tutors. A tutor not only taught his students; he also looked after them when they fell sick, handed out their pocket money, and birched them when they misbehaved. 

Serious students completed the full degree course after 7 years, when he will qualify as a Master of Arts. Many students had to pay for their own board and lodging. They studied subjects ranging from astronomy and the theory of music to theology. Students were tested in written examinations and also in “disputations”. These were debates on a set topic between a student and his masters – in Latin. 

A Reading Public 

The invention of the printing press was one of the most dramatic developments to affect the renaissance world. Until now, the press used hand-carved wooden letters, which produced a poor quality print. Early printed volumes were large, bulky, and expensive, affordable only to wealthy few. With the innovation of movable metal type, it was possible to print entire books. For the first time, exact copies of books could be produced quickly and cheaply. By the 16th century there were more than 1,000 printing workshops through out Europe. 

Suddenly, books, some in pocket-size editions that people could carry around with them, became available to everyone, significantly speeding up the spread of classical knowledge. 

Whereas in the Middle Ages only the clergy and a few others could read, Renaissance readers came from all social classes and walks of life. They included, of course, scholars and students but also aristocrats, merchants, and trades-people. They numbered among them both men and women. 

During the 16th century, about half the population of London could read and write to some degree. By making books plentiful and easily affordable, the printing press certainly led more people to reading and writing. The aristocracy saw literacy as a civilizing influence, and those who could read and write generally advanced further at court. The middle class found literacy a valuable tool in running a business, which required written records and reports. Guilds, professional trade organizations, required that apprentices be able to read and write. 

Literacy was for the most part a city trait, with few in the country, aside from the aristocracy, learning to read, since it was not yet essential for farming. Still, most rural villages had at least one reader who would read aloud to the community from books bought from traveling booksellers. 

England's Bard 

Son of an illiterate glover, William Shakespeare left school at a young age. But a voracious appetite for reading and a natural ear for language more than compensated for his abbreviated education and allowed him to become England’s greatest playwright. 

Born in 1564, Shakespeare moved to London around age 23 and began performing and writing for Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a prominent acting troupe. His career flourished as he penned a score of historical dramas, comedies and tragedies, such as “A Midsummer Night’s Dream”, and “Romeo and Juliet”. The Bard, as he would come to be known, became the principle playwright of the Globe Theatre, and produced his greatest tragedies: Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, and King Lear. 

New Frontiers of Knowledge 

During The middle ages, most scientific knowledge came either from the Greeks or from the church. Anyone who questioned this ‘scientific knowledge’ could be burnt as a heretic. But a number of 16th-century men did dare to challenge some of the age-old beliefs. “Knowledge is a great thing, but only if it is based on experience”. By carefully observing and experimenting, such men began to form their own scientific ideas. 

Copernicus suggested that the earth rotated daily on its axis and, along with other planets, revolved around the sun. Until then it was taught that the sun went around the earth. Galileo was observing the night sky using the recently invented telescope. He discovered that several moons revolve around Jupiter. He also made the first detailed drawings of the moon. Leonardo da Vinci was inventing his flying machines and making the most detailed anatomical drawings of the human body than anyone before. 

Exploring the Heavens 

The basic shape of the universe had been defined by Greek astronomers back in the 2nd century. Their theories stated that Earth is a static body at the center of the universe, and that the planets and the sun revolved around it. This geocentric, or Earth-centered, view had become a cornerstone of Western thought. But the Renaissance provoked a fresh spirit of inquiry. During the 16th century, the astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus put forward and amazing new theory: that the sun is at the center of the universe, around which Earth and the other planet revolve. This single idea led to a revolution in astronomy. 

Medieval astronomers had believed that the moon was a perfectly smooth sphere that produced its own light. Thanks to the development of the telescope, the astronomer Galileo was able to observe the night sky in greater detail than anyone before him. Galileo saw that the surface of the moon was rough and uneven, with valleys and mountains, and that its light was simply a reflection of the sun’s light. 

