
EDU 6120: Foundations 

Session 4: The Roman Way and Traditional Values 
 

I. Roman Republic 5th century origins 

 A.  Greek settlement and influence widespread in southern Italy by the 5
th
 century B.C.; 

Etruscans from western Asia Minor to central Italy several hundred years earlier and mixed with 

Italic peoples on the Plain of Latium south of the Tiber.  Italic city-state of Rome founded in 753 

B.C. 

 --agricultural life predominant from which stemmed their body of customs (mos 

maiorum); contrasts with Greek cosmopolitan life and commerce, and the distinct Roman respect 

for rule by law 

 --law codes fought for by the plebian majority to secure rights from the privileged 

patrician minority (possession of land, right of inheritance, father as pater familias) 

 --Law of the Twelve Tables determined individual rights and obligations derived from 

the mos maiorum and Greek codes of Solon 

 

II. Early Roman training of children 

A.  The Twelve Tables became the basic texts of early Roman education.  (e.g., "If a man 

is summoned to court and does not go, let witnesses be called, and then let the plaintiff seize him.  

If he resists or runs away….) 

B.  Cardinal Roman values (Cato's "good man, skilled in speaking"): pietas (obligations 

to gods, parents, and benefactors), gravitas (dignity), virtus (manliness and bravery), and loyalty 

 

III. Roman expansion (4
th

-3
rd

 century B.C.)  brought Greece, Sicily, and North Africa under 

its control 

 A.  Conquests lead to administrative needs (proconsuls, legates, aediles, tribunes, etc.) 

made possible through a literate class of civil servants and the scribae (many of Greek heritage) 

renewed influence of Greek ideas about life and education. 

 --the Greek teacher of basic literacy (grammatistes) became the Roman litterator though 

these usually were Greek slaves (the teacher of numeracy was a calculator) 

 --most were private tutors, so the Greek paidogogos (schoolmaster) became the Latin 

paedagogus, and paidea becomes humanitas 

--some private schools conducted by 2
nd

 century B.C. litteratores; principal studies were 

the Twelve Tables, Homer, rhetoric, and oratory (cp. Greek emphasis on philosophy) 

 B.  Four stages of Roman schooling: elementary literacy (ages 7-12); grammar and 

literature (13-17; Golden Age authors including Virgil, Horace, Livy, Caesar); school of rhetoric 

and/or military service (18-20+), and higher learning 

 C.  Instruction usually conducted on a veranda upstairs room in a Roman villa (the ludus, 

from luda, "game;" cp. Greek schole, "leisure"), though coercion and chastisement became 

commonplace.  

--principal instruments of instruction the wax covered tablet (tabella) and metal stylus, 

later ink pens and boards 

--books (manuele) became widespread in the 1
st
 century A.D., made of rolled papyrus on 

wooden rods, sometimes wrapped with protective treated skins (membranum) and stored in 

boxes.  The papyrus stalks were pounded into sheets (paginae) and joined into the rolls.   

--vellum and parchment originated in Asia Minor then spread to the Orient and Rome, 

skins folded into sheets of 4, sewn on left edge, and sometimes covered with wooden board 

covers--forerunners of  modern books, called codices membranei (from caudex, tree trunk), 

usually reserved for legal codes, revolutionary for being secure and portable 

--libraries (bibliotheki) emerging in the 1
st
 century; early Christians used codices for the 

gospels and epistles 



 

IV. Marcus Tullius Cicero (104-43 B.C.), 58 of his 106 speeches and his treatise on oratory, De 

oratore, survive; he is the first great Roman writer on education 

A. Affirmed the "Roman way" of traditional customs and adherence to rule by law, to be 

perpetuated through active civic virtue 

B. Favored study of Greek philosophy while opposing the sexual proclivities of the Greek 

gymnasion 

C. De oratore:  the public square is the life of goodness and meaning; participation 

requires competence and training best afforded by knowledge of the liberal arts and skill in 

speaking (i.e., "rhetoric," or preparation and organization of material to be presented), and 

"oratory," or active performance (in forensics, deliberations, and eulogy) 

--development of these special skills means they can be pursued only   

by an elite 

  

 See the “Architecture of Moral Education” and implications for American classroom 

experience. 

 

V. Marcus Fabius Quintilanus (c. 35-90 A.D.), Quintillion was a native of Calogurris in 

northern Spain, educated in Rome where he returned after teaching briefly in his homeland.  

About 70 A.D. named the first Imperial Professor of Rhetoric, and became tutor to Emperor 

Domitian's nephews.  His classic Institutio oratoria (The Institutes of Oratory) set forth in most 

complete form the aims, methods, and content of Roman education as well as its philosophy and 

principles.  Many ideas were original to Quintillion while others are traced through Cicero to 

Isocrates and Socrates. 

A. The aim of education:  producing vir bonus, dicendi peritus--a "good man, skilled in 

speaking," through a well-rounded education (enkyklios paideia, combined by the 

Romans into "encylopedia") 

B. Content 

--literacy, grammar (analysis, declension, conjugation, syntax), literature 

--rhetoric, mathematics, music 

C. Methodology and psychology in the learning process 

--group instruction superior to private tutoring morally and socially 

--teacher attitudes and conduct as potent influences on the young 

--choose tasks appropriate to a student's interests (the “doctrine of interests”), ability 

(vs. age), interests, and memory 

--physical coercion counterproductive; encouragement and personal example far 

more effective 

--emphasized plasticity, the simultaneous instruction of different subjects, not by 

separate sequence as was commonplace 

--using sentences of high moral significance (sed honestrum aliquid monentes) 

followed by lines of poets and sayings of famous persons 

--the liberal arts consist of organizational means (the trivium of grammar, rhetoric, 

and philosophy) and organizational content (the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, 

astronomy, and music)  

 

VI. Pliny the Elder (23-79 A.D.) and the monumental Natural History, 37 of the original 102 

books survive, sought to collate from written sources all available knowledge in the natural 

sciences (claimed 474 authors) 

A. Affirmed active research and observation (died in the eruption of Vesuvius when 

Pompeii perished!) 

B.  Stimulated others to emulate his approach and prompted encyclopedism 



-------------------------------- 

 

Session 4 Readings: Plutarch and Quintilion 

 

 

“The Education of Children” 

by Plutarch (46-120 AD) 

9. As a general statement, the same assertion may be made in regard to moral excellence that we 

are in the habit of making in regard to the arts and sciences, namely, that there must be a 

concurrence of three things in order to produce perfectly right action, and these are : nature, 

reason, and habit. By reason I mean the act of learning, and by habit constant practice. The first 

beginnings come from nature, advancement from learning, the practical use from continued 

repetition, and the culmination from all combined; but so far as any one of these is wanting, the 

moral excellence must, to this extent, be crippled. For nature without learning is a blind thing, 

and learning without nature is an imperfect thing, and practice without both is an ineffective 

thing. Just as in farming, first of all the soil must be good, secondly, the husbandman skilful, and 

thirdly, the seed sound, so, after the same manner, nature is like to the soil, the teacher to the 

farmer, and the verbal counsels and precepts like to the seed. I should strenuously insist that three 

qualities met together and formed a perfect union in the souls of those men who are celebrated 

among all mankind—Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, and all who have attained an ever-living fame. 

Now it is a fortunate thing and a token of divine love if ever a heavenly power has bestowed all 

these qualities on any one man; but if anybody imagines that those not endowed with natural 

gifts, who yet have the chance to learn and to apply themselves in the right way to the attaining of 

virtue, cannot repair the want of their nature and advance so far as in them lies, let him know that 

he is 

10. Now the free-born child should not be allowed to go without some knowledge, both through 

hearing and observation, of every branch also of what is called general education; yet these he 

should learn only incidentally, just to get a taste of them, as it were (for perfection in everything 

is impossible), but philosophy he should honor above all else. I can perhaps make my opinion 

clear by means of a figure: for example, it is a fine thing to voyage about and view many cities, 

but profitable to dwell only in the best one. And it was a clever saying of Bion, the philosopher, 

that just as the suitors, not being able to approach Penelope, consorted with her maid-servants, so 

also do those who are not able to attain to philosophy wear themselves to a shadow over the other 

kinds of education which have no value. Wherefore it is necessary to make philosophy as it were 

the head and front of all education. For as regards the care of the body men have discovered two 

sciences, the medical and the gymnastic, of which the one implants health, the other sturdiness, in 

the body; but for the illnesses and affections of the mind philosophy alone is the remedy.  

For through philosophy and in company with philosophy it is possible to attain knowledge of 

what is honorable and what is shameful, what is just and what is unjust, what, in brief, is to be 

chosen and what to be avoided, how a man must bear himself in his relations with the gods, with 

his parents, with his elders, with the laws, with strangers, with those in authority, with friends, 

with women, with children, with servants; that one ought to reverence the gods, to honor one’s 

parents, to respect one’s elders, to be obedient to the laws, to yield to those in authority, to love 

one’s friends, to be chaste with women, to be affectionate with children, and not to be 

overbearing with slaves; and, most important of all, not to be over-joyful at success or overmuch 

distressed at misfortune, nor to be dissolute in pleasures, nor impulsive and brutish in temper. 

These things I regard as pre-eminent among all the advantages which accrue from philosophy. 

For to have a generous heart in prosperity shows a man, to excite no envy withal shows a 



disciplined nature; to rule pleasure by reason marks the wise man, and not every man can master 

his passion. But I regard as perfect, so far as men can be, those who, are able to combine and 

mingle political capacity with philosophy; and I am inclined to think that these are secure in the 

possession of two things which are of the greatest good: a life useful to the world in their public 

position, and the calm and untroubled life in their pursuit of philosophy. For there are three forms 

of life, of which the first is the practical life, the second the contemplative life, and the third the 

life of enjoyment. The last, which is dissolute, let them lay the blame therefore upon fortune and 

not upon him who gives this counsel. Even the poor must endeavor, as well as they can, to 

provide the best education for their children, but, if that be impossible, then they must avail 

themselves of that which is within their means. I have burdened the discussion with this minor 

matter so as to connect therewith in due order the other topics which tend toward the right 

education of the young. 

12. This also I assert, that children ought to be led to honorable practices by means of 

encouragement and reasoning, and most certainly not by blows or ill-treatment, for it surely is 

agreed that these are fitting rather for slaves than for the free-born; for so they grow numb and 

shudder at their tasks, partly from the pain of the blows, partly from the degradation. Praise and 

reproof are more helpful for the free-born than any sort of ill-usage, since the praise incites them 

toward what is honorable, and reproof keeps them from what is disgraceful. 

But rebukes and praise should be used alternately and in a variety of ways; it is well to choose 

some time when the children are full of confidence to put them to shame by rebuke, and then in 

turn to cheer them up by praises, and to imitate the nurses, who, when they have made their 

babies cry, in turn offer them the breast for comfort. Moreover in praising them it is essential not 

to excite and puff them up, for they are made conceited and spoiled by excess of praise. 

 

The Institutes of Oratory (sel.) 

Quintilion (35-95 AD) 

From Book I: 

Preface: . . . My first book will be concerned with the education preliminary to the duties of the 

teacher of rhetoric. My second will deal with the rudiments of the schools of rhetoric and with 

problems connected with the essence of rhetoric itself. The next five will be concerned with 

Invention, in which I include Arrangement. The four following will be assigned to Eloquence, 

under which head I include Memory and Delivery. Finally there will be one book in which our 

complete orator will be delineated; as far as my feeble powers permit, I shall discuss his 

character, the rules which should guide him in undertaking, studying and pleading cases, the style 

of his eloquence, the time at which he should cease to plead cases and the studies to which he 

should devote himself after such cessation. In the course of these discussions I shall deal in its 

proper place with the method of teaching by which students will acquire not merely a knowledge 

of those things to which the name of art is restricted by certain theorists, and will not only come 

to understand the laws of rhetoric, but will acquire that which will increase their powers of speech 

and nourish their eloquence. For as a rule the result of the dry textbooks on the art of rhetoric is 

that by straining after excessive subtlety they impair and cripple all the nobler elements of style, 

exhaust the lifeblood of the imagination and leave but the bare bones, which, while it is right and 

necessary that they should exist and be bound each to each by their respective ligaments, require 

a covering of flesh as well. 

There is however one point which I must emphasize before I begin, which is this. Without natural 

gifts technical rules are useless. Consequently the student who is devoid of talent will derive no 

more profit from this work than barren soil from a treatise on agriculture. There are, it is true, 



other natural aids, such as the possession of a good voice and robust lungs, sound health, powers 

of endurance and grace, and if these are possessed only to a moderate extent, they may be 

improved by methodical training. In some cases, however, these gifts are lacking to such an 

extent that their absence is fatal to all such advantages as talent and study can confer, while, 

similarly, they are of no profit in themselves unless cultivated by skilful teaching, persistent study 

and continuous and extensive practice in writing, reading and speaking. 

I. I would, therefore, have a father conceive the highest hopes of his son from the moment of his 

birth. If he does so, he will be more careful about the groundwork of his education. For there is 

absolutely no foundation for the complaint that but few men have the power to take in the 

knowledge that is imparted to them, and that the majority are so slow of understanding that 

education is a waste of time and labor. On the contrary you will find that most are the broad 

daylight of a respectable school to the solitude and obscurity of a private education. For all the 

best teachers pride themselves on having a large number of pupils and think themselves worthy of 

a bigger audience. On the other hand in the case of inferior teachers a consciousness of their own 

defects not seldom reconciles them to being attached to a single pupil and playing the part—for it 

amounts to little more—of a mere pedagogics….  

. . . Let me now explain my own views. It is above all things necessary that our future orator, who 

will have to live in the utmost publicity and in the broad daylight of public life, should become 

accustomed from his childhood to move in society without fear and habituated to a life far 

removed from that of the pale student, the solitary and recluse. His mind requires constant 

stimulus and excitement, whereas retirement such as has just been mentioned induces languor and 

the mind becomes mildewed like things that are left in the dark, or else flies to the opposite 

extreme and becomes puffed up with empty conceit; for he who has no standard of comparison by 

which to judge his own powers will necessarily rate them too high. . . . I say nothing of 

friendships which endure un broken to old age having acquired the binding force of a sacred duty: 

for initiation in the same studies has all the sanctity of initiation in the same mysteries of religion. 

And where shall he acquire that instinct which we call common feeling, if he secludes himself 

from that intercourse which is natural. not merely to mankind but even to dumb animals? Further, 

at home he can only learn what is taught to himself, while at school he will learn what is taught 

others as well. He will hear many merits praised and many faults corrected every day: he will 

derive equal profit from hearing the indolence of a comrade rebuked or his industry commended. 

Such praise will incite him to emulation, he will think it a disgrace to be outdone by his 

contemporaries and a distinction to surpass his seniors. All such incentives provide a valuable 

stimulus, and though ambition may be a fault in itself, it is often the mother of virtues . . . It is a 

good thing therefore that a boy should have in companions whom he will desire first to imitate 

and then to surpass: thus he will be led to aspire to higher achievement. I add that the instructors 

themselves cannot develop the same intelligence and energy before a single listener as they can 

when inspired by the presence of a numerous audience. 

For eloquence depends in the main on the state of the mind, which must be moved, conceive 

images and adapt itself to suit the nature of the subject which is the theme of speech. Further the 

loftier and the more elevated the mind, the more powerful will be the forces which move it: 

consequently praise gives it growth and effort increase, and the thought that it is doing something 

great fills it with joy. The duty of stooping to expend that power of speaking which has been 

acquired at the cost of such effort upon an audience of one gives rise to a silent feeling of disdain, 

and the teacher s ashamed to raise his voice above the ordinary conversational level. Imagine the 

air of a declaimer, or the voice of an orator, his gait, his delivery, the movements of his body, the 

emotions of his mind, and, to go no further, the fatigue of his exertions, all for the sake of one 

listener! Would he not seem little less than a lunatic? No, there would be no such thing as 

eloquence, if we spoke only with one person at a time.  



IV. As soon as the boy has learned to read and write without difficulty, it is the turn for the 

teacher of literature. My words apply equally to Greek and Latin masters, though I prefer that a 

start should be made with a Greek: in either case the method is the same. This profession may be 

most briefly considered under two heads, the art of speaking correctly and the interpretation of 

the poets; but there is more beneath the surface than meets the eye. For the art of writing is 

combined with that of speaking, and correct reading precedes interpretation, while in each of 

these cases criticism has its work to perform. The old school of teachers indeed carried their 

criticism so far that they were not content with deleting lines or rejecting books whose titles they 

regarded as spurious, as though they were expelling a supposititious child from the family circle, 

but also drew up a canon of authors, from which some were omitted altogether. Nor is it 

sufficient to have read the poets only; every kind of writer must be carefully studied, not merely 

for the subject matter, but for the vocabulary; for words often acquire authority from their use by 

a particular author. Nor can such training be regarded as complete if it stop short of music, for the 

teacher of literature has to speak of meter and rhythm: nor again if he be ignorant of astronomy, 

can he understand the poets; for they, to mention no further points, frequently give their 

indications of time by reference to the rising and setting of the stars. Ignorance of philosophy is 

an equal drawback, since there are numerous passages in almost every poem based on the most 

intricate questions of natural philosophy, while among the Greeks we have Empedocles and 

among our own poets Varro and Lucretius, all of whom have ex pounded their philosophies in 

verse. No small powers of eloquence also are required to enable the teacher to speak 

appropriately and fluently on the various points which have just been mentioned. For this reason 

those who criticize the art of teaching literature as trivial and lacking in substance put themselves 

out of court. Unless the foundations of oratory are well and truly laid by the teaching of literature, 

the superstructure will collapse. The study of literature is a necessity for boys and the delight of 

old age, the sweet companion of our privacy and the sole branch of study which has more solid 

substance than display. . . 

Ix. I have now finished with two of the departments, with which teachers of literature profess to 

deal, namely the art of speaking correctly and the interpretation of authors; the former they call 

methods, the latter history. We must however add to their activities instruction in certain 

rudiments of oratory for the benefit of those who are not yet ripe for the schools of rhetoric. Their 

pupils should learn to paraphrase Aesop’s fables, the natural successors of the fairy stories of the 

nursery, in simple and restrained language and subsequently to set down this paraphrase in 

writing with the same simplicity of style: they should begin by analyzing each verse, then give its 

meaning in different language, and finally proceed to a freer paraphrase in which they will be 

permitted now to abridge and now to embellish the original, so far as this may be done without 

losing the poet’s meaning. This is no easy task even for the expert instructor, and the pupil who 

handles it successfully will be capable of learning everything. He should also be set to write 

aphorisms moral essays and delineation of character, of which the teacher will first give the 

general scheme, since such themes will be drawn from their reading…. 

 

BOOK II 

As soon therefore as a boy has made sufficient progress in his studies to be able to follow what I 

have styled the first stage of instruction in rhetoric, he should be placed under a rhetorician. Our 

first task must be to enquire whether the teacher is of good character. The reason which leads me 

to deal with this subject in this portion of my work is not that I regard character as a matter of 

indifference where other teachers are concerned ( I have already shown how important I think it 

in the preceding book), but that the age to which the pupil has now attained makes the mention of 

this point especially necessary. For as a rule boys are on the verge of manhood when transferred 

to the teacher of rhetoric and continue with him even when they are young men: consequently we 



must spare no effort to secure that the purity of the teacher’s character should preserve those of 

tenderer years from corruption, while its authority should keep the bolder spirits from breaking 

out into license. Nor is it sufficient that he should merely set an example of the highest personal 

self-control; he must also be able to govern the behavior of his pupils by the strictness of his 

discipline. 

Let him therefore adopt a parental attitude to his pupils, and regard himself as the representative 

of those who have committed their children to his charge. Let him be free from vice himself and 

refuse to tolerate it in others. Let him be strict but not austere, genial but not too familiar: for 

austerity will make him unpopular, while familiarity breeds contempt. Let his discourse 

continually turn on what is good and honorable; the more he admonishes, the less he will have to 

punish. He must control his temper without however shutting his eyes to faults requiring 

correction: his instruction must be free from affectation, his industry great, his demands on his 

class continuous, but not extravagant. He must be ready to answer questions and to put them 

unasked to those who sit silent. In praising the recitations of his pupils he must be neither 

grudging nor over-generous: the former quality will give them a distaste for work, while the latter 

will produce a complacent self-satisfaction. In correcting faults he must avoid sarcasm and above 

all abuse: for teachers whose rebukes seem to imply positive dislike discourage industry. He 

should declaim daily himself and, what is more, without stint, that his class may take his 

utterances home with them. For however many models for imitation he may give them from the 

authors they are reading, it will still be found that fuller nourishment is provided by the living 

voice as we call it, more especially when it proceeds from the teacher himself, who, if his pupils 

are rightly instructed, should be the object of their affection and respect. And it is scarcely 

possible to say how much more readily we imitate those whom we like. 

  


