Text 3: School through the ages

If you want to know the future, look at the past. If the old saying is true, anyone wanting to know what school will look like in the future should cast their eyes back through the history of education. So, let’s take a present-day student – we’ll call him Bob – and pop him into a time machine. If we flip the dial back a few millennia, what will Bob find?
3000 BCE
Bob steps out of the time machine and into the blistering heat of Mesopotamia. This is where the very first schools were set up. To his surprise, they only learn one subject: writing. Bob spends the day pressing wedge-shaped marks into a clay tablet with a dry reed. The marks, which look like tiny bird beaks, are cuneiform script, the world’s oldest writing system. Discipline is harsh, but Bob’s classmates are all from wealthy backgrounds, so they can pay bribes to the head teacher for better treatment. Bob isn’t so fortunate, but he does have a time machine!
500 BCE
After spinning the dial forwards 2,500 years, Bob arrives in ancient Greece. School is still attended only by the children of the rich, but this time there’s a better range of subjects on offer: writing, reading, music and sports. The bad news is that sports and exercise are done naked! Bob finds out that the word “gymnasium” comes from the Greek word “gymos”, which means naked. He decides it’s high time to head back to his time machine.
300 BCE
Curious about Roman schools, Bob sets the controls for 200 years later. He’s disappointed that school is just a room in a shop, separated from customers by a curtain. But at least everyone keeps their clothes on. He studies reading, writing and arithmetic. Unfortunately, the school day runs from sunrise to sunset, and this continues seven days a week. An exhausted Bob sneaks back to his time machine.
1300
Bob fast-forwards 1,600 years and finds himself in medieval London. His classroom is a big improvement on the shop in Rome: it’s a cathedral. However, Bob’s a bit confused about why they’re all studying Latin. This is England. His teacher tells him that clergymen, attorneys and scientists all need Latin for their work. Bob quickly becomes fed up with studying Latin grammar all day, every day. It’s all too monotonous. Luckily, his time machine is parked in the street outside.
1800
Keen to put some distance between himself and Latin, Bob speeds his time machine forwards another five centuries. When he steps out, he’s in an industrial town. The local school is a real surprise: the class includes students from working class families. And, for the first time in thousands of years, there are girls! Schooling has become not only compulsory for all children, but co-educational, too. Unfortunately, all age groups are in the same classroom, and there is only one teacher, so Bob is taught by an older student who doesn’t seem to know much more than he does
1960
Bob travels forwards another 160 years and hops out in the twentieth century. For the first time ever, lessons are not just learning things by heart. He is allowed to find out things for himself and to share ideas with other students. And best of all, there is no corporal punishment for making mistakes! The classroom is equipped with a TV, and everyone is really excited about this new technology. Bob wonders how they’d feel if they found out a time machine was sitting in the school car park.
2100
Back in the time machine, Bob decides to skip the twenty-first century. He doesn’t want to risk meeting himself – that would be weird! So, he rotates the knob one-hundred-and-forty years into the future and climbs out. He was expecting a robot teacher or a virtual classroom, but no, he’s trekking through a forest with his 22nd-century classmates. Apparently, Health and Fitness is an important subject. And with more leisure time, knowing how to relax and enjoy yourself are also part of the curriculum. Bob remembers something he learned back in ancient Greece: the word “school” comes from “scholē” which meant “leisure”. Here, in the year 2100, that finally makes sense.
