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‘What were the objectives of education in Ancient Athens, and
how did education prepare students for their roles in society?

Athens was the main educational, intellectual and cultural center of Ancient Greece. The
main purpose of education in Ancient Athens was to make citizens trained in the arts, and
to prepare them for both peace and war. It was aimed at the cultivation of the students’
physical, mental, and moral qualities. From Athens we get the motto: A sound mind in &
‘sound body. All schools were very small private schools, and education was very valued.

Boys
Until age six, boys were taught at home by their mother or a male slave. Age six to 14 was
primary school. The teacher in school was always a male. Once the youths were 16, their
‘basic education’ was complete. The boys who didn't have to work could now study the
sciences and philosophy. From the ages of 18 to 20, able bodied young men had to take
miltary trainging for the army or the navy. Athenians wanted their sons to have a well
rounded education so that they would know a variety of things and appreciate lots of
things

Girls
Girls were taught at home by their mothers or  private tutor. The objective was to prepare
girs for being  stay-at-home mum, to look after and educate their children just as they had
been educated.

‘What subjects did students take in Ancient Athens and why?

Boys' education in Ancient Athens consisted of three main courses® Grammata , Music,
and Physical Education. Grammata included reading, writing, and arithmetic. The literal
translation of ‘grammata is Tetters." After the students had leamt their letters, they went
onto learing the words of famous poets such as Homer The second course, music .
consisted of singing, playing the lyre and the flute, reciting, and musical performance of
poetry. Through this students leamt history. geography. and ethics. The third course,
physical education, was when the children practiced wrestling, jumping, running and
throwing of discus and javelin. They also played team games such as early forms of field
hockey and soccer This was to make their body 'strong and courageous " The aim was not
to produce athletes, or soldiers like in Sparta, but young men who were graceful, fit. and
attractive, and it was hoped they would develop habits of fitness that they took with them
their whole lives

Teachers also added whatever else they knew to the school course.

Girls were mostly taught by their mothers in the comfort of their own homes. They leamt
things like motherhood and housekeeping. Girls were also allowed to take part in sports
such as wrestling. This was because parents were afraid girls would be spoiled if they
learmt how to read. In later e, their husband would be the one doing all the work, so he.
would need the subjects he did at school, and a girl would stay at home and raise the
children, doing housework. This was how the separate schooling systems for boys and girls
worked and fitted in with what they needed to know for later life. However, some families
‘employed a private tutor. 5o some Athenian women were very well educated.
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‘What were the objectives of education in Ancient Sparta, and
how did education prepare students for their roles in society?

Spartans believed in  lfe of ‘iscipline, self denial. and simplicity.” and so the purpose of
education was, simply, to produce an army. When babies were bom, soldiers came to
check the child. I it appeared healthy and strong, they would be assigned to a ‘brotherhood
or a sisterhood." however i the baby appeared weak and small. the infant would be left to
die on a hillside or taken away to be trained as a slave. It was ‘survival of the fittest in
Ancient Sparta.

Boys
Male Spartan children were sent to miltary school at the age of six or seven. They lived
with their brotherhood School courses were very hard and painful for boys, and school was
described as a brutal training period.”

Between the age of 18 and 20, Spartan males had to pass a fitness test that consisted of
fitness, miltary ability, and leadership skils. If he didnt pass. he becams a person who
had no political rights and was not even considered a citizen called a pericidos. If he did
pass, he would continue to serve in the military and train as a soldier until he was 60, when
the soldier could retire to ive with his family.

Girls
Girls were trained in their sisterhood, and were taught physical education. They also started
school at the age or six or seven. Itis unknown as to whether their school was s rough
‘and hard as the boys’ but some historians believe the two schools were very similar in
their objectives, to produce a strong group of women.

At age 18, the Spartan gir also had to pass a fitness test. If she passed, a husband would
be assigned to her. and she would be allowed to go home, however if she failed she would
also become a perioidos. A woman in Sparta things were very different for citizen women
than they were in other Greek cities, where women would stay home most of their lives and
be controlled by their husband. In Sparta, women had ot of free will and were almost as
good fighters as the men.

What subjects did students take in Ancient Sparta and why?

In ancient Sparta, reading and wiiting were ot very important, o they were taught as a
‘secondary skillfor both boys and gis. Education was very military focused for boys and
girls, S0 most of the skills they leamt in school were combative and war centered.

The boys leamt survival skills and other skills vital to being a soldier Because the Spartan
‘govemment wanted Spartans to be tough and strong, they weren' given enough food or
clothing, so they were encouraged to steal, but if they were caught they were beaten. That
was the Spartan way Lie, cheat, steal, and get away with it or else

For girls, school was also very similar. They were taught physical education, which
included wrestling, gymnastics, and combat skills. Spartans believed that healthy women
would produce healthy babies. Even though Spartan women never had to join the miltary or
the navy, they grew up to be very strong and very good with combat skills
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Athenian Education
*the abilty o read and to write was important to
Athenian people— , reading and wriing was needed in
order to be a ciizen, and to carry out their duty. ", the
Athenian ciizen needed a basic knowledge of
reading and writing in order to be a member of the
govemment. Education was made available by the
govemment.  Only boy of citizens were sent to
school. There they would leam about poety,
terature, math, and science) it was also about
preparing citizens 1o be in the govemment. They

went to private schools starting at the age of 6 to 17.
Mias and e n demacrtic Athes :rbetorc, eolog, andthe o

of the peaple Ober, Josiah. Princeton Univrsity Press, 1990
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‘Source: Plutarch, Moralia: The Ancient Customs of the Spartans, citca 100 CE.

Note: In ancient Greek, the word *moralia” means *values" or “virtues."

[The Spartans] learned to read and write
for purely practical reasons: but all other
forms of education they banned from the
country, books and treatises being included in
this as much as [foreign teachers].

Moreover, the young men were required
not only to respect their own fathers and to
be obedient to them, but to have regard for all
the older men, to make room for them on the
sireets, (o give up their seats to them, and to
keep quiet in their presence.

‘The boys of Sparta were lashed with whips
during the entire day at the altar of Artemis
Orthia, frequently to the point of death, and
they bravely endured this, cheerful and proud,
vying with one another ..., as to which one of
them could endure being beaten for the longer
time and the greater number of blows. And the
one who was victorious was held in speci
repute. This competition is called ‘The Flagel-
lation,’ and it takes place each year.

It was not permitted them to take up any
‘menial [hands-on] trade at all; and there was
no need whatever of making money. ... The
Helots tilled the soil for them.

It was not allowed them to go abroad, so
they should have nothing to do with foreign
ways and undisciplined modes of living.

‘They did not attend either comedy or
tragedy, so that they might not hear anyone
speak either in earnest or in jest against the
laws.

They were ... seriously concerned over
their music and their songs.... The rhythmic
‘movement of their marching songs was such
as 10 excite courage and boldness, and con-
tempt for death; and these they used both in
dancing, and also to the accompaniment of
the flute when advancing upon the enemy.





