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How did the “Active Child” come into Educational Theory?

Jiirgen OELKERS

The term “active child” has been coined during the era of progressive education at the beginning
of the 20" century. John Dewey spoke of the “Copernican revolution” in education that took place when
education turned to the child. However the object of this term is much older. The child as an active
learner is shown in Dutch paintings of the 17" century, and the didactic concept of active leaming goes
back to the English Enlightenment. One outstanding example is the book on practical learning that was
published by Richard and Maria Edgeworth in 1798. Already here can be found the concept of
“learning-by-doing” that is usually attributed to American pragmatism a hundred years later. Even
religious hymns referred to children that should learn in active way. American sources, on the other
hand, show that the vision of active children became part of the popular culture before Pragmatism
started. One of these sources were journals for children and youngsters that were widely read in the 19
century. The cover pictures of these journals developed continually the image of the active child that
discovers the world outside school. The same is true for novels and narrations. So as matters stand the
“active child” was not invented by progressive education. On the contrary, progressive education would
not have been possible without the cultural image of discovery and active learning. This image did not
exist a hundred years earlier. The image is the background of almost every theory of modern education.
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Frans Hals. The Infant Catharina Hooft with her Nurse. ¢
1619-20. Oil on canvas; 86 x 65 cm. Staaliche Mussen zu
Berlin, Germany.

FEH TR, DLANWETLFEZ S RMRLE
T2l z, DT DREFAELEFD, BB T2 L
FELTHY, HEAEEOEDIZHEINZLOT
X2, A FELICHIT TRESEEICITE T L
DI BRI R < . thE b f&f)‘b@LJ\U\%W HE

Bk 7oV, HARHE T b LA TS DT T,
HE HDOTIEZRW, Pl b i, BEEo

IR TIORMexE2ELTWAZETHD
1625 4, NIV - F Ik
LEENTFEHLNO0E D TWAD EEE. Infant With A

Bird % i\ 7= (Bedaux &Ekkart,2001.,p.123)" (K )

A= Sfeie W= AR

COMBITKETELD u\}b-pl HEVENE LV T
%, BAMIZE ZIE, BEO H‘éf*'L”ll‘rl]"fJﬁ@iL
TWAND LI RBEENAVZL>TWA, OH D L
DBITSITHLMATITEZESITRAD, LLEBEDR
BFobiEEnTtwa, £ %J TES O OFEENT
Brfb, LB LWL ) IS, fvE

LENAYI e DIIBRLADBLLRTES-0
T, MEEDAZ 7 7—3F o= HEMIZZITIED
bz (p.124), V—_URFTH LB EREELHE
Mol ZOROPTRLZOIZ, BEXEHBICSED
BEEIC 2L BERIZR > TWA L HIITRZEFELTH
5, KEIZITHERIA RV, ZOHTIE,
b ELEDEREZRS>TWVWD, Z DRI, t
DBEDOFINLEDFNIRIRVEFICR>TNS, Fh
eHid—ADTFELERS, LOLEDOFELITXY
A MEOFEWRTO pHEAR1- L8] TiEiewn

L LENG, ZOFROHZEZEZEET LD,
DIEDIR N RNV RO 5 = RAf
DFOFOA YT TR, FY R M~LIFHARD
BOERR VRN E RRTZENTES (Bedaux &
Ekkart, 2001, p.124)'%, &5z, oI TEbhizF&
bOXRy 7 LRAFHBEICHRIRSN S 5, oy
YIAFBFIONERoTWEESDRTER, Y
TAORY 7 LRAFFELEGERMDLSED ESbhTn
5, RIRFZ, Yo TixFE, REREE 2> T
5, U TFUBRRLUFEORMTHY
D% TS ED1H THD (p.124)
BAFZLTND bEIRMZ2 DX, R KOHES
Z LT, WOORLS D ¢ BaihbT,
FEAERZEL L TWSFELOHIRTHS, Th
(= FELNEBE /L / ‘ng’) TR &
nbdE0H 100 424 I:uu‘dx < » I‘ é) Chb

1654 ED ANFK AR « 7 )V AT 12 7 OEIE.
DHIG % & HIZH < FF X2 TV 5D, Boy Sleeping in a
High Chair (Bedaux&Ekkart, 2001, p.227)"7 (9 &) &t
FELIRBRENLIR-TWD, X, ZokE

J— > AL

&t

LHRTED

(WA

ZThp 2 #HB
NI D

- |
i THL

> DITH 1

ch(/)j



Peter Paul Rubens. Infant with a Bird. ¢.1624-1625. Oil on panel. Gemaldegalerie, Berlin, Germany.
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Johannes Cornelisz Verspronck, Boy Sleeping in a High Chair, 1654, oil on panel, private collection
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“He looked up at the broad yellow moon and thought that
she looked at him.”? Jessie Willcox Smith. One of twelve
color plates by Smith for Kingsley’s The Water-Babies in
the illustrated 1916 edition published by Dodd, Mead &
Company, New York.
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kR exert a prudent care,
To feed the youthful mind with proper fare;
And wisely store the memory, by degrees,

With wholesome learning, yet acquir’d with ease.”
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BarsauLp, A.L.: Hymns in Prose for Children. London: J.
Johnson 1781.

BareauLb, A.L.: On Education (1797). In: The Works of
Anna Laetitia Barbauld, with a Memoir of Lucy Aikin.
London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, Brown and Green
1825, S. 305-320.

Bepaux, J.B./EkkarT, R. (Eds.): Pride and Joy. Children’s
Portraits in the Netherlands 1500-1700. Amsterdam/New
York: Ludion Press Ghent, Harry N. Abrams 2001.

Burr, S.: Inspiring Lunatics: Biographical Portraits of the
Lunar Society’s Erasmus Darwin, Thomas Day, and
Joseph Priestley. In: Eighteenth Century Life Vol. 24,
No. 2 (Spring 2000), pp. 111-127.

Day, Th.: The History of Sandford and Merton. A Work
Intended for the Use of Children. London: J. Stockdale
1783-1789.

Dewey, J. (1907). The School and Society. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press. .

Dewey, J.: Pddagogische Aufsdtze und Abhandlungen
(1900-1944). Mit einem Vorwort neu hrsg. v. R.

HorrLAacHER/J. OELKERS. Ziirich: Verlag Pestalozzianum 2002.

EpGEworTH, R.L./EDGEWORTH, M.: Practical Education. Vol.
I/I1. London: J. Johnson 1798.

Horer, Chr./OeLkers, J. (Hrsg.): Schule als Erlebnis.
Vergessene Texte der Reformpddagogik. Braunschweig:
Westermann Schulbuchverlag 1998.

KingsLEY, Ch.: The Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-
Baby. lllustrated by J. Willcox Smith. New York: Dodd,
Mead & Company 1916.

McGavran, J.H.: Literature and the Child: Romantic
Continuations, Postmodern Contestation. Iowa City:
University of Iowa Press 1999.

Rousseau, J.-J.: Oeuvres complétes, éd. B. GacNEBINM.
RAYMOND, t. IV: Emile. Education — Morale — Botanique.
Paris: Editions Gallimard 1969.

The Works of Maria Edgeworth, Vol. 11: Practical Education.
Ed. by S. Manvy. London:

Pickering & Chatto 2003.

Vorrare: Correspondance, tome 4: Janvier 1754 3 Décembre
1757. Paris: Gallimard 1978.

Wiest, E.: Paradise of Childhood. A Practical Guide to the
Kindergartners. Quarter Century Edition. Ed. by M.
BrabLey. Including A Life of Friedrich Froebel by H. W.
Brake. Profusely Illustrated. London/Liverpool: George
Philip & Son, Philip, Son & Nephew 1896.
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1 RiciarDp LoveLL EpGeworTH (1744-1817), was the son of a
large landowner owning properties in Ireland. Edgeworth
studied at Trinity College in Dublin and later at Oxford
University. He became known as a designer and inventor;
he invented various machines, including a land-measuring
machine, turnip cutter, and carriages. He made his first
visit to Lichfield (Staffordshire) in 1770, the center of the
English Enlightenment philosophers. Edgeworth returned
to his estates in Ireland in 1782. He experimented in
electricity and was a pioneer in telegraphy.

2 Maria EpcewortH (1767-1849) was the eldest daughter of
Richard Lovell Edgeworth and his first wife Lovell
married a total of four times, producing a family of 22
children. Maria was educated in London until the age of
fourteen. In 1782 she returned to Ireland with her father
and acted as his chief assistant and secretary in the
management of his estates. Her first publication was
Letters to Literary Ladies in 1795, a treatise in defense of
woman’s education. Her first novel, Castle Rackrent,
published in 1800, was an immediate success. She
became one of the most influential and respected writers
in England in the first half of the nineteenth century.

3 http://www.lunarsociety.org.uk./history.html

4 The first formal meeting of the Society was on December
31, 1775.

5 Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802) studied medicine in Cambridge,
practiced first in Edinburgh and then opened a private
practice in Lichfield in 1756. Darwin published extensively in
many scientific fields. In 1787 he translated Linné, and in
1797 he published a study of woman’s education (A Plan fort
he Conduct of Female Education in Boarding Schools).



6 James Watt (1736-1819) worked as a maker of scientific
instruments for the University of Glasgow starting in
1757, where he leamed the principles of heat and steam.
In 1769 he registered a patent for “A New Invented
Method of Lessening the Consumption of Steam and Fuel
in Fire Engine.” In 1774 Watt moved to Birmingham and
collaborated with the industrialist Matthew Boulton
(1728-1809), who marketed Watt’s steam pump.

Joseph Priestley (1733-1804) was a member of the
Dissenting Academy of Daventry in 1751. Ten years later
he began teaching at Warrington Academy, where he
wrote Liberal Education for Civil and Active Life (1765).
In the book he stressed the importance of science, arts,
modem languages and modern history and argued they
were better suited than the classics for students heading
for careers in commerce and industry. He also wrote
Essay on Government (1768) at Warrington. In the 1770s
he published numerous scientific works, including works
on the nature and properties of gases. Priestley was the
first to describe the properties of oxygen.

John Whitehurst (1713-1788) was a trained clockmaker
and opened his own shop in 1736 in Derby. He also made
scientific instruments, compasses, barometers, and
hydraulic machines. But his main interest was in geology.
In 1778 Whitehurst published An Inquiry into the Original
State and Formation of the Earth, in which he described
the strata of Earth and estimated the age of fossil finds.

9 Samuel Wyatt (1737-1813) worked as an architect and
master builder in London from 1744. Wyatt was
responsible for the neo-classical style in the building of
industrial Birmingham.

10 Thomas Day (1748-1789) began the study of law at
Oxford in 1764 and was strongly influenced by
Rousseau. Day lived in Lichfield starting in 1770. Here
he experimented with the education of two foundling
girls that he adopted and tried to bring up as young
ladies fit for him to marry. His hopes centered on the

girl he renamed Sabrina, but the “Sabrina experiment”

failed in 1771. His anti-slavery poem, The Dying Slave,.

was published in 1773 and became a best-seller. Day
went on to support the American Revolution and work
towards social reform in England. His children’s book
The History of Sandford and Merton, published in 1783,
describes “natural education.”

11 Anna Laetitia Aikin Barbauld (1743-1825) was educated
in the home of her Presbyterian parents and taught Latin
and Greek by her father, John Aikin (1713-1780), who

was a schoolteacher and later theological tutor at the
dissenting academy in Warrington. Warrington Academy
was a center of natural sciences in England. Anna
Laetitia Aikin was a close friend of Joseph Priestley
(17633-1804) and his wife; Priestly also taught at
Warrington and was the founder of modern educational
theory in England. Anna published her first poems in
1771. In 1774 she married Rochemont Barbauld (died
1808), descendant of the French Huguenot refugees,
who had come to Warrington in 1767. Together, the
Barbaulds established a boarding school for boys, which
they managed until 1785. Anna Barbauld became one of
the most influential writers in England, who after 1790
also published social criticism and political tracts. .

12 Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1781) Hymns in Prose for
Children. London: J. Johnson. The genre of hymns for
children goes back to Isaac Watts (1764-1748) and his
publication The Divine and Moral Songs for the Use of
Children (1715). Watts was headmaster at the Grammar
School in Southampton.

13 The book (Day, 1783-1789), appeared in three volumes,
together went through 140 editions up to 1870.

14 Frans HaLs (1580/84-1666): The Infant Catharina Hooft
with her Nurse. c. 1619-20. Oil on canvas; 86 x 65 cm.
Staaliche Mussen zu Berlin, Germany.

15 Peter PauL Rusens (1577-1640): Infant with a Bird
(1614/1624/25) (oil on panel, 50, 8x40, 5cm) (Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz)
(Gemildegalerie, inv. 763). There is a sketch of this
painting from 1614. Rubens also painted his sons,
including the famous painting, Artist’s Sons Albert and
Nicholas (Bedaux & Ekkart, 2001, p. 250).

16 The image appears in a sentence by the Antwerp Jesuit
and poet Adriaen Poitiers (1605-1674). The source text
(Afbeeldinghe van d’eerste eeuwe der societeyt Jesu),
however, was published only in 1640, the year in which
Rubens died.

17 Johannes Verspronck (c. 1603-1662): Sleeping Boy in a
High Chair (1654) (oil on panel, 96 x 75, 7cm) (private
collection). The painting was rediscovered in 1988.

18 Charles Kingsley (1819-1875) studied first at King’s
College in London as a day student and then studied
classical languages and mathematics at Magdalene
College in Cambridge. Kingsley left Cambridge in 1842
to read for Holy Orders. In July of the same year he
became curate and in May 1845 rector of Eversley
Church in Hampshire. Kingsley responded to the



working class agitation that climaxed in the collapse of the
Chartist movement in 1848. The Chartist movement has
sought radical reform of the English Parliament. His
interest in the condition of the working classes led
Kingsley to join with others to form the Christian
Socialist movement, which represented the‘ rights of
workers. Also in 1848 Kingsley published his first
literary works, which dealt with social issues. He came
into conflict with the high church faction of the Church
of England. Later in his career Kingsley wrote historical
novels that extolled the Germanic people or their English
Protestant descendants and heroicized the Anglo-Saxon
Middle Ages. In 1860 Kingsley was appointed Reguis
Professor of Modern History at Cambridge.

19 The Water-Babies was an exceptionally popular fantasy
serialized in Macmillan’s Magazine 1862-1863 and then
published as a book in 1863. There is a famous
illustrated edition (Kingsley, 1916) with color plates by
painter Jesse Willcox Smith (1863-1935), published in
1916 by Dodd, Mead & Company of New York.

20 Lewis Carroll (pen name for Charles Lutwidge Dodgson)
(1836-1898) published Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
in 1865.

21 C. S. Lewis (1898-1963): The Chronicles of Narnia.
(1950-1956).

22 The family magazine Die Gartenlaube appeared from
1853 to 1944. Founded by the Leipziger publishers and
author Emst Keil (1816-1878), the periodical reached,
with a circulation of 382,000 copies in 1876, more than
five million readers. It offered regular contributions on
the topics of bringing up children, children’s medicine,
and preventive health, thus functioning as an “aid” and
“friend of the family”.

23 Source: Pat Pflieger: A Small Gallery of Magazine
Covers. On the Internet at merrycoz.org
http://www.merrycoz.org/covers/COVERS.HTM

24 The Juvenile Miscellany Vol. I1, No. II (May 1827).

25 Parley’s Magazine June (1836). The magazine was
published from 1833 and 1844.

26 The Boys’ and Girls’ Magazine Vol. 11, No. XI (November
1843).

27 Robert Merry’s Museum Vol. VII, No. 2 (February 1844).

28 Francis C. Woodworth (1812-1859) was also a well-
known author of children’s books and a series called
“Theodore Tinker’s Stories for Little Folks” (12 vols.,
New York, 1854-58). His books for children include The
Diving Bell (1851) and The Holiday Book (1853). The

lyrics to a popular song, The Song of a Snow Bird (January
1858), were also written by Woodworth.

29 Woodworths® Youth Cabinet Vol. VI, No. 11 (November
1851).

30 Woodworth’s Youth’s Cabinet Vol. IV (1849) was
published from 1846 to 1857.

31 Forrester’s Boys’& Girls’ Magazine Vol. 8, No. 6
(December 1851).

32 The Child’s Friend and Youth’s Magazine Vol. XX, No, 4
(April 1853).

33 Samuel Griswold Goodrich (1793-1860), son of a
Congregational minister, was born in Connecticut. He
published the illustrated annual The Token from 1828 to
1842 in Boston, and in 1827 he began, under the name of
Peter Parley, to write his series of books for the young.
He also wrote schoolbooks and contributed prose and
poetry to numerous periodicals. A volume of his poetry
was published in 1838, The Outcast and other Poems.
His Les Etats Unis d’Amérique was published in Paris in
1852; Recollections of a Lifetime appeared in 1857. He
was chosen a member of the Massachusetts State Senate
in 1837, in 1851-1853 he was consul at Paris. With his
books Goodrich earned a fortune (Obituary: New York
Evening Post 9 June 1860, p. 6191.).

34 Merry's Museum & Parley’s Magazine Vol. 28, No. 4
(October 1854).

35 The Schoolmate. An Illustrated Monthly for Boys and
Girls Vol. 23, No. 4 (April 1869).

36 The Schoolmate. A Monthly Reader for School and
Home Instruction. New Series Vol. II, No. 3 (January
1853). This periodical appeared between 1852 and 1854.

37 The Little Corporal. An Original Magazine for Boys and
Girls and for Older People who Have Profound Hearts
Vol. X, No. 1 (January 1870),

38 Old Abe died in 1881. The eagle appeared on the cover
of The Little Corporal for the first time in March 1854.

39 The Children’s Hours. A Magazine for Little Ones Vol.
111, No. 4 (October 1870).

40 The Little Chief. A Magazine for Boys and Girls Vol. V,
No.2 (February 1871).

41 T. S. Arthur (1898-1885) was a popular author during and
after the Civil War. One well-known book by Arthur was
Ten Nights in a Bar Room and What Saw I There (1854).

42 Alfred L. Sewell founded The Little Corporal in 1865.
The first issue appeared in July. Sewell published the
magazine together with Emily Huntington Miller, and
they continued publication up to April 1875.



43 Our Young Folks. An lilustrated Magazine for Boys and
Girls Number 53 (May 1869) (years of publication:
1865 und 1873).

44 E. Marlitt: Das Heideprinzesschen. Leipzig 1872.
Marlitt’s novel was published in 1871, first in serialized
form in Die Gartenlaube. E. Matlitt is a pen name for
Friederieke Henriettte Christiane Eugenie John (1825-
1887), who was originally a valet and later active as a
lady of society. Her first novel, Goldelse, appeared in
1866 and brought her sudden fame. In the 1870s she
was the most successful contributor to Die Gartenlaube.

45 http:/iwww.merrycoz.org/CHILDREN.HTM,gallery
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