School Texts and Sources: An Underutilized Window on Childhood  (Shkol’nye tektsy i istochniki: maloizpolzovannoe okno na detstvo v dorevoliutsionnoi Rossii)

The history of schools in Russia and the Soviet Union is a subject of interest to historians, both Western and Russian. Who went to school and for how long; what was taught and what was learned?  How were children socialized? Who controlled the schools?  What did schools contribute to the national economy?  How did and how does Russian education compare with education in other countries?  To be sure, the history of schools and pedagogy in Russia is generally isolated from “Big History”; of secondary importance to the major issues which have shaped historical development, and this is regrettable, for it should always be treated as an inseparable part of the social, economic, cultural and political history of a country.
  

The reasons for this peculiar isolation of the history of pedagogy and schooling from Big History are an interesting topic, but not for today.  Indeed, the nature and reasons for this isolation are well understood by historians of childhood.
  Here, in the context of the study of “childhood texts,” it is important to note that pedagogy and schooling in Russian produced an abundance of sources,almost entirely unused, which however provide rich insights on the history of childhood and adolescence as a whole.
  In my own earlier research, I used the documents generated by the school as a window on village life in pre-revolutionary Russia; but such documents can also serve as a window on Russian childhood.  To be sure, mostly they are not “children’s texts” as such; but as a means of understanding the “lived experience” of children, as well as adult representations of childhood, we should not ignore this exceptionally rich store of materials.  Below is a brief sampling of the types of school-related sources available for pre-revolutionary Russia.  I discuss published sources only; a discussion of archival sources is a subject for another day.
First: general bibliographic sources.  There are several easily accessible guides to the bibliography of education in Russia, which need little comment.
  For the education of the minority and borderland populations of the Russian Empire, one should turn first to Ul’ianov.
  And for vneshkol’noe obrazovanie, the study of which is largely neglected but, properly done, could tell us much about recreation, reading habits, changing pastimes, the scholar should turn first to E. Medynskii  and I. Lapshov in Sistematicheskii ukazatel’ knig i statei po vneshkol’nomu obrazovaniiu
(include, from notebooks, child psychology)

Second, an especially rich source on all aspects, including representations of childhood, are the handbooks (Nastol’nye knigi) which were published, and widely used, in Late Imperial Russia.  Such volumes were intended to provide educators with concise information on regulations, blueprints for school buildings, guides to organizing the classroom and teaching each subject, but also provided reading lists on psychology and all aspects of childhood. Many went through numerous editions (for example the two volume work by Anastasiev went through over a dozen editions; the earlier Rukovodstvo by Baron Korf even more.  These works represented the mainstream pedagogy which guided the perceptions and practices of educators all over the country far more accurately than the polarized works of radical and conservative educators in St. Petersburg, or the discussion of education issues in the Duma
  But such works remain outside the purview of historians of childhood.   Even the vocabulary used by educators to describe childhood and education from the time of Ushinskii up to the emergence of experimental psychology and the spread of “school science” (shkolovedenie) early in the twentieth century has been only superficially examined.

Next, zemstvo  studies.  Mostly, such studies track the school year cycle: enrollments, length of school year and school day; absences (and reasons for: often the frequency of specific diseases is listed); distance travelled between home and school; overnight facilities for children (especially in the north: this is important, because up to 10% of children in some areas lived in the school all week long, or their parents rented accommodations from other families who lived near the school).  But the provincial zemstvo annual statisticheskie sborniki often also included articles on other topics related to the daily life of children, including health, diet, books available, etc.  The classic bibliographical study of zemstvo statistical studies is Svavitskii (1926); in addition, the 1911 Zemstvo Congress, which published its Trudy in 11 volumes, also had a very useful Prilozhenie, which listed zemstvo school studies by province.
  By the way, the Doklady (2 volumes) and Anketa sent out to over 23,000 teachers for this Congress, also are rich in information which directly pertain to the daily life of children  (and of teachers, with whom children were, of course, in daily contact).  The statistical information gathered for this conference was not without flaws, which were noted in the periodical press, but nevertheless should not be ignored. In addition, those who collected school statistics on occasion also provided much interesting qualitative information on children’s receptivity to the various subjects taught in school; for example the widespread love of choir; their preference for some fables and stories over others in the knigi dlia chteniia by Tolstoy, Tikhomirov, Vakhterov, Baranov, Bunakov and many others.

Another useful source are the Trudy of the various congresses on education and upbringing which were held in the final years before the collapse of the autocracy.  Aside from the 1911 Congress, there was the 1913/1914 All Russian Congress on Education which brought together over 6,000 teachers and educators to discuss all aspects of schooling.
 But several other congresses produced a rich literature offering insights into childhood—both its conceptualization among those who sought to influence education and upbringing, and the description of lived experience and practice  

An especially rich source was the periodical press.
  Beginning in the 1890s, education became a major preoccupation of many of the thick journals. But in addition the number of journals specializing in schooling and vospitanie increased rapidly; by 1916, according to historian (and former Russian Minister of Education) E. D. Dneprov, there were 304 pedagogical journals in circulation; including 117 in St. Petersburg (Petrograd), 41 in Moscow, 16 in Kiev, and the remaining 130 in 47 cities in the Russian Empire.
  Many of these journals wrote extensively on the legacy of such Russian pedagogues as Ushinskii, Tolstoy, Korf and others; but major journals also frequently introduced the theories and practices of Western educators and psychologists, and some included regular sections “khronika sobytii” about goings-on in education abroad.  These items are potentially valuable not only, or especially, as empirical studies of Western childhood and education theories and practices, but also as texts by which to understand the selective reception of such new approaches: what did Russian educators find useful and exciting in Western theories, and what aspects did they alter or ignore?  Such studies are widespread for example, in the way in which China incorporated (and altered) the thinking of John Stuart Mill, John Dewey, Karl Marx, Nietzsche, and others as it sought to respond to Western challenges and modernize.  But scholars have not tapped this promising source for a cultural study of Russian childhood and education.
Finally, I want to mention teachers’ memoirs
 of which there exists a trove, largely unutilized-- published as separate monographs, or serialized in journals (often the thick journals, sometimes the pedagogical press) and, finally, as fragments, episodes in the daily life of the school.  Such memoirs must be treated cautiously of course, but they are also rich in detail on parental disciplinary practices, diet and health, the types of knowledge and beliefs children brought to school with them; childhood games; peer group relations; the difficulties of integrating children of different nationalities and languages in one classroom (especially in the Volga region); the maturation of children during the school years, and the knowledge children took into the world with them when they left school.  How much children learned is treated surprisingly well in Russian educational literature as a whole; for a large number of surveys were conducted of children in individual schools, entire regions, and for all 34 zemstvo provinces for the 1911 Zemstvo Congress on Education, with surprisingly positive results.
  These surveys, along with the memoirs, can tell us a lot about how well children could count; their patterns of speech; their comprehension of the written word; and their knowledge of history, geography and the written word, several years after finishing school.
A final word on teachers’ memoirs: one surprising conclusion I drew from reading dozens of such texts was that almost universally, teachers remember the joy and excitement with which children came to school; many observed that this happiness continued throughout the brief two to three years of schooling.  One might argue that since many teachers were Populists by conviction, they tended to romanticize peasant life, but these perceptions were often accompanied by very brutal descriptions of poverty and strife in the village. Moreover, teachers writing of how happy children were to be in school had often been teaching for 10, 20 or more years; more than enough time for romantic illusions to have dissolved.  Interestingly, similar observations have recently been made about children in other, poor areas of the developing world.  While children in the developed world often stand at the school gate trying to get out of school,  in poorer areas of the globe, children are standing at that same gate, eager to get in.

In conclusion, this brief and incomplete survey of the types of sources and texts to be found in the study of schools should amply demonstrate that schools provide a rich but underutilized window onto the history of childhood in Russia.
Ben Eklof

Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana (USA)  
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