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QUINTILIAN'S MODERNITY:
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NATURE

OF EDUCATIONAL THEORY
Joseph M. McCarthy, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor
History and Philosophy of Education

Suffolk University
41 Temple St.

Boston, Mass.

Unless they are keenly interested in the dynamics of Latin

rhetoric, modern readers who attempt the twelve books of Quin-

tilian's Institutio Oratorio, will find them only slightly heavier

than their own eyelids. Our age is not concerned, as was Quin-

tilian, with the formation of good orators. Indeed, Quintilian's

educational theorizing was retrograde even in his own time, as

the changing structures of the Roman Empire were even then

making the profession of orator obsolescent. 1

Yet any reader who is faithful to the first two books of In-

stitutio Oratoria, which are devoted to the content, method, and
organization of education, will find himself agreeably surprised

to discover some comments that are thoroughly germane to our

own educational situation. They are worth exploring not only for

their own sake, but for the implications they bear for the nature

of educational theorizing.

At the root of his educational theory, Quintilian seems to

have a sound, empirically based conception of child development.

The very first section of his book sees him observing that

It is the nurse that the child first hears, and her words
that he will first attempt to imitate. And we are by
nature most tenacious of childish impressions, just as the

flavor first absorbed by vessels when new persists and
the color imparted by dyes to the primitive whiteness of

wool is indelible.2

This is not far off the mark as judged by current notions, for we
hold today that

even before the child starts school, he is an astute obser-

ver, noting the behavior and interests of his parents.

Many of these interests he will begin to internalize as his

own.3

The notion, of course, is part of the accepted wisdom of mankind,
so that it is not miraculous that Quintilian felt this way, although

it is significant.

This capacity for learning, Quintilian states, is universal:

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
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quick to reason and ready to learn. Reasoning comes as

naturally to man as flying to birds, speed to horses, and
ferocity to beasts of prey; our minds are endowed by
nature with such activity and sagacity that the soul is

believed to proceed from heaven.4

Clearly, this statement sets Quintilian far in advance of his own
time, implicitly anticipating as it does the rise of popular
education which was still nearly two milennia in the future. Con-
temporary educators could assent easily to this proposition, and
concede that, so far from refuting Qunitilian's contention, modern
educational research is indicating that some types of stimulation

may hasten this desire to learn. 5

When Quintilian uses the phrase, "ready to learn," he is not,

of course, speaking of the "readiness" which has become for us a

canonized term. Yet he does subscribe to the concept:

Vessels with narrow mouths will not receive liquids if

too much be poured into them at a time, but are easily

filled if the liquid is admitted in a gentle stream, or, it

may be, drop by drop; similarly you must consider how
much a child's mind is capable of receiving; the things

which are beyond their grasp will not enter their minds,

which have not opened out sufficiently to take them in.6

Only his style betrays the age of the comment, for the content is

quite modern. Indeed, we find the same statement in a more
familiar style in a recent text:

The importance of the readiness of the individual as an

ideal in all instruction can scarcely be overstressed. The
student who lacks readiness for new learning cannot

hope to progress satisfactorily until his deficiencies are

identified and overcome or until a way is found to reach

him on his level. When a student is fully ready for a task,

on the other hand, his progress should be smooth and

easy. If all teachers would make a deliberate effort to

use the concept of readiness in the organization of their

instruction there would be fewer difficult courses.7

And when Quintilian adverts specifically to reading, he presents

an uncanny precis of a controversy that has agitated education

for the past forty years:

Some hold that boys should not be taught to read till

they are seven years old, that being the earliest age at

which they can derive profit from instruction and endure

the strain of learning . . . Those however who hold that a

child's mind should not be allowed to lie fallow for a

moment are wiser.8
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In the Thirties, teachers in at least one American school district

took pains to identify each child's attainment of a mental age of

6.5 years so as to avoid doing children the violence of teaching

them reading before that time.9 In 1960, one researcher pointed

to "a mountain of evidence" that normal children could not be

taught to read before reaching the mental age of 6.5 years. 10 On
the other side of the argument, Bruner has asserted that any sub-

ject can be taught with some integrity to any child in any stage of

development, 11 and others have challenged the adequacy of the

6.5 mental age as a criterion. 12 If Quintilian walked among us

today, he might have to familiarize himself with the concept of

mental age, but he would otherwise be right at home in the

debate.

Whatever the validity of specific applications of the doctrine

of readiness, Quintilian and modern educators seem agreed on its

general validity, and on that of the related notion of individual

differences. Of course, Quintilian was not original even in his own
day in declaring that "it is generally and not unreasonably re-

garded as the sign of a good teacher that he should be able to dif-

ferentiate between abilities of his respective pupils and to know
their natural bent. The gifts of nature are infinite in their variety,

and mind differs from mind almost as much as body from
body," 13 but he was enunciating a durable doctrine. 14 Elaborating
the concept, he writes:

Just as an expert gymnast, when he enters a gymnasium
full of boys, ... is able to decide for what class of

athletic contest they should be trained, even so, ... a

teacher . . . will so adapt his instructions to individual

needs that each pupil will be pushed forward in the

sphere for which his talents seem specially to design

him. 15

It is interesting to discover a contemporary researcher insisting

on this implication of a "new conception of learning:"

To be effective ... a learning program for each child

must take fully into account what he knows how to do
already, and what he doesn't know how to do already.

One must find out what prerequisites he has already

mastered — not in a general sense, but in a very precise

sense for each learner. 16

Diagnostic tests would probably delight Quintilian.

In his notions of motivation, Quintilian strikes another

modern note. When he holds that a student in a classroom

situation "will derive equal profit from hearing the indolence of a

comrade rebuked or his industry commended," 17 one is reminded
that within the past two decades research has indicated that

children can be reinforced even by hearing others praised. 18

Again, Quintilian says of the student that
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his studies must be made an amusement: he must be
questioned and praised and taught to rejoice when he
has done well; sometimes, too, when he refuses instruc-

tion, it should be given to some other to excite his envy;

at times also he must be engaged in competition and
should be allowed to believe himself successful more of-

ten than not, while he should be encouraged to do his

best by such rewards as may appeal to his tender years. 19

Contemporary research bears him out not only on the need for

reinforcement,20 but on the possibility of the use of competition in

reinforcement2 l

One may well ask why, in presenting a theory of education

that was largely retrograde and unresponsive to the societal

changes occurring in the Roman Empire, Quintilian should have
hit upon insights so relevant to our own day. To state that it

would be remarkable had he not done so is begging the question.

To assert that human nature is a constant and that the obser-

vations of a gifted teacher thus cannot but possess some validity

is more satisfactory. A complete answer to the question, however,

necessitates an examination of the modalities of educational

theorizing.

In our own day, the categories "directive" or "liberal" (or

some derivative tertium quid) are often applied to educational

theory.22 Again, one may find educational theory distinguished

into speculative, normative, and critical.23 I would propose as

valuable an outline of the functions of educational theory which
is generally similar to the latter, specifying them as descriptive,

projective, and prescriptive.

Descriptive educational theory is analytic and evaluative in

nature. It assesses the educational practice of the contemporary
milieu and attempts to purify and systematize it. Its chief aim is

to codify the best elements of existing educational practice and
provide a theoretical framework for them.

Projective educational theory focusses rather upon iden-

tifying the alternative future courses of social trends and, having

opted for the most desirable of them, seeks to design an educa-

tional system to bring that most desirable alternative into being

and stabilize it in being.

Prescriptive educational theory prescinds from that which
actually exists and even from what may probably exist. Its con-

cern is with what ought to exist, and it attempts to delineate how
education ought to function.

It would be futile to assert that educational theory takes any
one of these pure forms in a given theorist's writings. In practice,

these may be distinguished only with great difficulty.

Xenophon's Cyropaedia offers a perfect example. On the face

of it, Chapter Two of Book One describes the educational prac-

tices of the Persians as Xenophon viewed them during the famed
expedition of Cyrus the Younger. Yet to many authorities it
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seems probable that he was really describing the Spartan

educational system.24 In any case, his work was descriptive in-

sofar as it reproduced the essential features of an extant system,

projective (and perhaps remotely prescriptive) inasmuch as it ad-

vocated adoption of that system and its social goals by Athens. In

our own day, much theorizing of this type passes for comparative

education. In any case, educational theory often serves a descrip-

tive function, even when it is not intended to do so.

Rousseau's Emile and the educational animadversions of

many Utopias offer the purest examples of the prescriptive func-

tion of educational theory. Here, the authors consciously prescind

from past and present actuality25 and even the probabilities of

future actuality in delineating the ideal conduct of education. In

most authors, however, what is touted as prescriptive is most of-

ten projective.

The innate difficulty of projective educational theory has

been the absence of a methodologically rigorous science for

studying the future. As a result, projective educational theory has

been reliant upon haphazard extrapolation of trends, and has

thus tended to fall between the stools of description and prescrip-

tion, albeit a bit nearer the former. Thus John of Salisbury, Juan
Luis Vives, and Quintilian may well be faulted for lack of bold-

ness in their theorizing. Indeed, the most generally valid

assessment of educational theory may well be that it accom-
plishes description in the name of prescription and, for that

reason, fosters the acceptance of retrograde notions. This is

especially true in Quintilian's case.

A further reason for this syndrome is the presumed constancy

of the phoenomena under investigation. After all, Quintilian

could scarcely have hit upon insights of such enduring relevance

if human nature and basic human operations were not the same
through the passage of centuries. It is this constancy which makes
the observations of gifted teachers universally valid despite the

generally provisional bases of the social sciences and correspon-

ding alterations in research methodology. The problem is that,

while such constancy is evident on the level of human psychology

and individual operation, there is less constancy in the modalities

of societal behavior, and education is, after all, a societal rather

than an individual function.

This latter suggests that educational theory ought to pay
more attention to methodology, particularly to distinguishing

methodology according to the differing goals of educational

theory.

Descriptive educational theory, where it exists, or attempts to

exist, in a pure state, must rely on such analytic methodology as

is provided by history and the social sciences. None of these is, or

can be, value free; but then, descriptive educational theory by its

very definition cannot be value free, as it examines its data under
the rubric of evaluation for validity and efficacy. That we alter

data in perceiving, that our techniques of investigation interfere
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with our data is, fortunately, implicit in its definition.

Prescriptive educational theory comes closest to what we
term "philosophy." In its study of the "oughtness" of education,

therefore, it may best make use of methods of philosophic in-

vestigation, e.g. Concept analysis, dialectic, theory formation,

etc.26 Those branches of philosophy most oriented to practical

societal applications, ethics and politics, will offer the most
satisfactory models.

It is with projective educational theory that the greatest

methodological difficulty is encountered, inasmuch as the

methodology for the study of the future is still quite primitive.

Only in recent years have centers and institutes for the study of

the future been established,27 and halting steps been made
toward the elaboration of a sound methodology for predicting

social trends.28 With the further elaboration of such methodology
and its adaption by educational theorists, perhaps projective

educational philosophy will be able to rise above its former state,

and a general transformation in the nature and use of education

theory be seen.

The implications of Quintilian's Institutio Oratorio, are thus

clear: if it is by no means surprising that a gifted teacher could

make timelessly accurate observations on the basis of what is

constant in human behavior, it is no less surprising that, because

of a confusion of goals and lack of sound methodological means,

such a gifted teacher should have constructed a conceptual

framework for educational practice thoroughly unsuited to the

needs of future generations.

Every educational theorist faces the same difficulty: in at-

tempting to be at once historian, sociologist, philosophy, seer (yes,

and stylist too!), he will inevitably produce a bit of gold and a

deal of dross. Only careful and systematic attention to goals and
methods can alter the balance so obviously weighted against him.

To read Quintilian, then, as to read virtually any
educational philosopher of times past, is not solely an exercise in

antiquarianism, not solely a fishing expedition for useful ideas,

but also an occasion for the examination of one's intellectual sup-

positions and methods and, perhaps, one's intellectual

rigorousness and integrity.
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