School Discipline in the Middle Ages
BY DR. JUDAH J. SLOTKI

Children, however good, have always been “up to some mischief,” and grown-ups, whether teachers or parents, have been equally vigilant in devising means of curbing their ebullience.  This is called “discipline” and can be enforced in two ways, (a) Positive, that is to say by handing out rewards and praises; or (b) Negative, viz., by threats and blows.  With our knowledge of child psychology to-day, corporal punishment is gradually dying out both in well-regulated homes and in properly run classrooms, but this is not always so.  “Spare the rod and spoil the child” was for centuries considered to be sound doctrine, all the more dangerous because in many respects it seemed to work.   Particularly was King Solomon’s dictum about hating one’s son when withholding the rod faithfully followed in Medieval times.  Rabbi Judah the Pious of Regensburg, who lived over 700 years ago, in hs Sepher Chasidim, (“Book of the Pious”) gives full approval to corporal punishment and allows it even if administered in anger, provided it is carried out with the correct implements!  “A teacher who loses his temper with his pupil” he stipulates, “Should not strike him with a book.”  By this, of course, he means a holy book such as a siddur , chumash or (heaven help us!) a gemara.  The victim is exhorted to accept the blows submissively, and not to use his own siddur or gemara as a shield, except where the veering looks like proving to have fatal consequences.

Rabbi Moses ben Henoch of Jerusalem, who flourished during the 14th century, in his Brantspiegel, also shows implicit faith in the salutary effect of beatings, so much so, that he frowns upon parents who are too tender to their children.  He advises them to use corporal punishment while their offspring is very young, because then they will respond even to light punishment.  But if they are spared in their younger days, they will grow up to resist even the severest punishment. 

A book entitled Yeven Metsula (“Muddy Depths”, by Rabbi Nathan of Hanover, who lived in the middle of the 17th century, gives us an insight to the type of discipline enforced in his day.

“Every Rosh Yeshiva,” he tells us in a matter-of-fact sort of way, “had at his disposal an attendant who went about daily from one cheder to another to ensure that the boys, whether rich or poor, were duly occupied in their studies.”  On Thursdays all the boys were marched in a body to the superintendent in charge of elementary education, in order to be questioned on the week’s work.  If a boy could not answer, or even made a single mistake, woe betide him!  He would, by order of the superintendent, be beaten quite mercilessly with a large strap, and it that were not enough, he would be subjected, in the presence of his classmate, to other deep humiliations.  The avowed purpose was educative and assured more diligent application to study, not only by the recipient, but by all the pupils.


The Rule-Book of the Worms Kehillah complied by Rabbi Yospe Halevi, who lived from 1564 to 1633, was the Shammash of the congregation, was equally insistent on the use of physical force.  The teacher was required not to hesitate in administering corporal punishment when in his opinion it was necessary.  The pupils, like those in Hanover, were each Thursday to be subjected by the teacher to a test on the week’s work, and those who failed to satisfy him were to be beaten, so the rule stated, “even more severely than on other days.”

Rabbi Joseph of Stathagen (late 17rh century), because he was fully aware of the inherent dangers, cautions against the appointment of an unqualified person as a teacher, for he points out that sometimes, by reason for his ineptitude, he flies into a rage against the youngster and beats him with all his might for no justifiable reason at all.  The beating, moreover, is carried out, not in moderation with a whip or strap, but with the merciless blows of an enemy and bullying tyrant.

Rabbi Benjamin Wolf ben Mattityahu, in his book Tohorath Kakodesh, is also an advocate of the rod.  But for his children of a tender age he recommends light corporal punishment, and like so many educators of those days, regarded this as a necessary safeguard against deviation in later life. 

In his autobiography, the famous Rabbi Jacob Emden, in the first half of the 18th century, tells us how his father sent him to school at the age of three and how he proved to be somewhat of an infant prodigy.  Yet in spite of his brilliance he was the victim of many merciless beatings at the cruel hands of “his friends the teachers.”

It is refreshing to turn to other views. A pleasing psychological insight into child nature is shown by Rabbi Joseph Haan of Frankfurt in the early 17th century. In a book called Yoseph Omets he shows an understanding of children such as is not often encountered in those days. He warns against overdoing the intimidation of small offenders, especially those already timid by nature. They may, he says, if driven too far, go beserk and even commit a felony against their own lives. To avoid such dire consequences, he says, one must possess knowledge and understanding of children's ways, and it is up to each parent who judge for himself the nature of his offspring and the best way of dealing with their shortcomings. Should penalisation prove to be necessary, he advises that after the punishment has been administered, a conciliatory attitude should be assumed towards the child, as if to say, “now that you have a purged yourself of the offence, let us forget all about it.” Excessive threats of punishments to come, should be shunned: either punish once or keep silent until you are ready to carry out your intention. 

Another authority who evidently understood something of child psychology was rabbi Abraham ben Model Segal of Ettingen, even though his teaching methods are not such as would commend themselves to modern educationists. He notes that some children when the time comes for them to start attending school, are reluctant to go because of their fear of the unknown, and the parents are moved by his tears to postpone his education. Being in favour of an early start, he suggests a novel approach. The teacher should pay a visit to the house of the prospective pupil on several successive days and try to win the child over with pleasant words backed with sweet gifts. He should then say to the child: “Come to my house and I will give you even better presents. Besides I have ever so many children in my house who play games as much as they like.” When finally the battle is won and the young accolade arrives willingly at school, the teacher should religiously avoid talking about lessons and refrain from striking any pupils in the presence of the newcomer. He should give him his seat right near children who will play with him and he should give him one or two presents. Only after the fledgling has spent a few days at school should the teacher attempt to introduce him to the letters of the alphabet.

The coming of the 18th century brought complete revulsion against the infliction of corporal punishment as indeed against all the curriculum and method of teaching. 

Naphtali Herz Weisel was the leader of the revolt and inconsequence raised a hornet’s nest about his ears . But he had his followers. A spirited defence of his views was published by an anonymous  (now known to have been no less an authority than Rabbi Saul, av bet din of Frankfurt-on-the-Oder.) It took the form of a scathing pamphlets in which he directs a battery of withering sarcasm against the supporters of the old system. Putting the defence of that system into the mouth of an ordinary mellamed, he makes him say: 

“This man (Weisl) askes us what about those pupils who have spent years at school, remaining there until well after their 13th or 14th birthday, and in the end see no fruit from their studies.  “What benefit he wants to know will these boys have derived from spending so much time in vain?”  Does he not realise that boys who spent seven or eight years at school, even if they have not grasped one single word of what they were taught, nevertheless derived immeasurable benefit from their experience, for by then their obtuse minds have been humbled by the beatings and scoldings meted out to them by their teachers, and this humility becomes a innate part of their character, so that the loftiness of the Talmud and the greatness of its students are fixed in their thoughts.  If only you could see how thoroughly the malammed beats his pupils in our country!  The blows he given cause weals and bruises, nay, even blind the child’s eye or knock out a tooth or tear out the hair of his head!  And these beatings, mark you, bear fruit, for the blows and bangs and the lashes and the wounds, soften the boys’ heart which if made of stone, crumbles and his brain which, if hard as brass, splinters, as it were under a hammer that splinters a rock.

It is pleasant to turn from these descriptions to the humanitarian regulations laid down by the combined Kehillas of Altona, Hamburg, and Wansbeck early in the 19th century.  Chapter II, subsection 10, of these regulations states as follows: “The teacher shall organise his studies with the pupils in such a manner so as not to burden them too much, nor should he punish them with cruel blows. Discipline should be enforced by intelligent and moral correction and by winning the pupil’s respect for his teacher; occasionally, by a sharp rebuke and only in the most compelling circumstances should a rod be used.
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