How far did education in the 12th and 13th centuries have any practical applications in medieval society? 

This essay will explore if education in the 12th and 13th centuries had any application within medieval society and to what extent these applications were practical in society. This essay will also look at the origins of medieval education, what medieval education looked like and what was taught, and the role of women in education.
The origins of medieval education in England can be traced back to before the Norman conquest in 1066, however these educational institutions were usually larger private institutions such as monasteries[footnoteRef:1]. Until the year 1087 no evidence was found of any public educational institution for the general public[footnoteRef:2]. An example of an early public educational institute is in Gloucester in the late 11th and early 12th centuries when the Bishop of Woster gave the school of Gloucester to the church of Saint Oswald[footnoteRef:3]. At this time schools and the church were very closely linked together. The majority of early Norman sources of educational institutes involve ministers or the church in some way[footnoteRef:4]. The ministers and clergy of the church were related more towards the general medieval population than towards monks[footnoteRef:5]. This meant that it was more likely that churches and monasteries were to become educational institutes for the general medieval population[footnoteRef:6].  [1:  N.Orme, ’Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, Vol.122, (2004), p9]  [2:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p9]  [3:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p9]  [4:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10]  [5:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10]  [6:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10] 

Education in the 12th and 13th centuries was mainly controlled by the elites and wealthy in society. These elites in medieval society controlled how many institutions were created[footnoteRef:7]. This meant that if only one school or institution was able to work in one area, it meant that everyone within that area was forced to attend that school[footnoteRef:8]. There is some evidence to suggest that smaller, rural communities had schools and access to education by the end of the 13th century[footnoteRef:9]. This shows how important education became in Britain by the end of the 13th century. [7:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10]  [8:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10]  [9:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p10] 

The function of schools in the 12th and 13th centuries was to teach the reading, writing and speaking of Latin. The way this was learnt was from using a small tablet to write the Latin alphabet as well as phrases in Latin[footnoteRef:10]. After students had learned the Latin alphabet and some phrases, Latin prayers were later learned such as the Paternoster and later the Psalter[footnoteRef:11].  [10:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p11]  [11:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p11] 

Education in Britain in the 12th and 13th centuries was more important for boys than for girls. Some boys in the 12th and 13th centuries could even be educated without attending public educational institutes. Larger monasteries after the start of the 13th century started to offer the teaching of Latin for boys who were poor and could not afford public education. These boys that went to these monasteries were called Almonry boys, these boys would receive an education and housing in exchange for helping out around the monastery[footnoteRef:12]. Teaching also occurred within the home with parents. This often happened with girls rather than with boys. Girls often did not go to school and were educated at home by the parents[footnoteRef:13]. Some more wealthy parents sometimes sent their daughters to nunneries to be educated[footnoteRef:14]. This shows that education was an integral part of medieval society as both parents and schools educated their children. [12:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p11]  [13:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p13]  [14:  Ibid: N.Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Bristol and Gloucestershire’, p13] 

Higher education was relatively prevalent in medieval society. The first universities in medieval British society originate in the early 12th century, with Oxford University being the first in 1115 and established as a studia generalle in 1163[footnoteRef:15]. The University of Cambridge was created second in 1209, and was not established as a studia generalle until 1318[footnoteRef:16]. The term studia generalle is used for places of study in the medieval period[footnoteRef:17]. These early places of study were open to students from all of Europe. These early universities were originally used to educate monks and the clergy above what monastic schools were able to teach[footnoteRef:18]. After the University of Oxford and the University of Cambridge were created there were no new universities created until the early 19th century[footnoteRef:19]. This shows that education had a very limited practical application for medieval society as there were very few institutions, especially higher educational institutes, that could educate medieval society. [15:  Academic Apparel, College and University History, Unknown, <https://www.academicapparel.com/static/caps/College-University-History.html>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [16:  Ibid: Academic Apparel, Unknown]  [17:  Brittanica, Studia Generale, Unknown, <https://www.britannica.com/topic/higher-education>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [18:  Ibid: Brittanica, Unknown]  [19:  bid: Academic Apparel, Unknown] 

The curriculum in medieval higher educational institutes mainly prepared students for roles within the church. Due to the curriculum in the medieval period mainly being controlled by the church, it allowed for the church to create their own curriculum. This, in turn, allowed the church to influence what students did after they finished their education. The curriculum of higher education in the medieval period consisted of seven different areas of study known as the seven liberal arts[footnoteRef:20]. These seven liberal arts can be broken down further into two main areas of study called the Trivuim and the Quadrivium[footnoteRef:21]. The Trivium consists of three areas of study which are Grammar, Rhetoric, and Logic[footnoteRef:22]. Whereas, the Quadrivium consists of four areas of study which are Arithmetic, Astronomy, Geometry, and Music[footnoteRef:23]. All seven liberal arts were required to be learnt and understood with proficiency to be able to hold a position in the church[footnoteRef:24]. [20:  British Literature Wiki, The Medieval University, Unknown, <https://sites.udel.edu/britlitwiki/the-medieval-university/>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [21:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [22:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [23:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [24:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown] 

In the Trivium three of the seven liberal arts are learnt. One of the three areas of study in the Trivium is grammar. Grammar is different to how we understand grammar in todays’ society. Medieval students did not study how to use what is understood as grammar today such as commas and full stops, rather the purpose of grammar in the medieval sense was for the understanding, meaning and mastery of the Latin language[footnoteRef:25]. Another liberal art in the Trivium is Rhetoric, in medieval education this was used to explore and express persuasion, specifically in writing[footnoteRef:26]. Learning this field of study allowed students to understand persuasion and be able to have a persuasive argument[footnoteRef:27]. The last liberal art in the Trivium is Logic. The principle of logic in medieval education is created through the idea that debate is an important part of learning[footnoteRef:28]. It was common in medieval education, specifically medieval university, for students to have debates[footnoteRef:29].  [25:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [26:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [27:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [28:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [29:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown] 

As well as the Trivium, the Quadrivium was also learnt. The first liberal art in the Quadrivium is Arithmetic. This was where students learned the philosophy of numbers rather than actual mathematics[footnoteRef:30]. Another liberal art in the Quadrivium is astronomy. This is where students focused on the relationship between the planets and their movements within space[footnoteRef:31]. Students were also focused on Plato’s model of the universe. This was Plato’s belief that the universe was created by a divine craftsman as an explanation for the universes unexplained order and beauty[footnoteRef:32]. Another liberal art in the Quadrivium is geometry. This was the study of geometric principles as a way of explaining and understanding Gods creation[footnoteRef:33]. This was studied in medieval education as it was believed in the medieval period that geometry was connected to the divine[footnoteRef:34]. This is very similar to Plato’s theory of the universe. The final liberal art in the Quadrivium is music. This was studied for spiritual, aesthetic and practical reasons[footnoteRef:35]. It was also believed that music was related to mathematics in some way[footnoteRef:36].   [30:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [31:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [32:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Plato’s Timaeus, 2022, <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-timaeus/>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [33:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [34:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [35:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown]  [36:  Ibid: British Literature Wiki, Unknown] 

The introduction to medical teaching in Europe started in the year 850, with the Medical School in Salerno in Italy being the first to teach any form of medical studies[footnoteRef:37]. Even though medical teaching started in 850, the role of medical teaching only gained more recognition in the 12th and 13th centuries[footnoteRef:38]. This recognition was due to the Medical School of Salerno was able to collect Arabic, Galen, and Hippocratic texts[footnoteRef:39]. The medical knowledge in these medical texts were summarised into Latin in the form of practical questions[footnoteRef:40]. The most recognisable and famous of these summarised texts from the Medical School of Salerno was called the ‘Salernian Sanitary Regime’[footnoteRef:41]. This text contained practical questions and information on medical areas such as human anatomy, surgery, physiotherapy, and hygiene[footnoteRef:42]. This text is very important as it was written without any reference towards religion or the supernatural[footnoteRef:43]. The introduction to medical teaching showed that education had some practical use in medieval society as the medical course teaches more scientific medicine based on information from Arabic, Galen, and Hippocratic texts, rather than medical information based on religion and the supernatural.  [37:  L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, (2022), p3]  [38:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4]  [39:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4]  [40:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4]  [41:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4]  [42:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4]  [43:  Ibid: L.Acosta Guemes, ‘Main Characteristics of Medieval Medical Education and its Legacy in Contemporary Medical Education’, p4] 

As well as medical teaching, the study of law also started to be taught. The origins of the teaching of law at a medieval university can be traced back to the University of Bologna in the 11th century[footnoteRef:44]. The introduction of law at Bologna made the city the centre of the revival of law by the 12th century[footnoteRef:45]. There were multiple different types of law that was taught at Bologna, such as Roman Law and Canon law[footnoteRef:46]. This later became two main types of law that was taught at Bologna, which were canon and civil law[footnoteRef:47]. The introduction of teaching law at the University of Bologna became the framework for the emerging medieval legal traditions across Europe[footnoteRef:48]. Students that studied law at Bologna later set up legal centres in cities across Europe[footnoteRef:49]. The introduction of the teaching of law also shows that education has a practical application in medieval society to some extent, as students after graduating law at Bologna spread the methods of law taught at Bologna across Europe. [44:  Berkeley, The Medieval Law School, Unknown, <https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Medieval-Law-School.pdf>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [45:  Ibid: Berkeley, Unknown]  [46:  Ibid: Berkeley, Unknown]  [47:  Ibid: Berkeley, Unknown]  [48:  Ibid: Berkeley, Unknown]  [49:  Ibid: Berkeley, Unknown] 

The University of Paris was another important higher educational institute in the 12th and 13th centuries. The original university taught four different areas of study. These were arts, medicine, law and theology[footnoteRef:50]. The university at the time was renowned for its exceptional teaching and played a very important role in the political and religious affairs of France[footnoteRef:51]. In the early 13th century King Philip II also known as Philip Augustus, issued a declaration which meant that any student that was enrolled at the University of Paris could only be subject to the ecclesiastical jurisdiction[footnoteRef:52]. This meant that any student could not be arrested for any offence unless the offending student was handed over to an ecclesiastical authority[footnoteRef:53]. This also meant that none of the kings guards could arrest the head of the schools unless they had a mandate form an ecclesiastical authority[footnoteRef:54]. The university was, during the 12th and 13th centuries, a centre of teaching as well as learning. One route for graduates of the University of Paris was to go into teaching. The requirements for teaching any of the four different areas of study differed depending on the area of study[footnoteRef:55]. In order for a graduate of the University of Paris to be able to teach arts, a graduate must be at least twenty one years of age, studied the arts for at least six years, and to have taken an engagement in teaching for at least two years[footnoteRef:56]. Whereas to be able to teach theology, a graduate must be at least thirty years old, studied theology for at least eight years, and the last three years of study needed to be focused on specific lectures which focused on preparing the student for teaching[footnoteRef:57]. This shows that education had a practical use for teaching in medieval society. The requirements for teaching showed that a teacher had both the experience and the qualifications to educate students.  [50:  New World Encyclopedia, University of Paris, Unknown, <https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/University_of_Paris#Organization_in_the_thirteenth_century>, [Accessed: 30th November 2025]]  [51:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [52:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [53:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [54:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [55:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [56:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown]  [57:  Ibid: New World Encyclopedia, Unknown] 

In conclusion, education had a practical use in medieval society to some extent. The main role of education during the 12th and 13th centuries was to prepare young boys for roles within the church. Although women were educated at this time, their education was fairly limited and there were very limited roles that women could play in society. Other practical uses of education at this time was to teach and go into a medical profession. However, during the 12th and 13th centuries, the majority of the population were still illiterate, suggesting that education was not available to all in society, which limits educations practical use in society.
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