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PREFACE 
Belgium and Its Schools are a collection of articles published in 

the organ of the Gaelic League, An Claidheamh Soluis, by its then 

chief editor Pádraig Pearse of his personal account of a June 

1905 visit of Belgium where he observed the country’s bilingual 

education system. This PDF, which makes up the First Series, 

comprises 16 chapters and 21 articles from between August 

1905 and March 1906. 

Pearse wrote close to fifty articles over a several-year period 

relating to this visit, which impressed on him heavily and 

influenced his approach to teaching his pupils at St. Enda’s in 

Rathfarnham, Dublin, the school which Pearse would establish 

in 1908.  

In Belgium and Its Schools, Pearse notes a philosophy adopted 

by the Belgian state in regard to language teaching known as 

the Direct Method, which is described at length by a circular 

from the Belgian Education Department which Pearse cites in 

Chapter 11: 

“The true intuitive method to employ in language teaching is that 

suggested by the maternal instinct. The mother excites the attention and 

curiosity of her child, not only by the sounds and inflections of her voice, 

but also by gesture and look. She first addresses herself to those senses 

which at an earlier stage and to a greater extent than the others are made 

use of in the acquisition of ideas, - hearing and sight. Thus she makes clear 

impressions on the child, and these she frequently awakens and 

strengthens by the ingenious mimicry which always accompanies her 

words. And her language is not that of grammar, it does not clothe the 

dry and rigid form of a theme or a translation; it is first a word, often even 

a syllable, which the child smilingly makes an effort to pronounce, in 

order to show his mother how happy he is to be able to enter into intimate 

converse with her. Little by little, the child thus acquires a knowledge of 

the more usual words of the mother tongue, and to each of these terms 
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there corresponds an idea, or at least an impression which will soon become 

an idea. He feels more and more the need and the pleasure of 

understanding and of being understood: he makes efforts to speak, and 

by dint of these repeated attempts – which his mother elicits and 

encourages – he succeeds at length in making his thoughts intelligible.” 

He also observes various teaching methods applied at different 

primary schools throughout Belgium, in both French and 

Flemish-speaking districts, and says rather succinctly that the 

greatest lesson taken from his visit to Belgium was that Ireland 

should train its teachers. 

However, Pearse was aware that despite what was learned 

from Belgium, Ireland did not have at that time a national 

educational system sympathetic to the Irish language, or to 

bilingual education, or the Direct Method, and that whilst 

Flemish was the language of the majority in Belgium, the Irish 

language was in serious decay and imminent threat of 

extinction.  

Overall, Belgium and Its Schools is an excellent and detailed 

work not only giving an account of the history and practice of 

the bilingual education system of Belgium and what can be 

learned by Ireland, but also expands further on Pearse’s own 

philosophy of education, which he would advocate for heavily 

in An Claidheamh Soluis and in his later and more well-known 

pamphlet, The Murder Machine. 

We give special thanks to Conradh na Gaeilge for publishing its 

scans of An Claidheamh Soluis which this PDF could not be 

made without, the link can be found on their website here. 

 

 

 

https://cnag.ie/en/info/the-irish-language/an-claidheamh-soluis-online.html
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I. 

THE GERM OF THINGS 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, August 5, 1905 

The history of most European nations – Ireland is one of the 

three or four exceptions – begins with Julius Caesar. It is in the 

Commentaries that we first catch a clear glimpse of the facts and 

processes which were to eventuate in modern Europe. It is in the 

Commentaries that we first make the acquaintance of many an 

obscure tribe, Celtic or Teutonic, which was afterwards to give 

its name to some famous nation or to some illustrious province 

in the European commonwealth. 

When, marching victorious from his encounters with the 

Helvetii on the Rhone and with the Suevii on the Rhine, Caesar 

came face to face with a new confederation of tribes, known to 

him as the Belgae, the history of Belgium began. These Belgae, 

hailed by their conqueror as the most valiant of the Gauls, held 

sway in those days over a wide territory which swept from the 

right bank of the Seine to the left bank of the Rhine. The north-

east corner of this domain forms today the Dutch province of 

Brabant; its south-west part belongs to France, and a broad strip 

on the east to Germany. The rest is Belgium. 

The Belgae, when Caesar knew them, were by no means a 

political unity, nor were they either racially or linguistically a 

homogenous people. They were in part Celtic and in part 

Teutonic, as they remain today. The Celts had ruled in the low 

countries for many centuries when Germanic tribes commenced 

to push across the Rhine, partly expelling the Celtic clans from 

their homes, partly fusing with them. This went on during many 
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generations. There resulted a loose congeries of tribes, loosely 

known as the Belgae. 

To the north of a line cutting modern Belgium horizontally, and 

passing through Courtrai and Louvain, Gallia Belgica was 

predominately Teutonic; south of that line it was predominately 

Celtic. This division, fundamental and far-reaching, has 

persisted to the present hour; it explains all Belgian history; it 

explains why Belgium is today a nation with two national 

languages, why its education scheme is ordered on bilingual 

lines, and why these articles are being written. 

Thrown together in a contact first hostile and afterwards 

friendly, the two races, though differing so profoundly from 

each other in blood and language, were destined never to part 

company: all their future history was to be lived in common. 

Together they were to pass under the dominion successively of 

the Roman, the Frank, the Burgundian, the Spaniard, the 

Austrian, the Frenchmen, and the Dutchman; and finally, 

achieving independence, they were to form the free, gallant, and 

prosperous Kingdom of Belgium. 

The Teuton, living northward of the line through Courtrai and 

Louvain, spoke a Germanic dialect akin to the Old Frisian, but 

forming an independent development of an older Low-German 

speech. The Celt, living southward of that line, spoke the 

language of Gaul. The Roman came and conquered. From the 

legionnaires quartered amongst them the Celtic tribes soon 

learned to speak Latin, and in the course of time the native idiom 

 

 The Gallia Belgica of Caesar’s time must be distinguished from the later 

imperial province of the same name, which was much larger, extending 

southward to the Rhone. 
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disappeared, as the Celtic vernacular disappeared everywhere 

on the Continent except in steadfast Brittany. 

In Gallia proper popular Latin, under Celtic and Frankish 

influence, eventuated in French. In Gallia Belgica, under the 

same influences, it eventuated in a dialect which came to be 

known as Walloon. Walloon bears about the same relation to 

French as Lowland Scotch does to English. Lowland Scotch is a 

separate Anglo-Saxon development, influenced by Gaelic and 

Norse; Walloon is a separate Romance development, influenced 

by Flemish and Spanish. The word “Walloon” means “foreign”; 

it is cognate with “Wallachian,” “Welsh,” etc, and like those 

words, is one of the designations bestowed by the Germans on 

people alien to them in race. Formerly all the Celts were 

“Walloons” (Walsh) to the Germans, but the word has long been 

restricted to the Celts of Belgium. 

Whether gifted with a greater staying power, or because Roman 

civilization pressed on them with less severity, the Teutonic 

speakers of the northern half of Gallia Belgica, unlike the Celts 

of the south, retained their ancestral speech. They retain it to the 

present day. It is a strange and eloquent fact in history that, 

except on the frontiers of their empire – in North-West Armorica 

and in Western Britain – the language and civilisation of the 

Celts were everywhere submerged and obliterated by the 

language and civilisation of Rome; whilst on the other hand the 

tide of Roman conquest, sweeping over the Teutonic lands, 

rolled back again and left them as Teutonic as ever. 

The explanation is probably this, that when the terrible legions 

of Rome appeared in their midst, the Celts were already a 

decadent race; they had passed their prime, had aged and grown 

ineffective; only the daring clans who had found distant homes 

in the Isles of the West retained the ancient vigour of the stock. 
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The Teutons, on the other hand, were a newer people than the 

Italics themselves: theirs was the buoyancy of young manhood, 

the self-confidence of a coming race; they had still their history 

before them, whilst the history of the continental Celts was all 

behind them. 

The Celt of Caesar’s time was no longer the magnificent 

barbarian, who had sacked Rome and given Alexander pause. 

His day was over. 

All this is ancient history, but it is ancient history which we must 

bear firmly in mind if we would understand the Belgium of 

today. The germ of the actual situation in Belgium is to be found 

in the Gallia Belgica of Caesar. The Teutonic speaker on the 

seaboard who, the Roman conquest notwithstanding, retained 

his Low-German dialect is the ancestor of the Fleming; the Gallic 

speaker of the forests and uplands who abandoned his Celtic 

mother-tongue for the vernacular of the Roman legionnaires, is 

the ancestor of the Walloon. And Fleming and Walloon are the 

opposing forces of the Belgian language war of today. 
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II.  

THE MAKING OF BELGIUM 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, August 12, 1905. 

When the Roman Empire crumbled to pieces, the Low Countries 

became swordland to a race of fair-haired and blue-eyed 

warriors from the North. These were the Franks. In the heart of 

Belgium was the home – won by the strong hand – of the most 

famous of all the Franks, - the Salians. It was the destiny of this 

tribe – which did not at the time muster more than 5,000 fighting 

men – to throw up one of the great empire-builders of the world. 

Clovis, King of the Salian Franks, evolved order and unity out of 

the chaos which followed on the break-up of the Roman 

dominion in the West. He pushed his conquests northward to 

the Rhine and southward to the Mediterranean, bringing under 

his sceptre almost every acre of Gallic territory that had once 

owned the supremacy of Rome. Dying in 511, he left his 

dominions to be divided amongst his sons. This was a reversion 

to chaos, and during the three centuries which followed Belgium 

changed hands as often as a prince arose who felt himself strong 

enough to wrest it from whatsoever descendant of Clovis 

happened to hold it at the moment. 

Thus, chance and change held sway until there sprang from 

Belgian soil a second and a greater empire-maker, - 

Charlemagne. Under Charlemagne, Aix – then regarded as a 

Belgian town – became the capital of a dominion stretching from 

the Baltic to the Mediterranean and from the Atlantic to the 

mountains of Bohemia. 
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Charlemagne, King of the Franks and Emperor of the Romans 

But Charlemagne died, and his death was followed by another 

partition of territories, and by another reversion to chaos. 

Belgium fell to Lothaire, grandson of the conqueror. Later on it 

was contended for by the Emperors of Germany and the Kings 

of France. In 954 the Emperor Otto conferred it on Bruno, 

Archbishop of Cologne, who divided it into two duchies, Upper 

and Lower Lorraine. In the list of the rulers of Lower Lorraine 

occurs the famous name of Godfrey de Bouillon, King of 

Jerusalem. 

In the eleventh century we find Belgium split up into a 

multiplicity of counties, marquisates, and duchies, governed by 
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feudal chiefs owning a nominal allegiance to the empire, but in 

reality independent and absolute. Strife reigns on all sides. 

France and Germany still contend for the overlordship, the 

Walloons of Luxemburg, Namur, Hainaut, and Liege generally 

siding with the former, the Flemings of Brabant and Flanders 

usually with the latter. When the dividing line through Courtrai 

and Louvain is kept well in mind, much that is dark and 

involved in the story becomes clear and intelligible. 

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries a new and 

significant movement began to manifest itself. This was the rise 

of the great industrial municipalities. Bold merchant princes 

brought wealth and fame to the town of Flanders and Brabant: 

Antwerp and Ghent and Bruges became the marts or 

manufactories of Western Europe. With property came a sense 

of importance, an impatience of tyranny, a contempt for the 

wastrel nobles. 

Each city developed into a miniature republic governed by its 

Guilds. Princes sought alliances with these civic communities, 

and foreign nations – England amongst the number – entered 

treaties with them. Sometimes the cities went to war with one 

another, and sometimes they combined and chastised the nobles. 

These are the picturesque days which re-live in the pages of 

Conscience. At Courtrai in 1302 the municipalities triumphed 

over the aristocracy; but at Roseberque in 1382 the men of Ghent, 

fighting under gallant Phillip van Artevelde, suffered a 

disastrous defeat, and feudalism received a new lease of life. 

Two years later, Flanders and Artois came into the possession of 

the Dukes of Burgundy. Within half a century Holland, Zealand, 

Hainaut, Brabant, Limburg, Antwerp and Namur had been 

added to the domain of the same house. Luxemburg, Guelders 

and Friesland followed. To this splendid inheritance succeeded 
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in 1467 Charles the Bold, the great protagonist of Louis XI of 

France. Charles dreamt of adding Alsace, Lorraine, and Liege to 

his dominions, and of exchanging a ducal for a royal crown. He 

and his projects perished at the battle of Nancy in 1477. 

With the accession of Mary, the daughter of Charles, Belgian 

history enters on a new phase. By Mary’s marriage with the 

Archduke (afterwards Emperor) Maximillian, the Low 

Countries were brought under the shadow of the mighty house 

which then ruled Austria and was soon to succeed to the gigantic 

empire of Spain. Under Phillip the Fair, Maximillian’s son and 

representative, Belgium flourished apace; but the ambitions of 

Charles V (a Netherlander born) – added to the religious 

discords of the sixteenth century – were soon to plunge it into a 

new turmoil. In 1540 the Netherlands were inseparably united 

to the crown of Spain. Fifteen years later Charles was succeeded 

by his son, Phillip II, and into Belgian history comes the sinister 

figure of the Duke of Alva. Alva is the Cromwell of the Low 

Countries: he had the thoroughness, the ruthlessness, the dour 

and sombre genius of the man of Drogheda and Wexford. The 

Spanish occupation was Belgium’s trial by fire. She passed 

through it, scathed indeed, but unbroken in spirit. Alva, after all, 

was less thorough than Cromwell. 

A further period of vicissitudes followed. The Northern 

Netherlands, under William the Silent, achieved independence. 

By marriages, deaths, and treaties, the Belgian Netherlands 

passed from Spain to Austria, from Austria to Spain, and from 

Spain back to Austria again. They were twice conquered by the 

armies of Louis XIV; they were many times overrun by the 

English; they shook beneath the tread of Turenne and Condé, of 

William III and Marlborough, of Prince Eugene and Marshal 

Saxe; they were coveted and fought for by Holland, Spain, 
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Austria, Germany, France, and England. As the outcome of all 

this warring, portions of northern or Flemish Belgium fell to 

Holland; a good deal of southern or Walloon Belgium to France; 

the rest remained to Austria. A desperate attempt to loosen the 

Austrian grip was crushed in 1790. 

But meantime Europe had been shaken by the cataclysm at Paris. 

One of the first acts of revolutionary France was to pour her 

armies into the Netherlands. Belgium quickly exchanged an 

Austrian for a French yoke and was straightaway parcelled out 

into French departments. The Abbé Sieyès obligingly provided 

a constitution. And now the destinies of Belgium become 

interwoven with those of a more tremendous conqueror than 

either Clovis or Charlemagne. When Napoleon ruled France, he 

sent his brother Louis to reign in the Low Countries. As part of 

Napoleon’s colossal empire Belgium flourished again; the 

Emperor, who visited it repeatedly, laboured strenuously for its 

advancement, and dreamt of making Antwerp in wealth and 

commerce the rival of London. 

Finally, it was on Belgian soil that Napoleon fell, fighting alone 

against Europe. Belgians do not love his memory. They forget 

that he made them prosperous, recollecting only that he made 

them slaves. He ranks with Alva in the Flemish imagination as 

an impersonation of foreign conquest. In the Wiertz Gallery at 

Brussels there is a terrific picture which shows the soul of 

Napoleon in hell. He is surrounded by the bleeding victims of 

his wars, who point accusing fingers at him; on his drawn brow 

is the imprint of an immortal sorrow. It is Belgium’s unjust, but 

not unnatural, verdict on the last and greatest of her conquerors. 
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Scene from the Hell by Antoine Wiertz 

The Treaty of Paris (in which she had no say) united Belgium to 

Holland as the Kingdom of the Netherlands. One would have 

thought that the union had in it the seems of permanence, for the 

Fleming and the Dutchman were akin, and spoke the same 

language. But the Walloon had to be reckoned with. The 

Walloon could have borne the supremacy of France, but to bend 

the knee to a Dutchman was not in his nature.  

The Dutch, with blind stupidity, prescribed the speech of the 

Walloon, prohibited its use in courts of justice and in official life, 

packed the public service with Dutchmen, and in every way 

acted to perfection the part of “pre-dominant partner.” Walloon 

sentiment flamed into madness; encouraged by the success of 
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the French Revolution of 1830, the populace of the Walloon 

towns of the South broke into revolt; the Dutch troops, at first 

successful near Brussels, were compelled to retire before 

advancing bands of insurgents. Then – an unexpected, though 

not an inexplicable development – the Flemings of the North, 

akin though they were to the Dutch in race and language, made 

common cause with the Walloons, and before a united Belgium 

the Dutch power went down. A National Convention met in 

Brussels drew up a Constitution, and offered the crown of free 

Belgium to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg. He accepted. The 

Belgian Revolution was accomplished and a new state entered 

into the European Commonwealth. 
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III.  

A REVOLUTION AND ITS 

AFTERMATH 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, August 19, 1905. 

 

Episode of the Belgian Revolution of 1830, Gustaf Wappers 

The Belgian Revolution of 1830 is one other instance of a political 

upheaval of the first magnitude which has owed its origin to a 

language question. The causa causans of the Revolution was the 

attempt of the Dutch Government to outlaw the speech of the 

Walloon. This attempt the Walloon passionately resented; so 

passionately, indeed, that when his own day of power came he 

was in no humour to deal considerately with the vernacular of 

the Fleming, practically identical as the latter was with the hated 

Nederduitsch. And thereby hangs a tale which shall be recurred 

to anon. 
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A preliminary question presents itself. How came it that the 

Flemings, who were own brothers to the Dutch, so spiritedly 

threw in their lot with the Walloons in 1830, and thus made the 

Revolution a possibility? The chief reason that weighed with 

them was doubtless the sentimental one (sentiment, when all is 

said, has been the great shaping force in history), that they and 

the Walloons had been companions in weal and woe ever since 

they had faced together the legions of Rome. Their union had 

been hallowed by twenty centuries of common history. There 

was between them this further tie that both peoples were 

Catholic, whereas the Dutch oppressor was vigorously 

Protestant. The Reformation had been preached in Flanders 

early in the sixteenth century, and for a moment it had seemed 

as if the Belgic as well as the Dutch Netherlands were to be lost 

to the Universal Church. But the movement passed away, 

leaving the bulk of the Flemings as Catholic as ever. They remain 

Catholic to this hour. And their Catholicism is not a thing of 

forms and ceremonies, but an abiding faith which illumines their 

daily lives. 

Only the Irish-speaking peasant of Connacht and Munster is 

more essentially Catholic in spirit than the Flemish-speaking 

peasant of Flanders and Brabant. So untrue is the dictum that 

Catholicism is “the Celtic form of Christianity” that it is amongst 

non-Celtic peoples, - Slavs in Poland and Bohemia, and Teutons 

in Germany, Austria, and Flanders – that one finds the most 

intensely Catholic populations in the Continent. But this is by 

the way. 

The memories of a common past and the enthusiasms of a 

common creed bound, then, the Fleming to the Walloon. This 

double tie of sentiment was strengthened by the fact that the 

Fleming, almost equally with the Walloon, had suffered from the 
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Dutch plan of thrusting Dutchmen into places of enrolment in 

Belgium. There were further minor points in which Flemish and 

Walloon interests agreed in running counter to Dutch interests, 

but a discussion of these is not necessary to the understanding 

of the story. 

Suffice it to say that the three-fold fact that they had passed 

together through the furnace of persecution; that they were both 

Catholic with the thoroughness with which men were Catholic 

in the Middle Ages; and that they both chafed under a galling 

ascendancy, formed a sufficiently firm basis for a union of hearts 

between Fleming and Walloon. Their union, as the union of the 

elements in any subject nation must inevitably be, was followed 

by the downfall of the foreign tyranny. No intelligent people 

which is at one with itself can be indefinitely governed against 

its will. 

The Revolution of 1830 settled a language question, but settled 

it in such a wise that a new language question promptly arose. 

It is this second language question which chiefly concerns us in 

these articles. As we have seen, the Revolutionary movement 

was in its inspiration, and conduct essentially a Walloon 

movement. It was the revolt of the Romance-speaking Celt 

against the intellectual and political domination of the (in this 

instance) Dutch-speaking Teuton. Nothing more natural, 

therefore, than the whole movement should be militantly 

Walloon in tone. French was the language of the Revolutionary 

leaders; French became the official language of free Belgium. 

Flemish, tainted by its close relationship with Dutch, was not 

recognised. 

Here, then, were the seeds of a new language war, which was 

not long in breaking out. The Fleming, disregarding ties of blood 

and speech, had united with the Walloon and helped him to oust 
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the Dutchman; the Walloon showed his gratitude by 

endeavouring to impose his intellectual yoke on the Fleming. 

The Fleming, who was a fighter from of old, resisted. His 

struggle to assert himself is the theme of the inspiring story 

which remains to be told. 

(NOTE – In last week’s article, “protagonist,” in the fifth 

paragraph, should, of course, have been “antagonist.”) 

  



20 

 

IV.  

THE CALL TO ARMS 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, September 16, 1905. 

We have seen that the opposing forces in the Belgian language 

war are on the one hand the Fleming and on the other the 

Walloon. The opposing languages, however, are not Flemish 

and Walloon, but Flemish and French. For Walloon was from the 

outset, and is still, a mere patois. I have said of it that it bears to 

French somewhat the same relation which Lowland Scotch bears 

to English. But unlike Lowland Scotch it has never developed a 

literature. The Walloon peasants, indeed, chant rude songs in 

their own idiom as they work in the fields or in the forests, or 

foregather around the firesides in the winter evenings. 

But no great poet or dramatist has clothed his thoughts in 

Walloon; no great mastermind, leaving its impress upon it, has 

made it immortal. French is the language of the educated 

Walloon; in the large towns, it is the language of the Walloon, 

whether educated or not. As a patois Walloon will continue to 

live in the country places of Romance Belgium, just as patois live, 

and will continue to live, in France and Germany and England.  

But it has never occurred to anyone, and probably never will 

occur to anyone, to demand official recognition for it. The 

Walloon accepts French as his language, as is content to retain 

Walloon as his patois. It was French – not Walloon – which the 

Revolutionists of 1830 exalted at the expense of Flemish. It is 

against the domination not of Walloon, but of French, that the 

Fleming struggles. 
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Flemish, as we already know, is a language of ancient lineage 

and honourable fame. It sprang from old Teutonic speech, which 

was the parent also of Old Frisian. At first and for many 

centuries Dutch and Flemish were one, and even today they are 

practically identical. A Dutchman can understand a Fleming 

somewhat more easily than a Donegal Irish speaker can 

understand a Gaelic-speaking Highlander. The Taal of the Boer 

is perhaps still nearer to Flemish than is classical Dutch. I have 

heard Boers and Flemings converse together with practically no 

difficulty in making themselves mutually understood. 

Down to the Spanish occupation Dutch and Flemish have a 

common literary history. The term “Nederduitsch” or 

“Vlaamsch” covers both. The oldest literary movements of 

Netherlandish speech come in fact from Belgian soil. These are 

an ordinance of the town of Brussels dated 1220, and the poem 

of “Reinaert de Vos.” Towards the close of the thirteenth century 

Jacob van Maerlant brought the language to a high point of 

literary cultivation; but the Burgundian domination, which set 

in in the fourteenth century, spelt eclipse for the Taal. 

It was only when the fierce struggle for national existence 

against Spain had again famed Netherlandish patriotism to fever 

heat, that the native language commenced once more to flourish. 

This revival was permanent in Holland, which now began a 

literary life of its own. In the Belgian Netherlands the Taal still 

drooped, and for two centuries produced little literature of note. 

Amongst those who helped to keep the lamp of learning and 

literature alight during these, the Dark Ages of Flemish-

speaking Belgium, was one Abbé Ahearn, who evidently hailed 

from Munster. I questioned leading Flemings about him, but 

they could tell me little that was definite. He had written poetry 

in Flemish, and someone had read a paper about him at a 
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meeting of the Flemish Academy. That, in substance, was all that 

I gleaned. Some day I may succeed in disinterring his works. 

The Revolution of 1830 came, and the Fleming found himself 

numerically the predominating, but intellectually and politically 

the less important factor in a new and free State. He at once 

entered on a struggle to assert himself. And like the hard-headed 

and far-seeing Teuton that he was, his first care was to revive 

and cultivate his native speech. At the call of Willems, 

Bloomaert, Van Ryswych, and Conscience, Flanders awoke 

anew to intellectual life. As in every country in which there has 

been a national revival, poets and dreamers had to prepare the 

way for the men of action. 
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V.  

CONSCIENCE 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, September 23, 1905. 

In the year 1811 there was serving in Napoleon’s navy as chef de 

timonerie one Pierre Conscience, a native of Besançon. By one of 

those “chances” which alter the destinies of nations he was in 

that year appointed harbour-master of Antwerp, then a city of 

the French Empire. Here he married a Flemish wife – one 

Cornelia Bahen – and here in the next year was born to him a 

soon whom he named Henri. When the French withdrew from 

the Netherlands in 1815, Pierre remained on in Antwerp. His 

occupation as harbour-master was, of course, gone, and by way 

of earning a livelihood he commenced to buy and break up old 

vessels with a view to selling their fittings. 

As a side-line to this business he opened a small shop which he 

stocked with marine stores and unsaleable books. In these 

surroundings grew up young Henri – or Hendrik as he 

afterwards learned to call himself. One figures the boy with his 

pale and delicate features, French rather than Flemish in type, 

his dark, contemplative eyes, and his “long smooth hair,” – one 

figures him day-dreaming in that dim old shop of which the 

exact counterpart may be seen half-a-dozen times repeated in 

any one of the quaint and narrow streets which today as then 

crowd the space lying along the river between the Cathedral and 

the Church of the Dominicans; or one imagines him stealing up 

to the attic to devour in secret the dusty old romances which 

Pierre had stored there because the shop was too small to hold 

them; or, again, escaping from home to surreptitiously pick up 

Flemish from the street gamins, for his father remained a 
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Frenchman to the end of his days and, though he had married a 

Flemish wife, professed an intellectual contempt for Flemings 

and Flemish. 

Later on Pierre Conscience sold up his shop and retired to the 

Kempen or Campine, that drab and dreary plain which stretches 

between Antwerp and Venlo. Young Hendrik is next heard of as 

a tutor in Antwerp, where the Revolution of 1830 found him. 

Then an extraordinary thing happened. So had the mind and 

character of the Flemish folk amongst whom he lived won on 

him, that the son of the Frenchman took up arms as a soldier of 

Belgian independence. His camp and barrack life made him 

better than ever acquainted with the thoughts and view-points 

of Flemish-speaking people, and in 1830 we find him writing: - 

“I do not know how it is, but I confess I find in the real Flemish something 

indescribably romantic, mysterious, profound, energetic, even savage. If 

I ever gain the power to write, I shall throw myself head over ears into 

Flemish composition.” 

 

Hendrik Conscience as a young man. 
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The recent history of Ireland affords more than one parallel to 

that strange resolve on the part of a youth whose paternal 

language was French. As a matter of fact, Conscience’s first 

literary efforts were made in his own and his father’s native 

tongue; but, his soldiering done, he returned home filled with 

the quixotic resolution to perform the feat of writing a book in 

Flemish, - a thing it had never occurred to anyone to do for 

perhaps a generation. As the fruit of this resolve he produced 

“In’t Wondejaar,” a book which is a holy book in Flanders today. 

So enraged was the stern old ex-officer of Napoleon to find that 

this son had written a book in Flemish that he incontinently 

turned him out of doors. With two francs in his pocket and a 

bundle of clothes under his arm Hendrik started for Antwerp. 

The Flemish Revival had begun. 

Probably the hand of God was in the Flemish movement, as it 

has been said to be in ours. Certain it is that young Conscience 

almost immediately gained powerful friends in Antwerp; and 

though during the next few years he was often perilously near 

starving, he produced book after book – “The Lion of Flanders” 

in 1838, “How to become a Painter” and “What a Mother can 

Suffer” in 1843, “Siska von Roosmael” in 1844, “Lambrecht 

Hensmans” in 1847, “Jacob von Artevelde” in 1849, “The 

Conscript” in 1850.  

At first his books brought him in little or no money. In order to 

keep the pot boiling he had to turn his hand to many things 

besides the creation of a literature. For thirteen months he 

worked as a common gardener, and his avocations ranged from 

this rather humbler one up to the Secretaryship of the Academy 

of Fine Arts in Antwerp, - his appointment to which post 

ensured him at long last a competence. Meanwhile fame was 

coming, first slowly, afterwards more rapidly. 
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In 1841 a Flemish Congress at Antwerp hailed his writings as 

containing the seeds which gave the surest promise of a crop of 

Flemish literature. Followers commenced to gather round his 

standard – amongst others Ledejanck, whose “Three Sister 

Cities” is one of the classics of Flemish literature, and Jan Frans 

Willems, who, though an older man, declared himself a disciple 

of Conscience. 

Works continued to flow from his pen. In 1850 came his “Blind 

Rose” and his “Rikketikketak”, in 1851; “The Poor Gentleman” 

in 1853; “The Miser.” About this time translations of his books 

commenced to appear in various European tongues. His later 

activities need not be chronicled in detail. Before he laid down 

his pen he had given to Flemish literature eighty independent 

works. His seventieth birthday was solemnised by all Belgium 

as a national festival; and when in the next year – 1883 – he died, 

his people followed him to the grave in tears. 

 

Hendrik Conscience, painted in 1870. 
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Conscience is not, from the purely aesthetic point of view, one of 

the greatest figures in literary history. His pictures of Flemish 

home life are, indeed, exquisite, and his historical romances live 

and glow with something of the movement and colour of Scott. 

But his fame rests less on the intrinsic merits of his own work 

than on his influence on the intellectual and political future of 

his adopted people. He raised a decayed and despised speech to 

the dignity of a literary language; though not a Flemish speaker 

born, he laid deep and strong the foundations of a modern 

Flemish literature; he inspired a movement of national revival, 

literary, artistic, social, and finally political, which, continuing to 

our own day, is one of the most striking and humanising 

influences in contemporary Europe. 
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VI.  

THE REVIVAL 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, September 30, 1905. 

The writings of Conscience awakened many unseen fires in 

Flanders. Desolate country places became vocal with song, and 

peasants began to produce literature. Jan Frans Willems, 

declaring himself a follower of Conscience, exercised an 

influence second only to that of the master himself. Ledejanck 

celebrated the Three Sister Cities of Antwerp, Ghent, and Bruges 

in strains which will live as long as the Flemish language. Tony 

Anton Bergmann attracted European attention by his “Ernest 

Straas, Advocaat.” The sisters Rosalie and Virginie Loveling 

wrote tales full of a sweet and fresh simplicity as of country ways 

and gardens. Jan van Beers, a poet, showed that Flemish could 

be tender and pathetic as will as virile and rugged. Bloomaert, 

Van Ryswyck, Delecourt, Van Duyse, Snellaert, Snieders, De 

Laet, Dedecker, Vervier, David, Bormans, combined much eager 

propagandist work with the production of not a little pure 

literature. Dramatists arose, none commandingly great, it is true 

– perhaps the age of great dramas, like the age of great epics is 

past – but many respectable, and some few excellent Flemish 

theatres were built in all the cities; Flemish clubs, “cercles,” 

reading-rooms sprang up in the towns and villages; Flemish 

newspapers began to issue from the press; the Flemish Academy 

came into existence. 

In a remote country place, a priest and a man of the people, 

Guitto Gezelle, commenced to produce a new and distinctive 

poetry. He was at first ignored, and later on laughed at, for he 

wrote not in literary Flemish but in the dialect of his countryside. 
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Today he is acknowledged, not merely in Flanders but in 

Holland, as the greatest poet that the Low Countries have 

produced. His nephew, a working baker who lives near 

Courtrai, is the most considerable literary figure in 

contemporary Flanders. He writes poetry, and a rich and 

striking prose which has been compared to Carlyle’s. 

Such a movement as this could not and did not long continue a 

literary movement pure and simple. Flemings, now that they 

had poets, and dramatists, and journalists amongst them, began 

to demand official recognition for their speech. Forming a 

majority of the population, and intellectually as vigorous as their 

Walloon fellow-citizens, their demands could not long be 

resisted. By successive steps Flemish established itself in the law 

courts, in the civil service, in the Houses of Parliament. Fifty 

years ago the whole administration of public affairs in Belgium 

was as French in tone as the administration of public affairs in 

this country is English. 

Today a knowledge of Flemish is compulsory for every civil 

servant, for every municipal official (at least in the Flemish 

country), for every post office clerk. No judge who does not 

know Flemish may sit on the bench in Belgium, and no advocate 

ignorant of Flemish need hope for a lucrative practice. In the 

Walloon country French is the language of the courts, in the 

Flemish country Flemish. In the High Courts in Brussels cases 

are conducted in French or Flemish according as the one or the 

other is the vernacular of the litigants. 

In the Chambers, French is still heard oftener than Flemish, but 

many of the Flemish deputies and senators uniformly speak in 

their native language. All public documents are bilingual. In the 

churches, Flemish is used as the vernacular in Flemish districts, 

French in Walloon. In the large cities both French and Flemish-
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speaking priests are attached to every parish. Briefly, Flemish 

has gained substantiative equality with French – in five or ten 

years more it will have gained absolute equality. It has taken the 

Flemings exactly three-quarters of a century to accomplish this. 

How long will it take Ireland to reach a corresponding stage? 

We do not know; but this we do know, that in twelve years we 

have travelled well-nigh as far as the Flemings – 

notwithstanding the immense initial advantage of a Flemish-

speaking population which actually outnumbered the non-

Flemish-speaking population – had travelled in twenty-five. 
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VII.  

“IN FLANDERS, FLEMISH.” 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, October 7, 1905. 

In many respects the Flemish language movement has 

developed on lines parallel with those pursued by our own. But 

it must always be remembered that the two movements differ 

widely in scope. In Belgium there is not, and there never has 

been, a question of preserving a language from an almost 

imminent extinction.  

When the Flemish movement began the speakers of Flemish 

were actually a majority of the population of Belgium. They still 

remain a majority, having neither gained nor lost in relative 

numerical strength during the seventy-five years that have 

elapsed. The aims of the movement have simply been, first, the 

creation of a modern Flemish literature, and secondly, the 

securing for Flemish of official recognition as full as ample as 

that accorded to French.  

Let it be frankly recognised that Ireland’s problem is vastly more 

difficult. We have to rescue a language from the very brink of 

the grave. We have to instil a spirit of national pride and self-

reliance into a people broken by political conquest and 

demoralised by a system of education designed and 

administered in the interests of a foreign civilisation. We have to 

fight against the apathy of public opinion at home, and against 

the avowed and secret opposition of an alien government and its 

agents.  

The Flemings were citizens of a free State, and their whole task 

was merely to convince their non-Flemish-speaking fellow-
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citizens of the reasonableness of admitting their language to 

equal rights with French in school and state. There was no 

question of restoration; no question of prevailing on non-Flemish 

speakers to learn Flemish; no French-speaking territory to be 

evangelised; it was simply a matter of securing fair play for that 

one of the two national vernaculars which an historical accident 

had placed in a subordinate position in the commonwealth. 

The fact that the Flemish movement differs thus widely in scope 

from our own explains why its organisation is so different. In 

Belgium there is no body corresponding to the Gaelic League. 

That is to say, there is no vast popular organisation, with its 

headquarters in the capital and branches ramifying throughout 

the country, taking charge of a national movement for the 

rehabilitation of a national language. There is no need for such a 

body. No campaign having for its end the inducing of Flemish 

speakers to speak Flemish has to be carried on in the Flemish-

speaking districts. No teaching work has to be done in non-

Flemish districts. The literary interests of the language are 

looked after by the Flemish Academy. The teaching is done in 

the schools. Flemish clubs and “cercles” exist everywhere, but 

their objects are social and religious as much as linguistic. The 

actual fighting is carried on in Parliament by the Flemish 

deputies and senators, and outside Parliament through the 

medium of the Flemish press. There are at least six Flemish 

dailies, and a host of Flemish weeklies, whilst there are also 

Flemish reviews, literary, social, and religious. The Flemish 

press is in reality the first fighting line of the movement. 

I met at Louvain Emile Vlieberghe, the editor of the leading 

Flemish review – De Dietsche Warande en Belfort – and a pillar of 

the movement. Of him, and of his views on the Flemish and Irish 
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questions – for he has studied the Irish movement – I may write 

hereafter. 

I have said that the Flemish movement simply sought to secure 

for Flemish absolute equality of treatment with French in every 

department of national life, and that this object has now been 

substantively attained. Let us see how matters work out 

linguistically in the Belgium of today. Belgium is often referred 

to as a bilingual country. If by “bilingual country” we mean a 

country in which two languages are spoken side by side, then 

the description is accurate enough; but if we mean a country 

whose inhabitants are bilinguists the description is far from 

accurate. The Belgians, as a people, are not yet bilinguists: in a 

generation or two, however, their system of bilingual education 

will have made them so. 

North of a line stretching from near Warneton on the Lys 

eastward to Visé and the Meuse Belgium is Flemish-speaking; 

south of that line it is French-speaking; in the single 

arrondissment of Arlon it is German-speaking. For practical 

purposes, therefore, the country is divided into two well-defined 

parts – Flemish and Walloon. 

The fact is taken cognisance of by the State, the municipalities, 

and the Church, all of which now adopt as their motto, “In 

Flanders, Flemish; in the Walloon country, French.” But they 

further recognise that even in the Walloon country Flemish must 

get official recognition, and that even in the Flemish country 

 

 There was in 1890, 2,744,271 Belgians, who spoke Flemish only; 2,485,672 

who spoke French (Walloon) only; 32,206 who spoke German only; and but 

700,977 bilinguists (French and Flemish). 
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French must get official recognition, - for Belgium, in the words 

of the government decrees, has “deux langues nationales.”  

Accordingly, everywhere all official notices and documents are 

bilingual; but in the Flemish country, Flemish gets the place of 

honour, and in the Walloon country French gets the place of 

honour. Thus, in Brussels French figures first on the street 

nameplates and Flemish afterwards; whilst in Antwerp the 

Flemish name is put first and the French name beneath. In the 

case of public announcements, the two languages are placed side 

by side in parallel columns, - in Brussels the French being on the 

right and the Flemish on the left, whilst in Antwerp the positions 

are reversed. This arrangement extends to every public or semi-

public document from a Royal proclamation down to a train-

ticket. It is adopted by all the government departments, 

including the post office and the state railway-system; by all the 

municipal authorities; by the banks; by public companies and 

private traders; by the Church. In the city the destination of 

every tramcar is announced in French and Flemish, or in Flemish 

and French, as the case may be; in the museum, the inscriptions 

under the pictures and statues are usually bilingual, as in the 

Churches are those under the Stations of the Cross and on the 

Confessionals. Everywhere it is Flemish and French in Flanders, 

and French and Flemish in the land of the Walloons. 
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VIII.  

THE FIGHT FOR THE SCHOOLS 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, October 21, 1905. 

It goes without saying that at an early stage the Flamingands – for 

so the Walloons nickname the Flemings, who retort by calling 

them Fransquillons – raised the war-cry “In Flanders Flemish” 

outside the school doors. A long struggle, of which the end is not 

yet, ensued. For years the whole tone of education in Flanders 

had been militantly French. Flemish was a proscribed idiom. 

Not, indeed, that pains and penalties were incurred by its use; 

not that little children were flogged in school if they let fall a 

word of Flemish; not that the tally, the ferule, and the cane were 

requisitioned for the purpose of establishing the supremacy of 

French. These enlightened methods were reserved for the use of 

the Russian in Poland, of the German in Alsace-Lorraine, and of 

the Anglo-Saxon in Ireland. 

In Belgium the schools never passed under the power of a 

virulent enemy of Flemish nationality. They never lent 

themselves to a conspiracy for the crushing of the native speech. 

They simply did not recognise it. It was not taught as a school 

subject. It was not officially sanctioned (though of necessity 

frequently used) as a medium of instruction. In other words, the 

Flemish-speaking child was treated by the school authorities as 

if he were a French speaker. A hardship; - but only part of the 

hardship under which, up to quite recently, the Irish-speaking 

child has suffered uncomplainingly. 

However, the battle-cry of the Flamingand – “In Flanders 

Flemish” resounded through the land. First, the primary schools 

gave way; next, the state secondary schools; finally, the private 
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secondary schools – those, that is, which are controlled by the 

religious orders. These latter, indeed, are not yet quite 

conquered. Some of them, the convents especially, still cherish 

the delusion that Flemish is not so respectable a language as 

French. 

Accordingly, Flemish is not yet compulsory even in those of the 

higher private schools which are situated in purely Flemish 

territory. When I was in Belgium public opinion was in a ferment 

on this very question. M. Cooremans, deputy for Antwerp, had 

introduced in the Chamber of Representatives a Bill to make the 

teaching of Flemish compulsory in all denominations or private 

secondary schools in Flanders. He was being bitterly opposed by 

the Walloons on the grounds that many Walloon children attend 

these schools and that it is not fair to compel these to learn 

Flemish whether they like or no. 

He was also opposed by the school authorities themselves, who 

represented that if the Bill were passed the Walloon children, 

and also the children of foreigners who were sent to Belgium to 

learn French, would be withdrawn and that the schools would 

suffer financially. The issue of the struggle is still doubtful. 

Those with whom I conversed on the matter – and they included 

leading thinkers on both sides – inclined to the opinion that a 

compromise of some sort will eventually be accepted. 

Apart, however, from the denominational or private schools, 

which are not under direct State or municipal control – thought 

they are subject to government inspection – Flemish has now, 

throughout the entire primary and secondary school system of 

Belgium, attained substantiative equality with French. One may 

sum up the attitude of the State, of the municipal bodies (which, 

under government supervision, control elementary education), 

and of educated Belgian opinion somewhat as follows: - 
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(1). Every Belgian has the right to be taught first to speak, read, 

and write his own mother-tongue, be that mother-tongue French 

or Flemish 

(2). Every Belgian ought to be taught to speak, read, and write a 

second language. 

(3). Belgium having, as the outcome of its remarkable history, 

two national languages – French and Flemish – every Belgian 

ought to be taught, as a second language, that one of these which 

he is not taught as his mother-tongue. 

(4). All language-teaching ought to be on the “direct method.” 

I do not assert that there are any acts of the Belgian Parliament 

which decree all this in so many words. In theory the “second 

language” may be anything, - German or English, for instance. 

In practice, however, it is nearly always Flemish in the case of 

Walloons, and French in the case of Flemings. The one point 

insisted on is that the child’s MOTHER-TONGUE shall, in any 

event, be the basis of his earliest instruction. 

These concessions were not wrung from the Government 

without a fight. The fight, in point of fact, was protracted and 

bitter. But the Government, and the Walloon party generally 

have long been converted to the view of the Flamingands that 

Flemish is entitled to full equality with French. The Government 

appears to be carrying out the principle of equality all round in 

the spirit as well as in the letter. I have before me a ministerial 

circular to the Inspectors of primary schools, dated July 31st, 

1899. 

 

 In the case of the handful of Belgians whose mother-tongue is German, French 

or Flemish is usually the “second language.” 
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Its purpose was to promote the more extensive and (especially) 

the more effective teaching of the second language, and to this 

end it enjoined on the Inspectors the necessity of seeing that all 

language teaching should be on the direct method. From the 

issue of this document, indeed, dates the great wave of 

enthusiasm in Belgium in favour of bilingual teaching on sound 

lines.  

My thanks are due to M. Charles Rémy, Directeur in the 

Department of the Interior and of Public Instruction, who placed 

this and other documents, together with a mass of invaluable 

information, in my hands. He is himself an enthusiast in 

education, - just such a man as ought to occupy a high place in a 

national education bureau, and just such a man as we should 

expect not to see in such a position in Ireland. 

I translate the opening paragraphs of the Circular (which is of 

course bilingual): - 

“M. L’INSPECTEUR, 

The Central Section of the Chamber of Representatives charged with the 

examination of the budget of the Department of the Interior and of Public 

Instruction makes inquiries each year as to the number of schools in which 

a second language is taught. IT, AS WELL AS THE LEGISLATIVE 

ASSEMBLY FROM WHICH IT DERIVES ITS AUTHORITY, ATTACHES 

A HIGH IMPORTANCE TO THE DIFFUSION OF OUR NATIONAL 

LANGUAGES (in Flemish, “in de verspreiding onzer landstalen;” in 

French, “à la diffusion de nos langues nationales.”) 

“Each year also my administration is happy to be able to count a greater 

number of schools on the programme of which a second language has a 

place, whether as an obligatory or as an optional branch. Nevertheless, 

the movement in favour of the teaching of a second language in the 

various institutions of public instruction is neither so widespread nor so 

active as the Government would wish; it must be admitted that the 

progress made and the results attained do not correspond with the 
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extension which has been given to this teaching in the primary and 

normal schools (Training Colleges), nor to the efforts of the staff 

appointed to superintend its introduction.” 

The Circular goes on to point out that the main cause of this 

failure is to be found in the defective and old-fashioned teaching 

methods which so late as 1899 still prevailed in the majority of 

Belgian schools; and it then makes a series of valuable 

suggestions from which I shall quote more than once during the 

course of these papers. The Circular concludes: - 

“The diffusion of the languages spoken in Belgium is a powerful means 

of national education, an important factor in public prosperity; that is why 

it is to the interest of the country that a second language should be taught 

in a practical and really useful manner in our primary and normal schools. 

To this end, I appeal to the zeal of the teachers and professors, for they 

alone are in a position to carry out this truly patriotic work. Possibly the 

abandonment of the classical method will cause them some regrets, and 

the adoption of the natural method will call for greater efforts on their 

part: they will find a valuable reward is the comforting reflection that, 

thanks to their devotion, an increased number of their fellow-countrymen 

will understand and be able to speak two of our national languages, and 

that closer bonds will this unite one to the other the members of the 

Belgian family.” 

The Circular is signed by the Minister of the Interior and of 

Public Instruction. 

Fancy the “National” Board addressing such a Circular to its 

Inspectors! The “Circulars” of which we have had recent 

experience in this country have been documents of quite another 

complexion. 
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IX.  

THE SCHOOL SYSTEM 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, October 28, 1905. 

The administration of the educational system of Belgium is 

entrusted to the Minister for Home Affairs, whose official title 

is “Ministère de l’Intérieur et de l’Instruction publique.” The 

Ministère occupies the greater part of one wing of the Palais 

de la Nation in Brussels, where are housed the Senate, the 

Chamber of Representatives, and the various Ministries. Each 

of the three grades of education – higher, secondary, and 

primary – is in charge of a Directeur responsible to the 

Minister, who, in turn, is responsible to Parliament. The 

cabinets of these three Directeurs, who may be called the 

working heads of the Belgian educational system, are within 

a few yards of one another, so that consultations are easy. This 

fact, together with the fact that the three grades of education 

are under the supreme control of one responsible Minister, 

secures almost as a matter of course that necessary “co-

ordination” and unity of purpose throughout the educational 

scheme of which in this country we hear so much and know 

so little. 

Apart from the University system, which does not concern us 

here, the State schools of Belgium may be divided into two 

classes – primary and secondary. The primary schools are in 

the hands of the Communes or municipal bodies; the 

secondary schools are under the direct control of the State. 

The central Government, however, exercises a certain amount 

of supervision even over the primary schools. It publishes 

“specimen programmes” (programmes types), and takes other 
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steps necessary to secure uniformity of standard throughout 

the kingdom; it inspects all schools, including even the écoles 

privées conducted by religious bodies; and it issues from time 

to time official returns, reports, suggestions, etc, for the 

information and guidance of teachers. In other words, the 

Directeur-Général of Primary Schools controls (under the 

Minister responsible to Parliament) the general policy of 

elementary education: the details of administration are 

entrusted to the local civic bodies. The system of intermediate 

education, on the other hand, is administered direct from 

Brussels by the Directeur-Général of Secondary Schools. 

The elementary schools are of three types: we have the Ecole 

Freubel or Kindergarten, the École primaire, and the Ecole 

primaire supérieure. The names of the Kindergarten and the 

ordinary Ecole primaire explain themselves. The Ecole 

primaire supérieure, examples of which exist in many of the 

large towns, is an institution designed to give an education 

somewhat higher and more literary in type than they would 

otherwise receive to the more distinguished and deserving 

pupils of the ordinary primary schools whose circumstances 

do not permit of their taking a secondary school course. 

Primary education in Belgium, whilst free, is not compulsory. 

This rather surprising fat goes part way to explain the 

circumstance that the percentage of illiterates in Belgium is 

still large. But the non-recognition up to a comparatively 

recent date of the Flemish language as a medium of education 

is probably the real cause of much of Belgium’s illiteracy, so 

far at least as Flanders is concerned. We in Ireland know that 

 

 In the Belgian army there were recently 130 illiterates per 1,000 soldiers, as 

against 8 per 1,000 in the Swiss, and 2 per 1,000 in the Danish army. 
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there are such things as illiterates who have spent six years at 

school. 

The secondary schools of Belgium are of two types: the Ecole 

Moyenne or Middle School, and the Athénée. The Ecole 

Moyenne aims at giving a thorough commercial education; 

the Athénée, which corresponds to the German Gymnasium, 

gives an education of the type known as “liberal.” Attached 

to the Ecole Moyenne there is generally a preparatory school. 

Both the Ecole Moyenne and the Athénée are “écoles 

payantes,” – that is, they charge fees. The amount of these 

varies in different districts, the average for an Ecole Moyenne 

being as low as £3 per annum. 

It will thus be seen that the Ecole primaire and the Ecole 

primaire supérieure supply between them a free course of 

education for the children of the less wealthy section of the 

community; whilst the children of the more well-to-do can 

choose between the Ecole Moyenne offering a “commercial” 

and the Athénée offering a “liberal” education. Of course, 

there are many well-to-do and even wealthy parents who 

prefer to send their children to the Ecole primaire; and, on the 

other hand, poor parents occasionally send their children to 

the “écoles payantes.” The main consideration with the 

practical parent is naturally “What type of education will best 

prepare my child for the career which he is likely to adopt?” 

If he is to be a farmer or an artisan, the Ecole primaire will suit 

him; if he is destined for commercial life, the Ecole Moyenne 

is the thing; if for a learned profession, he ought to go to the 

Athénée. 

Naturally the Athénée is the usual stepping-stone to the 

University. 
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X.  

THE PRIMARY SCHOOL 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, November 18, 1905. 

We have seen that the scheme of primary education in Belgium 

embraces schools of three types – the Ecole Freubel or 

Kindergarten, the Ecole primaire, and the Ecole primaire 

supérieure. It does not follow that every commune is provided 

with schools of all three types. In many cases the Infant School 

is attached to the ordinary Ecole primaire, forming a sort of 

preparatory school to it; whilst the Ecole primaire supérieure 

exists only in the wealthier and more populous centres, its object 

being, as we have said, to provide a special advanced course, 

free of charge, for the more distinguished pupils of the Ecole 

primaire. The details of school organisation in a given commune 

are entrusted to the communal authority. All schools, however, 

must be organised and conducted in accordance with a 

“règlement type,” issued by the Central Education Department 

in Brussels. The complete course in the primary school proper 

extends over six years and the pupils are grouped as follows, 

according to their standing:― 

Degré élémentaire { Two divisions  { 1st year. 

        { 2nd “ 

Degré { A single Course (3rd and 4th years joined), 

Moyen {    or 

  { Two Divisions { 3rd year. 

 {    { 4th “ 

Degré  { A Single Course (5th and 6th years joined), 

Supériour  {   or 

   { Two Divisions { 5th year. 

   {    { 6th “ 
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To this six years’ course of three degrees the commune may, at 

its discretion, add a fourth degree (Degré complémentaire) open 

to pupils who have successfully passed through the Degré 

supérieur. 

This very elastic scheme permits of a simple or of an elaborate 

organisation as local circumstances – the number of pupils, the 

numerical strength of the staff, etc – may suggest. 

A child will enter the Infant School at the age of, say, four. At six 

he will pass to the Ecole primaire, where he will spend, 

normally, from six to eight years. From the Ecole primaire he 

may proceed to the Ecole primaire supérieure, and thence 

possibly to the University. 

The primary school system aims at giving an education which 

will prepare the child for a useful career in one of the humbler 

walks of life, whether as an agriculturist, an artisan, a 

shopkeeper, a clerk, or the wife of one of these. Its scope will be 

understood after a glance at a specimen programme. The details 

of the actual programme in a given locality are, needless to say, 

determined upon by the local authority; but all primary school 

programmes must follow the general lines of the subjoined 

“programme type” issued by the Central Department, and must 

take provision for the teaching of the subjects specified therein 

as “obligatory”: - 

OBLIGATORY BRANCHES. 

1. Religious Instruction. 

2. Reading and Writing. 

3. THE MOTHER TONGUE (French, Flemish, or German, 

according to the circumstances of the locality). 

4. Arithmetic, and the legal system of Weights and 

Measures. 
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5. Geography (with special reference to Belgium). 

6. THE HISTORY OF BELGIUM. 

7. Elementary Drawing. 

8. Elementary Hygiene. 

9. Singing. 

10. Gymnastics. 

11. Needlework (girls only). Elementary (practical) 

Agriculture (in rural schools, and for boys only). 

OPTIONAL BRANCHES. 

1. Elementary Science (in urban schools as an alternative to 

agriculture). 

2. SECOND LANGUAGE (FRENCH, FLEMISH OR 

GERMAN). 

3. (Practical) Domestic Economy (girls only). 

Truly, a practical and a well-balanced school programme. It is to 

be noted that amongst the compulsory subjects are THE 

MOTHER TONGUE (be it what it may), BELGIAN 

GEOGRAPHY, and BELGIAN HISTORY; whilst the second 

language, though nominally only optional, is in practice taught, 

almost everywhere (indeed in many primary schools a third 

language – German or English – is taught in addition).  

Practical teachers will be interested to see a specimen school 

Time Table. Here is one, provision being made only for the 

obligatory branches:― 
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It is to be understood that the “Reading and Writing” are in the 

mother tongue (Belgian educationists, unlike Irish 

“educationists”, do not interpret “reading and writing” to mean 

the reading and writing of a foreign language); and further that 

the general instruction is, especially in the earlier stages, mainly 

in the mother tongue. This lest the number of hours – from four 

to five – assigned to the “langue maternelle” in the foregoing 

time-table should appear too scant. 

In a school in which “optional branches” are taught the number 

of working hours per week will naturally exceed the minimum 

of 35. It may range from 28 or 29 to 33 or 34. Two typical 

programmes – one from Brussels, and the other from Antwerp – 

will show how the time is divided between the two languages in 

a genuine bilingual school. Here is the Brussels table:― 

 

 

Subjects Degré Inférieur Degré Moyen 
Degré 

Supérieur 

 Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Religious Instruction 
Reading and Writing 

Mother Tongue 
Arithmetic 
Geography 

Belgian History 
Drawing 
Hygiene 
Singing 

Gymnastics 
Agriculture 
Needlework 

3 
6 
5 
4 
1 
― 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
— 

3 
6 
5 
3 
1 
― 
1 
1 
1 
1 
― 
3 

3 
5 
4 
4 
1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
1 
2 
― 

3 
5 
4 
3 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
― 
4 

3 
5 
4 
3 
1 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
2 
― 

3 
5 
4 
3 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
― 
4 

Hours 25 25 25 25 25 25 

 
1st 

year 
2nd 

year 
3rd 

year 
4th 

year 
5th 

year 
6th 

year 

Mother tongue 10 1/2 9 7 ½ 7 6 7 

Second Language 3 5 4 ½ 4 ½ 3 ½ 4 

Total hours in school per 
week 29 ½ 29 ½ 29 ½ 30 ½ 31 ½ 33 ½ 
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And here is the Antwerp one (it will be observed that in this case 

the second language – French – is not commenced until the 

second school year):― 

 

These tables show that the “second language” holds an 

important place on the school programme, and that its teaching 

is no mere make-believe. We find from 3 ½ to 6 hours per week 

accorded to it in the upper stages. The Belgian minimum – 3 ½ 

hours – may be said to be the Irish maximum: for here, even 

amongst those schools in which Irish holds a fairly satisfactory 

position, it is the exception rather than the rule to find as many 

as 3 ½ hours per week assigned to it. 

  

 
1st 

year 
2nd 

year 
3rd 

year 
4th 

year 
5th 

year 
6th 

year 

Mother tongue (Flemish) 10 10 6 6 6 6 

Second Language (French) ― 2 ½ 5 5 6 6 

Total hours in school per 
week 28 28 31 31 34 34 



48 

 

XI.  

A CIRCULAR FROM THE 

BELGIAN EDUCATION 

DEPARTMENT 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, November 25, 1905. 

The function of the Director-General of Primary Schools and his 

staff in guiding, less by actual legislation than by suggestion, 

criticism, and the diffusion of information, the general policy of 

primary education in Belgium, will be understood from the 

following circular issued by the Minister to his Inspectors in 

1899. From its issue dates the all but universal movement in 

Belgium in favour of live methods of language teaching. The first 

part we have already quoted in another connection: - 

“M l’Inspecteur, 

“The central section of the Chamber of Representatives charged with the 

examination of the Budget of the Department of the Interior and of Public 

Instruction makes enquiries each year as to the number of schools in 

which a second language is taught. It, as well as the Legislative Assembly 

from which it derives its authority, thus attaches a high importance to the 

spread of our national languages. 

“Every year, therefore, my Department is happy to be able to count a 

larger number of schools in the programme of which a second language 

has a place, whether as an obligatory or as an optional branch. 

Nevertheless, the movement in favour of the teaching of a second 

language in the various institutions of public instruction is neither so 

widespread nor so earnest as the Government would wish; it must be 

admitted that the progress made and the results attained do not bear any 

proportion either to the important place given to this subject in the 

curriculum of the Primary and of the Normal Schools, or to the efforts of 
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the staff charged with its promotion. In many of these schools the study 

of the second language is either without fruition in result, or else the little 

learned by the pupils is destined to be soon forgotten. 

“This almost negative result is due to various causes, amongst which 

there is one in the pedagogic order which it may be well to point out to 

the teaching staff, because it depends on it to make it disappear. This 

cause is the abstract and too exclusively grammatical character of the 

lessons and exercises. 

“The system generally followed is that which begins and proceeds by way 

of rules, themes, and translations. Such instruction, from its theoretic and 

cold nature, is bound to prove sterile: in place of causing a desire to learn 

a second language to spring up and grow in the pupil’s breast, it makes 

its lessons a bugbear to him. It fails in vitality and force, because, confined 

within the domain of grammatical abstractions, it does not awaken those 

concrete ideas which are directly and immediately associated with the 

words and forms of the language. 

“The true intuitive method to employ in language teaching is that 

suggested by the maternal instinct. The mother excites the attention and 

curiosity of her child, not only by the sounds and inflections of her voice, 

but also by gesture and look. She first addresses herself to those senses 

which at an earlier stage and to a greater extent than the others are made 

use of in the acquisition of ideas, - hearing and sight. Thus she makes clear 

impressions on the child, and these she frequently awakens and 

strengthens by the ingenious mimicry which always accompanies her 

words. And her language is not that of grammar, it does not clothe the 

dry and rigid form of a theme or a translation; it is first a word, often even 

a syllable, which the child smilingly makes an effort to pronounce, in 

order to show his mother how happy he is to be able to enter into intimate 

converse with her. Little by little, the child thus acquires a knowledge of 

the more usual words of the mother tongue, and to each of these terms 

there corresponds an idea, or at least an impression which will soon become 

an idea. He feels more and more the need and the pleasure of 

understanding and of being understood: he makes efforts to speak, and 

by dint of these repeated attempts – which his mother elicits and 

encourages – he succeeds at length in making his thoughts intelligible. 
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“The pupils of our Primary Schools, and also those of our Normal Schools, 

are generally, as regards the acquisition of a second language, in a less 

favourable position than the child to whom his mother teaches his mother 

tongue. True, they have already acquired their first ideas; but they are at 

a total loss for words and turns to express these ideas; their ears are not 

attuned to the sounds and inflections of the new language, and their vocal 

organs still lack the skill to enunciate them correctly. By the very fact that 

they are in a position where they can always understand and make 

themselves understood (by using the known language), they do not feel 

keenly the necessity of learning the second language; moreover, they 

hesitate to express themselves in a language which is still unfamiliar to 

them, their mistakes in which would, as too often happens, excite the 

merriment of their fellow-pupils and sometimes of their masters. There is 

here a combination of causes calculated to render language lessons both 

dull and useless, unless enlivened by the powerful attraction of an 

intuitive, natural, and living method. Therefore, it is the maternal method 

which the primary teacher and the professor in the Normal School must 

imitate if they wish that the first efforts of their pupils in the learning of a 

new language he encouraged by an appreciable degree of success.” 

All this reads like a breezy homily on teaching method from 

Seaghán Ó Catháin. To us, with the lucubrations of the 

“National” and the Intermediate Boards in mind, the document 

sounds the unlikeliest thing in the world to a circular from a 

central education authority. In Ireland it is reserved for lone 

enthusiasts like Seaghán and others to think out teaching and 

kindred problems, and they are laughed at for their pains by the 

“educationists”; in self-governing Belgium the central 

educational department really leads educational thought, and is 

a source of light and inspiration to the whole country. 
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XII.  

THE DIRECT METHOD 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, December 2, 1905. 

The ministerial circular goes on to give a series of valuable hints 

on the teaching of the second language by the direct method: - 

“A little at a time: a few concrete ideas – ideas of persons or of things, ideas 

of qualities, ideas of actions – springing from an attentive observation of 

the surroundings or circumstances in which the pupils are placed, the 

most everyday forms and words which the language provides for the 

expression of those ideas, - these, it seems to us, are the essential elements 

of the method…. 

No grammar rules, but extremely simple chats about the class, what is to 

be seen there, what is being done; about the home, about the scenes of 

domestic or rural life, in a word about subjects coming within the pupils’ 

range of observation, so that, in the exercises, the mind, the eye, the ear, and 

the vocal organs always take part, energetically and simultaneously, in 

the conception and in the expression of the ideas. The aim should not be 

to teach much in a few lessons; it should be rather to convince the young 

pupils that it is possible for them, if they only persevere, to enter into 

communication with others through the medium of a second language. 

Their perseverance is assured if their first successes are the obvious 

outcome of the use of attractive methods; as soon as they reach the stage 

in which they find pleasure in being able to express themselves otherwise 

than in their vernacular, there will spring from this pleasure the 

irresistible need of extending their vocabulary. Then, if they know that 

they can count on the good-natured assistance of their teacher, as the little 

child can on that of his mother, they will grow bold, they will “let 

themselves go,” and their greatest difficulty will be overcome. 

“Experience has already clearly shown the superiority of the natural over 

the classical method. I desire that it be generally adopted in the Normal 

Schools (Training Colleges) in order that the number of teachers capable 

of giving instruction in a second language with advantage may be 
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increased. This secured, it will be possible to include French and Flemish, 

or French and German, as obligatory branches on the programme of many 

Primary Schools, or at any rate to organise special courses to prepare the 

young to study this language with success from the moment of their entry 

into the Normal School, the Middle School, the College or the Athénée. 

“It need scarcely be said that this teaching of a second language on the 

direct or natural method by no means implies the abandonment of all set 

grammatical instructions. The latter is employed concurrently with the 

former as soon as the pupils are fit for it. A time comes when it is 

necessary that grammatical notions should be brought in to confirm or 

correct the linguistic forms acquired through the medium of conversation; 

the utility of these grammatical notions is then better understood and they 

have not that dryness which always characterises the first teaching of a 

living language solely by way of grammar. 

“The spread of the languages spoken in Belgium is a powerful medium 

of national education and an important factor in public prosperity; that is 

why it is in the interests of the country that a second language should be 

taught in a practical and really useful manner in our Primary and Normal 

Schools. To this end, I appeal to the zeal of the teachers and professors, 

for they alone have the power to carry out this eminently patriotic work. 

Possibly, the abandonment of the classical method will cause them some 

regrets, whilst the adoption of the natural method will demand greater 

efforts on their part: they will find a rich reward in the stimulating 

thought that, thanks to their devotion, a greater number of their fellow-

countrymen will understand and be able to speak two of our national 

languages, and that thus closer bonds will unite one to the other the 

members of the Belgian family.” 

This document – which is, of course, bilingual – is signed by the 

then Minister of the Interior and of Public Instruction. 
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XIII.  

A SUMMING-UP AND SOME 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS. 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, December 23, 1905. 

From the preceding chapters the reader will have collected a fair 

general notion of the education scheme in modern Belgium. He 

will have learned that there exist side by side two school 

systems, - one a voluntary and the other a state system; that even 

over the voluntary schools, which are conducted mainly by 

religious corporations, the Government exercises a certain 

amount of supervision; and that the state school system 

comprises (a) Infant and Primary Schools administered 

immediately by the local authorities, but guided as to their 

general policy by the central department at Brussels, and (b) 

Intermediate and Higher Schools administered direct from 

Brussels. He will further have learned that a rational bilingual 

system is the ideal of every Belgian educationist: the principles 

laid down being (1) that every Belgian child is entitled first and 

foremost to be taught his mother-tongue; (2) that every Belgian 

child is entitled to be taught in addition one of the other 

languages spoken in Belgium; and (3) that all language teaching 

ought to be on the “direct method.” 

Bearing all this in mind, the reader will be in a position to follow 

intelligently the account I propose to give of visits which I paid 

to Belgian schools during the summer of 1905. I visited in all 

upwards of a score of state schools, secondary and primary; 

some infants’ schools; two or three voluntary schools, including 

the Jesuit College de Saint Michel in Brussels; one industrial 

school; and two of Belgium’s five Universities. 
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A few further words by way of preface to the actual accounts of 

the visits. Letters with which I had been furnished by friends in 

Dublin procured my introduction to the bureau of the Minister 

of the Interior and of Public Instruction. To the Minister – M. de 

Trooz – I am in the first place indebted for permission to visit the 

schools and otherwise pursue my inquiries. M. van der Dussen 

de Kestergat, Directeur Général of Secondary Education, of 

whose geniality I retain kindly memories, furnished me with a 

number of valuable reports and other official documents, and 

gave me a letter authorising me to visit the Ecoles moyeenes and 

Athénées in the Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent, and Bruges districts. 

M. Coremans, Directeur Général of Primary Education, 

committed me to the care of his head Inspectors. My visits to 

primary schools in the Brussels district were made in company 

with M. Mestdagh, Chief Inspector for the Province of Brussels; 

and my visits to primary schools in Antwerp and its 

neighbourhood were made in company with M. Heinz, Chief 

Inspector for that Province. No Inspector accompanied me to the 

Intermediate and Higher Schools. To MM. Mestdagh and Heinz 

I owe grateful thanks; and I should also acknowledge my 

obligations to M. Charles Remy, Directeur in the Ministry of the 

Interior, who keenly interested himself in my mission and gave 

me, in particular, much valuable information on the subject of 

the direct method and its introduction into Belgian schools. 

Other obligations will be acknowledged during the course of the 

chapters which follow. Suffice it here to say that I met with 

nothing but courtesy and kindliness from everyone with whom 

I had dealings during the course of my inquiry, from the 

Minister down to the humblest teacher – nay, down to the 

tiniest garçonnet – in the smallest of rural schools. One and all 

contrived to convey the impression that in seeking permission to 
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visit their schools and to inquire into their methods of work I 

was, in their opinion, conferring rather than asking a favour. 
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XIV.  

A BELGIAN KINDERGARTEN. 

I. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, December 30, 1905. 

To begin at the beginning, I start this record of my experiences 

in Belgian primary and secondary schools with an account of a 

visit to an Infant School. As has been already mentioned, whilst 

in rural places the Infants’ Schools, as commonly in Ireland, are 

attached to the ordinary Primary Schools, there exist in the large 

and populous centres Kindergartens or Infants’ Schools totally 

apart from these latter, and catering only for infants. In Antwerp, 

for instance, there are seventeen schools for infants under the 

direct control of the communal authorities, and sixteen in the 

hands of the Catholic body; whilst there are forty communal 

Primary Schools and thirty Catholic. It is not, of course, to be 

assumed that the communal schools are of the type known as 

“godless”; in all of them provision is made for religious 

instruction, the local authority determining the character of the 

religious instruction to be given. In practice, this instruction is 

nearly always Catholic. Thus, the “communal” schools stand to 

the “Catholic” or voluntary schools pretty much in the same 

relation as our “National” schools to the primary schools of the 

Christian Brothers. 

As a fair average type of a Belgian Infants’ School I select the 

Ecole Freubell or Kindergarten in the Rue de l’Empereur, 

 

 The parallel is not quite exact, for the “Catholic” schools in Belgium, unlike the 

Christian Brothers’ Schools here, are subject to Government inspection. 
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Antwerp. Antwerp is a Flemish-speaking city, Flemish being the 

vernacular of nine-tenths of the children attending its Primary 

Schools. Accordingly, the Infants’ Schools of Antwerp are purely 

Flemish. As soon as the Ecole primaire is reached French is 

commenced as a second language; but no French is taught to 

Infants. This is in accordance with the general principle so often 

referred to, that the first steps in the child’s education are made 

in his vernacular, be that vernacular French or Flemish; the 

second language is commenced only in the second or third 

school year. Applying this principle to Ireland, we should have 

children in Connemara and Corca Dhuibhne taught Irish only as 

long as they remain in the Infants’ Class, whilst shortly after 

their promotion to Standard I they would commence English as 

a “second language.” Conversely, in Dublin and Belfast, 

children would be taught Irish as a “second language” from 

Standard I up. 

This particular school is not a pretentious building, unlike many 

Belgian primary schools of more recent erection. Entering the 

street door we pass by the concierge’s lodge, and walking along 

a paved passage arrive at the bureau of the headmistress. In 

plan, the school consists of a number of moderately-sized class-

rooms enclosing a neat court. The court, into which the class-

rooms open, is used as a playground. A separate mistress is, of 

course, in charge of each class-room, having under her care not 

more than thirty or forty children. Needless to say, no sane 

Belgian would dream of herding from 130 to 150 children into 

the same schoolroom, as is often done in the large city schools in 

this country. 

Brightness, neatness, and scrupulous cleanliness are the 

dominant notes in the tout ensemble of the class-room. There are 

some plants and flowers; a few attractive pictures; a bust or 
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painting or photograph of the King of the Belgians. The time-

tables, the inscriptions on the wall-charts, and all the other 

notices displayed are in Flemish only; for this is Flanders, and “in 

Flanders, Flemish.” The head-mistress speaks to the children 

and to the class-mistresses in Flemish only. The class-mistresses 

use only Flemish in their intercourse with the children 

II. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, January 6, 1906. 

The successful teaching of infants presupposes gifts and 

acquirements of a very special kind in the teacher. It demands 

infinite sympathy, infinite tact, infinite patience; an intimate 

understanding of the child mind and the capacity to come down 

to its level; an attractive and winning manner; and finally 

considerable talents as a draftsman, a mimic, and a raconteur. All 

this means that, from a true standpoint, the really good 

Kindergarten teacher belongs to a higher order than the ordinary 

primary teacher, and is proportionately rarer. British and West-

British educationists imagine that anyone can teach infants. It is 

one of the many British and West-British educational heresies. 

The monitor and the pupil-teacher are peculiar to these 

enlightened islands. No continental in his right senses would 

dream of setting youngsters to teach youngsters only a little 

younger than themselves; least of all would he dream of setting 

them to teach infants. Accordingly, we find that some of the 

most gifted members of the teaching profession in continental 

countries are in charge of Infants’ Schools. The same will apply 

very largely in America. Neither in the Ecoles meyonnes nor in 

the Athénées of Belgium did I meet with more interesting 

personalities or with more suggestive methods of work than I 

did amongst the teachers of the Infants’ Schools and of the lower 
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forms in the Primary Schools. For obvious reasons the teachers 

of the Kindergartens are almost invariably women. 

In my Kindergarten in the Rue de l’Empereur I found the 

principles I have just enunciated held in due honour. The staff – 

consisting of eight or ten ladies working under a Head-Mistress 

– realised that their lessons, to be really valuable, must have a 

two-fold aim: they must both amuse and educate, - the former in 

order that the latter might be possible. Accordingly, all the 

lessons were in the first place attractive – appealing to the child’s 

love of colour, of movement, of music; in the second place all 

had a purpose, and were not given merely to fill up time, - the 

purpose being the enkindling of the child’s imagination, the 

awakening of his faculties, the training of his hand, his eye, his 

ear, his intelligence. All the instruction given with this end was 

useful in the best sense; some of it, as will immediately appear, 

was highly practical even in a more restricted application. 

To come to the concrete. The first lesson at which I assisted 

belonged to a type which it is difficult to classify. It was a lesson 

which aimed at awakening the children’s powers of observation; 

it was a lesson in language; it was a lesson in very elementary 

domestic economy. I can best convey an idea of its scope by 

reproducing as nearly as I can the actual questions asked and 

answered given – a method to which I shall frequently have 

recourse in future papers. 

Teacher (in a pleasant conversational tone.) – I suppose you all 

had breakfast this morning, children? 

Omnes. – Yes, teacher! 

T. – So had I! I never forget my breakfast. Do you, Hendrik? 

H. (promptly) – No, teacher! (a laugh ripples through the desks.) 
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T. – Well, what did you have this morning, Hendrik? 

H. – Soup! 

T. Very good! Emil and Marie will get us the soup-plate and the 

other things required. 

Emil and Marie leave their places, approach a cupboard, and 

bring forth a simple breakfast-service, consisting of a soup-plate, 

cup and saucer, knife, fork, spoon, tablecloth, etc. A less 

experienced teacher would have done this herself, but this 

teacher knew, as all good teachers do, that it is an excellent plan 

to allow the children to help as much as possible in the giving of 

the lesson. This amuses them, gives them a pleasant sense of self-

importance, keeps their attention wide awake, and fixes things 

in their memory. The lesson goes on: - 

T. – Jules, show me the plate! Quite right! Louise, the spoon! 

Hendrik, the cup! Emil, the top of the cup! Marie, the bottom of 

the cup! Josef, the inside of the cup! Jan, put the cup upside-down! 

(And so on and so on: each child coming forward when his or 

her name is called and indicating the required object or 

performing the required action.) 

T. – Now, Hendrik, where was your soup put this morning? 

H. - In the plate! 

T. - Where was the plate put? 

H. - On the table! 

T. – Was not something else put on the table before the plate? 

(Hendrik looks puzzled.) 

Louise – Teacher, I know! 

T. – What, my child? 

L. – The tablecloth! 
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T. – Quite right! Now come, my dear, and spread the tablecloth 

on the table. (Louise with an air of considerable self-importance 

trips forward and performs the action.) 

T. – You will make an excellent housekeeper, Louise. Now, 

where is the cup put? 

Jules – On the table! (Several hands go up.) 

T. - I see, Jules, that some of your friends don’t agree with you. 

Where would you put it, Marie? 

Marie. – I should put the saucer on the table and the cup on the 

saucer. 

T. – And where the spoon? In the cup? 

M. – Oh no! In the saucer! 

T. – Do so, my dear. 

Marie trips forward and performs the action; and thus the lesson 

goes on. By the time it is concluded a neat little breakfast table 

has been set in the schoolroom by the united efforts of the 

children, every one of whom, if possible, takes part in the 

operation. It will be seen that the little ones are – albeit it is all 

play to them – being trained up as careful little house keepers. 

The particular lesson I have described was given in the 

children’s vernacular (Flemish); but the teaching of a new 

language could quite obviously have ben linked with it. In point 

of fact, precisely similar lessons will at a later stage be given to 

these very children in French; whilst in French-speaking districts 

similar lessons are given in Flemish. But of all this more anon. I 

am here dealing with the Infants’ School, in which only the 

vernacular of the district is heard.  
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Imagine the revolution were lessons like this in Irish only the 

order in Infants’ classes in Iar-Chonnachta and the Déise! 

III. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, January 13, 1906. 

Another lesson at which I assisted in the Kindergarten in the Rue 

de l’Empereur was an interesting variant of a common enough 

type of lesson in continental schools. The application of the 

method to a language lesson is obvious. 

The teacher, taking a piece of chalk, sketched on the blackboard 

an admirable little marine view. A few bold lines served to 

suggest a rolling sea, with sails in the offing; in the foreground 

were the end of a pier, a lighthouse, some marine objects. A 

moon was riding in the sky; across her face clouds were 

hurrying. This delightful little study was the work of a few 

moments, and the eager pleasure of the children as they saw the 

picture grow under the teacher’s hand may be more easily 

imagined than described. 

The next step, of course, was to question the children as to the 

picture and what it represented.  

“What do you see on the blackboard?”  

“A sea.”  

“Anything else?”  

“Yes, a lighthouse.”  

“What is the lighthouse for?”  

And then the class launches into a fascinating discussion on 

lighthouses, storms at sea, wreckers, and so on, the teacher so 

framing her questions as rather to evoke the ideas of the children 
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than to give them ideas. This subject being exhausted, a further 

reference to the picture opens up a new train of thought. 

“What are these?”  

“Sails.”  

“To what do these sails belong?”  

“To boats.”  

“What sort of boats do you think they are?”  

“Fishing-boats.”  

The possibilities for conversation in this subject are obvious. The 

excitement and perils of a fisherman’s life; the sorts of fish 

caught; their uses; the distinction between salt and freshwater 

fish; the fishing-fleet and fish-market of Antwerp, and so on 

almost ad infinitum. Again, the moon and the clouds in the sky 

are the starting point of yet a new discussion; the sea itself, its 

terrors, its hidden wonders, of another; what lies beyond the sea 

– strange lands and strange peoples – of still another. Possibly a 

week’s conversation lessons will be founded on this little 

blackboard sketch: and all the time the little ones are using their 

eyes, their ears, their tongues, their reasoning faculties; they are 

being trained in the right use of language; their powers of 

observation are being developed; their descriptive powers are 

being brought out; their imaginative sense is being appealed to, 

- and they are enjoying themselves hugely. 

It is to be noted that all the objects represented in the picture 

were objects which might be expected to come within the 

ordinary ken of the children. Antwerp is a seaport town, and 

every Antwerp gamin is familiar with ships and boats. The great 

North German Lloyd steamers come into the harbour; the 

fishing fleet on its way up or down the river is a common sight; 
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the favourite evening airing of Antwerp folk of all ages and 

classes is across the Schelt in the ferry to take coffee or light beer 

in one of the cafés in Tête de Flandre. It is, of course, a maxim of 

good teaching that the lessons should as far as possible concern 

themselves with things that come within the children’s daily 

experience. Only in Ireland is it considered intelligent to give 

object lessons on the habits of the cassowary and on the method 

of roofing houses in Cochin-China to children who are never 

likely to see a cassowary either dead or alive, and are still less 

likely in the ordinary course of events to engage in building 

operations in Cochin-China. 

In some of the more up-to-date Belgian schools I found the 

croquis coming into vogue as an attractive and valuable exercise 

for children of Kindergarten standing. A croquis is a rough bold 

stretch. There are special croquis classes in many of the Paris 

studios, the students being required to make rapid sketches of a 

model who throws him or herself into various attitudes. In its 

simplest form the croquis in the primary school is something very 

similar. The children are asked to make a sketch of a cat, a dog, 

a horse, a bird, a man, a table, a house, - sometimes with and 

sometimes without the model before them. Another form of 

croquis lesson is this: the teacher tells a little story in very simple 

language, and each child is asked to illustrate it by a sketch on a 

slate or on paper. Yet another: the teacher draws an imaginary 

croquis in the air, using both hands; the pupils, facing her, 

reproduce her motions, each drawing before him or her, in the 

air, a similar figure; then, turning round, they transfer the idea 

obtained to slate or paper. 

“Somewhat fantastic,” the old-fashioned teacher will observe. 

Yet teachers in the United States and in France find it very 

valuable for training the eye, for developing the sense of form, 
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and for inducing a feeling for the beauty of lines. The Belgian 

school in which I saw the system most intelligently used was the 

Infants’ School attached to the Ecole Moyenne for girls at 

Schaerbeek, near Brussels. A fascinating book has been written 

on the subject by a French teacher. 

IV. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, January 20, 1906. 

The exercises in Manual Training which I saw in this and other 

infants’ schools were devised on an equally ingenious plan and 

carried out with equal address and resource. The educational 

value of a well-considered scheme of Hand and Eye Training 

few will deny. We must not allow the unhappy experiments in 

this direction which have been made in Ireland to prejudice us 

against a means of education which is held in high honour by all 

sound teachers on the continent. Hand and Eye Training, like 

everything else, pre-supposes common sense on the part of those 

who superintend its introduction into the schools of a country. 

This is exactly what was lacking in Ireland. 

A Hand and Eye lesson, to be of any value, must in the first place 

be of such a nature that it does actually “train” the hand and eye 

– and also the intelligence – of the child. It must in the second 

place – especially if addressed to very young children – be 

sufficiently attractive to capture the attention and interest of the 

class; else, like all other lessons, it becomes a weariness of the 

flesh. Many hand and Eye lessons which I have seen in this 

country failed in the former of these two requirements; still more 

in the latter; and not a few in both. 

The Belgian teachers whose Hand and Eye classes I attended 

exhibited a good deal more originality, versatility and adroitness 

than I had been accustomed to see in Ireland. Each teacher 
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thought out schemes for him or herself; skilfully availed of local 

circumstances; adapted his lessons to the geographical or social 

locale of his pupils; and, generally, depended more on his own 

native fund of ingenuity and sympathy than on the formulas of 

textbooks. 

One principle which all seemed to bear in mind was that the 

objects made by the children in school, whilst of such forms as 

to be capable of utilisation as the basis of simple lessons in 

geometry, mensuration, drawing, and son, should also be in 

themselves objects capable of being put to some practical use, 

whether as toys, as articles of household ornament, or as 

portions of the school equipment. Thus, the children feel that 

they are doing something; and at the end of each lesson there 

remain to them, to be carried proudly home or to be placed still 

more proudly to the school museum, interesting little 

monuments of their skill and diligence. I found this idea carried 

to its highest development in a Brussels primary school in which 

nearly all the school furniture – desks, maps, geometrical 

figures, bookcases, book-covers, etc. – had been made during 

school hours by the boys themselves; of which more anon. Here 

I speak of something a good deal more elementary. 

Most of us have, as schoolboys or schoolgirls, fashioned birds 

from paper and – during temporary absences of the teacher from 

the classroom – amused ourselves by making them “fly.” To be 

discovered generally meant punishment in some form or other. 

Having lively recollections of such stolen schoolboy pleasures – 

and of their consequences – I was interested on my visit to the 

Kindergarten in the Rue de l’Empereur, to find the lowest class 

busily engaged in manufacturing paper birds under the 

superintendence of a lady teacher who seemed an enthusiast on 

the industry. The symmetry of shape and marvellous flying 
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powers of the birds turned out would have moved my envy had 

I had seen them fifteen years ago. The manner of the lesson was 

as follows: - 

Each child was provided with a sheet of white paper. The 

teacher, similarly provided, stood at the top of the classroom. 

Without mentioning what she was about to make the teacher 

commenced to fold her paper into mysterious shapes. Thirty 

pairs of bright eyes eagerly followed her every motion; thirty 

pairs of nimble hands deftly imitated her every turn and twist. 

As the work neared completion, the teacher asked whether they 

knew what they were making. There were a few bad guesses, at 

which all laughed. At length one, having critically regarded his 

embryo for some time, suddenly cried out: “Teacher! It will be a 

bird!” “A bird!” was echoed in delight from desk to desk, and 

the work went on with renewed zest. Finally, thirty neatly 

fashioned white birds lay in rows along the desks, each little 

maker regarding the result of his or her handicraft with 

considerable complacence. 

Then questions and criticisms from the teacher.  

“What is this?”  

“His bill.”  

“And this?”  

“His tail.”  

“Jan, your bird has no eye.”  

“Louise, you have given yours too big a head.”  

Finally, the teacher asks: “Have our birds wings?”  

“Yes.”  

“What are wings for?”  
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“To fly with.”  

“Then our birds must be able to fly! Let us try!”  

And with a skilful cast the teacher sends her bird sweeping 

gracefully through the air. “See whether yours can fly as well as 

mine!”  

Each child casts his or hers, the younger being instructed in the 

art by their elders or by the teacher. There is a cloud of white 

paper birds in the air; cries of pleasure from the children.  

“Mine flies the best!”  

“Hendrik, yours wobbles!”  

“Now, each one bring me his or her bird! See whether you will 

know you own!” cries the teacher.  

There is a rush; a scramble on the floor; perhaps a few disputes 

as to ownership. The teacher, whilst taking care that there is no 

undue roughness, by no means attempts to check the noise. For 

two or three minutes seeming confusion reigns; but, when the 

proper moment comes, a word from the teacher suffices to hush 

the din, and a second to recall each little one to its place, - each 

bearing in triumph his or her own particular bird. 

Both the “hand” and “eye” have been trained during the course 

of the exercise; a little informal teaching in natural history has 

been worked in; there has been much merry laughter and much 

pleasant excitement. 

On similar lines lessons are given in the manufacture of paper 

dogs, cats, horses, carts, trams, chairs, tables, houses, windmills, 

boats, hats, dolls – in short, any and everything that ingenious 

brains and deft fingers can fashion out of paper. The best 

specimens of the children’s handiwork are kept to be added to 

the school museum, or to be sent as models to other schools; the 
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rest are taken home by the young makers, to be proudly shown 

to admiring parents, and – in the case of the more elaborate 

articles – to find a permanent place amongst the household 

adornments. 

V. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, January 27, 1906. 

It remains to deal with the other side of Kindergarten work – that 

which aims more directly at the amusement of the child, although 

not without an important educational purpose also. Here there 

is less need for detailed description, as the forms of exercise to 

which I have to draw attention do not materially differ from 

those in vogue in the best Kindergarten in this country. The chief 

difference in favour of Belgium is to be found in the superior 

education, skill and resource of the Belgian teacher. And this is 

explained mainly by the fact that there is in Belgium a National 

Education Department in full sympathy with popular ideals, 

thoroughly abreast of modern educational progress, and looking 

after the training of its teachers with solicitous care. In fact, if I 

were asked to sum up in a sentence the message which I carry 

home from the primary and secondary schools of Belgium I 

should say: “Train the teacher.” 

But in order that we may be able to train our teachers exactly as 

they ought to be trained, it is necessary for us to get control of 

the supreme educational authorities in the country – our two 

precious “Boards.” So that, whilst I hope that these articles may 

incidentally prove helpful to my fellow-teachers, I intend them 

primarily as a plea for a national educational authority 

representative of, and responsible to, the Irish people. 

To return. There are educationists in this country whose idea of 

a Kindergarten is a place in which very young children may 
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conveniently be herded in order that they may be “kept out of 

mischief” during the day, - a sort of glorified creche. The 

continental ideal is widely different. The Kindergarten, rightly 

conceived, continues and supplements the process of education 

commenced on the mother’s knee. It seeks to draw forth the 

varied and mysterious faculties of the child’s mind; to awaken 

in him an interest in the brave and beautiful world round about 

him; to fill his imagination with fair and gracious pictures; to 

make both his body and his mind things of beauty and grace and 

health. It is in order that it may do all these things that the 

Kindergarten, in even a greater degree than the ordinary 

primary school, must be a place of brightness and of flowers; of 

sunshine, of warmth, and of colours; of smiling faces and of 

happy hearts. For these reasons also the exercises must be so 

ordered that, whilst educative, they are attractive, and whilst 

entertaining, never entertaining merely. The formal instruction 

should have the allurement and zest of a game; on the other 

hand, the games should have some object other than the mere 

filling up of time, the mere “keeping the little ones out of 

mischief.” 

Imagine yourself again with me in the Ecole Freubell in the Rue 

de l’Empereur. We are in a bright and pleasant room opening on 

to a sunny courtyard. Without, the children are trooping ready 

for their “march in.” A teacher seats herself at a piano and plays 

a few bars of an old Flemish patriotic song. Then she glides into 

a merry quickstep, and in file, the children – forty or fifty two by 

two. Each little boy is paired with a diminutive maiden. The first 

little girl carries in her arms a huge doll. She and her partner are 

the leaders of the revel. The rest are divided into parties, - some 

with balls, some with skipping ropes, some with hoops, some 

with nets, and so on. A ring is formed. The child with the doll 

steps forward and deposits her charge in the centre of the circle. 
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Then she commences a pretty little song in Flemish celebrating 

the amiability and charms of her doll. A lullaby follows. The 

whole circle joins in the refrains of both. The Doll Song finished, 

one of the children with the india rubber balls commences a Ball 

Song, running round the ring and hopping his ball, - the rest, 

standing in their places, also hopping theirs in time. Then there 

is a Hoop Song, a Net Song, and so on until the list of games is 

exhausted. At the conclusion of each song there is a chorus and 

a general dance round. Finally, the quickstep recommences, and 

all trip happily out. 

The exercise has been palpably entertaining, - we submit that it 

has also been educational. Further, it has been in the vernacular, 

whilst twenty years ago it would almost certainly have been in 

French. 

Another game which I saw performed by the same children was 

the common enough one of “Guard the Handkerchief.” It was at 

times a little boisterous, but the mistress was always present to 

prevent anything like downright roughness. 

Due attention is, of course, given to Physical Drill. In the Ecoles 

primaires and moyennes and in the Athénées all the most 

approved forms of gymnastic training are seen in practice. In the 

Ecole Freubell the exercise with which I was most struck was a 

very pretty drill in which white and blue hoops were made use 

of. These hoops were also employed in various dances and 

marches. 

On the whole, I don’t think I ever saw a merrier band of school 

children than these in the Rue de l’Empereur. As I stood amongst 

them and heard them chatter in their mother-speech without 

fear of the teacher’s cane or the inspector’s frown, I thought of 

Connemara and – swore! Fortunately, neither the teacher nor the 

children understood Irish. 
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XV. 

THE PRIMARY SCHOOL: THE 

“SERIES.” 

I. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, February 3, 1906. 

In our Antwerp Kindergarten we have seen the Belgian 

education system machine at work on the very youngest 

generation of future Belgian citizens. We have noted that in this 

bilingual system the first phase is purely unilingual. Only the 

vernacular of the district is heard within the walls of the Belgian 

Infant School. It is in the lowest class of the Primary School 

proper that the bilingual principle is first introduced. 

My type of a Belgian Primary School shall be the Ecole 

Communale at Etterbeek, a suburb of Brussels. I select it for 

several reasons. First, the district is genuinely bilingual, the 

Walloons being in only a slight majority over the Flemings; the 

district is thus analogous to a border countryside in Connacht or 

Munster in which English has already secured a slight 

advantage – perhaps the average type of what we are 

accustomed with some looseness to call an “Irish-speaking 

district.”  

Secondly, the school, I think fairly representative of its class in 

Belgium. And thirdly, the staff at Etterbeek includes a teacher 

who makes a speciality of certain educational methods which I 

long to see introduced into the primary schools of this country. 

This teacher – M. Basile De Cleene – I found in charge of the 

lowest classroom in the Boys’ School at Etterbeek. His little flock 
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consisted of some thirty happy-faced youngsters aged between 

six and seven. They were in their first school year, having passed 

from the Kindergarten at six. The reader must not be surprised 

to find a man of University standing, with a growing reputation 

as an educationist, filling no loftier post than that of teacher of 

thirty little boys all under seven. 

In Belgium, as I have already suggested, some of the most 

cultured and interesting personalities in the whole educational 

service are to be found amongst the teachers of the infant and 

primary schools. And this is as it should be; for assuredly it is in 

its earliest years that the child requires the kindliest and most 

sympathetic handling, the most skilful and attractive teaching. If 

I had my way, I would choose the very finest minds – the noblest 

and most cultured men and women – of the race to place in 

charge of the primary schools of my country. The best that we 

have is not too good for the service of our children. 

M. de Cleene’s schoolwork was ordered in accordance with a 

scheme which is a sort of expansion of the common enough 

“series” method. A central idea is selected as a point of reference 

for all the lessons of the week. The instruction in drawing, in 

geometry, in arithmetic, in manual training, in geography, in 

language, even in singing, must all for the space of a week centre 

round and be illustrative of some subject proposed at the 

beginning. On the occasion of my visit to Etterbeek the theme for 

the week happened to be “The Wind.” Every lesson which I saw 

given had, therefore direct or indirect reference to the Wind. The 

object-lessons of the week were given on a paper windmill. The 

manual exercises of the week were concerned with the 

manufacture of paper windmills. Drawing, geometry, and 

simple calculation were taught incidentally to this process of 

manufacture. Some elementary notions of geography and of 
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physiography were worked in during the course of simple chats 

on the wind, - what it is, where it comes from, what it does. The 

singing lessons for the week centred round the acquirement of a 

“Song of the Wind.” Finally, all these lessons were lessons in 

language, for all were conducted bilingually. I proceed to details. 

Taking a well-made paper windmill from the school museum 

(the work probably of a former pupil) the teacher proceeds to 

give an object-lesson upon it IN FRENCH. This finished, and the 

pupils exhaustively examined on the subject-matter, he proceeds 

to give another AND DIFFERENT object-lesson upon it IN 

FLEMISH. This second lesson, be it observed, is not a translation 

of the first. It has, in fact, no connection with the first beyond that 

of a common theme. Totally different points with regard to the 

windmill are dealt with in the Flemish demonstration, which 

thus resolves itself, so far as the non-Flemish-speakers are 

concerned, into a lesson in Flemish on the Direct Method. (For 

the non-French-speakers the French demonstration just 

concluded has been in effect a similar lesson.) A good deal of 

useful conversation is, of course, built up around the windmill; 

names of objects, qualities, actions, and even of abstract ideas 

being freely introduced in both languages. Thus, in addition to 

an object-lesson on the form and uses of a windmill, we have a 

sort of double language-lesson on the Direct Method, - the 

Flemings being taught to talk about the windmill in French, and 

the Walloons in Flemish. There is, be it again remarked, no 

translation, the words “wind” and “windmill” themselves being 

practically the only ones which occur in both lessons. It is to be 

added that both lessons are addressed to the whole school; and 

that both the Walloons and the Flemings are questioned in 

French on the French lesson, and in Flemish on the Flemish lesson. 
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II. 

From An Claidheamh Soluis, February 17, 1906. 

The windmill, having served as the subject of an Object Lesson, 

is now made use of as the basis of an elementary lesson in 

Drawing. Each child is required to draw a square in pencil on 

paper, and to put in the diagonals. The teacher maintains a fire 

of questions all the time, making use now of French, now of 

Flemish.  

“Que faites-vous?”  

“Nous faisons les diagonals.”  

“Que venez-vous de faire?”  

“Nous venons de faire les diagonals,” etc.  

Next, a simple lesson in Geometry is given on the square. What 

is this? A square. What is a square? What is a right angle? How 

many right angles in a square? How many degrees in a right 

angle? Is this angle larger or smaller than a right angle? – all this 

bilingually. The operation of finding the centre of the square is 

gone through first in French and afterwards in Flemish. In the 

same way a little simple Arithmetic is introduced. The sides and 

diagonals are measured, the figures added, subtracted, 

multiplied, divided, - again all bilingually. Thus, every lesson is 

to a certain extent a lesson in language. 

By way of exercise in Manual Training, the children are required 

to cut out their squares neatly, to slit up the diagonals, the pierce 

the necessary holes, and finally to fold over the flaps, and attach 

each improvised windmill to a little stick by means of a pin. This 

done, they are allowed a few minutes to amuse themselves by 

making the windmills revolve. Both languages are freely used 
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by the teacher in giving the necessary directions for the carrying 

out of all these operations. 

The toy windmill completed, a Flemish landscape introducing 

two or three windmills is shown. This is the starting point of 

further conversation. Are real windmills, like those in the 

picture, made of paper? If not, of what? Is it the wind which 

causes them also to revolve? What are they for? Are they 

common in Belgium? In what neighbouring country are they 

also common? Why are they so much used in the Low 

Countries? By chats such as this the pupil’s intelligence is 

quickened and their powers of observation and reasoning 

developed. The teacher does not fail to seize every opportunity 

which the lesson affords for a reference to the history, scenery, 

or industrial activities of Belgium. 

Finally, as has already been noted, the song for the week is a Song 

of the Wind, with a fine swinging chorus lending itself to use as a 

marching tune. The song may be in Flemish or in French as 

circumstances suggest. Most of the singing I heard was in 

Flemish. Young, as they were, all M. de Cleene’s pupils could 

read the tonic sol-fa notation admirably at sight.  

Apart from the general course, which, as we have seen, is 

bilingual all through, M. de Cleene gives formal instruction in 

language. It need hardly be said that he uses the Direct Method. 

During my visit he gave some very attractive lessons on colours. 

For the purposes of the lessons he used chalks of various colours, 

and also the revolving disc. The pupils were able to tell in both 

languages what colours are got by combining yellow and red, 

blue and red, blue and yellow, and so on. 

M. de Cleene is an enthusiast on Hand and Eye training. His 

school contains a most interesting little museum of objects made 

by the children – geometrical forms, toys, knick-knacks, etc, etc, 



77 

 

in clay, paper, and wood. Many of the objects have actually been 

designed by the children themselves, and very quaint and pretty 

some of them are. 

Still more valuable, and, to me, more interesting are M. de 

Cleene’s experiments in another direction. Nature-study holds a 

prominent place in his school programme. Under his guidance, 

his pupils make frequent expeditions into the fields and woods, 

some excursions being for general observation, others having for 

the aim the collection of objects of a particular kind. Thus, on one 

afternoon each pupil may be instructed to bring home the root 

of a particular plant; on another, the fruit of a particular tree; on 

a third, the grub of a particular insect. On the occasion of my 

visit the life-story of a butterfly was being studied at close 

quarters. The caterpillar was shut up in his cocoon, and the 

children were eagerly awaiting the day when he would burst 

forth from his lowly dwelling and flit out of the school window 

a glorious butterfly. 

I have an uneasy notion that if M. de Cleene were an Irish teacher 

he would fail to secure the award “Fair” from a National Board 

Inspector, because he teaches his pupils to observe and think 

before he teaches them to read and write; or else that he would 

be dismissed by the manager as a faddist. The Belgian Education 

Department, less enlightened, is following M. de Cleene’s 

experiments with much interest, and I more than once heard the 

Chief Inspector for the Province of Brussels warmly recommend 

his ideals and methods to other teachers. 
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XVI.  

THE BILINGUAL PRINCIPLE IN 

PRACTICE 
From An Claidheamh Soluis, March 3, 1906. 

In our Ecole Froebel at Antwerp we have seen the Belgian child 

entering on his school life. We have duly noted that his very first 

steps are taken in his mother tongue, - that, in fact, as long as he 

remains in the Infant School he bears no other. We have seen, 

however, that the teaching of the second language is commenced 

almost as soon as the Primary School is reached, - that is to say, 

at the age of six or seven. We have further seen that the teaching 

of the second language is conducted on the Direct Method from 

the outset; and that in such up-to-date schools as that of M. de 

Cleene at Etterbeek special devices of a very attractive and 

interesting kind are made use of by the teacher. 

From this point on the second language enters ever largely and 

more largely into the scheme of school work. Let us say that 

three hours per week are devoted to it during the first school 

year. In the second school year this time will have been increased 

to four or four-and-a-half hours; in the fourth or fifth school year, 

to five or six. Furthermore, the second language is after the first 

year and (as will have appeared from my account of my 

experiences at Etterbeek), in many cases from the very first 

moment, freely employed in giving instruction in other 

branches, - mathematics, geography, manual training, etc. Either 

of two plans may be adopted, according as circumstances or the 

inclination of the teacher may suggest; either all the lessons may 

be given bilingually, as is done by M. de Cleene, or in the 

alternative certain lessons may be set apart to be given in the 
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vernacular, and certain others to be given in the second 

language. Thus, it is common to find geography, history, and 

manual training dealt with in Flemish, whilst mathematics and 

science are taught in French. The plan of bilingualism all through 

seems preferable, provided always that the teacher is skilful and 

conscientious enough to avoid the temptation to have his French 

lesson a mere translation of his Flemish lesson and vice versa. Yet 

another device would be to use the languages on alternate days, 

but I do not remember to have seen this employed. I need hardly 

add that there is no such thing, at least in the more progressive 

schools, as bilingual language lessons. French, as a set subject, is 

taught through French, Flemish through Flemish. This applies 

also to foreign languages like German and English when they 

come to be taken up in the higher standards. 

It will be seen that a child commencing at the age of six such a 

course as I have described will, at the end, have acquired a 

thorough mastery over the two languages, both as written and 

as spoken tongues. It has been doubted whether a language can 

really be learned at school; I have satisfied myself by 

observations both in Ireland and in Belgium that it can. A child 

who spends half his school time for six years thinking in and 

speaking a language must of necessity know that language at the 

end of the six years. It is all a matter of getting really to think in 

the language; and this again is all a matter of good teaching. 

Let me briefly describe my experiences amongst a class of 

Belgian children who had been subjected to such a process as I 

suggest for six years. I take the highest class in the Ecole de Filles 

at Etterbeek. These girls were in their sixth school year. Their 

ages ranged from twelve to fourteen. Some of them were 

Flemings, some Walloons. The latter being in excess, French had 

been selected as the “vernacular” for school purposes. I was 
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present at lessons in Flemish, in French, and in other subjects. 

During the Flemish reading-lesson the mistress used only 

Flemish in addressing the class, whether in giving directions, in 

correcting mistakes, or in commenting on the passages read. The 

reading finished, “explanation” followed; Flemish, only being 

used in discussing the lesson whether in reference to meaning, 

to grammar, or to subject-matter. M. de Vliebergh, the Chief 

Inspector for the Province, who was present, afterwards 

questioned the class – also in Flemish. 

During the French lesson which followed French only was used; 

there was first reading, next “explanation,” finally questions 

from the Inspector, - all in French. The children appeared equally 

at home in both languages; and even the Inspector, himself a 

Fleming, had often difficulty in detecting which of the two 

languages was the actual vernacular of a given child. 

I afterwards assisted at a geography lesson in Flemish and at a 

mathematical lesson in French. Of the methods employed in 

teaching these subjects more anon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


