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To understand the Slovene cultural and educational 

development since its beginnings and up to the twen-

tieth century and the declaration of independence, 

it should be noted that the history of Slovene edu-

cation is not only the development of educational 

efforts in the territory of the present Republic of 

Slovenia, but concerns the entire territory em-

braced by the eastern Alps, Pannonian plains and 

the Adriatic Sea long ago settled by Slovene an-

cestors. As this territory is not a geographically 

homogeneous unit it could not develop as a unified 

political entity. Throughout history this area has 

seen many contacts and conflicts between various 

political administrative units. Similarly, until the 

most recent times, Slovenia had never been a sov-

ereign whole. 

After Carantania, which in the 7th and 8th cen-

tury was the first Slavic state in the Eastern Alps, 

the territory settled by the Slovenes saw the 

emergence of many political entities. Their forma-

tion as historical countries was completed under 

the Hapsburg dynasty. They remained hereditary 

Introduction

The Republic of Slovenia, 
since 1991 an independent 
and internationally recognised 
country, in the heart of 
Europe. (Slovenian School 
Museum, documentation).
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Hapsburg holdings until as late as 1918. The west-

ernmost regions belonged to political entities in 

the Friuli Italian region and in the east the area of 

Slovene settlement was preserved under Hungar-

ian rule in the Hungarian kingdom. 

Since its settlement by the Slovenes, the general 

name for the Slovene ethnic territory was Slove-

nia. The German colonisation in the north greatly 

reduced it but in the south, where the border be-

tween the Slovenes and the Croats was formed 

mostly on the basis of the demarcation between 

the Holy Roman Empire and the Hungarian mon-

archy, there had been few changes. The German 

colonisation of the Eastern Alps and the consolida-

tion of a Slovene-German language boundary in the 

1�th century were followed by German assimila-

tion. This systematic and deliberate assimilation, 

assisted by schools, was particularly strong in the 

second half of the 19th century, in the time of the 

worst nationalist regimes in the mid-20th century, 

and continues in Slovene ethnic regions outside the 

republic to the present day.

In the past Slovenia existed not so much in the 

administrative political sense than in the con-

sciousness of the nation which, though divided by 

administrative borders between its provinces (Car-

niola, Carinthia, Styria, Gorizia, Istria and Trieste) 

and states (Venetian Republic – Italy, Austria and 

Hungary), was tightly bound by a common lan-

guage. The first to draw public attention to this 

were the Slovene Protestants. On this foundation 

the Slovene nationalist movement in 1848 formed 

In the 6th century, the 
ancestors of the present day 

Slovenians inhabited the 
area between the Eastern 

Alps, the Pannonian Plain and 
the Adriatic. (A detail from 

a physical map of Central 
Europe; in: Milan Šenoa, 

Geografijski atlas — prirejen 
po Kozennu, Heiderichu in 

Schmidtu, Zagreb 1929)
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the first national political programme for a United 

Slovenia, whose foremost demand was the joining 

of all Slovene territories into a state with the Slov-

ene language in schools and offices.

As only Carniola was predominantly Slovene it 

lent the nationalist movement most of its weight 

and support, while its tone came from elsewhere. 

In 1848 the Slovene national flag was born on the 

basis of the colours of the Kranj coat-of-arms. 

Since the idea of a United Slovenia was only par-

tially realised owing to shifts in the borders after 

the First and Second World Wars, a considerable 

proportion of Slovenes still lives in Italy, Austria 

and Hungary. 

As elsewhere, the beginnings of systematic ed-

ucation in Slovenia are linked to its oldest records, 

since every piece of writing brought about the 

need for learning and schooling. 

Going home from school.  
(A postcard, Glückliche Zeiten, 
Verlag der Jugenblätter, 
München — sent with the 
postmark Ljubljana-Laibach, 
23.11.1918 and with a postal 
stamp Država SHS — Slovenian 
School Museum, photo 
library; publ. in: Zvonček, 
List s podobami za slovensko 
mladino, Ljubljana 1914, p. 56)
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The oldest records  
in the Slovene language

Though education and schooling was at first re-

stricted to a narrow circle of people, the oldest 

writings bear witness to the cultural level of the 

environment that created them.

There are no literary works from the late Ro-

man period preserved in the area of later Slovene 

settlement. Some Latin writings were discovered 

on tombstones and other monuments while some 

writings are Venetic and even older in origin. Al-

though there are no specific references to any 

activity of Latin schools from the late Roman pe-

riod, it is reasonable to assume they existed but 

that is all. Similar assumptions are made about 

later periods, since all literary activity was and is 

in some way related to school. 

Literary production in the early Middle Ages was 

modest in the area settled by the Slovenes. Like 

in other parts of Europe it was mostly religious in 

content and Latin in language and form. The first 

missionaries to spread the Christian faith among 

the Slovenes were Irish monks. They started com-

ing in larger numbers in the second half of the 

The Freising Documents, 
created between 972 and 

1039, are the oldest Slovenian 
written religious texts. They 
were inserted into a special 

codex that was preserved 
in Munich. (Bayerische 

Staatsbibliothek München — 
Cod. Lat. 6426, fol. 158v; publ. 

in: Dokumenti slovenstva, 
Ljubljana 1994, p. 96)
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8th century when Carantania and its neighbouring 

Slavic lands came under the control of the Frank-

ish kingdom. The starting point for their missionary 

activity in the Eastern Alps was Salzburg, where a 

special monastic school was set up for the purpose. 

The Irish method of Christianisation was noted par-

ticularly for its mildness and adaptability to people 

whom they instructed in their faith. 

The second base for spreading Christianity among 

the Slovenes was in the west, in Aquilea, where an-

other special monastic school operated from the very 

outset of Slovene Christianisation. The first Aquilean 

missionary campaigns among the Slovenes were typ-

ically not connected with introducing tithes, and the 

people embracing Christianity were not required to 

learn the main prayers by heart in Latin but were 

allowed to pray in their native language.

As the scope of power of the Aquilean and 

Salzburg churches on Slovene land, which came 

under Frankish rule, was not clearly demarcated 

and conflicts soon arose between the churches, in 

811 Emperor Charlemagne drew the dividing line 

between the jurisdiction of the Salzburg and Aq-

uilean churches along the River Drava. The area 

of Slovene settlement was thus at the very outset 

split in two by the church administration. This divi-

sion, which was roughly preserved until the age of 

enlightened absolutism in the 18th century, had a 

profound impact on the political, cultural and edu-

cational development of the Slovenes. 

After Saints Cyril and Methodius came to Mora-

via, an independent Slavic diocese was established 

The most important historic 
source of the conversion of 
Slovenians to Christianity, 
Conversio Bagoariurum et 
Carantanorum, was written 
by an unknown author in 
871; copy from the 12th 
century (Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, 
Handschriften- und 
Inkunabelsammlung, Vienna 
— Cod. 596, fol. 5v, 6r; publ. 
in: Dokumenti slovenstva, 
Ljubljana 1994, p. 31)
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in Lower Pannonia in the second half of the 9th cen-

tury. Though the influence of Slavic religious service 

on the expansion of Christianity among the Slovenes 

was short-lived due to the loss of political support 

and German resistance, it is interesting that its her-

itage, passed down by Methodius’ pupils, survived 

only until recently in the immediate vicinity of Slov-

enia on the Croatian coast and northern Adriatic 

islands through the Glagolitic liturgy. The Salzburg 

church asserted its rights in Pannonia with a special 

document, Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum, 

which chronicles the Christianisation of the Bavari-

ans and Carantanians and is the key historical record 

on Carantania and Slovene Christianisation.

Christianisation was primarily a systematic edu-

cational campaign among the Slovenes. Owing to 

Hungarian invasions which concluded the settle-

ment of Central Europe in the late 9th and the first 

half of the 10th century, extensive Christianisation 

continued in the 10th and 11th centuries, particularly 

in areas under Aquilean jurisdiction which were the 

most badly ravaged. That was when missionary sta-

tions evolved into a network of the oldest parishes. 

In the oldest Bavarian diocesan seat in Freising, 

which even before the year 1000 was granted ex-

tensive land tenure including areas settled by the 

Slovenes, notably the town of Škofja Loka and its 

vicinity, the oldest records in the Slovene language 

from the same period were preserved. They are 

called the Freising Manuscripts after the town of 

discovery, or “Brižinski spomeniki” after the Slov-

ene word for the town of Freising. They are also 

The Stična manuscript with 
texts in Slovenian, from the 
first half of the 15th century. 

The manuscript is one of 
the few Slovenian medieval 

texts. (National and University 
Library, Ljubljana, manuscript 

no. 141; publ. in: Jože Mlinarič, 
Stiška opatija 1136—1784, Novo 

mesto 1995, p. 189)
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the oldest writings in any Slavic language. The 

manuscripts deal with religious topics and consist 

of three parts, of which two are general confes-

sion formulas, and the third a sermon on sin and 

penance. 

In an age when almost all literary and other 

work in Central Europe and elsewhere in the West 

was produced in Latin, in Carinthia, the centre of 

the former Carantania, an exceptional instance of 

using the Slovene language was preserved at the 

famed inauguration of Carinthian dukes until the 

late Middle Ages. According to the established cer-

emony, which was conducted entirely in Slovene, 

the assembled people symbolically conferred power 

on the new duke. As a legal act the enthronement 

ceremony aroused the interest of many researchers 

and even influenced Thomas Jefferson in justifying 

democracy and American independence in the first 

American constitution. The territories settled by 

the Slovenes grew increasingly different from their 

German neighbours, notably in language and some 

of them, e.g.medieval Carinthia, claimed a special 

status on the basis of their distinct language in the 

wider German area. 

The enthronement of 
Carinthian dukes was 
conducted in the Slovenian 
language in line with an 
established ritual. In 1479-80 
appeared what is considered 
to be the oldest depiction of 
this event. The manuscript 
of Clemens Specker, Austrian 
Chronicle of 95 Estates. 
(Bürgerbibliothek Bern 
— Cod. A. 45, fol. 66v; publ. 
in: Dokumenti slovenstva, 
Ljubljana 1994, p. 35)
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One of the key roles in Christianizing the Slovenes 

was played by monasteries which were the oldest 

missionary, cultural, educational and other cen-

tres. Monasteries also originated the oldest type 

of school, the so-called monastic school. Besides 

training candidates for the monastic vocation, 

education for other, more secular needs was pro-

vided. From the very beginning it was possible to 

receive at least the minimal elementary academic 

knowledge in monasteries, related to singing and 

religious education. Not only did monasteries play 

an indispensable role in religious matters but also 

in the indirect education of the population in hus-

bandry and economy. The oldest religious and other 

literary manuscripts were produced in monasteries 

and their libraries, which prided themselves on the 

number of codices and stored most of the knowl-

edge and science of the age.

Characteristically, the first monasteries in the 

area settled by the Slovenes were founded on its 

northern and western margins, from where the 

Salzburg and Aquilean religious and cultural influ-

The educational role  
of monasteries

The Cistercian abbey in 
Stična, established in 1135, 

housed one of the oldest 
monastery schools in Slovenia. 

As an religious, economic 
and cultural centre, the 

monastery was an important 
influence on the development 

of the Slovenian national 
consciousness. (J.V. Valvasor, 

Topographia Ducatus Carniolae 
Modernae, 1679, sheet 240)
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ence expanded and the first missionaries came. 
In the central areas of Slovene settlement, that 
is in the territory of the present Slovene state, 
they chiefly emerged from the 12th century on. 
Centuries of diverse activity of the Benedictines, 
Cistercians, Carthusians, Crusaders, Minorites, 
Franciscans and several other orders left a strong 
mark on the development of the Slovene character 
and consciousness. They were all active also in the 
field of education. Some of them, for instance the 
Jesuits, were particularly renowned for this activ-
ity. Convents of Poor Clares and Dominican nuns 
were the only medieval facility which provided 
education to girls, and their education remained 
neglected until late in the nineteenth century. 
With the property of abolished orders and the help 
of still active orders the absolutist state was able, 
from the second half of the 18th century on, to 
build a state school system.

The Žiče monastery, founded in 
1160, is the oldest Carthusian 
monastery in Europe. There 
used to be a school in the 
monastery, which was first 
mentioned in the 14th century. 
At the turn of the 15th 
century, the monastery was 
the seat of the Carthusian 
order and boasted one of the 
largest libraries in Europe. 
(An oil painting on canvas 
by an unknown artist from 
the mid-18th century, the 
Klosterneuburg monastery, 
publ. in: Nataša Golob, 
Srednjeveški rokopisi iz 
Žičke kartuzije (1160—1560), 
National Gallery, Ljubljana 
2006)
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The influence  
of church administration  
on the oldest schools

Apart from widespread monasticism and activities 

of monastic orders the medieval educational con-

ditions in the Slovene areas were chiefly influenced 

by the ecclesiastical administrative organisation. 

Beside the fact that in the Middle Ages and later, 

priests represented the few and often only edu-

cated people, and generally some of the scarce 

literate people, the Slovene lands suffered in 

particular the disadvantage of not having a major 

diocesan centre which could influence both the 

religious as well as cultural development of the 

Slovene area. Political, ecclesiastic and conse-

quently cultural and educational centres remained 

outside the Slovene territory. It was pushed to 

the political and cultural margin. Its vitality was 

entirely dependent on the neighbouring centres  

of power.

The cultural development of the Slovene terri-

tory took place in the wake of the administrative 

division of the Salzburg and Aquilean churches, 

which were also important secular principalities 

with extensive estates. The dependence on archdi-

The Church administrative 
division of the territory 

inhabited by the Slovenian 
nation in the late Middle Ages. 
(Roman Pavlovčič, Zgodovinski 

atlas Slovenije, Kulturna akcija, 
Buenos Aires 1960, p. 55)



1�

ocesan seats was felt even after the first dioceses 

were founded. The regional diocese in Carantania 

in the 8th century did not thrive and similarly the 

diocesan seats in Krka (1072) in Carinthia, Sekava 

(1219) in Styria and Št. Andraž in Labotska dolina 

(1228) were completely subordinate to the Salz-

burg archdiocese until the reforms of Joseph II. 

In the 13th century the first efforts to establish a 

special diocese covering the wide territory settled 

by the Slovenes, in the Aquilean area south of the 

Drava, were unsuccessful. Meanwhile, the dioces-

es in Trieste and Koper were mostly restricted to 

the town limits and had no significant influence on 

the Slovenes. It was not until the political strug-

gles of Frederick III with the Aquilean church and 

the Venetians that he succeeded in 1461 in found-

ing a diocese in Ljubljana, which was the centre 

of Carniola, and subjected it to the ecclesiastical 

administration of Rome. The establishment of the 

Ljubljana diocese had a very positive effect on 

the religious and cultural situation of Carniola and 

the development of educational institutions in the 

town, which henceforth became a distinctive polit-

ical and cultural centre which possessed all major 

educational institutions.

Since the educational requirements of diocesan 

offices in diocesan centres were much higher than 

in the countryside, the so-called cathedral school 

evolved in medieval diocesan seats. To function, di-

oceses needed priests and other collaborators with 

at least elementary academic education. There is 

little information about such schools in the Slovene 

An incunabulum of the 
Stična codex from around 
1180. A portrait of Father 
Folknand. (Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, 
Handschriften und 
Inkunabelsammlung, Vienna, 
Cod. 650, fol. 62 publ. in: 
Dokumenti slovenstva, 
Ljubljana 1994, p. 94)
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territory since the scant reports on their activity 

are indirect, preserved chiefly through references 

to teachers in documents dating from the high and 

late Middle Ages, and their activity in diocesan 

centres in the Aquilean area as well as Venetian 

Istria seems to have been limited to grammar in-

struction. It could not be said that some parish 

schools, which were active in larger and more im-

portant archdiocesan centres, particularly in the 

Aquilean domain, were any worse. In such a school 

in Ribnica in Lower Carniola, the pupils were even 

prepared for studies at the University of Vienna. 

Parish churches were frequently merely temporary 

educational institutions. They arose from religious 

needs and chiefly from the wish that priests in 

seats of larger parishes would have the support of 

a literate assistant –teacher.

Before a diocese was founded in Ljubljana, it 

had the school of St Nicholas, which was both a par-

ish school and town school, since pupils were also 

educated for the town’s needs, and its maintenance 

was managed by the city council. Parish schools, 

which also served as town schools, could be found in 

other towns on Slovene soil, too. In the 1�th century 

in Kranj and Škofja Loka there were bitter disputes 

between the town priest and the town authori-

ties over the question of jurisdiction in supervising  

the school. 

In medieval times schools in the Slovene ter-

ritory enabled relatively few pupils to acquire 

elementary academic knowledge in particular. For 

more extensive and better knowledge one had to 

Statuta antiqua et statuta 
nova Ordinis Carthusiensis 

(Graz, Universitätsbibliothek, 
Ms. 1474, Žiče 1423; publ. in: 

Nataša Golob, Srednjeveški 
rokopisi iz Žičke kartuzije 

(1160—1560), National Gallery, 
Ljubljana 2006, p. 97)
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go further away to the larger European education-

al centres where the first universities operated. At 

first students from the Slovene regions would go to 

study at the nearby northern Italian universities, 

and after the University of Vienna was founded 

(1365), increasingly to Vienna and later Graz. With 

the establishment of its diocese, Ljubljana became 

the most important cultural centre on Slovene soil, 

but it was long before it could match any of the 

university centres. 

Medieval schools in the Slovene regions reflect 

the ecclesiastical administrative government of 

the territory, as the initiatives and needs for their 

establishment were mostly religious. The level 

and difficulty of these, as a rule, primary schools, 

since they required no previous education, corre-

sponded to the level of the church institution in 

the ecclesiastic hierarchy. Every church institution, 

be it monastery, diocese, archidiaconate or parish, 

first and foremost took care of its own education-

al requirements. Teaching goals were focused on 

studying Latin, which was the language of religious 

rituals as well as all scientific writing of the age. In 

time the studies in these schools were influenced 

by more practical and everyday needs, and with 

the growth of towns the so-called town schools 

emerged for the needs of the town. Although parish 

schools did not operate on a permanent basis, since 

they depended on local circumstances, they were 

the most numerous, particularly at the end of the 

Middle Ages, and could be found both in towns and 

large and small parish centres in the country. 

Well-known schools in the 
Slovenian national territory 
during the Middle Ages. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
Ljubljana)
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Apart from the aforementioned more or less ec-
clesiastical schools it was at that time - and for a 
long time after - also possible to receive a basic 
education privately. Private education, which was 
most often provided by people from the church 
ranks, typically took place in castles, however, it 
was also available in towns and, to a lesser degree, 
in the country. In the Middle Ages, educational pos-
sibilities were restricted to a narrow circle of the 
select. Education mostly depended on demand, 
which surely could not have been very great. The 
literacy of the population was also modest. Edu-
cation was chiefly focused on religious instruction 
and the establishments organised and run by ec-
clesiastical institutions bore a strong mark of the 
Christian educational ideal.

A lesson in a chapter school 
in the 1�th century. (Slovenian 

School Museum, exhibition 
collection)
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The first Slovene 
book and Protestant 
educational system

The Reformation movement, initiated in Germany 

in the 1520s by Martin Luther with his demands, 

swept through the Slovene lands after a few years. 

It had the greatest support in the higher classes: 

the nobility, burghers and, in a much smaller de-

gree, farmers. At the outset, the reforms were 

aimed at improving ecclesiastic and religious life 

but soon they moved into all other social areas. 

Education was especially important for Protestant-

ism because protestant schools became a means of 

spreading the new religion based on the belief that 

religion’s only true foundation was the Bible, which 

should be accessible to all in the mother tongue. 

The Protestant program of education thus included 

all social classes. Everybody should have the op-

portunity to discover the real truth contained in 

the Bible. In Protestantism the value of education 

and knowledge, particularly on a primary level, 

rose greatly, as did the demand for new schools 

and new teaching methods. 

In spreading the new religion, Slovene Protestants 

had to work with the fact that the Slovene language 

Primer and Catechism, 
printed in Tübingen in 1��0, 
were the first books written 
in the Slovene language. 
The unique specimens are 
kept in the Austrian National 
Library (Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek) in Vienna.  
Primer’s title page. (Slovenian 
School Museum – documents; 
publ. in: Josip Gruden, 
Zgodovina slovenskega naroda, 
Celovec 1912, p. 621) 
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had never been used in literature before and had no 

established literary form. Therefore their reforma-

tive efforts had to first address Slovene literature. 

To spread religion among the Slovene population of 

all classes primarily through the written word, it 

was necessary to lay the foundations of a language 

spoken in many forms by Slovenes in Carniola and 

the neighbouring Hapsburg provinces (Carinthia, 

Styria, Gorizia, Istria and Trieste), as well as Hun-

gary and some regions under Venetian rule. 

Primož Trubar, the first Slovene writer and re-

ligious reformer, was the first to publicly address 

the inhabitants of territories speaking a related 

Slavic language in the printed Slovene word with 

their present name. In 1550, during his exile in 

Württemberg in southern Germany he printed the 

first two Slovene books: Abecednik (spelling book) 

and Katekizem (Catechism). The first one instruct-

ed people how to read and the second one was 

written for teachers. Since the work of Slovene 

Protestants in the literary field was mostly inspired 

by religious reformational motives, their literary 

production was likewise first and foremost reli-

gious and pedagogical. To spread Protestantism it 

was necessary to provide mass education available 

to all social classes in the native language which all 

could understand. When Jurij Dalmatin translated 

the entire Bible into Slovene in 1584, the Slovene 

nation was among the first in Europe to have the 

principal religious book translated into their own 

language. By printing the first Slovene grammar, 

written in Latin, the foremost Slovene Protestant 

Primož Trubar (1508-1586), 
the writer of the first Slovene 

book and the organiser of 
the elementary Slovenian 
Protestant school. (Jacob 

Lederlein, Primus Truberus 
Carniolanus, a wood carving 

1578; publ. in: Hishna postilla, 
Tübingen 1�9�)
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educator Adam Bohorič rounded off the great lit-

erary achievement of Slovene Protestantism. This 

was a good foundation for further development 

of the Slovene literary language and spreading of 

Protestantism, although the political situation was 

not favourable to this. 

After the Peace of Augsburg (1555), when the 

religious struggle between Lutherans and Catholics 

abated, the Carniolan Estates (diet), the greatest 

supporters of Protestantism in the province, invited 

Trubar to Ljubljana to continue his reformational 

work in Carniola. The religious strife between Prot-

estants and Catholics in the Hapsburg hereditary 

provinces, where the Slovenes mostly lived, were 

at the same time political controversies between 

the Estates and the provincial prince, who, despite 

having the right to determine the religion of his 

subjects under the promulgated Augsburg principle 

(cuius regio, eius religio), could not exercise it for 

a long time. Catholic Hapsburgs were unable to do 

so in Slovene regions until the end of the 16th cen-

tury, chiefly due to the constant threat of Turkish 

invasions which had ravaged these lands since the 

middle of the 1�th century. By making tax conces-

sions for the military defence against the Turks, 

the Estates forced the Hapsburg provincial prince 

to compromise in religious affairs. During his short 

stay in Carniola, Trubar was thus able to follow the 

German example in his book Church Order (1564), 

which proposed a plan of Protestant church or-

ganisation in Carniola and laid the theoretical 

groundwork for the development of a Protestant 

In the Church Order (Cerkovna 
ordninga, Tübingen, 1564) 
Trubar emphasised that with 
regard to the establishment 
and dissemination of the “true 
faith” no town, market town 
or parish could exist without 
a school. He strove for priests 
and sextons even in rural 
parishes to teach reading 
and writing in Slovenian. (An 
edition by Dr. Rudolf Trofenik, 
München 1973, p. 78)



school system which, however, was never realised 

as the Protestants were expelled. 

Trubar and the Slovene Protestants felt the im-

portance of making primary education available to 

all regardless of social status and in an intelligible 

native language. In this respect the Protestants 

were ahead of the humanists who rather looked 

down on the ignorant and simple masses. Since 

the Protestant school essentially continued the 

instruction received by pupils at home, it would 

have been very important for every parish to have 

its own school and teacher who would be fitting-

ly rewarded for his work. In the development of 

the basic education system, low teachers’ wages 

were one of the greatest setbacks since its very 

beginning, and one which long remained unsolved. 

Improvements were not made until the second half 

of the 19th century, when teachers’ wages were 

paid by tax offices from the town rates.

In parishes taken over by Protestant ministers 

or predikants, Protestant basic education spread 

quickly. As a rule every Protestant parish soon had 

a school where instruction was mostly based on the 

catechism, primers and song book. In Protestantism, 

the parish, school and family were closely linked. 

Since Protestantism enjoyed the greatest support 

among burghers, the majority of Protestant schools 

accordingly sprang up in towns and market towns. 

It was at this time that the attitude to education 

started changing among the nobility, who perceived 

its value and the opportunity it offered.

Jurij Dalmatin (1547-1589) 
in 1584 translated the entire 

Bible into Slovenian. Slovenians 
were thus among the first 

nations to obtain a translation 
of this fundamental work in 

their own language. The title 
page of Dalmatin’s Bible, 

Tübingen 1584. (National and 
University Library, Ljubljana)
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By supporting Protestantism, the Estates, who 

represented the province and its rights before the 

provincial prince, resisted the authority of the 

Catholic prince. They supported both the Protestant 

education system and, indirectly, Slovene literary 

activity. In 1563 an Estate school was founded in 

Ljubljana, which, until the abolishment and expul-

sion of Protestants from Carniola in 1598, was the 

most important Protestant educational institution 

and the greatest achievement of the Protestant 

school system in the Slovene territory. A similar 

school was established by the Estates as early as 

in 1553 in Beljak/Villach, Carinthia, but it was less 

significant in terms of the Slovene national and cul-

tural development. Modelled after Protestant Latin 

schools in the German states, the Estate school 

provided secondary-level education which required 

prior primary knowledge from pupils who could then 

progress directly to the university. With secondary-

level schools Protestants were hoping particularly 

to train new ministers.

The basic difference between the Estate 

schools in Ljubljana and Celovec/Klagenfurt and 

other Latin schools in Germany was that the first 

grade in Ljubljana was primary, which means the 

pupils needed no prior academic knowledge to be 

admitted. The school regulations, which were first 

prepared for this school by its rector Adam Bohorič 

and his successor Nikodem Frischlin, who had come 

to Ljubljana from Tübingen, show that in the first 

grade Slovene was also used (in reading, religious 

Nikodem Frischlin (1547-
1�90), who was between 
1582 and 1584 the rector 
of the Protestant school in 
Ljubljana, following the 
example of German Protestant 
schools, created a special 
school system. (Slovenian 
School Museum, library - 
Operum poeticorum Nicodemi 
Frischlini, Balingensis, Com. 
Pal. Caes. Poet. Lavr. Doct. 
Orat. & Philosophi clarissimi, 
Argentoratum 1598)
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education and singing) and that German was used to 
an ever greater extent than in the German states. 
German became an independent subject and not 
just an aid in learning Latin. In the first grade the 
following were used as textbooks: the catechism 
by Sebastijan Krelj, primer by Adam Bohorič and 
various song books. In higher grades instruction 
was carried out exclusively in Latin, and Frisch-
lin even prescribed punishments for using Slovene. 
The study programme was modelled after contem-
porary German Protestant schools, which mostly 
taught languages. The school had five grades and 
the first grade was further divided into three de-
curions. This division referred to content and had 
no time frame. A grade represented the scope of 
academic matter that had to be mastered.

Pupils were subjected to public 
ridicule through humiliating 

punishments. A pupil with 
the head of a donkey on his 

back. An illustration by Hinko 
Smrekar. (Historical reader: V. 

Klemenčič, Iz starih in novih 
časov, Ljubljana 1939, p. 36)
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Catholic reformation 
school system and 
the origins of higher 
education

With the greater political power of the provin-

cial prince, which was increasingly felt after the 

Christian military victory over the Turks in the bat-

tle of Sisak in 1�93 and the end to the imminent 

Turkish treat, the new political importance of the 

Estates was first asserted in religious matters. The 

decades-long age of balance between the Catholic 

provincial prince and the Protestant Estates was 

soon over. Protestants had to renounce their reli-

gion or leave the Hapsburg hereditary lands. The 

ban on Protestant activity in the domains under 

Hapsburg rule prohibited and abolished everything 

connected to or suggestive of Protestantism. In its 

political reckoning the first step of the Counter-

Reformation was to abolish the Protestant school 

system. All Protestant books were banned and they 

were destroyed as heretical, whether they were 

school books or not, German or Slovene. All that was 

Protestant was doomed to destruction, although 

Slovene books, especially Dalmatin’s translation 

of the Bible, continued to preserve their practical 

linguistic value in the ensuing period.

From the arrival of Jesuits 
in Ljubljana in 1597 to the 
dissolution of the Jesuit Order 
in 1773, the Jesuit Collegium 
in Ljubljana was the most 
important school institution 
in the Slovenian national 
territory. The Jesuit Collegium 
at St. Jacob’s Church in 
Ljubljana in 1682. (Oil painting 
on canvas: Slovenian School 
Museum, Ljubljana)
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The Protestant ecclesiastical organisation re-

mained intact only in Prekmurje, which was subject 

to the Hungarian crown until 1919. Since the direct 

authority of the Hapsburgs did not extend to Hun-

gary, Slovene protestants in Prekmurje kept their 

primary parish schools and produced a literary 

form of the Prekmurje Slovene dialect by printing 

religious texts. Moreover, Slovene Catholics in this 

region tried to make sure each parish priest em-

ployed a teacher to teach children reading, writing 

and singing. As for the Slovene area under Venetian 

rule the Reformation had never had any noteworthy 

effect to begin with.

The ideological foundations of Catholic reform 

were laid at the Council of Trent (1545-1563), which 

produced guidelines for the reform of religious life 

in the Catholic Church. The reform had a consid-

erable impact on the educational field, where it 

was clear that the Protestants were well ahead of 

the Catholics. Special instructions regarding the 

education of priests were received particularly by 

bishops, as only well educated priests with strong 

morals could deter people from the Protestant 

mentality and teach in accordance with the Cath-

olic doctrine. To establish the purity of Catholic 

faith, the Council of Trent, in addition to other 

important decisions, also sanctioned a prescribed 

catechism of the Catholic church, which was a col-

lection of religious truths and a basis for teaching 

the people. In the following years and decades it 

was duly improved, adapted and translated into 

living languages.

Count Wolfgang Engelbert 
Auersperg (1641—1709) 

belonged to the most important 
aristocratic family in Carniola, 

which initially arduously 
supported the Protestants, 

but later switched allegiance 
to Jesuits and the Catholic 

Habsburgs. The Auerspergs had 
the largest library in Ljubljana 

and, like most educated 
Carniolans, they went to 

the Jesuit school. Wolfgang 
Engelbert created the famous 

geographical game Orbis Lusus. 
(National Gallery, Ljubljana)
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The Jesuits undertook the initiative to fully 

reform religious life in the Catholic church. Their 

mission had the strong support of the Pope, the 

Hapsburgs and town bishops, who provided the ma-

terial basis for their activities. They came to the 

Slovene area in the late 16th and early 17th century. 

In larger centres, both in the Slovene borderlands 

in Klagenfurt, Gorizia and Trieste and the central 

region in Ljubljana, as well as in Maribor in mid 18th 

century, Jesuit education centres were established. 

The Jesuits were active in all areas and all 

social classes. They were known as popular preach-

ers, missionaries and confessors, but distinguished 

themselves first and foremost as educators. Their 

primary aim was to educate and train clergy-

men to be able to guide the common people by 

example and word and strengthen their Catholic 

principles and beliefs. As they confronted Protes-

tant pedagogy in their work and developed new 

teaching methods in the educational field, they 

provided their pupils with good education, which 

was pervaded with their pedagogical principles. 

The quality and reputation of Jesuit schools soon 

attracted all those who were or had become im-

portant in society. Jesuits raised their pupils to 

become leaders of the people in all areas. Due to 

the quality of Jesuit education it was also sought 

after by members of other church orders. 

In class the Jesuits always followed their school 

rule “ratio studiorum”, which was continuously in 

use without any major changes from 1599 until 1773 

when the order was dissolved. In Jesuit pedagogy, 

A map of the Duchy of 
Carniola, Slovenska marka (the 
name given to a part of the 
present day Dolenjska) and 
Istria, with a view of Ljubljana 
and Lake Cerknica. It was 
created in 1684 by Johann 
Baptist Homman, on the basis 
of a map by the Carniolan 
polymath Johann Weichard 
Valvasor. It was published in 
1714 and in 1730 in Nürnberg, 
Germany. It also includes 
the area around Celje, a 
part of Croatia and Southern 
Carinthia. (National and 
University Library, Ljubljana, 
cartography department)
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linguistic knowledge received by pupils in the lower 

grades or studies (studia inferiora) led to knowledge 

of subjects (theology, law, philosophy, medicine) in 

higher studies or grades (studia superiora). Later, 

this Jesuit division served as a basis for the for-

mation and development of grammar schools and 

higher or university education. Following the ex-

ample of the Protestants, the Jesuits devoted the 

greatest care and attention to secondary-level edu-

cation, which was the starting point and basis for all 

further education. Elementary literacy, which was 

necessary to enter Jesuit lower studies, was only 

taught if absolutely essential for undisturbed school 

work. By gradually introducing philosophy and the-

ology courses (studia superiora) after linguistic 

subjects in lower studies, the Jesuits were the first 

to provide education at a higher or college level in 

Ljubljana and later in Klagenfurt and Gorizia.

The goal of linguistic classes in lower studies 

was proficiency in Latin, which had long ceased 

to be a living language but remained the official 

language of the church, science and diplomacy. 

The lower studies consisted of six grades; the first 

four dealt with grammar and the last two with the 

humanities. Each grade was named according to 

the level of learning and knowledge of Latin. The 

first or beginner grade was thus elementaris (in-

fima or parva), the sixth rhetorica. Lower studies 

studied grammar and higher texts. On completing 

the fourth grade pupils had to master morphology 

and after the sixth, the style of spoken and writ-

ten Latin. 

Shola Christi was the ideal 
of the Jesuit educational 
endeavours. Its image is 

taken from the book Christ’s 
Alphabet, which was created 

in St. Mary’s congregations 
of Jesuit colleges. The aim 

of Christ’s school was the 
conveyance of the virtues with 

which students register their 
names in the book of life. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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The aim of such instruction was to teach pu-

pils to logically and correctly discuss academic 

subjects in Latin (perfecta eloquentia). Everything 

else was secondary to this. Linguistic rules were 

learned through studying classical texts. They 

learned through examples how classical philoso-

phers expressed their thoughts, how they pleased 

their audience and presented an argument. They 

emulated classical authors in stylistic exercises 

and followed their example in writing composi-

tions. Such study focused more on form itself than 

subject matter, which was to be attained through 

erudition. Language practice was linked to con-

tests in which pairs of students asked each other 

questions to test their knowledge. Several students 

or entire classes made up two groups which com-

peted against each other. 

Jesuit studies were diverse and relied chiefly on 

memorising and revising study material. Success-

ful work was rewarded and applauded while failure 

was shamed. The Jesuits raised their students for 

leadership. They instilled the will for self-asser-

tion and self-denial in them at the same time. 

The students had to be not only well-educated 

and ambitious but also disciplined. And discipline 

comes only to those with self-restraint. All Jesuit 

instruction was therefore interwoven with faith, 

upbringing and religious training. There was no 

need for religious education as an independent 

subject. No other subjects were taught and moreo-

ver, other languages, barring Ancient Greek, were 

not allowed. 

Ratio atque institutio 
studiorum, Rome 1586. A 
study order in Jesuit colleges. 
Unchanged, it remained in use 
until the dissolution of the 
Jesuit order in 1773. (Slovenian 
School Museum, exhibition 
collection, title page)
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The Jesuits’ work in Ljubljana was crucial for 

the development of education in the Slovene terri-

tory. Owing to the prolonged efforts of bishop Janez 

Tavčar (1580-1597), who himself once attended the 

Jesuit College in Vienna and established his own 

seminary in Gornji Grad as instructed by the Coun-

cil of Trent, the first Jesuits came to the capital of 

Carniola in the beginning of 1597. With the Pope’s 

help and material support of the new Archduke Fer-

dinand, a staunch opponent of Protestantism, the 

Jesuits set up their own college of Ljubljana near 

the Church of St Jacob and in no more than few 

months after their arrival they opened two low-

est grammar classes. In 1601 they bought a house 

near the church and opened a boarding school for 

talented poor students. It was renovated in 1616. 

The student boarding facility, in addition to the 

schools, church and the monks’ house became an 

indispensable component of the Jesuit college, in 

accordance with the Council of Trent directions for 

educating future priests. Jesuit schools in Ljubljana 

on average had about 500 students from all classes 

of society. Somewhere from a third to one half of 

them were sons of the nobility. There were many 

poor and talented students from the country who 

lived on the support and gifts of various benefac-

tors. From that time on scholarship funds began to 

emerge which supported them during studies and 

offered poor students an equal opportunity to ob-

tain the highest education. 

In the school year 1604/05 Ljubljana obtained 

complete six-year Jesuit lower studies or a grammar 

Historia annua Collegii 
Societatis Iesu Labacensis. 

A chronicle of the Jesuit 
college in Ljubljana from 

its foundation in 1596 to its 
dissolution. The first page of 
the first book (1596—1691). 

(Archive of the Republic 
of Slovenia, Manuscript 

collection, fond AS 1073, 180 
r, fol. 1; publ. by: Založba 

Družina, Ljubljana 2002)
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school (gimnazija or also gymnasium). For priest 

candidates, who continued their higher studies as 

usual at the Jesuit university of Graz (since 1585) 

only a few theological courses were introduced; 

first in moral theology in 1619/20, then in 1628 and 

1630, until in the school year 1633/34 the courses 

became regular two-year studies which were later 

supplemented with canon law. Three-year studies 

in philosophy, consisting of logic, physics and meta-

physics with mathematics, were introduced by the 

Jesuits in the college in Ljubljana in 1704.

By introducing philosophy and theology courses 

which were a continuation of grammar school lower 

studies, the Ljubljana Jesuit college, as well as the 

one in Klagenfurt, transformed into shortened or 

even complete universities. Indeed the content of 

philosophy studies in Ljubljana corresponded ex-

actly to the study content of contemporary Jesuit 

and Protestant universities. Although moral theol-

ogy and canon law were considered by the Jesuits 

as vital to higher studies and were at the same time 

most necessary to priests in practice, theological 

studies were treated differently. At the time theo-

logical university studies were based on scholastic 

theology and Bible interpretation, which, though 

planned in the Ljubljana college, were not real-

ised. The Jesuit theological study in Ljubljana thus 

remained a shortened theological course to meet 

the needs of pastoral practice. Even though the 

Jesuits introduced higher studies (studia superio-

ra) in the Ljubljana college and were therefore the 

first to introduce higher education in the Slovene 

Franc Ksaver Anton Erberg 
(1695—1746). The rector of 
the Ljubljana Jesuit college 
during the first half of the 18th 
century. Like most Jesuits, 
he was involved in science. 
He wrote a topography of 
Carniola, Carinthia and Styria. 
(National and University 
Library, Ljubljana)
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area, it was incomplete, since they did not have 

the privilege to confer academic titles.

The Jesuit college of Ljubljana kept in touch 

with contemporary science in its philosophy stud-

ies. In many fields Jesuits were first-rate scientists. 

They engaged in systematic scientific research. 

Since Jesuit colleges were connected with each 

other, which involved numerous exchanges and sci-

entific collaboration, the Ljubljana college shared 

in all scientific accomplishments brought by the 

scientific progress of the age. The exchange of 

professors and scientific literature provided a con-

stant flow of knowledge between the colleges. The 

door to science was open to all who were admitted 

to higher studies.

The language of science was Latin and the 

goal of the Jesuit grammar school was accordingly 

proficiency in the language. Apart from a formal 

education, a knowledge of Latin enabled commu-

nication, but it was also a dividing line from the 

common people who could not access or understand 

it. The living languages had a secondary role just 

at beginner level in learning and getting used to 

Latin. While German was at least present, we know 

nothing about the role of the Slovene language. 

The Jesuits used both languages outside the col-

lege; in the pulpit, in people’s missions and Sunday 

catechism lessons. In public appearances, including 

recitations and talks at religious feasts, processions 

and dramatic plays, students of the Jesuit college 

likewise used both German and Slovene.

Johann Weichard Valvasor 
(1641—1693) was educated 
by the Jesuits in Ljubljana. 

His book The Fame of the 
Duchy of Carniola (Die Ehre 

des Hertzogthums Crain, 
Laibach — Nürnberg 1689), 
is an inexhaustible and an 

indispensable historical source 
for Slovenian history in the 17th 
century. In this extensive work 

on 3,532 pages with over one 
hundred pictures and other 

pictorial material, divided into 
15 thematically rounded books, 

bound into four separate 
volumes, he also printed his 

own portrait.
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Primary popular  
education before the 
reforms of Maria Theresa 
and Joseph II

Much like in the Middle Ages, primary schooling, 

which was limited to reading or at best writing and 

arithmetic, received little attention or public in-

terest until late in the modern era. Every social 

class and every environment saw to its elementary 

education according to its needs. Since teachers 

had to be paid for their lessons and had very dis-

similar teaching qualifications, primary schools 

were scarce. Typically, schools were open irregu-

larly, both in terms of duration and location. When 

enough money was raised by interested parties they 

hired a teacher who taught a specific elementary 

subject for an agreed payment or a tuition fee. 

Primary schooling thus took place in castles, 

towns, market towns and elsewhere in the country; 

in villages or, as was mostly the case, nearby parish 

centres. There was no established form or prescribed 

curriculum or teaching method. Teachers and all 

persons who gave lessons were not specially trained 

for their work either. The mode of class work was 

left to their resourcefulness. Since their knowledge 

was as a rule accordingly modest and they could 

At Church councils it was 
often emphasised that priests 
must take care of schools 
both in towns and in rural 
areas. (Joseph Alexander von 
Helfert, Die Gründung der 
östrreichischen Volksschule 
durch Maria Theresia, Prague 
1860, p. XXXII)
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not teach much, the schools could not operate for 

a long time. Their academic knowledge which they 

passed on was acquired in unpredictable ways. Most 

often such people were sextons or organists in parish 

churches where the priest needed a helper in reli-

gious services with at least minimal primary school 

education. The priest’s assistant could improve his 

income by teaching children on the side. 

Wherever the Church proclaimed the faith 

through the written word, it had at least a smatter-

ing of schooling. In religious education, spreading 

the faith, church services and so forth it relied on 

elements of primary schooling. After the invention 

and spreading of print, reading in particular grew 

indispensable in spreading Protestantism. The pri-

mary school, which used a catechism, spelling book 

as well as a song book, became an integral part of 

the Protestant ecclesiastical organisation and an 

important tool in the religious struggle. The great 

importance the Reformation attached to school 

was not ignored by the Counter-Reformation ei-

ther. In fighting Protestantism it was content with 

the decision of the provincial prince who banned 

all teaching in primary and other schools by non-

Catholic teachers and allowed only the prescribed 

Catholic catechism in class.

Because religion and religious education were 

the main aim of the majority of elementary schools 

until the Enlightenment, primary schooling was 

accordingly treated as a religious matter. Elemen-

tary education was essentially a religious question 

concerned with religious education and prescribed 

The school order of the school 
at St. Nicholas in Ljubljana, 

1679. (Archiepiscopal archive, 
Ljubljana, Chapter archive,  

f. 38/32, title page)
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catechisms, and it only dealt with the secular after 

the religious. With the decrees of the Council of 

Trent the Catholic catechism, which began to be 

translated into Slovene in the first half of the 18th 

century, replaced the Protestant one and became 

the main or even sole reader and alphabet primer 

of religious education. Following the Counter-Ref-

ormation and Catholic reconstruction of religious 

life, “Christian instruction” taught by priests in the 

native language on Sundays and feasts, after or be-

fore religious ceremonies, was attended by most 

of the younger and adult population. This type of 

instruction was the most widespread before intro-

ducing compulsory schooling.

For the Catholic church the literacy of the 

population was neither a goal nor mission and was 

far less important than its concern for educating 

and training Catholic priests. Since the training of 

priest candidates was in the hands of the Jesuits, 

the main question the church faced was how to get 

and prepare enough talented boys for Jesuit gram-

mar schools. To be admitted to Jesuit lower studies 

candidates had to have primary school knowledge. 

However, it was not provided by religious instruc-

tion. The candidates for Jesuit secondary-level 

studies thus had to be specially prepared at the 

unregulated primary level. Jesuits faced the chal-

lenge of establishing a system which could provide 

their schools with enough talented children, in-

cluding poor ones.

On first arriving in Ljubljana the Jesuits would 

admit only those boys to the first grade who could 

A catechism with added texts 
from the Bible, a faithful 
companion of every Christian 
on the way to heaven. 
Religious instruction with the 
foundations of rudimentary 
education was even prior to 
the introduction of mandatory 
education accompanied by 
the efforts of the Church to 
educate the widest sections of 
the population. (“Franc Mihael 
Paglovec”, Suesti tovarsh, 
Labaci 1742, title page)
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read at least a little. At the wish of Ljubljana citi-

zens the college opened a preparatory school for 

abecedarians run by an external teacher until 1621. 

On the bishop’s initiative the townspeople after-

wards renovated the former school at St Nicholas, 

which in 1679 received its school regulations. As 

was clear from the curriculum, which included 

choir singing, catechism, reading, writing and Latin 

grammar, the main aim of the school was, besides 

training choir singers, the preparation of pupils for 

admission to the Jesuit grammar school.

Particularly in the 18th century the role of pre-

paratory school for Jesuit schools was also taken on 

by parish schools where priest were willing to go 

the extra mile or were even established for the pur-

pose. The best known example of such a school was 

the parish school of Peter Pavel Glavar in Komenda 

which functioned in the 1760s. It is interesting that 

Glavar would first send his pupils to Carinthia so 

they could first of all learn good German in a Ger-

man environment. Although Latin was the language 

of instruction in Jesuit schools, it was obviously not 

a living language and Slovene children could not 

make progress without knowing German.

The Slovene population faced not one but two 

obstacles on their path to education; first German 

and then Latin. Legal affairs were conducted either 

in Latin or German, but almost never in Slovene 

in most parts of the Slovene territory. It was used 

mostly in religious matters and religious texts. The 

issue of literacy among the Slovene population was 

also connected to the knowledge of the German lan-

Peter Pavel Glavar 
(1721—1784), a priest with 

multifaceted talents, in 
addition to religious education 

also strove for the raising of 
the education level of ordinary 

people. On his own initiative 
he in 1760 founded a special 
boarding school, in which, at 

his own expense, he prepared 
talented peasant boys for 

education at Jesuit schools. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection; publ. 

in: Josip Gruden, Zgodovina 
slovenskega naroda, Celovec 

1912, p. 949)



37

guage, which was the bridge to Latin. For Slovenes, 

to be literate meant being proficient in German. 

Primary schooling which was not limited to re-

ligious education was mostly provided in German. 

Teachers came to larger towns from the German 

states and taught in German. In the 18th and late 

into the 19th century the Slovene language was 

not seen as worthy of consideration. In contrast 

to higher Jesuit schools, primary schools were 

consequently also called “German schools”. For 

a long time afterwards the primary school system 

was dubbed the German school system and the 

schools German schools. An important exception 

to 18th century schools in terms of language was 

Mihael Paglovec from Kamnik and Tuhinjska dolina 

who wrote Slovene translations of contemporary 

popular religious literature equipped with instruc-

tions for reading. Apart from presenting individual 

letters he based reading practice on well-known 

prayers. He enabled his readers to teach them-

selves elementary academic skills. 

Many priests, who represented the few edu-

cated or at least literate people, came from poor 

families. Since their path to education had been 

strenuous, some of them strove to make it easier 

for others. While some of them succeeded in run-

ning proper preparatory schools, others taught 

boys privately to prepare them for studies at the 

Jesuit grammar school. Especially in towns one 

could always find various semi-qualified, so-called 

“hedge” teachers who were willing to prepare 

children of well-off parents for grammar schools or 

The oldest editions of 
translations of popular religious 
literature were particularly 
intended for simple people. 
The authors commonly 
enclosed alphabet boards with 
the texts so that people had 
a means of learning to read. 
(“Franc Mihael Paglovec”, 
Thomasa Kempensaria Bukve, 
Labaci 1745)



38

at least teach them the elementary knowledge re-
quired in any of the more demanding professions. 
Because publicly recognised teachers lost business 
to hedge teachers, they complained about them. 
Despite a ban on hedge schools they multiplied, 
while public schools languished in any case. Just 
like hedge lawyers, there were always plenty of 
hedge schools.

In spite of hedge schools the population’s lit-
eracy was low. Although there were many reasons 
for this, the particularity of the Slovene area was 
that the Slovene language as the mother tongue 
of many Slovene children played a negligible role 
even in the few primary schools. In spite of the 
poor conditions in the field of primary schooling 
and the many defects and disorder of the school 
system, within that school environment some sci-
entists of such calibre as Jurij Vega and others like 
him came from the very lowest classes of the pop-
ulation and were able to acquire a good education. 
It was important that primary education did not 
overlook great talents among children who were 
enabled by the Jesuits to achieve the finest scien-
tific achievements.

Baron Jurij Vega (1754—1802), 
mathematician, engineer, 

artilleryman and teacher at 
the Artillery High School in 

Vienna. He is best known for 
his logarithm tables. From 

a poor family, as a talented 
child he managed to get to the 
Ljubljana Jesuit school, where 

he, alongside many others, 
acquired the basic knowledge 
for his subsequent activities. 

(National and University 
Library, Ljubljana; publ. in: 

J. Mal, Zgodovina slovenskega 
naroda, Celje 1928, p. 17)
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Enlightened absolutism 
and the introduction 
of general compulsory 
schooling

With the advance of enlightened absolutism in the 

Hapsburg lands under the influence of new politi-

cal conditions and new schools of thought in the 

mid-18th century the entire state structure and all 

social fields took on the spirit of reform. The re-

forms which first changed the state administration 

and later the army and tax system did not over-

look the school system. The enlightened central 

state authority, embodied by the ruler, introduced 

reforms, indirectly through local offices, which 

extended to all social fields at all administrative 

levels. The feudal state was modernised and cen-

tralised. All political power was concentrated in 

the ruler’s central offices which required educated 

state officials.

The new educational needs of the absolutist 

state were apparent first in the civil service, and 

later it was realised the state needed better-ed-

ucated citizens in all other areas as well. It was 

in the interest of the government to improve the 

educational level of the lowest classes and unify 

the heterogeneous state as much as possible. New 

The enlightened absolutist 
Empress Maria Theresa and 
her son Emperor Joseph II, 
in addition to other reforms, 
introduced a state  
educational system and 
compulsory education for all 
children between the ages of 
6 and 12. (Hermine Proschko, 
Habsburgs Herrscherfrauen, 
Wien 1910, p. 89)
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educational needs, the enlightened view which 

stressed the present life on Earth and the philan-

thropic attitude to children led the enlightened 

government to intervene in and reorganise par-

ticularly the neglected area of primary schooling. 

The absolutist authorities believed that literate 

and generally better-educated subjects would be 

happier and more useful to the state.

The first measure of the absolutist authority, 

which introduced so-called spinning schools at 

the primary level including in the Slovene ethnic 

areas, was aimed in 1765 at training workers for 

the emerging textile industry and was rather un-

successful since these schools were soon closed. 

As the absolutist government was aware of the 

great significance of education for the future of 

the state it did not give up its reform plans in the 

field of primary schooling. When in 1770 empress 

Maria Theresa declared the primary school system 

to be a “politicum” or a state affair and policy, she 

stressed the determination of the absolutist state 

to find a good solution and carry out the reform of 

primary and all other schooling. 

One of the proposed primary school reforms 

which were deliberated in Vienna in subsequent 

years was the proposal of Blaž Kumerdej on regulat-

ing primary schools in Carniola. In 1772 Kumerdej 

suggested to the imperial court that in Carniola, 

where the majority population was Slovene, which 

set it apart from other Hapsburg lands in terms of 

language, primary education should be conducted 

in Slovene. He advocated Slovene as the language 

An inspection at a rural 
school in 1787. The state 
educational system also 

introduced a detailed system 
of school supervision. Emperor 

Joseph II placed the weight 
of educational supervision on 

district school commissioners, 
who were state officials. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection, coloured 

drawing on the basis of an 
earlier drawing)
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of instruction in the conviction that children can 

learn to read and write faster in their mother 

tongue and can later better understand state de-

crees, improve their husbandry and make better 

soldiers. Similarly he proposed the use of Slovene 

textbooks in Slovene speaking schools, which up 

to then had not existed. In his opinion sextons 

would be the most suitable people to be teach-

ers if they were given special training and priests 

would not be allowed to give them a parish posi-

tion without appropriate teaching qualifications. 

Although Kumerdej’s proposal was rejected, it was 

original and interesting and aroused considerable 

attention and a wide response in Vienna as well 

as in Carniola. In certain respects his suggestions 

were observed, but most importantly in Vienna 

Kumerdej won a reputation as a special expert on 

questions related to primary schooling in Carniola. 

In later years he was entrusted with important re-

sponsibilities in the area of primary education in 

Carniola and greatly influenced its development.

In Vienna the preparation and execution of a 

plan for establishing a primary school system was 

finally entrusted to abbot Ignac Felbiger from Sagan 

who was renowned as a great reformer of Catholic 

schools in Silesia. In this country, ceded to Prus-

sia by the Habsburgs after the war of succession, 

Felbiger realised that Catholic schools were far be-

hind Protestant schools in quality. After his study of 

Protestant pedagogy and examination of teaching 

technique in Protestant schools his reforms helped 

Catholic primary schools achieve better results and 

Allgemeine Schulordnung 
für die deutschen Normal-, 
Haupt- und Trivialschulen in 
sämmtlichen k. k. Erbländer 
by Abbot Ignac Felbiger 
from 1774. The first state 
law pertaining to primary 
education. (Slovenian School 
Museum, library, inv. no. 874, 
the title page) 
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surpass Protestant schools. In his service to Maria 

Theresa he was given the opportunity to transmit 

and adapt his experience in Silesia to the Hapsburg 

hereditary lands.

His proposal formed the basis for the General 

School Regulation of 1774, the first founding primary 

education law for all the Hapsburg hereditary lands, 

which included all Slovene ethnic areas except the 

regions under Venetian and Hungarian rule. This act 

provided the first comprehensive regulation of the 

primary school issue. In 1777 it was translated into 

Slovene together with the resume of the Method 

Book, which contained teachers’ directions for class 

work. Though linguistically imperfect these were 

the first Slovene translations of legislation and pro-

fessional literature. In addition to the structure and 

organisation of the education system the regulation 

dealt with all the basic principles it was based on.

The law introduced general compulsory school-

ing for all children, regardless of sex and social 

background, aged 6 to 12, and recommended, par-

ticularly for apprentices over 12, revision classes 

on Sunday afternoons. Though in principle school 

was compulsory for all children the law made many 

exceptions and prescribed no punishment for not 

attending classes. Compulsory school was therefore 

in reality desired rather than commanded. If lessons 

were supervised by qualified teachers, home tuition 

was possible as well, which was intended for chil-

dren from the higher and wealthier classes. 

Since academic content at the primary level was 

not the same in all schools, the law introduced the 

Sern ali vonusetek teh 
metodneh buqvi — The 

Kernel of Method Books 
(Kern des Methodenbuches) 
is a shortened and adapted 

edition of Felbiger’s Method 
Book for Rural Teachers. The 

German-Slovenian edition 
of the manual for primary 

school teachers, which was 
published in Vienna in 1777, 
is the first known translation 
of a professional educational 

book into Slovenian. (Slovenian 
School Museum, library, inv. 

no. 17946)
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establishment of three types of school. The sim-

plest schools were one-year countryside “trivial 

schools” while larger towns had more demand-

ing several-year “major schools”, and provincial 

capitals had provincial model schools or “normals” 

which set the norm to be followed by all other pri-

mary schools in the province. Only major schools 

and normals were preparatory to secondary edu-

cation while trivial schools were tasked only with 

literacy of the population. Normals and for a time 

also major schools in district centres held teach-

ers’ training courses which were fundamental for 

primary school reform. Since changes could not 

be expected without professionally qualified and 

active teachers, the central government, after 

setting up a normal in Vienna, first channelled 

its efforts into establishing functional normals in 

provincial centres which were vital if the whole 

system was to function.

While the absolutist state at all times kept firm 

control over the organisation and management of 

the emerging primary education, it was not pre-

pared or able to allocate sufficient funds to meet 

the needs of primary schools, so it shifted the bur-

den of supporting teachers and schools onto the 

local authorities. The severe lack of funds, which 

was not even solved by legislation, was from the 

very beginning the greatest obstacle in developing 

the school system and expanding the school net-

work. Though the property of the dissolved Jesuit 

order and later the abolished monasteries and fra-

ternities did provide money for provincial school 

With the discovery of mercury 
and the mining of it, Idrija 
became an important economic 
centre while also having a rich 
educational tradition. After 
the introduction of mandatory 
education for all, the main 
school in Idrija was with regard 
to the quality of teaching and 
the number of pupils ranked 
immediately after the main 
school in Ljubljana. (Baltasar 
Hacquet, Oryctographia 
Carniolica, part two, Leipzig 
1781, p. 1)
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funds, these were far too limited to support all 

the educational needs of individual provinces. The 

financial resources from school funds were prima-

rily allocated to normals while there was a general 

lack of money for the other requirements of prima-

ry education. The new burdens, which came with 

the establishment of new schools and were shifted 

to the local bodies by the supreme state authority, 

were resisted by the secular and ecclesiastic au-

thorities alike, as well as by the parents, who for a 

long time did not see any positive results in schools 

but rather new obligations and taxes. 

School supervision which made sure the system 

worked was organised in levels and reflected the 

state administrative organisation. Since such a 

structure of supervision suited the school system 

well it survived through many later reforms. To su-

pervise the implementation of school legislation, 

which was devised and controlled by the highest 

court offices, the law determined the duties of 

the local school supervisor (usually the local parish 

priest) in individual schools, district school super-

visor in each district and on the provincial level the 

tasks of the school board within the central state 

body in each province. Supervisory bodies became 

the leverage in changing school conditions.

The language of instruction in primary schools 

was not specifically prescribed by the law but it 

was assumed that German was expected, since one 

of the goals of the education reform was to unify 

the language of a multiethnic and polyglot state. 

It was settled that in principle lessons in Slovene 

Bukuvze sa Rajtengo is the 
first Slovenian maths book to 
be used in primary schools. It 
was published in Ljubljana in 

1781. (National and University 
Library, Ljubljana)
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ethnic areas should be in German but it was also 

understandable that children of Slovene parents 

who spoke only Slovene would at first have to be 

helped by using their mother tongue. 

With the first school law the central state au-

thority for the first time established an education 

system which was uniform across the state. Since 

financial and other circumstances did not allow a 

smooth start for the entire system, it was amend-

ed by other decrees and modified school policy 

in the following period so that the school system 

gradually included an increasing segment of chil-

dren qualifying for school. The introduced general 

school obligation was thus in practice effected 

several decades later. 

The results of the law started to show after 

several years. The language barrier made the be-

ginnings in the Slovene ethnic area even harder 

than in German parts of the Empire. In the first year 

of the Ljubljana normal, which was established in 

1775, they could not even start lessons as per cur-

riculum because most children did not understand 

German. School supervisors who directed the im-

plementation of the school regulation first planned 

to build a school network in places where there 

had already been schools in the past, where the 

population was interested in schools and most of all 

where the income of sextons who held most of the 

teaching positions in the country was high enough. 

In Carniola the supervisory school authorities also 

established the first major as well as other schools 

with the help of monastic institutions. In Kamnik 

“Vadenje sa brati” (Reading 
exercise) is a bilingual German-
Slovene textbook which was 
produced by Blaž Kumerdej 
(1738—1805) for the first state 
schools in Slovenia after the 
general school obligation 
had been introduced. It was 
published in Ljubljana in 
1778. (Library of the National 
Museum of Slovenia)
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and Novo mesto Franciscans provided school facili-

ties and teachers and in the mining town of Idrija 

the local population helped set up a school with 

the support of the local mine management. The 

school reform revived elementary schools, which 

were on the verge of existence before the intro-

duction of the law, but the most important thing 

was it banned all hedge schools. All primary-level 

schools were supervised by the state and teachers 

had to obtain qualification and a state licence to 

teach the curriculum. The school supervisory bod-

ies achieved the majority of positive changes in 

education through the help and collaboration of 

the church and individual priests in particular.

Owing to the slow changes in primary school 

conditions and poor results produced by enforcing 

Maria Theresa’s school legislation through rec-

ommendations and persuasion, emperor Joseph 

II (1780-1790) started implementing reforms by 

force. He introduced harsh penalties for absentee-

ism and deviating from school regulations, which 

also provoked strong opposition. In the Slovene 

ethnic areas the resistance was accordingly great-

er because the people were opposed to lessons in 

German where Slovene children could not learn 

much. The changes in the administrative division 

of the centralised state and the reorganisation 

of the church, which after the abolition of many 

monasteries and new parish and diocesan borders 

entered the service of the state, also required a 

modification of the school supervision system un-

der Joseph II. After the establishment of the inner 

The school reforms introduced 
during the reigns of Maria 
Theresa and Joseph began 
with teachers. They were 

dependent on both the 
teaching abilities of teachers 

and the financial ability of the 
state and local communities 

to remunerate them. The 
teaching certificate belonging 

to Jakob Zupan, obtained after 
a two-month teaching course. 

The main Kamnik school,  
4 November 1787. (Archive 
of the Republic of Slovenia, 

Gubernium in Ljubljana, 
registratura II., f. 76, b. 77)
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Austrian government (gubernium) which encom-

passed Styria, Carinthia and Carniola, the most 

important decision regarding primary education 

was appointing district school commissioners in 

district offices. They were the first trained peda-

gogues not to be priests, they had direct contact 

with individual schools and made radical changes 

in specific school matters. In the rule of Joseph II 

the largest number of new schools was established 

but they dwindled soon after his reign was over. 

A teacher’s income, which was based on the posi-

tion of sexton and organist in the parish church, 

was much too low to make an independent living 

in spite of the prescribed tuition fees. For this rea-

son teachers would earn money in other ways and 

neglect their school duties. The only advantage for 

teachers was they were exempt from the several 

years-long military service.

Besides primary schools, the absolutist state 

reformed secondary and college education. The de-

cisive reason for making changes in secondary and 

higher education was the dissolution in 1773 of the 

Jesuits, who had for a long time been in charge of 

this field of education and unquestionably occupied 

the leading role in educational matters. By dissolv-

ing the Jesuit order the state did rid itself of an 

inconvenient rival but it also meant running into 

serious trouble at the beginning. Since it was long 

before it had any qualified professors it was forced 

to keep former Jesuits in some professorships, but 

strived to replace as many as possible with other 

monastic orders, secular clergymen, as well as lay-

Anton Tomaž Linhart (1756—
179�), one of the most 
notable representatives of the 
Enlightenment in Slovenia, the 
founder of Slovenian drama and 
the first Slovenian historian, 
who changed the concept of 
history, based on individual 
provinces, to one based on 
the nation. As a district school 
inspector he supervised the 
running of primary schools in 
the Upper Carniola district, 
while as a secretary of the 
provincial administration in 
Carniola he was the inspector 
in charge of secondary 
and higher educational 
institutions in Ljubljana. (A 
monograph celebrating the 
250th anniversary of his birth, 
Radovljica — Ljubljana, 2005, 
title page)
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men, the first of which started teaching in grammar 

schools from the late 18th century onwards. 

The former Jesuit “lower studies” were now 

widely known as grammar school and the former 

Jesuit “higher studies” as lycée. Because the 

state was unable to nationalise all Jesuit grammar 

schools at once, the only two in the Slovene ethnic 

lands to fall into its hands were the most impor-

tant grammar schools in Ljubljana and Klagenfurt. 

Other religious orders active in education which 

had established their own Latin schools in the 18th 

century, kept their schools: the Franciscans in Novo 

mesto and Trieste and Piarists in Koper, who also 

temporarily took over the formerly Jesuit grammar 

schools in Gorizia and Maribor.

With the reform of Piarist Gratian Marx the six-

year grammar school was converted into a five-year 

grammar school after 1775. To gain admission pupils 

had to master Latin, German was increasingly used 

as the major second language of instruction, while 

Slovene was present only in the Maribor grammar 

school as an elective subject. New subjects were 

added to the curriculum; natural science, history 

and geography. The entrance exam was introduced 

for admission and on the conclusion of studies, the 

final exam. Except for the most gifted students tui-

tion fees had to be paid according to a decree by 

Joseph II in 1784. The reformative measures of the 

absolutist authority reduced the number of stu-

dents in grammar schools and at the same time 

hampered grammar school schooling for students 

from the lower classes.

The Ljubljana Lyceum building, 
a Franciscan monastery prior 

to the Josephian reforms, was 
the location for all of the most 

important school institutions 
in the Carniola region. They 

were located there after 
the dissolution of the Jesuit 
Order until the earthquake 

in Ljubljana in 1895. 
(Slovenian School Museum 

— documents; publ. in: History 
of the Slovenian University of 

Ljubljana until 1929, Ljubljana 
1929, p. 17)
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The state took charge of former Jesuit “higher 
studies” in Ljubljana and Klagenfurt together with 
grammar schools. In Gorizia, where Jesuits also 
carried out “higher studies”, they were abolished 
and the grammar school was taken over by Piarists. 
After completing the grammar school students ad-
vanced to the lycee which ran a two-year course in 
philosophy, preparatory to the study of theology in 
Ljubljana, but to study other courses, taught only 
in universities, students from the Slovene ethnic 
territory had to go to larger university centres, 
most frequently to the imperial capital, Vienna.

Ljubljana was the capital 
of the Habsburg province 
of Carniola. All the main 
provincial educational 
institutions were based here. 
The situation in Ljubljana 
had the greatest significance 
for Slovenian history and the 
development of education. 
(A picture of Ljubljana on the 
map of Janez Dizma Florjančič 
de Grienfeld (1691—1758), 
Ducatus Carnioliae Tabula 
Chorographica, 1744)



�0

Slovene as the language  
of instruction in primary  
schools of the Illyrian 
provinces

Following the death of Joseph II (1790) the reforms 

of Maria Theresa and Joseph lost their earlier bite 

and there was a calming of the situation, includ-

ing in formal education. With the abandoning of 

coercive measures, however, many rural schools 

also died out. Imperial officials determined that 

the state authorities had not been overly suc-

cessful in the area of primary education, so they 

sought new solutions. Yet even as they were draft-

ing a new fundamental education law, whereby the 

state transferred schools supervision on the lower 

and secondary level to the Church and its bodies, 

going so far as to adapt the schools network to 

the Church administrative and territorial system, 

French troops were already marching to the bor-

ders of the Hapsburg dominions. 

From the 1790s the effects of the French Rev-

olution spread unbridled through the Hapsburg 

monarchy and seriously disturbed its absolutist 

authorities. When Napoleon abolished the Holy 

Roman Empire of German nationality and the 

Hapsburgs kept their imperial crown only in the 

A map of the Illyrian Provinces 
(1809—1813). With the 

foundation of the Illyrian 
Provinces, Napoleon blocked 

Austria’s access to the sea, 
while the majority population 

of the new state were Slavs 
and its capital Ljubljana. 
(National and University 

Library Ljubljana, the 
cartography department)
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area of the Austrian hereditary provinces (1804), a 

new primary school law was drafted in Vienna for 

those provinces. Through the Political Education 

Constitution, which in substance was still close 

to the older Maria Theresa-Josephine legislation, 

the Church adopted a new role in primary school-

ing, on the one hand under the influence of the 

Josephine Church thinking, which required duty in 

the service of the state, and on the other hand it 

offered an opportunity to consolidate the educa-

tion of young people through the school system, 

in which it was in part always involved. Following 

the new law, which placed religious instruction at 

the core of state primary teaching, and stressed 

the importance above all of upbringing in the ob-

jectives of education, with just minor substantive 

changes, primary schools developed thus right up 

until the new framework education law of 1869. 

The period of French occupation of the western 

part of the Slovene ethnic lands and the establish-

ing of the Illyrian Provinces (1809-1813) was very 

short-lived, but in terms of its influence and conse-

quences for the development of Slovene education 

it was in fact very important. During this short 

period the French enabled the Slovene language 

to become the legally recognised language of in-

struction in primary and secondary schools in the 

Slovene territory of the Illyrian Provinces, in Car-

niola, Primorska and the district of Beljak/Villach 

in Carinthia. Moreover in Ljubljana, which became 

the administrative centre of the Illyrian Provinces, 

a higher education academy of the French type 

The arrival of the French and 
the founding of the Illyrian 
Provinces was welcomed in 
particular by the supporters of 
the Enlightenment, who also 
supported the ideas of the 
French Revolution. Valentin 
Vodnik wrote the poem Illyria 
Awoken (Ilirija oživljena) in 
honour of Napoleon. He also 
published it in the textbook 
Literacy or Grammar for 
First Schools (Pismenost ali 
gramatika za prve šole), 
Ljubljana, 1811, unnumbered. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
library)
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was started, and it acquired the right to award 

academic titles.

By establishing French administration in the Il-

lyrian Provinces, the French also introduced a new 

school system, which on the basis of a special law 

entered into force at the beginning of the 1810/11 

school year. Primary schools became uniform four-

grade schools, which enabled the direct transition 

to secondary school. The lower form of secondary 

school was the grammar school (gimnazija or also 

gymnasium), which under French law corresponded 

to the lower grades of the former Austrian gram-

mar schools, while the higher form was the lycée 

or lyceum, which was a combination of the former 

senior grades of the Austrian grammar schools and 

philosophical and theological studies. In the area 

of tertiary and higher education, central schools 

were founded in Ljubljana with a common first year 

of philosophy and then continued higher education 

in streams aimed at physicians, surgeons, engi-

neers, architects, lawyers and theologians. Other 

than introducing French as a compulsory subject, 

the French did not interfere with the substance or 

internal organisation of instruction.

Owing to a lack of money, after the very first 

year education in the Illyrian Provinces was re-

formed and brought closer to the French system. 

Grammar schools in smaller centres were abol-

ished, and in larger centres they were replaced by 

colleges. Alongside the colleges, on the secondary 

level there was a craft school operating in Ljublja-

na and a professional school in Idrija for the needs 

A school certificate from the 
Ljubljana gimnazija secondary 

school in French from 1811. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

exhibition collection,  
inv. no. 1267)
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of the local mine. The five-grade lyceum remained 

only in Ljubljana, where the central schools were 

transformed into an academy, whose one-year phi-

losophy curriculum was then farmed out.

The French administration suffered everywhere 

a lack of money to maintain secondary schools. 

The situation was no better in the primary schools, 

where the local authorities were charged with main-

taining schools and teachers. For the municipalities 

which the French established along the lines of the 

administration in France, the primary schools were 

merely an additional financial burden. Since with 

the severe tax burden they lacked sufficient prop-

erty or sources of cash, they simply collapsed. In 

comparison with the earlier state of affairs, their 

situation had in fact grown worse. They had even 

lost the modest sources that pertained to them 

under the Austrian system. Moreover there was a 

predominantly hostile attitude among the Slovene 

population towards the primary “German schools” 

owing to the compulsory school fees and their Ger-

man character. Under the French their numbers 

therefore dwindled, while many teachers left the 

profession or taught only private pupils.

While education under the French on the one 

hand found itself in an unenviable material situ-

ation, and for this reason especially in smaller 

locations it collapsed, the recognition of Slovene 

as the language of instruction in primary schools 

and grammar schools bolstered the efforts among 

enlightened Slovenes to develop education for 

linguistic and ethnic reasons. The main credit for 

In order to create a different 
attitude to the Slovenian 
language in elementary schools 
it was necessary to write 
textbooks in Slovenian. Valentin 
Vodnik made the greatest 
contribution to this. (Valentin 
Vodnik, Pismenost ali gramatika 
za prve šole, Ljubljana 1811, 
title page) 
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actually establishing Slovene as the language of 

instruction in the primary schools and grammar 

schools that remained, goes to Valentin Vodnik 

– priest, member of the Enlightenment, promoter 

of national awakening and Slovene poet. Under the 

French he became the principal of the Ljubljana 

primary and craft school and grammar school. 

For these schools he wrote almost all the neces-

sary Slovene textbooks. Equally, he compiled and 

published the first primary school grammar book, 

in this way going against the old dogma that the 

mother tongue did not have to be taught, because 

children already knew it. He established Slovene 

not just as the language of instruction, but also 

as a subject of study. Vodnik did not just write in 

Slovene, he also taught in Slovene, and in many 

school subjects his lectures were in fact the first 

ever lectures in the Slovene language. The actual 

establishment of the Slovene language in schools 

heralded the fulfilment of the demands expressed 

numerous times in the Slovene ethnic lands regard-

ing the irreplaceable role of the mother tongue in 

the education of young people. The position of the 

mother tongue in primary schools became a cor-

nerstone for the rise of national awareness.

Lectures at the Ljubljana central schools 

(academy) were given partly in Latin, French and 

German, while Slovene still faced a long journey 

to the higher education and university institu-

tions. The majority of professors had already been 

teaching at the Austrian lyceum. For the majority 

of courses, the envisaged length of study was four 

Valentin Vodnik (1758—1819), 
Slovenian poet and writer, 

enlightened priest, high school 
principal and inspector of 
primary schools, author of 
several Slovene textbooks.  

(Oil painting on canvas: 
Slovenian School Museum, 

Ljubljana)
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years, with five for medicine. Since the central 
schools were abolished along with the Illyrian Prov-
inces following the military defeat of the French, 
in Ljubljana no courses could be completed other 
than those for theologians. The majority of stu-
dents were from Carniola, followed by those from 
the province of Goriška, which were in fact the two 
provinces with the highest percentage of Slovene 
inhabitants. For this reason, too, the establishing 
of the central schools in Ljubljana was at least 
partly tied to the French efforts to prevent the de-
parture of students from the Illyrian Provinces to 
the Austrian universities. 

Jožef Walland (1763—1834), 
lithograph from 1835. Prior to 
the arrival of the French he 
was the diocesan inspector of 
primary schools in Ljubljana; 
during the Illyrian Provinces 
the rector of central schools 
(1810—1813); and after the 
departure of the French he 
became an archbishop in 
Gorica/Gorizia (1819—1834), 
where he supported the 
development of Slovenian 
education. (Slovenian School 
Museum, documentation; 
picture publ. in: Zgodovina 
slovenske univerze v Ljubljani 
do leta 1929, Ljubljana 1929)
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Sunday schools  
to lyceum 

Following the departure of the French, the terri-

tory of the former Illyrian Provinces fell entirely 

under Austrian dominion. In addition to the ter-

ritory that was taken away under the Treaty of 

Schönbrunn (1809), the former territory of the 

Venetian Republic was annexed at the Vienna 

Congress of 1815. In this way the entire Slovene 

population, except in Hungary, came under direct 

Hapsburg authority. For the central parts of the 

Slovene lands, in Carniola and Goriška, the return 

of the Austrian administration was a resurrection 

of the old state of affairs, although owing to the 

changes brought by the French this state of affairs 

was not untouched. 

The consequences of the French occupation 

of the Illyrian Provinces were chiefly indirect, al-

though with the founding of the Illyrian kingdom 

and Illyrian governorship, with its seat in Ljubljana, 

right up until 1848 this territory even preserved its 

Illyrian name under the new administration. Just 

as it was no longer possible to renew the desic-

cated feudal relations in the new circumstances, 

An alphabet blackboard was 
the main and indispensable 

teaching tool in every primary 
school. Slovenian alphabet 

blackboard for Slovenian 
schools, Ljubljana 1798. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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despite barriers, the rational awareness brought 

by the abolition of feudal restrictions increasingly 

forged a path to full realisation. Education, too, 

felt the consequences of this. The use of the moth-

er tongue as the language of instruction in primary 

schools gained greater support from the Church, 

which assumed control of schools and in this way 

the prospect of making more rapid changes to the 

conditions of schools. 

The Austrian school system, as part of which 

Slovene education started to develop with the 

gradual implementation of Slovene as the language 

of instruction, did not change in any great substan-

tive way up until 1848. Right from the pinnacle 

of state policy, at all levels the development of 

education was guided in the spirit of the struggle 

against the influence of the French Revolution and 

against the consequences of the Napoleonic wars. 

The imperial absolutist regime was not prepared 

to yield to the demands of the free-thinking bour-

geoisie for freedom of association, a free press and 

other liberties. It used police repression and cen-

sorship to preserve the old system. Austria was a 

staunch member of the Holy Alliance in the strug-

gle against revolutionary upheaval and against any 

kind of attempt to change the old order.

The most important factor for the status of ed-

ucation was cooperation between the Church and 

state, which bore good fruit especially in primary 

education. In the efforts to expand the schools net-

work and increase literacy, numerous prejudices 

had to be overcome among the people. People had 

The Slovene Jožef Špendov 
(1757—1840) was Felbiger’s 
successor in the Study 
Commission for Primary Schools 
in Vienna. He made a great 
contribution in the drawing 
up of the second Austrian 
primary school law entitled 
“Political School Constitution”. 
(Gustav Stakosch - Grassmann, 
Geschichte des österreichischen 
Unterrichtswesens, Wien 1905, 
p. 1�9)
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to be approached with sensitivity and with a great 

degree of patience. The Church was much better 

able to adopt this gradual and unforced approach 

than was characteristic of the state officials in 

the period of Maria Theresa and Joseph. Since the 

Church in this way possessed the levers of both ed-

ucation control and influence over people, it was 

more easily able to overcome resistance to schools 

among the widest strata of the population.

In accordance with the Political Education Con-

stitution, the person in charge of implementing 

education laws in the area of the parish was the 

district school supervisor (priest), while in the area 

of the deaconry it was the local school supervisor 

(deacon) and in the area of the bishopric it was the 

episcopal school supervisor (canon of the episcopal 

consistory), who reported on education matters to 

the highest state official in the province. From the 

provincial level, reports were sent to the imperial 

education commission in Vienna, which ran the en-

tire school system in the Empire. 

On the primary level of education, as upon the 

introduction of general compulsory education, 

there were three types of school: trivial, major and 

normal schools. In contrast to the Latin grammar 

schools, they still retained their name of “German 

schools”. The “trivial schools” in rural areas were 

often also called parish schools or farm schools. 

Depending on the type of primary school, the con-

tent and aims of teaching also differed. While the 

educational goal at the trivial schools was focused 

primarily on literacy and on imparting useful guide-

The Political School 
Constitution (Politische 

Verfassung der deutschen 
Schulen in den kaiserl. königl. 

deutschen Erbstaaten) was 
printed for the first time in 

Vienna in 1806. It remained in 
force until 1869. It appeared 

in ten amended editions. 
It includes also the main 

provisions pertaining to Sunday 
school and the higher grades 

of compulsory education. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

library)
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lines for life, the purpose of the major schools was 

to instil in pupils a more comprehensive mate-

rial and especially a better linguistic (German and 

Latin) knowledge, which also facilitated the transi-

tion to grammar school. For this reason alongside 

religious instruction, the trivial schools taught pri-

marily reading and writing with a lesser component 

of arithmetic, while the major and normal schools, 

where the same subjects as at major schools were 

offered, except with more comprehensive learn-

ing material, provided other material subjects, 

the basics of Latin and above all a more in-depth 

knowledge of German. The prescribed textbooks, 

which were for the most part printed in Vienna, 

were also adapted to the varied content and aims 

of primary schools by type of school. The teacher 

training courses for teachers at the normals, which 

were still the model provincial schools, were sup-

plemented with new content and extended. With 

the development of education the importance of 

pedagogical knowledge and the ethical role of 

teachers gained increasing recognition. 

Prior to 1848 the trivial schools were almost 

consistently single-grade schools, for both in the 

countryside and in the markets and small towns it 

was hard to imagine the parishes or school munici-

palities, with the support of the local dominie and 

school patron, who had to assume the role as a pa-

tron of the parish church, being able to pay more 

than one teacher and maintaining more than one 

school room. Children of school age between 6 and 

12 were divided into two groups and the teacher 

Novi kluzh ali tabla sa 
branje inu pisanje. Peter 
Budin’s Slovenian alphabet 
blackboard in Zgonik near 
Trieste from 1808. The 
alphabet blackboards for 
elementary instruction in 
Slovenian differed from one 
province to another, which 
was not unusual as the spelling 
of the  Slovenian language 
at that time was not unified. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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would instruct the older pupils in the morning and 
the younger ones in the afternoon. At the same 
time the teacher had to occupy pupils with vary-
ing knowledge in the same school room, which was 
most commonly in the sexton’s house, few were in 
newly constructed school buildings while several 
were in rented premises. The teaching service at 
the trivial schools was tied both to the parish income 
and also to the duties of the organist and sexton at 
the parish church. The number of full-time state 
schools increased under Church supervision of edu-
cation up to 1848, so that the majority of parishes 
had their own school. Not even every settlement 
in an individual parish, nor all the children able to 
attend, were enrolled in the education provided by 
these schools, and equally those children that at-
tended school were not particularly regular about 
their attendance. 

The conditions for the functioning of major 
schools in larger towns were more favourable than 
those in which the trivial schools functioned. There 
were incomparably fewer major schools, and there 
was also a smaller number of pupils attending them. 
Apart from in provincial and district centres, only 
here and there was there sufficient willingness or 
capability to maintain a major school with three or 
more grades. Although the school authorities pro-
moted the founding of these schools, the towns 
usually resisted them. Very rarely, for instance in 
the mining town of Idrija, were they founded on 
the town’s own initiative. The functioning of major 
schools required a better material base and more 
money to pay for teachers and school equipment. As 

The catechism, together 
with a primer, for a long time 

represented the foundation 
of school work in every 

primary school. As religious 
instruction was, in line with 

the Church’s principles, taught 
everywhere in the pupils’ 

mother tongue the translation 
of the catechism and religious 

instruction in school were 
very important for the 

establishment of the Slovenian 
language in education. Kratki 

sapopadik kershanskiga navuka 
sa otroke inu kmetske ludy, 

Labaci 1773. (Slovenian School 
Museum, library)
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was the case for the normals in provincial centres, a 
relatively higher proportion of money from the mod-
est means of the public school funds was allocated 
to the major schools than to the trivial schools. 

Since the pupils soon forgot what they had 
learned in the regular trivial schools once they 
had left, after the experiences of the Maria 
Theresa and Joseph period the school authorities 
considered right on the introduction of the new 
education legislation in 1805 the usefulness of re-
peated lessons, and even recommended this for 
apprentices. In subsequent years legislation in this 
area was supplemented also in order to increase 
the literacy of the population. By a decision of 
the imperial education commission of 1816, re-
peated lessons on Sundays became compulsory for 
all youths aged 12 to 15, everywhere that regular 
schools existed. In the first half of the 19th century, 
compulsory schooling was also set for eight years. 
This period of primary education then became es-
tablished in subsequent decades and centuries. 
School on Sundays suited the lifestyle of the ma-
jority of the population, and served as a kind of 
supplement to the Christian teachings on Sundays. 
Since the language of instruction at these schools 
was the mother tongue, and the curriculum also in-
volved useful lessons for everyday life, the Slovene 
population, which was against the regular German 
schools, received this warmly. Their numbers grew 
rapidly, owing both to the language of instruction 
and also to the modest means necessary for them 
to operate. Teaching alongside the teacher was a 
catechist, as in the regular schools.

Spelling practice in Slovenian 
for pupils at Sunday school. 
Probschriften der Trivialschule 
Tüffer – Spelling practice 
at the rudimentary school 
in Laško in 1827. (Slovenian 
School Museum, exhibition 
collection, inv. no. 517)



62

The schools on Sundays were not just for repeat 
lessons, and soon came to provide continuation and 
beginner lessons. Their numbers exceeded those of 
the regular schools, since they emerged where there 
were not yet any regular schools. Through prima-
ry school lessons many children came together at 
the Sunday schools. The Sunday schools were also 
commonly their sole form of education. The Sun-
day schools were important for the development of 
education chiefly for linguistic reasons. The state 
education system, which had a German orientation, 
permitted linguistic autonomy at the lowest level of 
education through the introduction of the Sunday 
schools. These facilitations were decisive for the 
emergence of Slovene education. The Church super-
vision of education favoured this. The priests were 
commonly the main proponents for the operation of 
Sunday schools, and also taught in them, if there was 
no other teacher. In Carinthia and Styria the Sunday 
schools were even more important for the Slovenes, 
since they were practically the only schools where 
pupils could learn Slovene. The substance of the 
Sunday schools lessons was also aided by the ap-
pearance of several Slovene textbooks, including 
the most prominent “Blaže in Nežica v nedeljski 
šoli” [Blaže and Nežica at Sunday school], which was 
compiled as a kind of lexicon for the countryside by 
Anton Martin Slomšek, later the Lavant and Maribor 
bishop and the first Slovene to be canonised. For the 
Slovene rural peasantry, the door of the education 
system opened up at the Sunday schools. Committed 
priests even managed to get gifted pupils into gram-
mar schools through extra lessons.

Anton Martin Slomšek (1800—
1862), first as a priest and 
school inspector and after 
1846 also as the Bishop of 

Lavant, arduously supported 
elementary lessons in his 

mother tongue. He published 
a number of educational books 

and volumes of poems and 
helped in the founding of the 
Družba sv. Mohorja publishing 

house (1851). (Tone Kralj, 
Slomšek deli ljudem dobre 
knjige - Državno učiteljišče 
A. M. Slomšek s slovenskim 

učnim jezikom v Trstu; publ. 
in: Pedagoški pogledi na A. 

M. Slomška, Slovenian School 
Museum – catalogue 66, 

Ljubljana 1999)
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Since the acceptance conditions for enrolment 
at grammar school had been tightened up, the 
way into grammar school education, especially for 
poorer pupils, was even harder than in previous 
periods. The number of pupils at grammar schools 
therefore started to decline slightly, although two 
new grammar schools were founded, a state one in 
Trieste and a private one in Idrija. In 1805 subject 
lessons were introduced at grammar schools, but 
in 1818 they returned to class teaching. The aca-
demic curriculum was separated for the first time 
from the disciplinary. The substance of grammar 
school teaching was focused on learning the two 
classical languages, while special attention was 
also paid to religious instruction. Natural science 
was abandoned, and the teaching of mathemat-
ics was restricted. Grammar schools were once 
again typical Latin schools rather than schools for 
general education. While German was no longer a 
subject of study, there was in the end no place for 
Slovene in the grammar schools.

In the area of higher education, following the 
closure of the French central schools, lyceums 
were revived in Ljubljana, Celovec/Klagenfurt 
and Gorica/Gorizia. The lyceums offered two-
year philosophy courses (mathematics, physics and 
philosophy), which were required for all further 
study, and four-year theology courses. The lyc-
eum in Ljubljana also offered medical and surgical 
courses for surgeons and midwives. For university 
study, after the two-year philosophy course at the 
lyceum, a third year of such study was then re-
quired at the university. The lyceums also started 

Slomšek received his 
rudimentary education in 
a Sunday school conducted 
in Slovenian. In 1842, he 
published in Slovenian the 
text book Blaže and Nežica 
in Sunday school (Blaže in 
Nežica v nedeljski šoli), which 
was used at Sunday school 
and is full of instructions 
and practical advice, aimed 
primarily at the simple 
Slovenian peasant population. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
library)
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providing a whole range of supplementary studies, 
and they also offered public lectures. A series of 
interesting personalities gave lectures at the lyce-
ums, from poor priests to utopian socialists and 
revolutionaries of 1848. The languages of instruc-
tion were Latin and German, but a professorship 
for the Slovene language was established at the 
Ljubljana lyceum and in Gradec/Graz in Styria, but 
the attempt at Celovec/Klagenfurt failed. 

Prior to 1848 the Slovene language had a mar-
ginal position at schools in the Slovene ethnic 
territory. The modest use of Slovene in schools 
was limited to the level of primary education, and 
this itself was chiefly in certain mainly rural areas. 
Across the entire Slovene ethnic territory, Slov-
ene was mainly used only in the Sunday schools, 
at which in its use of the language of instruction 
the Church was being consistent with its use of 
language in worship and the catechism. In the 
same way, as the mother tongue Slovene was used 
in all primary schools for religious instruction. In 
towns and other large settlements, German pre-
dominated in other subjects and in all classes of 
regular primary schools, and Italian in the towns 
on the Adriatic. In rural areas the use of Slovene 
at the trivial schools was prevalent only in Carnio-
la, Goriška and the Trieste area, while in parts of 
Carinthia and Styria, the use of Slovene was even 
banned and pupils were punished for it. 

The secular and Church authorities had differing 
views of the role of the language of instruction in 
schools. The Church supervision of education advo-
cated a greater role for the mother tongue in schools, 

Juventus caesareo regii 
gymnasii academici Labacensis 

e moribus et progressu 
in literis, exeunte anno 

scholastico MDCCCXXVIII or 
the annual report on students, 

arranged according to their 
success in the second class of 
the humanities (i.e. the final, 
sixth grade) of the Ljubljana 
gimnazija secondary school 

in 1827/28. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection).
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while the state authorities of individual provinces 
argued for German. This difference was all the 
more stark in Carniola, since that was the only prov-
ince with large Slovene majority in the population. 
While the Ljubljana episcopal consistory advocated 
the use of Slovene in trivial schools primarily out of 
pedagogical principles, the governorship cited the 
economic and other benefits to the province if as 
many provincial inhabitants as possible knew Ger-
man. The linguistic relationship between German 
and Slovene was negotiated for the case of every 
single trivial school. Slovene gained ground in the 
countryside much more than in urban areas, with 
rural schools becoming entirely Slovene. However 
in the larger settlements and towns, German, which 
opened the way for pupils to enter grammar school 
and go on to university, preserved its role as the 
main language of the province. 

The linguistic practice in schools was also evi-
dent from the use of textbooks, which in that 
period were already widespread. In Carniola bilin-
gual Slovene-German books were used at first, and 
then from 1829 the trivial schools, which taught 
mainly in Slovene, used just Slovene textbooks. At 
the major and trivial schools in large towns, the 
textbooks remained bilingual. In the other prov-
inces, except for Goriška, where the books were 
taken from Carniola, German textbooks and Slov-
ene catechisms were prevalent. Gradually and 
with minute steps, Slovene began to carve out its 

place in schools at the lowest level.

Janez Krstnik Kersnik (1783—
1850) was a professor at the 
Ljubljana lyceum, who from 
1808 until his death taught 
physics. Although the lessons 
at the lyceum were throughout 
conducted in German, Kersnik 
found many opportunities for 
awakening national awareness 
and the love of their mother 
tongue among his students. 
In 1849 he was the first to 
start lecturing to the public in 
Slovenian. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection)
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Linguistic equality 
in the old Austrian 
education system

When the whole of Europe was shaken in the spring 

of 1848 by the outbreak of mass discontent and by 

the pressure from liberal political demands, in the 

Hapsburg monarchy this brought about not just the 

collapse of absolutism, but also the destruction of 

the last vestiges of feudalism. Just as the nations 

in the multi-ethnic state demanded their linguis-

tic and ethnic rights, so too did individual strata 

and groups of the population attempt to fulfil their 

long-standing demands. The revolution extended 

into all areas and created a radical break with the 

old system. The abolition of serfdom and the adop-

tion of a constitution also brought changes to the 

status of citizens in the education system. 

The long-standing efforts of educators to trans-

form education brought concrete results in 1848. 

In the new political circumstances, education re-

formers drafted a series of proposed laws to bring 

education closer to the spirit of the new age. 

Although the new pedagogical views and organisa-

tional plans in education did not become established 

immediately and universally, the educational con-

From the introduction of 
obligatory primary education 
onwards, the Habsburg ruling 

dynasty occupied a special 
place in the educational 
system. The monarchic 

principle appeared in school 
textbooks particularly during 
the long rule of Franz Joseph 
(1848—1916). Peter Končnik, 
Četrto berilo za obče ljudske 

in nadaljevalne šole, Dunaj 
1897. (Slovenian School 

Museum, library)
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cepts of 1848 had an important influence on the 

further development of overall education in the 

Empire, and upon the revival of constitutional life 

it was particularly influential in the formulation of 

primary education legislation in 1869.

With the disbanding of the Imperial Education 

Commission, which since the times of Maria There-

sa had been the highest educational administrative 

body in the state, the Education Ministry appointed 

a commission to draw up plans for the reorganisa-

tion of the education system, and in the middle of 

1848 it produced the Draft fundamental principles 

of public teaching in Austria. Transformation of pri-

mary education for the people was identified as the 

first and at the same time most important element 

of the new education system. It was seen as need-

ing to impart to every citizen the knowledge and 

skills with which they might for common prosperity 

and their own benefit exercise their civil rights and 

duties and enjoy a worthy standard of living. For 

this reason an expansion of the subject material 

was sought for primary schools. Alongside religious 

instruction, reading, writing and arithmetic, which 

were the standard subjects at the trivial schools, 

other academic subjects gained a place in school. 

Special attention was paid in particular to the 

mother tongue (oral and written knowledge), while 

emphasis was given to knowledge of world and do-

mestic history and geography, visual geometry and 

drawing, natural history, the use of technology for 

the major crafts and finally also practical instruc-

tion for singing and physical exercise. The Draft 

Following the liberal school 
legislation of 1869, the 
curriculum in state elementary 
schools included lessons in 
facts. New teaching aids 
began to be used to make 
the instruction clearer. The 
first map in Slovenian, used 
in school, was the map of the 
multinational Austrian state. 
On the basis of a German 
example, it was adapted by 
Matej Cigale and published in 
1869 by the Slovenska Matica 
publishing house in Ljubljana. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
library, inv. no. 27311)
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envisaged that primary schools would be main-

tained by the municipalities, and secondary schools 

by the provinces. Under the principle of national 

equality, lessons at both levels were supposed to be 

provided in the mother tongue. 

The draft of fundamental principles touched 

upon all areas of educational work. Teachers in 

particular came in for special treatment. For high-

quality work it was necessary to provide them with 

adequate pay, to ensure better education for them, 

continuing education and pedagogical cohesion. 

Since the Catholic Church and other religious groups 

were not permitted to influence public education, 

there was a move to transfer control of education 

from the Church to lay education councils.

Not all the programme declarations regarding 

the transformation of education ended up as legis-

lative proposals, for despite the expert grounding, 

in the prevailing circumstances it was not even 

possible to satisfy all the main demands for a re-

organisation of primary education. The problems 

for the primary schools were broader, and in the 

meantime the material basis for rural teachers, 

which was supposed to be the cornerstone of re-

form, had in fact deteriorated, since after their 

release from land bondage, farmers did not even 

want to pay teachers their previous contributions. 

The new primary school system of 1848 remained 

merely a plan not simply because the revolution 

had been overcome, but also and chiefly because of 

the strong resistance among the population, which 

opposed the planned reorganisation right from the 

Vedež, a newspaper for 
school children, was the first 

Slovenian publication for young 
people. It first appeared in 
Ljubljana in 1848, the year 
of the Spring of Nations. It 

continued to be published only 
for a short period of time, 
until 1850. Its editor was 

Ivan Navratil (1825—1896). 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

library)
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start. The rural population, which stood to gain 

most from education reform, ascribed no great 

importance to it. The municipalities feared any 

major financial burden, while the Church wished 

to maintain its influence, and it was primarily the 

teachers who were committed to change.

The public and social circumstances of 1848 

were more favourable for reform at the secondary 

and higher levels than at the primary level. Through 

grammar school reform, which in the middle of the 

18th century made its first encroachments of enlight-

ened absolutism on the Jesuit school system, under 

the influence of neo-humanist ideas the former 

six-year Latin schools became eight-year general 

education schools, providing preparatory education 

for any kind of university studies. The draft organi-

sation of grammar schools and the “real” schools 

of 1849 in essence planned out the development of 

grammar schools in the Slovene lands for the next 

hundred and more years. The aim of the grammar 

schools, which imparted a general education in the 

humanities with the widest educational function, 

was to achieve the maturity of pupils, which was 

reflected in their ability to link together knowledge 

in various subjects and in the formation of a noble 

character. The neo-humanists were convinced that 

this could be achieved precisely through the teach-

ing of classical languages and classical literature, 

and through the example of teachers and disci-

pline. It was not the first time that the Hapsburg 

monarchy adopted pedagogical principles under 

the influence of Prussian Protestants.

A teacher’s instructions to a 
student at a gimnazija. Strict 
discipline in the gimnazija 
was an important educational 
tool for achieving harmonious 
personal development, 
resulting in a morally, socially, 
behaviourally and intellectually 
formed religious person.  
(M. Govekar-Okoliš, Disciplina 
in vzgojni režim v gimnazijah 
na Slovenskem v letih 1849—
1914, Ljubljana 2001, p. 160)
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With the emergence of the eight-year gram-

mar schools, the former six-year Latin schools were 

supplemented by two years of philosophy from the 

Lyceums, which were abolished with the grammar 

school reform. The matura became the final exam 

at grammar school, and this served to show com-

prehensive maturity and was at the same time the 

condition for enrolment at university. The matura 

exam provided equal evaluation of both knowledge 

from the study material and the morals and diligence 

of pupils throughout their grammar school years. 

The Draft Organisation of Grammar Schools of 

1849 also laid the foundations for the development 

of the “real” schools, which were a particular 

form of grammar school for educating mercantile 

and technical personnel with special emphasis on 

teaching the natural sciences. To begin with they 

were attached to the normal schools, and then 

they soon became independent secondary schools. 

At first they comprised four grades, then they add-

ed two more. In 1867 they became seven-year and 

in 1869 eight-year “real” grammar schools.

In 1849 living languages took over as the lan-

guages of instruction in grammar schools, while 

alongside Greek, Latin was the main academic 

subject, in which the substance served to develop 

the objectives regarding upbringing. Based on the 

fundamental principles of the law on the organi-

sation of grammar schools and of ethnic equality, 

the pupils’ mother tongue should have become the 

language of instruction at grammar school, yet all 

attempts to introduce Slovene as the language of 

Matriculation was an 
assessment of general maturity 

(a grade in knowledge as 
well as in morality and good 

behaviour), which enabled 
students to go on to attain the 

highest possible education at 
university. The students from 

the Maribor gimnazija, who 
completed their final exams 

in 1875. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection, 

inv. no. 1421)



71

instruction at grammar schools in the Slovene eth-

nic areas failed in 1849. Owing to prejudices and 

the backwardness of the Slovene language among 

the public, on the one hand there were enormous 

problems in producing Slovene textbooks, in in-

troducing professional terminology and a standard 

orthography, while on the other hand there were 

strong German nationalist pressures. Yet it was 

precisely the language of instruction at the gram-

mar schools, which would produce all the future 

intelligentsia, that was of crucial importance for 

the existence of the small nation.

So the language of instruction at grammar 

schools in the Slovene ethnic territory was German, 

and in Koper, Gorica and Trieste it was also Italian. 

Slovene only started to gain a position in grammar 

schools through painstaking small steps at the end 

of the 19th century. At first it was a non-compulsory 

academic subject, then later a compulsory subject 

and finally the language of instruction. The scope 

of its establishment and the development of its ac-

ceptance was not the same everywhere. The status 

of Slovene in grammar schools differed greatly 

from province to province. In the main it followed 

the gains made by Slovene as the language of in-

struction in the trivial schools. 

At grammar schools Slovene was first an aca-

demic subject, which was taught in some areas in 

German and in some in Slovene. It was compul-

sory for the children of Slovene parents. It became 

established as the language of instruction first in 

the lower grades, where there were sometimes 

Between 1868 and 1871, at 
mass gatherings that took 
place throughout Slovenian 
ethnic territory Slovenians, in 
addition to a United Slovenia, 
demanded the introduction 
of the Slovenian language in 
schools and offices, as well as 
the foundation of a Slovenian 
university. An invitation to a 
gathering in Vižmarje above 
Ljubljana, 17 May 1869. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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adjacent or “parallel” classes in Slovene, or sim-

ply certain subjects were taught in Slovene. First 

place among these was taken by religious instruc-

tion and the Slovene language. In the higher grades 

of grammar school, Slovene became the language 

of instruction following the reform of grammar 

schools in 1907. Up until the end of the monarchy, 

Greek was taught only in German. 

Alongside the new grammar schools in the pro-

vincial centres, in the period up until the First World 

War grammar schools were acquired by smaller 

towns: Kranj and Kočevje in Carniola, Celje and Ptuj 

in Styria, and Beljak/Villach and Št. Pavel in Carin-

thia. All the grammar schools in Carniola became 

Slovene-German or Utraquist, except for Kočevje, 

where there was an island of German ethnicity, 

Celje and Maribor. In Gradec/Graz and Ptuj, Slov-

ene was a compulsory academic subject for Slovene 

pupils. At the grammar schools in Carinthia, Slovene 

lessons were only compulsory for those pupils who 

registered for it on enrolment. The arrangements 

were similar in Gorica and Trieste.

There was fierce opposition in German ethnic 

circles to any increased role of Slovene at grammar 

schools in the Slovene ethnic territory. The issue of 

Slovene parallel classes at the grammar school in 

Celje even brought down the Windischgraetz gov-

ernment in Vienna in 1895. A decisive step towards 

establishing Slovene in grammar school lessons was 

taken in 1905 with the opening of the first private 

and entirely Slovene episcopal grammar school in 

Šentvid nad Ljubljano by Ljubljana Bishop Anton 

The private high school of 
the St. Stanislav Institution 
in Šentvid near Ljubljana, 
founded in 1905, was the 

first high school in which the 
official teaching language was 

Slovene. On a postcard sent 
in 1908. (Slovenian School 

Museum, postcard collection)
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Jeglič, who resolved to take this uncertain and 

bold action in a period of sharp ideological an-

tagonism between the clericals and liberals both 

for ethnic as well as religious reasons and for rea-

sons of his world view. The introduction of Slovene 

was linked to the compiling of adequate Slovene 

textbooks, which were prepared entirely by the 

teachers at the Šentvid grammar school, while 

the supreme education authority in Vienna had 

to confirm them. The first state Slovene-language 

grammar school was created in 1913 with the 

division of the old grammar school into three in-

dependent institutions, including one for Slovene. 

The municipal lower “real” school in Idrija also 

gained an important position in the development 

of Slovene secondary schools through its founding 

in 1901, since it taught the majority of subjects in 

Slovene, which was also the language for its first 

matura exam. 

The development of science and technology and 

the new economic needs at the end of the 19th cen-

tury saw the emergence of a whole range of other 

secondary schools alongside the grammar and “real” 

schools. Ljubljana witnessed the start of a craft 

school, a two-year mercantile school and a six-grade 

girls’ lyceum, while elsewhere in the Slovene ethnic 

lands other schools emerged, such as the agricul-

tural schools at Grm near Novo Mesto and Šentjur 

near Celje, and a fruiterer’s school in Maribor. 

As state officials with a university education, 

the grammar school teachers were distinguished 

and well paid. Their social status and financial 

Just before World War One, 
the state imperial gimnazija in 
Gorica/Gorizia reformed from 
a single institution with three 
separate sections (Italian, 
German and Slovenian) into 
three independent institutions. 
In the school year 1913/14, 
the first state gimnazija was 
founded with Slovenian as 
the language of instruction. 
The photograph shows the 
students in grade four in 1902. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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standing were incomparable to those of the pri-

mary school teachers, who in order to survive, 

especially in the countryside, frequently had to 

find additional earnings right up until the third pri-

mary education reform at the end of the 1860s. The 

grammar school teachers also involved themselves 

in scientific and research work, and some wrote 

works that were fundamental for the development 

of Slovene professional and scientific literature. 

The numbers of the Slovene intelligentsia swelled 

markedly in the second half of the 19th century, 

with a corresponding increase in the proportion of 

lay intelligentsia among them.

With the closure of the lyceums, after 1848 

the only higher education on offer in the Slovene 

lands was for theologians at the episcopal seminar-

ies. The most prominent Slovene national political 

demands prior to the First World War, therefore, 

alongside a United Slovenia, included precisely 

the demand for the establishment of Slovene in 

all schools and offices and especially the founding 

of a Slovene university. Up until the collapse of 

the monarchy, the Austrian authorities would not 

permit this. There was very wide support among 

the Slovenes for a Slovene university, and plans 

had even been made for its founding. There were 

two possibilities; a Slovene university with its seat 

in Ljubljana or in Trieste, which prior to the First 

World War had the largest Slovene population. 

Gimnazija teachers had a 
university education and were 

well paid state employees. 
While in the early 19th century 

most of them were priests, 
from the middle of the 

century onwards, lay persons 
prevailed. In addition to their 

regular teaching work, they 
were also involved in research. 

The teachers of the Maribor 
classical gimnazija in 190�. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

exhibition collection)
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Literacy for  
the Slovene population

Implementation of the envisaged changes in pri-

mary education, which should have provided the 

foundation in 1848 for an overhaul of the entire ed-

ucation system, was much slower than the reform 

of the grammar schools, since primary education 

was much more sensitive to any change. After 

the defeat of the revolution, the conservative au-

thorities in the 1850s once again addressed the 

legislative proposals from the draft amendments 

in the area of primary education from 1848, and 

partly accommodated them. They rejected any 

kind of experimentation with new education plans, 

and were committed primarily to consolidating the 

Catholic stance and attitude to education. The 

law, which in its foundations amended the existing 

primary education, was adopted by the liberal ma-

jority in the Vienna parliament in 1869, following 

the establishment of the parliamentary system.

The expansion of preparatory courses for teach-

ers, first to one and then to two years, marked the 

first step in teacher training. Equally, assemblies 

of teachers became legally prescribed in 1851. 

Zemljovid slovenske dežele in 
pokrajin is the first Slovenian 
map showing the Slovenian 
ethnic border. Peter Kozler, 
Vienna 1853. (National and 
University Library, Ljubljana)
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The same period saw the publication of the first 

teaching profession newspapers for the continu-

ous training of teachers. After the publication of 

the first youth and other school magazines, 1861 

marked the start of publication of Učiteljski tovariš 

[Teaching Colleague], the first Slovene teachers’ 

newspaper, which was published right up until 

1941. In their lessons, teachers could select from 

among various methods, but in doing so they had 

to take into account the abilities of the pupils. 

Since illustrative clarity was becoming increasingly 

important in lessons, didactic practices saw the ar-

rival of teaching materials and aids based on the 

Herbart formal levels.

With the limited jurisdiction of the provincial 

education councils, Church supervision of schools 

became more effective. The provisions of the Po-

litical Education Constitution remained for the 

most part untouched. The concordat between Aus-

tria and the Holy See (1855) did not change them, 

and in fact merely consolidated the position of the 

Catholic Church. The teachers at the folk schools 

continued to be subordinated to the Church educa-

tional supervision, while the provincial authorities 

collaborated closely with the episcopal ordinary’s 

office. The Church educational supervisors had be 

careful to ensure that nothing in any of the school 

subjects was taught that might go against the 

Catholic faith and moral purity. 

Although according to the concordat with the 

Holy See, day-to-day education remained almost 

unchanged, in the inflamed political atmosphere 

In the 19th century, entering 
the names of good pupils into 
a golden book and of the bad 
ones into a black book was a 
way of achieving educational 
goals: awards for good work 

and punishment for bad work 
and behaviour at school and 

outside it. Zlate Bukve za 
pridne šolarje 1853 — the 

golden book of the primary 
school in Komenda. (Slovenian 

School Museum, exhibition 
collection, inv. no. 1514)
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the liberals had used polemical tones to paint it 

in the darkest colours. In contrast to the politi-

cal propaganda, there was a frequent realisation 

that compared to the priests in their meagre cir-

cumstances, the lay people had not done a proper 

job of their task. At the same time the concordat 

did not bring about the anticipated consolidation 

of the Political Educational Constitution or an ex-

pansion of the influence of the Catholic Church on 

education, since after it there were increasingly 

strong signs of the disintegration of the so-called 

old school. The installing of the main provisions 

of the concordat into existing education legislation 

had ultimately undermined the integrity of the Po-

litical Educational Constitution and at the same 

time provoked its new revision.

The position of the Catholic Church in the old 

school was affected in 1861 by the Protestant 

Patent. In their obligations towards schools, ow-

ing to the abolition of the old land relations the 

lords of the land had to disburden themselves. The 

abolition of school patronage in 1863 heralded the 

process of separating schools from the parishes and 

the Church. The municipalities, which had taken 

on an additional burden with the primary schools, 

also understandably demanded greater jurisdic-

tion. This kind of development in education was 

therefore by its very nature orientated against the 

position held in education by the Catholic Church. 

There was no defence against the laicisation of 

education that could halt the advancing liberal-

ism, which in its considered attacks was not aware 

A classroom scene on a 
beehive panel from 1865. 
Characteristic Slovenian folk 
art. (Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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of the poor material conditions in schools. Estab-

lishing and maintaining school buildings, salaries 

and old age care for teachers depended primarily 

on the responsibility of the school municipalities, 

and up until 1863 of the school patron. There were 

major deficiencies in primary education, while 

responsibility for them was saddled only on the 

Catholic Church. For the liberals, control of schools 

by clerics was a thorn in their side. True to their 

principles, they wanted to wrest public education 

entirely from any religious influence.

In the second half of the 1860s, fulfilment of 

the long-awaited changes came in a short space 

of time. The sudden fulfilment of liberal demands 

triggered the military defeat of Austria by Prussia 

in 1866, which also forced the imperial court to 

make concessions regarding the Hungarian half of 

the monarchy. When the reasons and guilt were 

sought for defeat on the battlefield, education 

came in for major criticism, since research showed 

that compared to their Prussian counterparts, 

Austrian soldiers were considerably less literate. 

There was convincing justification for the neces-

sary changes to the primary education system. 

Spread out behind the concept of liberalism, 

which became the champion of efforts for change 

in primary education and adopted these efforts as 

its political programme, was a highly diverse range 

of interests and notions. The views of the liberals, 

who were often anti-Church but at least reserved 

or restrained regarding worship, had their own 

particular significance in education and in their 

A school with the school 
garden and pupils, Griže near 

Celje, 1890. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection, 

inv. no. 961)
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educational policies. With a parliamentary ma-

jority in Vienna and with the re-establishment of 

the Ministry of Learning and Worship (1867), the 

liberals hurriedly first set themselves to radically 

reorganising primary education. 

The first step in reorganising education was the 

fundamental state Law no the General Rights of 

Citizens (1867), which in contrast to the concor-

dat provided in Article 17 that the state assumed 

the management and control of education, leav-

ing religious instruction in schools to churches or 

religious communities. Since the Catholic Church 

was the main opponent of liberal intervention in 

primary education, the liberal government started 

negotiating with the Church, and after year-long 

talks they produced on 25 May 1868 an agree-

ment on the new relationship between schools 

and the Church. The Church retained its job of 

pastoral care in state schools, along with super-

vision of religious instruction and representation 

in school councils, whereby the new structure of 

school supervision was set out. The founding of lo-

cal, district and provincial school councils of the 

collegiate form, comprising representatives of the 

teaching professions, municipalities, the Church 

and state authorities, was the condition for the 

fundamental reform of folk schooling. The Church 

could also found its own schools, but they had to 

act in line with state educational legislation. 

Following the agreement with the Church and the 

setting out of the new supervision of education, par-

liament adopted new principles of teaching in folk 

In addition to the state 
and Church, the education 
of children was mainly in 
the hands of parents. The 
children’s success greatly 
depended on conditions within 
the family. A pupil has come 
home to his family which is 
already at lunch. “Oh, he was 
in detention!” Angelček, XXII, 
Ljubljana 1914, p. 40—41. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
library)
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schools, and these were signed by Emperor Franz 

Joseph on 14 May 1869 and promulgated as the third 

state folk education law, which entered into force 

on the start of the 1869/70 school year and stood 

as one of the most liberal such laws for Catholic 

dominions. Yet it did not bring complete standardi-

sation in primary education. The law distinguished 

between general folk and burgher schools, which 

were the successors to the former major schools. 

In conjunction with the folk schools, the burgher 

schools became eight-grade schools, and as inde-

pendent schools which could only be attended after 

five years of folk school, they were three-grade. 

Compulsory schooling, which started after the sixth 

birthday, was increased to eight years. There was 

no special coercion regarding school attendance, 

just the declarative obligation to attend. Mainte-

nance of folk schooling fell on the shoulders of the 

municipalities, and only in the event of municipal 

funds being inadequate was any supplement envis-

aged from the province. Municipalities were also 

left to decide on the collection of school fees.

One rare liberal compromise in folk schooling was 

to have moral and religious education in first place 

among educational objectives. The curriculum was 

expanded to include natural history, geography and 

history with special attention on knowledge of one’s 

homeland and the state order, geometry and sing-

ing, and physical training for boys and handiwork 

and home-making for girls. More detailed provi-

sions were reserved for the individual provinces. 

Teaching conditions improved with the abandoning 

Pre-school institutions were 
first founded in towns. 

In Idrija, the nursery was 
managed by Ursuline nuns. 

Idrija, school year 1910/11. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

exhibition collection)
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of the maximum number of pupils per classroom, 

which in the circumstances of the day impeded the 

creation of parallel classes and multiple classes in 

individual schools, and with the demands for better 

furnishing of school buildings. 

Expansion of the curriculum and the planned 

raising of teaching quality in the folk schools also 

demanded better qualified teachers. Following 

the adoption of the new folk education law, four-

year teacher training colleges were established 

to provide for their qualification, and these were 

regarded as secondary schools in terms of organi-

sational structure and curriculum. The establishing 

of separate women’s teacher training colleges sig-

nalled equality between the sexes, while at the 

same time the proportion of women teachers in 

schools started to rise rapidly. Graduates of the 

teacher training colleges had to spend at least 

two years practising in schools before taking their 

teacher’s ability exam, if they wished to obtain a 

permanent teacher’s position.

Teachers became similar to other state office 

holders. With the new system of salaries they could 

devote all their energies to the teaching profession. 

All teachers with permanent positions in folk schools 

were eligible for pensions, and after their death their 

widows could also claim old age care. The teaching 

profession became a public profession, although the 

employer was not clearly defined. The municipali-

ties could propose teachers and pay them, while in 

contrast to this their tenure fell under the jurisdic-

tion of the provincial education council. Teachers 

Franc Muhič, teacher from 
Šentjernej in Dolenjska (from 
1878 to his retirement in 
1901). Typical image of a 
teacher in the countryside 
in the second half of the 19th 
century.  As a teacher he was 
also a skilful fruit grower. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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were still regarded as a special category; they were 

not in the service of the municipality, nor even of 

the province or the state.

Considerable resistance emerged over the re-

organisation of folk schooling. The state co-opted 

education under its own political ideas without 

taking into account the will of parents. Opponents 

of the liberal law asserted that education was 

nothing other than a public institution for family 

upbringing. They condemned the encroachment of 

the state on families and their right to upbringing. 

They criticised the deficient universality and har-

mony, and also the knowledge that exceeded the 

needs of primary education. They drew attention 

to the neglect of morals and the religious side of 

raising children through the placing of what was 

taught into subject syllabuses, which in its one-

sidedness would prevent the proper development 

of adolescents. The resistance for ecclesiastical 

and religious motives was greatest, since many 

people could not imagine schools without a close 

link to faith and the Church.

The financial burden of individual schools fell pri-

marily on the municipalities, which however were 

frequently incapable and even unwilling to bear 

this. Teachers’ salaries therefore frequently slid be-

low an acceptable level. Numerous municipalities 

were in debt, and school equipment and furnishing 

neglected. The transfer of the burden to the munic-

ipalities hindered the implementation of the third 

folk education law, but in no way did it stop it. An-

tagonism towards school education was maintained 

Since their arrival in the 
Slovenian territory at the 

beginning of the 18th century, 
Ursuline nuns provided 

education for young women. 
The Ursuline school in 

Ljubljana on a postcard sent 
in 1911. (Slovenian School 

Museum, postcard collection)
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primarily among the ignorant rural population and 

the factory proletariat, for whom an extension of 

compulsory schooling deprived them of workers and 

help in overcoming their material hardships.

Opponents of the new education system gradu-

ally yielded, chiefly owing to the political weight of 

the adopted provincial folk education laws, which 

based on the agreement between the Church and 

state mitigated the provisions of the 1869 law. The 

amendments to the law of 1883 and later also had a 

similar effect. The provincial education laws dealt 

with compulsory education in varying ways. While 

Carinthia and Styria introduced eight-year compul-

sory schooling, this applied only in the towns and 

large markets of Carniola, and in the countryside, 

as in Primorska, there was six-year regular school-

ing, and two-year repeat schooling in the winter 

once or twice a week.

The language of instruction in folk schools was 

decided by the provincial education councils after 

hearing from the municipalities that maintained the 

schools. This provision was double-edged, since un-

der Austrian electoral legislation, the economically 

stronger nations took precedence over the more 

numerous nations both in education councils and 

in the municipalities. In the ethnically mixed areas 

in Styria and Carinthia, it soon became apparent 

that circumstances favoured the German-speakers, 

since the language of instruction in the folk schools 

did not reflect the true proportions in terms of eth-

nicity and language. In this way in the ethnically 

mixed areas the loss of national identity continued 

Education and the Church were 
historically inseparable. Even 
in the second half of the 19th 
century, particularly in rural 
areas, new school buildings 
were still positioned near 
parish churches. Planina near 
Sevnica (Slovenian School 
Museum, postcard collection)
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for Slovene children in schools. The economically 

weak succumbed to the economically strong. 

The negative effects for the status of Slovene in 

folk schools were halted to some extent by the con-

servative Taaffe government in the 1870s through 

the support of votes from Slovene deputies in the 

Vienna parliament. The antagonism in selecting the 

language of instruction in folk schools, however, was 

also carried over into the area outside state folk 

education. German – and in Primorska Italian – edu-

cation societies exploited the legal possibilities and 

by founding private schools and kindergartens in 

ethnically mixed areas, they used various favours to 

attract non-German children under their wing and 

Germanised – or Italianised – them. On the Slovene 

side, for defensive purposes they founded the edu-

cational Society of Saints Cyril and Methodius, which 

in the ethnically mixed areas also started to found 

schools and kindergartens, so that Slovene children 

in folk schools could use their mother tongue, which 

they could not do in the public schools.

The use of Slovene as the language of instruc-

tion in folk schools made advances in Carniola and 

Primorska, while in Styria and Carinthia, which 

witnessed the emergence of various types of 

Utraquism [dualism], increasing German pressure 

could be observed in the folk schools, and the use 

of Slovene fell behind in many cases. In the middle 

of the seventies the folk schools of Carniola also 

started conducting their business in Slovene, while 

German was for the most part taught as a compul-

sory academic subject in the more advanced state 

The Society of Saints Cyril 
and Methodius was a private 

national defence educational 
organisation which in ethnically 

mixed areas founded private 
Slovenian schools in places 
where in state schools the 

language of instruction was not 
Slovenian. On the picture is a 

savings box with the images of 
Saints Cyril and Methodius, with 

which the Society members 
collected contributions for 

the building of new schools. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

exhibition collection)
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folk schools in towns and large markets. The situa-

tion was similar in those schools in Primorska where 

Slovene was the language of instruction.

At the end of the 19th century, the new edu- 

cation legislation enabled the more rapid devel-

opment of primary education both in terms of 

quantity and quality. Economic development and 

the improvement in living conditions as well as in 

the financial capacity of the municipalities brought 

with it improvements in the material basis for the 

folk schools. A hundred years after the introduc-

tion of the education law of Maria Theresa, general 

compulsory education for all children started to be 

fulfilled. New schools had to be established any-

where that over a five-year period there was an 

average of more than 40 children and where it was 

more than 4 km to the nearest existing school. In 

this way the network of folk schools rapidly ex-

panded. Prior to the First World War, the majority 

of children were already enrolled in primary edu-

cation, and literacy had been markedly reduced 

and for the most part almost eradicated. 

Never before or after were there so many new-

ly built and founded schools as at the turn of the 

century. The number of children in school grew 

dramatically owing to the greater enrolment of 

individual settlements and also to the better at-

tendance of pupils in class, and also of course owing 

to the increased birth rate. The growing number of 

children in class demanded the founding of new 

and expansion of existing schools. For this reason 

there were also major requirements for the con-

View into a classroom just 
before the First World War. The 
fourth grade of the primary 
school in Globoko, Štajerska 
in 1914. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection)
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struction of new and expansion of old schools. The 

increased number of schoolchildren and the ex-

pansion of schools also dramatically increased the 

need for teachers. The new teachers came with 

much improved skills from the four-year teacher 

training colleges which had been established at 

the beginning of the 1870s in Ljubljana, Celovec/

Klagenfurt, Maribor and Koper, which was trans-

ferred in 1909 to Gorica. With their better training 

and better skills, teachers in the folk schools also 

raised the quality of lessons.

The teachers also had to continue their edu-

cation in order to improve the quality of lessons. 

They began to form professional pedagogical so-

cieties, which organised lectures and exhibitions 

and published professional magazines. The socie-

ties served to foster not just professional but also 

national and social awareness. The first Slovene 

teachers’ society was founded in 1886 in Krško. 

With the establishing of the Association of Slovene 

Teachers’ Societies, which also took over the main 

pedagogical magazines and newspapers, in 1889 all 

the Slovene teachers’ societies became linked into 

a single organisation. In 1898 this Association also 

founded the forerunner of the Slovene Education 

Museum. The teachers’ societies also published 

school books, since the law of 1869 had abolished 

the state monopoly on book printing. They required 

only the approval of the provincial education au-

thority to print. In the party political struggles the 

teachers for the most part sided with the liberal 

party, while in 1900 the Catholic minority founded 

With new educational 
legislation in 1869, study at 

the teachers’ college was 
extended to four years. For the 
first time, women were able to 

apply for teaching posts. The 
building of the Imperial Royal 
Teachers’ College in Ljubljana 

was built in 1884. A postcard 
sent in 1905. (Slovenian School 

Museum, postcard collection)
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the Slomšek Society, which published the pedagogi-

cal magazine Slovenski učitelj [Slovene Teacher].

With the establishing of general compulsory 

education and the increase in the primary school 

network, teachers debated more intensively over 

professional teaching issues in education. Among 

them varying views, both of education and of the 

didactic aspects of lessons, took hold. Critical ide-

as came from the practical and theoretical fields. 

As for moral and religious instruction, individual 

teachers modelled themselves after the advocates 

of lay education, which was more lenient as regards 

discipline and punishment in schools. The develop-

ment of education was influenced in particular by 

the rapid development of science at the turn of 

the 19th and 20th centuries. There was also powerful 

influence from the development of psychoanalysis 

and the development of youth psychology, which 

both stressed the importance of the pupil’s per-

sonality. Major developments were also observed 

in professional teaching, which was under the in-

fluence of progressive pedagogy and the pedagogy 

of pragmatism, both which advanced the efforts in 

Slovenia for the new so-called working schools.

Even though the school rules 
signed in 1870 by the Emperor 
Franz Joseph prohibited 
any corporal punishment, 
teachers’ old disciplinary 
methods strongly persevered. 
An illustration by Hinko 
Smrekar. (Historical reader: V. 
Klemenčič, Iz starih in novih 
časov, Ljubljana 1939, p. 80)
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Slovenisation  
of education in the 
Kingdom of Serbs,  
Croats and Slovenes

After the collapse of Austria-Hungary, from part of 

its ruins at the end of the First World War emerged 

the State of Slovenes, Croats and Serbs, which after 

little more than a month joined with the Kingdom 

of Serbia and Montenegro into the Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, which in turn was re-

named the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929. Through 

the peace treaties, a large portion of the Slovene 

ethnic lands remained outside the central state of 

the southern Slavs. The area inhabited by Slovenes 

was divided up among four states, and the idea of a 

United Slovenia finally collapsed. A noteworthy po-

litical, economic and also linguistic and educational 

role was played by the Slovenes only in Yugoslavia, 

where the proportion of the Slovene population was 

highest. Everywhere else, in Italy and the Republic 

of Austria, as well as in Hungary, they were on the 

margins of events, and following the rise of nation-

alist regimes they became the first victims of the 

policies of stripping away ethnic identity.

After lengthy efforts to found a Slovene univer-

sity, it came as no surprise when the government 

Slovenian ethnic territory 
and the new borders after 
the end of World War One. 

Published by Slovenska straža. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

map collection)
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of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes in-

cluded in its very first decisions, in February 1919, 

the resolution founding the first Slovene university 

in Ljubljana, which comprised faculties of arts, law, 

technology, theology and (incomplete) medicine. 

With the founding of the University of Ljubljana, 

which acquired the premises of the former Carni-

ola Provincial Assembly, Slovene education became 

a complete system right from kindergarten to uni-

versity. The founding of the University of Ljubljana 

opened up new development prospects for Slovene 

education in the new state. Yet upon the implemen-

tation of the centralist concepts of state order, it 

still had to fight for its existence. It soon became 

a thorn in the side of the Belgrade educational and 

other authorities, who wished especially after the 

introduction of the royal dictatorship (1929) to abol-

ish or at least curb it. Owing to the disparate nature 

of Slovene political circles, which for the entire pe-

riod up to the start of the Second World War wavered 

between the majority Catholic efforts for political 

and cultural autonomy and the minority liberal sid-

ing with Yugoslav political and cultural unitarianism, 

it even experienced some dramatic moments, but 

it did survive and became a guarantee of Slovene 

ethnic survival. In the entire period up to the Second 

World War, only those who had completed grammar 

school could enrol at Ljubljana University, and after 

1931 graduates of teacher training colleges could 

also enrol under certain conditions.

Despite the pressure for Greater Serbian Yugo-

slavism, which supported the idea that the Serbs, 

The University of Ljubljana was 
established in February of 1919 
during the first months after the 
end of the First World War when 
the new state, the Kingdom 
of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, 
was under establishment. The 
University was located in the 
building of the former Carniolan 
Provincial Assembly. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo 
collection; photography publ. 
in: History of the Slovenian 
University of Ljubljana until 
1929, Ljubljana 1929)
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Croats and Slovenes were one single three-in-one 

Yugoslav nation, Yugoslavia, which was a mixture 

of very diverse peoples, faiths and cultures, en-

sured for the Slovenes basic linguistic rights and 

cultural autonomy, and in particular resisted the 

threat of complete Germanisation, which increas-

ingly threatened the Slovenes in Carinthia and 

Styria in the last years of the Austrian Empire. The 

status of the Slovene language in the Slovene eth-

nic areas in schools outside the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats and Slovenes took a different direction af-

ter the First World War, deteriorating everywhere, 

and Slovene education disappeared. Everywhere 

beyond the borders of Yugoslavia, the Slovenes 

were gradually denied the right to primary edu-

cation in their mother tongue. Primary schools 

witnessed the most severe pressure to strip away 

their ethnic identity, and this went much further 

than the ethnic and linguistic struggles during the 

period of the Hapsburg monarchy. The Italianisa-

tion of Slovene schools in Primorska, which Italy 

was able to occupy after the First World War ow-

ing to its military alliance with the Entente, began 

after the arrival of the Fascists in power with the 

Gentile Reform of education regarding the gradual 

introduction of Italian as the language of instruc-

tion in all schools in Italy in the 1923/24 school 

year. Henceforth lessons in Slovene were kept go-

ing secretly in church sacristies only by nationally 

conscious Slovene priests. In Carinthia, which fol-

lowing the plebiscite belonged to the Republic of 

Austria, the use of Slovene in previously bilingual 

On the basis of Article 17 
of Gentile’s school reform 

concerning the gradual 
introduction of Italian as the 

language of instruction in 
schools in Italy in the school 
year 1923/24, the Slovenian 

language was by 1928 banned 
from all the schools in the 

Primorska region. An Italian 
school notebook, Postojna 

1940, title page. (Slovenian 
school museum, exhibition 

collection, inv. no. 1437)
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German-Slovene schools was restricted to an ex-

tent that enabled Slovene pupils to learn German 

as soon as possible. Following the Nazi annexation 

of Austria to the Third Reich, even the minimal 

presence of Slovene in schools was abolished. 

Nor even did Slovene pupils in the Raba region of 

Hungary have lessons in their mother tongue. The 

state of Slovene education was incomparably bet-

ter among Slovene emigrants in Western Europe 

and overseas, who established their own Slovene 

schools in their new environments.

In the most crucial period for the development 

of Slovene education, from the collapse of Austria-

Hungary to the centralist Vidovdan Constitution of 

1921, in their political and cultural autonomy with 

the transition from Austrian to Yugoslav educa-

tion, the Slovenes achieved fundamental changes 

and fulfilled their main demands in the education 

system, and these were not lost even under the 

pressure of Yugoslav unitarianism. With the found-

ing of the Slovene university, the Slovenisation of 

secondary, professional and vocational education 

and the Slovenisation of those folk schools which 

before the war were linguistically and ethnically 

mixed or were predominantly German or Hungar-

ian, Slovene education in the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats and Slovenes attained a major turning point 

especially in the linguistic aspect. From being on 

the margins of the Hapsburg dominions, overnight 

it developed into the best education system in the 

new state. Upon the merging of the culturally very 

diverse Yugoslav regions, Slovene education, which 

State gimnazija schools, in 
which under the Habsburgian 
Austria the Slovenian language 
featured very moderately, 
in the Kingdom of Serbians, 
Croatians and Slovenians 
(SCS) became Slovenian. In 
some of them, however, a few 
parallel German classes were 
preserved. The building of the 
gimnazija in Celje, where the 
stress was on natural sciences 
and modern languages, was 
built in 1914. (Slovenian School 
Museum, photo library of 
schools)
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had emerged on the basis of the old Austrian edu-

cation system, was the most advanced and boasted 

the lowest proportion of illiteracy in the state.

In the Slovene territory of the Kingdom of 

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, the old Austrian edu-

cation laws, which had been adapted to the new 

circumstances, continued to be applied after 1918. 

Except for areas of ethnic German settlement and 

in locations where parents demonstrated their Ger-

man origins, German was abandoned and Slovene 

was introduced as the language of instruction. The 

structure of the old system was preserved, but the 

substance was changed. While the district and local 

school councils continued to function in a changed 

composition, the provincial education council was 

replaced by the higher education council, which 

also became the highest supervisory body for the 

Slovene education system. 

The role of the Catholic Hapsburg dynasty in 

education was replaced by the dynasty of the Or-

thodox Karadjordjević family. Except for during the 

period of the most sever dictatorship, when school 

education was centralised according to the Sokol 

principle, Catholic religious instruction in Slovene 

schools was not under threat. At the same time the 

organisation and functioning of schools, teaching 

practices and the general attitude towards edu-

cation were all retained from the earlier period. 

Irrespective of the Yugoslav unitarianist ideology, 

to which education was exposed, through their 

linguistic autonomy within the Yugoslav educa-

tion system, the Slovenes gained self-confidence. 

The Catholic Habsburgs 
were after World War One in 

Slovenian schools replaced by 
the Orthodox Karadjordjević. 
King Alexander I, assassinated 
in Marseilles in 1934. (Henrik 

Schreiner, Čitanka za obče 
osnovne šole, III. del,  

Ljubljana 1924)
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Despite the centralist tendencies, education in 

Slovenia preserved a considerable degree of auton-

omy, which was consistently evident in the use of 

Slovene as the language of instruction. The use of 

Slovene at all levels of education indirectly served 

to strengthen Slovene national consciousness. 

Following the Yugoslav military operation against 

the Hungarian Soviet Republic, the truncated Slov-

ene territory in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes gained the region of Prekmurje, which for 

several centuries after the settlement of the Hun-

garians had developed separately from the Slovene 

regions. For this reason the education situation in 

Prekmurje continued for a long time after annexa-

tion to differ from the circumstances in the other 

Slovene regions, with lessons still being given in 

the Prekmurje dialect during the transition period. 

Equally, the Hungarianisation of the region before 

the First World War made rapid advances thanks 

to the primary school system. The education law 

of 1868 provided for Hungary six-year regular and 

three-year repeat schooling. Alongside the exist-

ing religious, municipal and private schools, it also 

introduced state folk schools, which became the 

tool of Hungarian pressure on the non-Hungarian 

peoples of Hungary. The law of 1907, which pro-

vided that all non-Hungarian schoolchildren had 

to speak and write Hungarian after completion of 

the fourth grade, further increased this pressure. 

Prekmurje lagged considerably behind the other 

parts of Slovenia, and was frequently a posting of 

punishment for those officials and teachers who 

As for several centuries the 
Prekmurje region belonged 
to the Hungarian crown of 
St. Stephen, the language 
conditions in the easternmost 
part of Slovenia differed 
greatly from elsewhere. After 
the annexation of Prekmurje to 
the Kingdom of SCS, the new 
school authorities were asked 
for temporary instruction 
in the Prekmurje dialect. 
Moravci, 10 October 1920. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
archive, f. 281)
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were a thorn in the side of whichever political au-

thority was in power.

Since there were such large differences in the 

cultural and educational development of the vari-

ous regions of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 

Slovenes, the old legislation by regions was also 

preserved in the field of education in the new 

state. The differences could not be altered quickly 

or by force. Just as Slovenia retained the structure 

of the old Austrian education system, the other Yu-

goslav regions for the most part retained their old 

education laws. Efforts to standardise the educa-

tion system across the entire state were stepped 

up in 1929 by the dictatorship instigated on 6 

January by King Aleksander Karadjordjević, who 

centralised the diverse Yugoslavia and also used 

coercion to unify it in all areas. The new education 

legislation did standardise Yugoslav education, but 

in no way did it remove the great differences. The 

new laws brought no special new features to Slov-

ene education, for all the essential gains which the 

laws represented for other regions were already in 

place in Slovenia. In this respect Yugoslavia repre-

sented a hindrance for Slovene education.

The National Schools Act (1929) made primary 

schools uniform from the 1st to the 4th grade, and 

compulsory for all children across the country. The 

law introduced general and compulsory eight-year 

education. It was divided into four-year “primary” 

and four-year “upper national” schooling. After 

completion of “primary” school, pupils could con-

tinue and complete their compulsory eight-year 

In a few very remote places 
school buses began to operate 

as early as the late 1920s. 
Initially, the bus went only 

when the weather was bad, 
but later every day. Pupils 

from the village of Pijavško, 
attending the school in Krško, 

in front of the house of the 
municipal committee member 

Jožef Rostohar in the school 
year of 1929/30. (Slovenian 

School Museum, photo 
collection; the picture was 

published in: Šolska kronika, 
XXXVII/13, Ljubljana 2004,  

no. 1, title page)
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education at lower grammar school, burgher, pro-

fessional or apprentice school. The upper national 

schools generally in rural areas had no full-time 7th 

or 8th grades, but just lessons in the winter from 

November to March, and this was a kind of re-

placement for the former repeat schools. Primary 

education also embraced kindergartens, schools for 

poorly developed children, literacy courses, home-

making and economic and other schools. The state 

was responsible for establishing national schools 

and for the placement and pay of teachers. The 

municipalities had to provide appropriate land for 

schools and kindergartens, while district educa-

tion councils had to construct and maintain school 

buildings and provide teaching aids and equipment. 

Schools had to be established anywhere that in a 

radius of 4 km there were at least 30, and in more 

remote areas 20, children of school age. In areas 

where there were fewer children, there was the 

possibility of setting up so-called mobile schools 

with abridged lessons. The management of prima-

ry education was strictly centralised. The higher 

education councils in Maribor and Ljubljana were 

abolished, and their jurisdiction transferred to the 

Belgrade education ministry, which functioned in 

Slovenia through the education department of the 

regional administration. In addition to the regional 

or Ban school supervisor, the local school supervi-

sor provided supervision in primary schools. For the 

ethnic minorities the law envisaged special minority 

departments, in which lessons would be provided 

in the pupils’ mother tongue, while the “state lan-

The elementary “national” 
school provided pupils with 
a great deal of knowledge 
needed for everyday life. 
Pupils in the school garden, 
grafting trees. The Luče 
national state school in 1934. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library of schools)



96

guage”, i.e. Serbo-Croat-Slovene was a compulsory 

subject. Minority departments were already a famil-

iar feature of Yugoslav educational legislation, but 

owing to pressures their number fell everywhere.

After the upheavals of 1918 there were major 

developments especially in the burgher schools, 

for the previous old Austrian education authorities 

were not very favourably inclined towards them 

for national political reasons. In 1931 a special 

law was even passed for such schools. Out of the 

three-year schools, four-year burgher schools were 

created, and these were divided up into three 

streams: crafts and industry, mercantile and agri-

cultural. The level of education was equal to that 

of lower secondary schools. “In addition to the 

necessary social education and education in the 

spirit of state and national unity and religious tol-

erance”, they provided a “more extensive general 

education” than the upper national schools. After 

completing burgher school, pupils could continue 

their education at secondary professional schools 

and teacher training colleges, which became five-

year schools in 1929, but progressing to higher 

grammar schools was not possible.

Apart from the grammar schools in Ljubljana 

and Maribor and the private episcopal grammar 

school in Šentvid nad Ljubljano, which remained 

classical, following the overthrow of 1918 all the 

others were transformed into “real” schools. Then 

the Secondary Schools Act of 1929 changed all the 

“real” schools into “real” grammar schools. In the 

new state, Slovene as the language of instruction 

With the royal dictatorship 
announced on 6 January 1929, 

pressure for the unification 
of education strengthened 

in Yugoslavia. With the Law 
on the Foundation of Sokol 
(Falcon), a unified physical 

and disciplinary organisation 
was introduced in schools 

throughout the country. All the 
other organisations operating 

on national basis were banned. 
Pupils and teachers were 

encouraged through incentives 
or pressured into joining Sokol. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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was introduced immediately and universally in 

grammar schools, in some areas first with German 

minority departments and later with German as 

the first foreign language subject.

After the overthrow, secondary professional 

and vocational education was also transformed. 

In 1920 the State Craft School in Ljubljana was 

transformed into the Technical Secondary School. 

Alongside this, the area of professional and vo-

cational education was covered by mercantile 

academies, schools for nurses, a midwifery school 

and a number of private and public mercantile, ag-

ricultural and home economics schools.

The teaching profession was split between a con-

ceptual and professional struggle. With the attempts 

to depoliticise the teacher organisation, there was 

a united approach adopted by teachers in 1926, but 

this continued to express the diversity of outlooks 

and party political affiliation. Owing to the involve-

ment of politics in education and of teachers in 

politics, teachers were often transferred to remote 

areas. On the professional level they joined togeth-

er in professional teacher societies. In this way the 

teachers at burgher schools had their own society, 

as did the secondary school teachers and especially 

the university professors. Most numerous and po-

litically most influential were the primary school 

teachers, who immediately after the overthrow of 

1918 renamed the liberally orientated Association 

of Slovene Teachers’ Societies as the Association of 

Yugoslav Teachers, which in turn became the Fed-

eration of Yugoslav Teachers in 1920. Following the 

During the period between the 
two World Wars, educational 
societies had a great influence 
on the development of 
education. In the Educational 
Centre founded in Maribor in 
1921 they focused on teaching 
work, while the theory of 
education was dealt with 
mainly at Ljubljana University. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection, inv. no. 
1837)
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centralist reorganisation of Yugoslavia, the Federa-

tion was also reorganised, and in 1931 it adopted 

new rules and was again renamed, this time as the 

Yugoslav Teachers’ Federation – Drava Banate Sec-

tion in Ljubljana. They functioned in sub-sections, 

organised annual meetings and lectures and issued 

publications aimed at teachers.

In terms of educational theories and concepts, 

during the period between the wars the great-

est currency was given to the concept of cultural 

pedagogy, which set as the goal of its efforts the 

formation of a complete cultural personality. This 

derived from the Christian educational purpose and 

from the conviction that the process of education 

progressed through the adoption of a given cul-

ture in its entirety. It was committed to preserving 

the old values and judged human development in 

terms of cultural achievements. It developed the 

idea of neutral schools, and on the tying of edu-

cation to culture, which must be independent of 

politics, parties and ideology. The man regarded 

as the founder of cultural pedagogy in Slovenia is 

Karel Ozvald, a professor at Ljubljana University, 

although there were also other original thinkers 

at work during the same period. A high degree of 

creativity was also observed in those teachers who 

encountered the issues of cultural education di-

rectly in their teaching work.

Teaching work became a mission of enlighten-

ment among the widest strata of the population, 

which had to be continuously educated. Only a 

comprehensively developed person could become 

Dr. Karel Ozvald (1873—1946), 
the most prominent Slovenian 
pedagogue during the period 

between the two World 
Wars. He advocated “cultural 
pedagogy”. (Slovenian School 

Museum, photo colection; 
the picture was published in: 
Popotnik LX, 1938-39, p. 11)
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useful for society. Through courses of education 

and organising other cultural work among the adult 

population, teachers were able even with their 

modest material means to raise the general cul-

tural awareness. The teacher’s work could not be 

confined merely to the school classroom, and had 

to be tied to the wider social environment. On this 

basis the period between the wars saw the creation 

of the first folk high school, which provided for the 

education of complete cultural personalities. 

At the same time, however, radical left-wing 

concepts were spreading among the ranks of teach-

ers. In the years leading up to the outbreak of the 

Second World War, this can be traced in professional 

teaching magazines. These concepts were recognis-

able especially in the functioning of new teachers’ 

organisations, which emerged both from ideological 

and social motives. At the end of the thirties it was 

increasingly difficult for teacher training graduates 

and trainee professors to find a first job.

The increase in gimnazija 
schools in Ljubljana and 
Maribor was before World 
War Two accompanied by new 
school buildings. The gimnazija 
in the Bežigrad district of 
Ljubljana was built in 1936 
and entirely new construction 
principles were used so that 
the new school became the 
most modern educational 
institution in the whole of 
Yugoslavia. (Slovenian School 
Museum, postcard collection, 
sent in 1940)
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Education during  
the Second World War 

With the German attack on Yugoslavia, the Second 

World War started on 6 April 1941 in pre-war Slov-

enia. Owing to the state of war, the 1940/41 school 

year was terminated early. Without any major bat-

tles, in a few days Slovenia had been occupied by 

the armies of three neighbouring countries and 

divided up accordingly. The German army occu-

pied Styria, Carinthia and Gorenjska, the Italians 

took Ljubljana, Dolenjska and Notranjska, and the 

Hungarians occupied Prekmurje. For this reason 

during the war there was no single occupation re-

gime formed in Slovenia. Differences between the 

German, Italian and Hungarian occupation regimes 

existed despite the similarity of their extreme na-

tionalist ideologies which they conducted towards 

the Slovene population. Their objectives were in 

fact the same, but they differed primarily in the 

tactics of their implementation, and education was 

used as a tool for this purpose everywhere. 

Within the borders of the three neighbouring 

countries which occupied the Slovene territory of 

Yugoslavia in April 1941, there were also Slovene 

The occupation and division of 
Slovenia during World War Two. 
(Branko Božič — Tomaž Weber, 

Zgodovina za osmi razred, 
Ljubljana 1976, p. 74)
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minorities after the First World War. Everywhere 

this minority was soon exposed to the most cru-

el ethnic persecution, and the use of Slovene in 

schools and public was terminated and prohibited 

everywhere and at all levels. Long before the Sec-

ond World War, schools in Primorska, Carinthia and 

in the Raba region had been pursuing the forced 

assimilation of Slovene children. Following the 

tripartite occupation of 1941, the same task was 

set for all schools throughout the Slovene ethnic 

territory. The occupying forces ascribed great 

importance everywhere to schools in the assimila-

tion of the Slovene population. The imparting of 

linguistic knowledge was conducted in parallel to 

national and class re-education. 

Of all the occupying forces, the Germans were 

the most unscrupulous and coercive in their proce-

dures and methods of assimilation. All their efforts 

were immediately directed towards the earliest 

possible Germanisation. The occupied Slovene ter-

ritory in Styria, Carinthia and Gorenjska was placed 

under the civilian administration in Gradec/Graz 

and Celovec/Klagenfurt and annexed to the Third 

Reich. Immediately after the occupation, all Slov-

ene schools were closed, and Slovene teachers and 

other intelligentsia and the clergy were for the 

most part banished to Croatia and Serbia or de-

ported for forced labour in German work camps. In 

difficult circumstances they even organised Slovene 

schools there, and at least to some extent miti-

gated the consequences of the war. At the start of 

the 1941/42 school year in the occupied territory, 

In the German camp in 
Templin, Slovenian exiles 
organised their own school 
for their children. A picture of 
grade 1 and 2 of the Slovenian 
school, June 1942. (Slovenian 
School Museum, exhibition 
collection, inv. no. 3127/2)
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German schools and kindergartens were opened, 

with German teachers who did not have adequate 

teacher training and did not know Slovene, so they 

were therefore chiefly dedicated Nazis. Speaking 

Slovene was strictly prohibited, including during 

break time. Violators frequently suffered corporal 

punishment, and even more frequently they were 

shamed. The substance of lessons was also subordi-

nated to Nazi education and Germanisation.

By way of introduction to German lessons, in 

July 1941 at al schools in Gorenjska the Germans 

started German language courses for school-age 

children and adults, and these were not just lan-

guage lessons, but also served as propaganda for 

Hitler and the Third Reich. Despite threats and 

pressure, the number of adults enrolled on these 

courses consistently fell, while on the other hand 

through private initiative illegal Slovene courses 

were provided in various periods of the war, and 

these used selected teaching material for small 

groups of children in private apartments.

The Nazi youth organisations were closely con-

nected to school education; these included the 

Deutsche Jugend in Styria and the Kärntner Volks-

bundjugend in Gorenjska, which involved children 

aged 7 to 12. Pupils and students of Slovene na-

tionality were suspect for the Nazis, and so were 

under close supervision. In 1943 the inhabitants 

of Styria were placed into three different catego-

ries, whereby it was also decided who could go to 

school and where. The majority of those who had 

revocable German citizenship could only attend 

Language courses for young 
adults organised by the 

occupying forces. Language 
became the first level of 

assimilation and ideological 
re-education. With a threat 

of exile, the Nazi authorities 
forced the Slovenian 

population in Gorenjska and 
Štajerska regions to attend 
German classes. (Slovenian 
School Museum, exhibition 

collection, inv. no. 3134)
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primary and vocational schools, and in exceptions 

the burgher schools.

The Italians took a different approach. In the ter-

ritory they occupied, they established the Ljubljana 

region, where in contrast to their pre-war approach 

in Primorska, they granted the Slovenes cultural 

autonomy by special statute. The existing Yugo-

slav education system remained unchanged, and 

changes were made only to the history syllabus, ge-

ography and knowledge of states and governments, 

and corrections were made to certain Yugoslav text-

books. At all levels of education, lessons in Slovene 

were compulsory, while Italian became an optional 

academic subject. By organising language courses, 

Italian was forced especially on teachers and gener-

ally on the adult population. By aggrandising Italian 

and Roman history and culture, they propounded the 

greater worth of the successors to the Roman Em-

pire. Fascist pressure was observed in schools with 

the introduction of the obligatory Fascist salute and 

in forcing Slovene children and teachers into Fascist 

youth and worker organisations (GILL, Dopolavoro). 

The Fascists tried to win over schoolchildren with 

various privileges, from school food to participation 

in sports organisations and through gifts. At second-

ary schools they employed teachers of Italian and 

pressured the schools to enrol as many children as 

possible in lessons. They were preparing themselves 

for the moment when Slovene education could be 

entirely replaced by Italian, as in Primorska.

With the occupation of the Ljubljana region, 

the main focus of interest for the Italian Fascists 

The Italian Fascist authorities, 
using material goods and force, 
tried to get students to join 
the GIL (Gioventu Italiana 
del Littorio), a Fascist youth 
organisation. The Roman salute 
became obligatory in schools. 
Being offered a meal at school 
was during the difficult War 
years, particularly among 
poorer children, often a 
sufficient reason for joining  
the GIL. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection, 
inv. no. 2424)
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was initially the Primorska émigrés, mostly com-

prising teachers who had illegally fled Italy and 

who were fiercely opposed to Fascism even be-

fore the war. When the Italian occupation forces 

became increasingly aggressive in the face of the 

growing Slovene liberation movement, which had 

been taken over by the communists, the internees 

in Italian camps included a great many teachers 

and even entire classes of pupils. At the Gonars 

camp, pupils even took their matura exam at the 

end of the 1942/43 school year.

In Prekmurje, immediately after the Hungar-

ian occupation, education became a pillar of the 

renewed Hungarianisation of the region. All “Yu-

goslav” teachers had to leave their schools, to be 

replaced by Hungarian teachers, who eradicated 

from the schools absolutely everything that was 

Slovene. They also resorted to the “Wendish” the-

ory, according to which the people of Prekmurje 

were supposedly not even Slovenes. In order to 

Hungarianise youth, the Fascist youth organisa-

tion Levente was set up, and this provided military 

preparation exercises and other nationalist events. 

The role of village commanders was in fact usually 

assumed by teachers, who had to undergo special 

training for this.

Among Slovene pupils and teachers, especially 

in the Ljubljana region, a spontaneous resistance 

to Fascist measures in schools emerged. The most 

serious resistance was caused by the forced mem-

bership in Fascist organisations and the Fascist 

salute. The punishments were severe, and the 

The occupying forces, due 
to anti-Italian resistance and 

revolutionary Communist 
activities, took whole classes 

of pupils and put them in 
concentration camps in Italy. 

A group of the Novo mesto 
gimnazija pupils in the Monigo 

camp near Padua, August 1942. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

photo library)
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worst thing that could happen to a pupil during the 

war was being expelled. 

When the military and political situation in the 

Slovene territory changed radically following the 

Italian capitulation on 8 September 1943, education 

was also brought into the new circumstances. Events 

in the Ljubljana region, which comprehensively 

shook and divided the Slovene population, were of 

crucial importance for the future of the Slovene na-

tion right from the arrival of the Italians. With their 

departure, the civil war between the Partisan move-

ment under the leadership of the Communist Party 

on the one hand, and the anti-communist village 

guards, who up until the Italian collapse had been 

under Italian control, and the nationalist sections 

of the Yugoslav army in the homeland on the other 

hand, heated up to its first peak. With the military 

victory of the Partisans, all areas outside the major 

transport communications that were not occupied 

by the German army came under the revolutionary 

authorities, which wherever possible, and mainly on 

the basis of schools operating up to that time, set up 

Partisan schools. The first regulations on the organi-

sation of these schools were issued by the Executive 

Committee of the Liberation Front (OF) upon the 

creation of the first Soviet republics in the spring of 

1942, and after the Italian capitulation special sec-

tions were created in the highest political bodies of 

the revolutionary authorities, and these managed 

and organised Partisan education. 

The operation of Partisan schools under the oc-

cupation became directly linked to the establishing 

In the partisan school of 
Preloka along the Kolpa River, 
January 1945. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo 
collection)
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of the new revolutionary authorities. The most sol-

id structure of Partisan education emerged in Bela 

Krajina, where there was no major military action 

and the new authorities were best established be-

fore the end of the war. Under the influence of 

Soviet educators, it constructed a new school sys-

tem which served to establish the foundations of 

education in post-war Slovenia.

With the Italian capitulation, the situation also 

changed radically in Primorska, where after years 

of Fascist persecution the Slovene inhabitants 

started spontaneously setting up Slovene schools. 

In the countryside, schools were mainly under the 

control of the OF revolutionary committees, while 

in the major centres schools were set up and run 

by anti-communist Slovenes, with the permission 

of the German occupation authorities. In the au-

tumn of 1944, a complete Slovene grammar school 

was revived in Gorica.

During the German occupation of the Ljublja-

na region following the departure of the Italians, 

Slovene education did not change significantly. The 

role of Italian in schools was replaced by German. 

With the setting up of the Gorenjska Home Guard, 

German pressure was eased somewhat in Gorenjs-

ka schools, where in places Slovene was again used 

as the language of instruction along with Slovene 

textbooks, while in Styria and Prekmurje the situ-

ation in schools up to the end of the war for the 

most part remained unchanged. 

While German pressure in Slovene schools in 

the Ljubljana region and in Primorska was more 

Simultaneously with the 
liberation struggle of the 

occupied and divided nation, 
the Communists also led a 

revolution. Resistance against 
Communism also took place in 
Slovenian schools in occupied 
areas. Thus there was a bitter 

ideological conflict even in 
schools. (Slovenian School 

Museum, exhibition collection, 
inv. no. 15436)
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indirect, a vicious conceptual conflict flared up 

in Slovene schools, this being the consequence of 

the revolution and other wartime conditions. The 

liberation struggle of the Slovene communists, 

who headed the Partisan movement, was in fact 

the first phase of the communist revolution. The 

conceptual struggle for and against communism 

was also conducted prior to the end of the war at 

school desks. With the victory of the revolution, 

the ideology of the struggle for communism contin-

ued in schools after the war. Henceforth the entire 

education system was fed by this ideology. 

The new “people’s” 
authorities, under the 
leadership of the Communist 
Party, re-established regular 
primary schools and founded 
lower gimnazija schools in 
all the areas they dominated 
politically and militarily 
during the War. Textbooks and 
curricula were issued that 
suited the new educational 
goals. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection, 
inv. no. 4288/c)
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Ideological 
indoctrination  
of education after  
the Second World War

After the Second World War, with the liberation 

and the victory of the revolution, education be-

came a constituent part of the state apparatus for 

the Marxist transformation of the whole of Society. 

Education was no longer merely a matter of state 

policy, as it was marked by the absolutist govern-

ment upon the first introduction of compulsory 

primary education, but also became the ideology 

of the ruling regime. Irrespective of opinion within 

the profession, education was always and univer-

sally subordinated to the ideology of the regime 

and the state. Since it served to consolidate the 

communist totalitarian government and to fulfil its 

ideological objectives, the party regime constantly 

kept careful watch over developments in educa-

tion. The main purpose of the entire education 

system was to support the regime in power, which 

weighed up each intervention and every change in 

terms of ideological goals and usefulness in consol-

idating its power. In order for education to become 

an obedient tool for bringing up youth according to 

the communist ideological principles, it had to be 

A mass gathering in Ljubljana 
in support of the regime which, 

after the end of the War, 
the liberation of the country 

and the departure of the 
occupying forces, introduced 

a totalitarian regime. 
“Progressive youth, the builder 

of Socialism.” (Prva čitanka, 
Ljubljana 1956, p. 30)
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cleansed of everything that impeded or prevented 

its ideological purity. 

In the period of the single-party totalitarian 

system after the Second World War, never before 

in any earlier period had there been so many and 

such profound changes in education. In 45 five 

years there were more education reforms than 

previously in the entire history of education. The 

totalitarian government sought various ways of 

tailoring education as far as possible to its needs. 

The development of education was based on con-

ceptual guidelines, which were determined by the 

programme of the Communist Party, or as it was 

titled, the League of Communists. The guidelines 

were drawn up by the education committee of 

the Central Committee of the Yugoslav League of 

Communists (ZKJ), and were adopted at ZKJ and 

Slovene Communist Party congresses. The empha-

sis was always on the education of worker and 

agricultural youth and on training technical and 

professional personnel.

In this light it was not surprising that the post-war 

period in education was a period of improvisation, 

experimentation, constant change, renaming, 

merging and separation. From the outset, education 

reform was carried out without mitigation or com-

promise, and most commonly against the opinion of 

the experts. Problems mounted up, and a systematic 

solution was first sought in 1953 with the establish-

ing of the federal commission for education reform. 

Although experts were brought in to help find a so-

lution, and there were varying opinions on Slovene 

Ideological content was dealt 
with in school textbooks, 
beginning with the youngest 
students. (Prvo berilo “My First 
Reader”, Ljubljana 1952, p. 19)
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education and the role of individual subjects with 

regard to the education reforms of 1958, their opin-

ions were for the most part ignored. 

The complete concept of reforming the edu-

cation system was carried out through reforms 

conducted between 1958 and 1962. In the educa-

tion process there was consistent fulfilment of the 

Marxist view of the world and there was a bitter 

struggle against conceptually neutral and positiv-

ist education. The objective was conceptual purity 

of education in the socialist spirit. They wanted 

young people to think in the way the party was 

thinking, so they nipped in the bud any kind of dif-

ferent thinking. 

The historical basis for the development of post-

war education was the Partisan education from the 

period during the war, which was based on an un-

critical mimicking of education in the Soviet Union 

and subordination to its pedagogy. The dependence 

on Soviet pedagogy continued after the war and 

up to the dispute with the Soviet Union in 1948, 

when education measures were a copy of those in 

the USSR. Greatest attention was paid to eradicat-

ing from education any influence from the Church, 

which had been very active in the field of education 

throughout its existence. Education in the spirit of 

the revolutionary gains of the National Liberation 

Struggle and of the continued development of so-

cialism was the main topic of educational efforts 

throughout the totalitarian period.

Particularly in the first post-war years, school 

was also a place for discrimination against the 

Until the Cominform 
Resolution, schoolbooks for the 

youngest children, in addition 
to Tito, also featured Stalin. 

(Druga čitanka, Ljubljana 
1947, p. 8)
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children of defeated political and conceptual op-

ponents. Through ideologically constructed and 

fearful teachers the education system conducted 

fully-fledged ideological racism against them. 

These children were deliberately held back and 

picked on. The teachers who had assumed the role 

of slave-drivers of the regime’s ideology gave them 

lower marks and in this way prevented them from 

continuing their education. Alongside the linguistic 

and social holding back of Slovene children in en-

vironments that were inimical to the Slovenes, and 

the racial differentiation during the Second World 

War, the period of ideological intolerance after the 

Second World War was one of the darkest in the 

history of Slovene education.

Under totalitarianism, education, and especially 

the way people were brought up, were functions of 

the state for subordinating the individual. Educa-

tion was political and the education profession was 

also entirely dependent on politics. It neglected in 

particular moral education, and was mistrustful of 

family upbringing. In the education process School-

children adopted and copied. 

In the fifties an awareness dawned in the high-

est political circles that the political and ideological 

principles of educational work, which had been 

harmonised with socialist development, would not 

guarantee success in practice until the causal re-

lationships between pedagogical measures and 

their practical results were known. Since these re-

lationships could be discovered primarily through 

empirical research of educational practice, the 

The children of parents who 
had been on the wrong side 
were after the War subject 
to ridicule and persecution 
in school by politically and 
ideologically indoctrinated 
teachers. In addition to 
discrimination they were 
also left out when post-War 
international humanitarian 
aid was handed out and when 
grants were given, as well as 
being limited in their choice 
of profession. Children from 
the Rovte primary school 
in 1951/52. Most of their 
fathers, who were opposed to 
the Communist regime, were 
killed without trial during the 
first few weeks after the War. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library)
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teaching profession was methodologically redirect-
ed. A special research group was set up at the Board 
of Education, and in 1965 the Education Institute 
was established at the University of Ljubljana. 

In line with its ideological principles, in 1945 
the communist authorities had through their deci-
sion on the organisation of primary and secondary 
schools nationalised all private schools which until 
that time had been run primarily by the Catholic 
Church and ecclesiastical orders. The Church was 
still left with its schools for educating candidates for 
the priesthood, but for this reason severe pressure 
was placed on candidates to abandon their educa-
tion or to prevent them studying. The Theological 
Faculty, which was a founding member of Ljubljana 
University, was stripped of its public character, and 
in 1952 it was barred from the University through a 
document with a date that does not exist.

Religious instruction, which right from the 
beginning had consistently been a compulsory 
subject in schools, became an optional subject in 
1945. Parents had to enrol their children especially 
for religious instruction each year, and in this way 
they were exposed to threats and pressure from 
the system. The totalitarian regime sought to re-
duce attendance of religious instruction in schools 
as much as possible, prior to finally banishing it 
from all schools in 1952.

Religious instruction was incompatible with the 
ideology of the regime. Up until 1950 teachers 
were even evaluated in terms of how successful 
they were in reducing the number of children at-
tending religious instruction and going to Sunday 

In addition to private 
companies, the Communist 
authorities nationalised all 
private school institutions, 

which were mostly  
owned by the Church.  

(Vinko Modrinjavesčan, 
Slovenska začetnica,  

Ljubljana 1945, p. 8/II)
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worship. For a long time teachers still had to check 
each year which pupils were going to the parish 
religious instruction lessons.

In order to construct the conceptual purity 
of communist education, the regime’s education 
authorities kept a constant and close watch on 
teachers. Heavy pressure on teachers was there-
fore a constituent part of post-war education. The 
teacher’s occupational obligations were not simply 
professional work, but also fulfilment of the ideo-
logical goals of education. In order to perform this 
mission, teachers had to possess conceptual politi-
cal qualities that were reflected in the fulfilment 
of the Marxist view of the world. The teaching pro-
fession required conceptually committed people, 
and whoever was not thus committed had no place 
in school. 

In the first years after the war, teachers were 
divided into older, professionally trained ones and 
young, politically dependable ones. In selecting 
them there was never any issue of what was more 
important, for a dedicated communist still learned 
everything. There was pressure on the teacher 
training colleges, where pupils were excluded for 
being politically unsuited, while some were ad-
vised to leave school voluntarily. Supervision of 
teachers was severe and unyielding. The pressure 
was strong at teachers’ conferences, and it was no 
less torturous in the compulsory individual study of 
Marxist pedagogical literature.

Everything that impeded the government in 
implementing conceptual purity was eradicated. 
It was especially unyielding in its persecution of 

The first schools for nursery 
teachers were founded after 
the War. The first students in 
the one-year nursery teachers’ 
school in 1946/47 in Ljubljana. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library)
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people of faith and those who thought differently. 

It meted out strict punishment of any public dem-

onstration of faith by teachers. In a system that 

was founded on discovering internal enemies, they 

were publicly discredited and prevented. Anyone 

who did not submit to this was removed from the 

education system.

According to the Party conviction, an idealist 

world view prevented teachers from properly ful-

filling the educational aims in the teaching process. 

Teachers of faith, therefore, were banned from 

performing the profession of teacher. Religious 

candidates were advised against enrolling in peda-

gogical institutions. In the grimmest years of the 

fifties, they were also barred from schools as being 

ideologically inappropriate. At that time veritable 

purges were staged against religious teachers, with 

the charge that their job was not religion. It was 

also dangerous if anyone had a priest as a relative. 

Such teachers were transferred as punishment to 

remote jobs or were simply fired. Many were pub-

licly ridiculed. Owing to the official persecution of 

religious teachers, many teachers who feared for 

their daily bread concealed their religious beliefs.

The pre-war five-year teacher training colleges 

were shortened in 1945 to four years, and then in 

the 1953/54 school year they were expanded back 

to five years. In 1968 teacher training colleges were 

transformed into pedagogical grammar schools. A 

higher pedagogical college was founded in 1947 in 

Ljubljana, and in 1964 this was transformed into the 

Education Academy. In the same way, the Ljubljana 

After the end of the War, an 
open religious war commenced 

in schools. Those teachers 
who refused to give up their 

religion were insulted and 
ridiculed even in newspapers. 

The example of the teacher 
Mira Hiršel from 1952 in 
the main daily Slovenski 

poročevalec. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection)
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department of the higher pedagogical college gave 

rise to an Education Academy in Maribor. The two 

academies enabled studies on the higher educa-

tion level in terms of subjects and grade up until 

1985, when they were transformed into faculties 

of education. Teachers also pursued supplementa-

ry education on courses and seminars which were 

provided chiefly by the Board of Education after it 

had been established. The education of pre-school 

teachers was started in the 1948/49 school year 

with the founding of the first independent four-year 

Secondary Early Education School, and from 1960 

there was also an early education school in Maribor. 

From the very first years after the war, there was a 

significant lack of teachers. There was still a lack in 

the sixties, when schools operated for the most part 

in very poor material conditions.

In its first interventions in the structure of 

education, in 1945 the post-war government first 

closed the burgher schools, with the explanation 

that they prevented pupils from continuing their 

education at higher grades of secondary schools 

and especially in grammar schools. In place of the 

burgher schools, immediately after the war they 

opened lower grammar schools.

A special feature of the communist regime 

throughout the post-war period in education was the 

incessant and open opposition to grammar schools 

and their gradual abolition. As general educational 

institutions, grammar schools were dangerous for 

the Party and therefore unacceptable. Under totali-

tarianism these were inadmissible and inappropriate 

By taking part in a youth 
working brigade young 
people showed their high 
political consciousness and 
helped in the creation of the 
new Socialist social order. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library)
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elite bourgeois schools, which in no circumstances 

could strengthen the working class.

The first step towards eliminating grammar 

schools was the introduction of seven-year schools 

along Soviet lines, which was accompanied in 1946 

by the aggrandising of Soviet pedagogy and the 

establishing of education workers’ unions, with 

an emphasis on ideological education. Grammar 

schools had three grades of lower grammar school, 

with the same curriculum as the three grades of 

upper primary school, and five grades of upper 

grammar school. With the introduction of evening 

workers’ grammar schools, after 1947 it was also 

possible to gain a grammar school education in an 

unconventional way.

The next step in abolishing grammar schools was 

the school reform of 1958, which did away with 

eight-year grammar schools, making them just four-

year schools confined to the former senior grades. 

Progressing to grammar school was only possible af-

ter completing the compulsory eight-year primary 

school. The importance of grammar schools was in 

this way radically reduced. The matura exam was 

abolished, and its place was taken by an easier 

leaving exam. The classical grammar schools were 

entirely abandoned, and just some classical sec-

tions were retained. The regime associated Latin 

with the Catholic Church, and in the same way Ger-

man with Nazism. To begin with the first foreign 

language was Russian, then later English.

Through the resolution on the verification of 

grammar schools, new curriculum subjects were 

The post-War Socialist period 
always had a very negative 

attitude to gimnazija 
schools and education in 

the humanities. Latin was 
gradually excluded from 

the curriculum, becoming 
an optional subject only 

in exceptional cases, such 
as at the Prežihov Voranc 

primary school, which was 
housed on the premises of 

the former classical gimnazija 
in Ljubljana. On a postcard 

printed in 190�.  
(Slovenian School Museum, 

postcard collection)
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added to the grammar school programme in 1962, 

and these were associated with manufacturing 

work, technical and practical knowledge and with 

sociology. The content of grammar school lessons 

was in this way changed so that grammar schools 

provided more professional and less general edu-

cational knowledge. The final blow for grammar 

schools was the guided education of 1981, which 

even abolished the four-year grammar schools. 

Through its efforts for the maximum possible 

employment of women, the regime pursued its 

ideological education goals in the most tender pe-

riod of childhood by supporting an expansion of 

the network of kindergartens. In 1946, after the 

Soviet model it established a new type of kinder-

garten, called the House of Play and Work, which 

provided early education day and night. Later they 

were renamed pre-school institutions and early 

education care organisations. Owing to the major 

expansion of female employment, kindergartens 

spread rapidly. After 1945 pre-school education 

became a constituent part of the social early edu-

cational care of children, and kindergartens were 

placed within the education system. Their number 

increased most in the seventies, when numerous 

new facilities were built through voluntary con-

tributions. Other pre-school children also started 

being prepared for school at little schools, which 

functioned as kindergartens.

Educational administration was entirely sub-

ordinated to the programme of the League of 

Communists. State institutions were directly sub-

Because of the increasing 
number of employed 
women, more and more 
children attended pre-school 
educational institutions. A 
classroom for very young 
children in the mid-1960s. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library)
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ordinated to Party forums under the principle 

of Party democratic centralism from the federal 

state to republic level. In 1945 the first Ministry 

of Education of the People’s Republic of Slovenia 

was established, and this comprised a section for 

schools and covered primary and general secondary 

education, while professional secondary education 

was allocated to other ministries. There was no 

coordination between them, and this made transi-

tion to schools at higher levels highly problematic. 

In 1951 the Council for Education and Culture was 

founded, in 1953 the Committee for Reform of 

General Education Schools and in 1956 the Repub-

lic Institute for Educational Scrutiny, which in 1959 

was renamed the Institute for the Advancement 

of Education, then later the Board of Education of 

the Socialist Republic of Slovenia.

The introduction of Marxist-Leninist ideology 

into education was pursued in various ways. The 

most typical way was to change the syllabus for 

individual subjects through selected content pre-

sented by textbooks in words and pictures. School 

readers were dominated by martial and Partisan 

content, and prior to the Informburo the exalted 

above all the Soviet Union, Stalin and the Red Army. 

The other method involved changing the subjects of 

study. Thus in 1952, in place of religious instruction, 

moral education was introduced in primary schools, 

and in secondary schools self-management and the 

fundaments of Marxism were introduced later.

The next method of introducing ideology into 

schools was through school celebrations and other 

Teaching content was even 
in the 1960s very much 
connected with history 

between the two World Wars. 
Generations of children, from 

the very youngest onwards, 
were via the educational 

system indoctrinated by the 
Communist Party in a very 
generalised and one-sided 
manner about the events 

during the occupation, 
revolution and liberation 
struggle. A meeting with 
a Partisan. (Prvo berilo, 
Ljubljana 1961, p, 154)
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extramural activities. The forms of old celebrations 

were adapted to the new substance. The role of the 

former monarchs in schools, with the celebration 

of their birthdays and other days, was replaced by 

the Tito cult and other mass youth events, such as 

the Tito Relay, the courier’s bag, youth work bri-

gades, meetings and conversations with Liberation 

Struggle veterans, pioneer games, pioneer sections 

at schools, pioneer banners and so forth. Some 

celebrations were replaced through the abolition 

of religious rituals associated with schooling. The 

ritual of first communion was replaced by the re-

ceiving of children into the pioneer organisation, 

and confirmation was replaced by acceptance 

into the youth organisation. Equally, ideology was 

brought into schools through the selection of ob-

ligatory reading material and by removing banned 

books from school libraries.

The first major systemic change in primary 

education after the war was the basic law on 

seven-year compulsory education of 1946. For 

Slovenia this represented a backward step. This 

law created a standardised system comprising four 

grades of primary and three grades of upper pri-

mary school. Schools in Slovenia were damaged by 

changes to the curriculum, the uncritical transfer-

ring of models from the east and by centralisation, 

which impeded teacher initiative.

In 1950 eight-year compulsory education was 

re-introduced, with part of the seven-year schools 

being changed into lower grammar schools, which 

like the upper schools, became four-year. Low-

The celebration of the Day 
of the Republic was in school 
accompanied by the ritual 
of accepting young children 
into the Pioneer Organisation. 
It represented a kind of 
substitute for receiving the 
First Holy Communion. At the 
Ljubljana — Bežigrad primary 
school in 1959. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo library)
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er grammar schools became obligatory and lost 

their status as optional schools. Russian was no 

longer a compulsory foreign language, and transla-

tions of Russian authors were replaced with local 

works and reading badges were introduced into  

the curriculum.

The decision of 8 October 1953, confirming 

compulsory eight-year schooling from ages 7 to 

15, introduced free activities in primary schools, 

and these were later called educational interest 

activities. In this way various interests in the fields 

of cultural and sporting activities were expanded. 

School competitions on the municipal, inter-mu-

nicipal and republic level were started. Schools 

started up activity circles, there was better health 

care provision for children, and holiday camps 

were introduced. School kitchens were started up, 

and in 1954/55 home economics was introduced as 

a non-compulsory school subject.

The education legislation of 1958 fundamental-

ly changed the existing school system, which had a 

basis in Slovenia going back more than a hundred 

years. In the years between 1958 and 1962, a range 

of laws and decrees for all types of school served 

to consolidate the standard eight-year primary 

school as the sole form of compulsory primary edu-

cation. The aim of making primary education equal 

was to achieve easier progression to secondary and 

higher education. Through the Primary Education 

Act, which came out on 1 October 1959, primary 

education became a single socialist public insti-

tution. This rejected the demands of experts to 

The general direction of 
educational policy was 

decided by the Communist 
Party at its congresses. All 

educational institutions had 
to follow a Marxist ideological 
direction. (The catalogue for 

an exhibition at the Slovenian 
School Museum, Vzgoja in 

izobraževanje v dokumentih 
kongresov KPS/ZKS, Slovenian 

School Museum, Ljubljana, 
1982)
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make primary education harder and for it to offer 

more to pupils with better capabilities.

After the adoption of the law, the number of 

primary schools started to decline in the sixties. 

Lower single-grade schools in particular were abol-

ished, and full eight-year and four-year branch 

primary schools started to appear. 

After 1960 supplementary lessons were started 

for those who were lagging behind in knowledge, 

and there was also extension of the time spent at 

school for those who needed care or help in learn-

ing. In 1962 school psychologists and social workers 

started to operate in schools, and later they were 

joined by educationalists and speech therapists. 

The opportunities for education were made equal, 

and grants were awarded for teaching training. 

The media campaign of 1973 launched the most 

visible political effort to date with all-day schools. 

After the showdown with internal Party liberal-

ism, the authorities wished to use all-day schools 

to draw children away from their parents to in-

crease their conceptual influence over youth. This 

attempt did not succeed, and after a few years 

it was shelved. A similar fate was experienced in 

the eighties by the proposal to introduce common 

cores, which served to revive the centralist aspira-

tion to unify education in Yugoslavia, which thanks 

in particular to Slovene writers was sharply reject-

ed in Slovenia.

A lesson for the blind in the 
1960s. (Slovenian School 
Museum, photo library)
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New requirements of 
economic development 
and expansion  
of the school network

In the period after the Second World War and up to 

Slovene independence, alongside all the ideological 

interventions, economic development also spurred 

development in the areas of secondary and profes-

sional university-level education. For this reason 

the education system in Slovenia was continuously 

supplemented and expanded. For the totalitarian 

government, which had the entire system under 

control, this was an opportunity, challenge and a 

danger all at the same time.

Although with the centralist pressures in so-

cialist Yugoslavia the Slovenes were constantly 

threatened by cultural and linguistic unification, 

the linguistic situation in Slovene schools was sta-

ble. Despite the ideological pressure, the use of 

Slovene as the language of instruction in almost all 

areas of work and thus also in schools strengthened 

Slovene consciousness.

Like primary education, professional and other 

education was subjected to numerous changes. 

Professional education did not develop in a more 

unified way, since there were increasingly different 

The educational system 
adapted itself to the new 

needs of the economy on the 
basis of the Party’s attitude 

to education, founded on 
Marxist ideology. Models from 

the economy were often 
transferred to education. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)
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types of professional school. In line with economic 

development, secondary professional schools began 

to appear for all branches of the economy. Major 

requirements for experts were apparent soon after 

the end of the war. Private property was soon en-

tirely nationalised, and state property needed to 

be managed prudently. 

To begin with, secondary professional schools 

known as technicums (tehnikumi) were established. 

Initially they were three-year, and then from the 

1950/51 school year they were four-year schools. In 

the larger enterprises, individual ministries started 

setting up manufacturing schools for pupils in the 

manufacturing sector with boarding schools in which 

theory was exchanged with practice in the enter-

prises. For training up qualified workers, worker 

technicums were established, and these gave rise 

to the worker sections at secondary professional 

schools. The mercantile academies then gave rise 

to economic secondary schools, and administra-

tive schools emerged from mercantile schools. The 

decree on professional schools of 1952 served to 

enshrine in law those schools which had in practice 

already been established before then.

The vocational schools included apprentice 

schools, and alongside these apprentice schools for 

pupils in the manufacturing sector and professional 

schools with practical lessons in school workshops 

for qualified workers and skilled worker schools for 

highly qualified and skilled workers.

Secondary technical and professional education 

spread and also changed radically. In the seven-

After the War, technological 
development in Slovenia 
resulted in the rapid spread of 
technical secondary education. 
In the chemistry laboratory 
of the Secondary School for 
Chemistry in Ljubljana in 
the 1960s. (Slovenian School 
Museum, photo library)
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ties a large proportion of the graduates of these 
schools would still gain employment immediately 
after finishing school, while later the majority of 
them continued their studies at higher education 
colleges.

The secondary education act of 1967 for the 
first time regulated secondary education in its 
entirety all in one law, since previously grammar 
schools had been dealt with separately. When 
grammar schools were abolished at the beginning 
of the eighties through guided education, in ad-
dition to professionally orientated programmes, 
guided education in pedagogical, natural science 
and mathematics, social science and languages 
and culturological streams was introduced. The el-
ements of guided education were introduced into 
the common educational basis in 1975 in the first 
annual pedagogical schools.

At the university, links between the faculties 
within the university broke down and the univer-
sity was no longer united. The medical faculty 
became complete in 1945, but according to the 
federal government decree was no longer part of 
the university, and came under the federal min-
istry of national health. Other faculties also had 
similar relationships with federal ministries.

The first years after the war saw the emergence 
of a range of new college and university-level schools 
and faculties, which were constantly merged, split 
and renamed. At the beginning of the fifties the 
previously united university was divided into four 
faculties (natural science and mathematics, arts, 
law and economics), a technical college with six 

The Veterinary Department 
of the Biotechnical Faculty. 
Pre-clinic, Ljubljana, 1964. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

photo library)
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faculties (architecture, electronics, civil engineer-
ing, chemistry, mechanical engineering and mining 
and metallurgy) and a university medical school 
with medical and stomatological schools. The ag-
ronomic and forestry faculty was an “independent 
faculty”, while the theological faculty lost the right 
to be public and was no longer a state institution.

The framework federal law on universities, 
which was fleshed out in the republics by republic 
laws and university and faculty statutes, revived 
the university as an integral whole in 1954. Each 
new decree and new law changed the organisation-
al structure and composition of individual faculties. 
Major changes came about in 1957 with the adop-
tion of the law on the University of Ljubljana, and 
then in 1960 with the law on the transformation of 
faculties. Through the education reforms of 1958, 
faculties, higher colleges and university-level 
schools, art academies and education academies 
were regarded as tertiary schools. Higher colleges 
were the first level of higher education.

The next wave of establishing higher education 
institutions came between 1958 and 1961, and was 
associated with the creation of the higher education 
centre in Maribor, where the second Slovene univer-
sity was founded in 1975. A higher maritime college 
was established at the beginning of the sixties in 
Piran, while in the same period a higher personnel 
college was opened in Kranj, and this later became 
a member of the University of Maribor.

Other university-level schools were estab-
lished in Ljubljana, such as the political science 

school, which went through several name changes, 

With the growth of higher 
education, Maribor in 1975 
became the second university 
centre in Slovenia. The 
university had its seat in the 
building belonging to the 
former town school. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo library)
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while following the death of the greatest Yugoslav 

Marxist-Leninist ideologist Edvard Kardelj, the uni-

versity bore his name from 1979 to 1990. 

The Higher Education Act, which was enacted 

in 1975, stressed the linking of the university with 

those seeking management personnel. Guided 

education, which began on the secondary level, 

envisaged in the middle of the eighties the gradual 

transformation of higher education. Within this 

process in 1985 there was a transformation of the 

two teacher training academies into education 

faculties, while time ran out for changes to other 

faculties before the disintegration of Yugoslavia.

After the Second World War there was a dramat-

ic rise in Slovenia in attendance at night schools, 

where it was possible to gain a formal education 

fairly quickly. Political education was especially 

widespread. Workers’ universities [adult education 

institutes] were established, and these provided 

political, professional and general knowledge. 

There were a great many short courses and one-

day lectures. Supplementary and correspondence 

education became widespread. Vocational edu-

cation became more intensive after 1959, when 

employees were encouraged to enrol, so that the 

high proportion of unqualified workers could be 

reduced. After 1957 enterprises also established 

the first education centres. The decree on centres 

for the professional education of workers of 1959 

promoted the establishing of education centres at 

enterprises throughout Slovenia. In 1961 the higher 

college for labour organisation introduced courses 

The cheerful atmosphere in 
an evening school for adults, 

Ljubljana, 1952. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo library)
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for experts who would go on to organise educa-

tion in enterprises. Since the educational structure 

of employees was still poor in the eighties, it was 

improved in part by recognising higher education 

qualifications for employees by dint of their expe-

rience gained at work.

With the victory of the revolution at the end 

of the Second World War, out of fear of revenge 

and killings more than 20,000 political and class 

enemies of communism left Slovenia, and almost 

as many again were indeed killed in the mass post-

war killings. In the refugee camps in Italy and 

Austria, a range of kindergartens, primary and sec-

ondary schools were set up. After their departure 

for overseas countries they founded, and among 

older Slovene emigrants they revived, numerous 

Slovene educational institutions around the world. 

The strongest Slovene educational organisation 

was established by immigrants in Argentina. 

With the departure of economic migrants in the 

sixties and seventies to work in the Western Euro-

pean countries, in addition to the Catholic Church, 

supplementary Slovene language lessons were also 

provided by the Yugoslav government, which at the 

same time spread its influence among them and 

divided them up on an ideological basis. 

The defeat of Fascism and Nazism meant that 

the right to primary school lessons in the mother 

tongue were gained by members of the Slovene mi-

nority in Austria and in Italy, and in a watered-down 

form also in Hungary. Even before the final demar-

cation of the border with Yugoslavia, the right to 

Matriculation in 1948 in the 
Slovene refugee gimnazija 
under the authority of the 
Allied Forces in the camp at 
Spittal on the River Drau in 
Austria. After the end of World 
War Two, many Slovenians who 
fled their homes in order to 
escape from the Communists 
came to the refuge camp run 
by the Allies. (Studia Slovenica, 
photo library)
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their own schools was recognised by the Allied 

military administration for Slovenes in Italy, and 

these rights were not later curtailed by Italy. The 

Slovenes of Primorska retained lessons in Slovene 

kindergartens, primary and secondary schools in 

the region of Trieste and Gorica. The situation was 

different in Austrian Carinthia, where under British 

military occupation, compulsory bilingual schools 

were introduced in 1945 in ethnically mixed areas, 

but after the signing of the Austrian State Treaty, 

in 1958 the German-speaking majority forced can-

didates for bilingual lessons in Slovene to undergo 

special registration, whereby they were exposed 

to severe pressure and threats. For this reason 

attendance at bilingual lessons in Carinthia fell 

dramatically in this period. Minority schooling was 

also adequately provided for members of the Ital-

ian and Hungarian ethnic communities in Slovenia, 

with minority schools in ethnically mixed areas 

functioning in Italian and Hungarian. 

Slovenian primary school on 
St. Francis Street (ulica sv. 
Frančiška) in Trieste prior 

to the beginning of 1948/49 
school year. Since the school 

door was closed, Slovenian 
teachers registered pupils for 

the Slovenian school on the 
street in front of the school. 

(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo collection)
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Education  
in independent Slovenia

Slovene resistance to Yugoslav centralism was in 
certain respects already apparent in communist 
Yugoslavia, especially regarding issues of language 
and national identity, but this remained chiefly on 
the linguistic and cultural level, for instance in the 
introduction of common cores in Slovene schools. 
Serious consideration of Slovene independence was 
triggered by events on the collapse of world com-
munism and by the first multi-party elections in 
Slovenia. It was increasingly obvious that Yugosla-
via was holding back the development of Slovenia, 
which was lagging further behind development in 
Western Europe and in its immediate vicinity. The 
election victory of the Demos coalition, which had 
Slovene independence in its manifesto, marked 
the start of the short but very intensive path to 
Slovene independence, from the plebiscite to the 
independence conflict and international recogni-
tion. Full independence, for which the citizens of 
the Republic of Slovenia had voted in the plebiscite, 
was proclaimed by Slovenia on 25 June 1991.

With independence and democratisation, after 
1991 Slovenia was faced with fundamental struc-

When Slovenia in 1991 finally 
achieved independence 
from Yugoslavia, a fully 
independent educational 
system was created. The 
process of freeing school from 
the ideological indoctrination 
of the collapsed totalitarian 
regime is more difficult and 
takes longer. (National Museum 
of Contemporary History, photo 
library)
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tural changes in all areas of society. It is possible 

to distinguish between changes on three levels. On 

the first level were the changes associated with 

Slovenia’s break from communist Yugoslavia, the 

creation of the new state and becoming a Mem-

ber State of the European Union. On the second 

level there were fundamental structural changes 

in the area of politics and the economy, and these 

changes also came about under the influence of 

world globalisation. New features in the area of 

the economy and politics included the ownership 

transformation and restructuring of enterprises, 

the introduction of the market system and the 

establishing of parliamentary democracy and hu-

man rights, while in the political arena the most 

prominent changes were those in the transition 

from a totalitarian communist state to the demo-

cratic, independent Republic of Slovenia, and this 

transition involved a change in people’s thinking. 

The third level of change was associated with the 

development of technology and computer use, and 

with the emergence of new needs for knowledge. 

The Internet, e-mail, faxes and other modern 

technology accelerated the development of global 

e-commerce and also distance learning. Along with 

the new technology and globalised communication 

there have also been greater possibilities for vari-

ous forms of learning and educating.

Since owing to these social changes knowledge 

quickly grows old, after 1991 there have been 

increasingly new requirements for education in 

Slovenia. The concept of “lifelong learning and 

At the turn of the millennium, 
computer education began in 

all primary schools in Slovenia. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 

photo library)
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education” which involves a person’s whole life, 

has evolved. It has been reflected in the greater 

systematic promotion of lifelong learning and edu-

cation, in the introduction of continuing education 

systems, in the promotion of developing effec-

tive transfer of knowledge and in the emphasis 

on interdisciplinary knowledge. This process was 

started with major emphasis on the area of adult 

and employee education, while there has been a 

persistent expansion of it also among schoolchil-

dren and youth, who are increasingly aware of the 

point of lifelong learning and education.

The social changes in Slovenia and the develop-

ment of lifelong learning and education generated 

new reforms and changes in the area of formal 

education, both in the area of child and youth 

education and also in adult education. New forms 

of education have become established. Alongside 

the formal (the regular school system) there is also 

informal education (within individual institutions, 

self-directed learning, e-learning and so forth). 

Within Slovene education, which started de-

veloping for the first time independently of other 

education systems, structural education reforms 

began in all areas. Pre-school education, which is 

based on modern theories of the personality, de-

rives from the latest social and cognitive theories 

of child development. New legislation has trans-
formed primary education from eight to nine 
years of schooling. Through internal renewal it is 

developing into a more modern and more human in-

stitution. Secondary education has become diverse 

The educational system in the 
Republic of Slovenia in 1996. 
The unified mandatory eight-
year primary school preserves 
a greater transferability at the 
secondary level of education. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
exhibition collection)



132

and offers maximum interchangeability between 

individual schools. Slovene independence saw an 

immediate reinstatement in the education system 

of grammar schools – as well as the matura exam – 

which are the most general educational institutions, 

preparing young people and encouraging further 

study at university. Higher college and university-
level professional schools have also offered new 
education programmes, and have introduced 
new methods of study based on involvement in 
international integrations through the exchange 
of professors and students. At the same time the 

universities have carried out an overhaul of their 

courses and have introduced new evaluation meth-

ods that are internationally comparable and enable 

greater exchange and mobility of students. 

A larger part in further education is being 

played by adult education, with adults taking 

courses depending on their needs in various public 

and private institutions by formal as well as infor-

mal avenues. Various target groups have started 

pursuing education in greater numbers to satisfy 

varying needs, for instance at schools for parents, 

workshops for parents, study circles for pension-

ers, courses for prisoners, alcoholics, drug addicts, 

blind and deaf adults, and young adults in “project 

learning for young people” who have not com-

pleted their schooling and are unemployed. The 

education system has ensured the development 

of general and special gifts of children and young 

people, as well as care for children and youth with 

developmental difficulties. Courses and education-

New technology offers new 
opportunities for the education 

of handicapped children with 
special needs. (Slovenian 

School Museum, photo library)
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al methods have also been adapted to the schools 

of other ethnicities. Alongside state schools, since 

1991 private schools have been developing (pri-

vate kindergartens, private secondary grammar 

schools, higher education institutions and facul-

ties, language schools and music schools), which 

after half a century of interruption are becoming 

an increasingly important component part of the 

Slovene education system.

New means of communication 
and new requirements for 
knowledge know no limits. 
(Slovenian School Museum, 
photo library)
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Conclusion

Up until Slovenia’s independence, Slovene educa-

tion developed within the framework of several 

education systems. The initial development took 

place under the Hapsburgs as part of the Austrian 

education system, which provided solid foundations 

for Slovene education in its struggle for survival. 

This alone enabled it to develop into a broadly 

established system with its own university in the 

Kingdom of Yugoslavia. And where primarily owing 

to its linguistic difference it may have lagged fur-

thest behind in old Austria, in Yugoslavia it became 

overnight the most advanced system. Owing to its 

incorporation into other systems, its small linguis-

tic size meant it was always in danger.

Slovene education struggled for its survival in 

environments that were not in the least favour-

able. Slovene as the language of instruction was 

always the most sensitive issue. And just as Slovene 

education survived through language, the language 

survived through education. The beginnings of Slov-

ene education also engendered among the Slovenes 

a consciousness of linguistic and national affiliation. 

In the reading room of the 
National and University Library 

in the early 1960s. (Slovenian 
School Museum, photo library)
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Out of the simplest elementary schooling germinat-
ed a wide range of literary activity following the 
introduction of general compulsory education.

Up until independence, the history of education 
in Slovenia was mainly one big struggle for Slovene 
as the language of instruction. Through its lan-
guage of instruction, Slovene education rose and 
fell, yet it made continuous progress. From its in-
significant beginnings and unimportance, Slovene 
education went on to build a Slovene university 
and ultimately its own independence. 

It survived both linguistic and social struggles 
with bigger and wealthier neighbours, as well as 
Nazi persecution and of course unmitigated ideolog-
ical indoctrination and post-war experimentation. 
In the interweaving of various cultural, linguistic, 
educational and conceptual influences, Slovene ed-
ucation takes credit for serving to consolidate the 
ability to survive of a small nation which was sur-
rounded by large nations and always under threat.

Of all educational measures, 
children have always liked 
awards and praise most. 
Commendation cards (prior 
to 1900), Huth’s educational 
institution. (Slovenian School 
Museum, exhibition collection, 
inv. no. 2798)
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