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Introduction from 
A CHARLOTTE MASON PLENARY  

Thank you for choosing the Annotated Edition of 

Charlotte Mason’s first Volume, Home Education, published 

by A Charlotte Mason Plenary. 

Charlotte wrote her six volumes of the Home Education 

Series from 1885-1921. Her frequent references can leave 

today’s reader a bit frustrated, as she assumed that her 

readers would understand the context for each person, 

event, or book that she mentions. Without that context, the 

wisdom of her words can seem veiled and inaccessible for 

many readers. 

Our goal in adding annotations is to highlight Charlotte’s 

text and make it easier to read so that you gain a deeper 

understanding of her words and meaning. Once you 

understand the references and the context, it is like the “a-

ha” moment or the key to unlocking the gate. You are no 

longer bogged down with unfamiliar terminology and 

references. The words soar. 

However, in keeping with Charlotte’s principles, we did 

not think it correct to interpret her words, so you will not 

find any opinions or speculations as to her meanings. We 

want you to make your own connections with her writing; to 

make the connections that are personal and meaningful to 

you. As with living books and narration, what you connect 

with may be different than what we might connect with, and 

that is the beauty of Charlotte’s method. It is personal to 

you. 

Annotated Edition Features  

Each edition includes the full, unabridged text of 

Charlotte Mason’s original Volume. All her words and 

wisdom have been retained while, at the same time, certain 
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updates have been made for modern readers. The text has 

been updated with a modern font that is easier to read. 

American spellings, not British, are used throughout. 

The original page numbers, as published in earlier 

editions of Charlotte’s volumes, are in the margins so you 

can easily cross-reference other editions or study guides. 

Annotations have been added. The annotations provide 

context to help you better understand Charlotte’s frequent 

references to the people, events, and culture of her time. 

The annotations also define obscure vocabulary and phrases. 

For ease of reading, Charlotte’s text is in the inner 

column and The Plenary annotations are in the outer 

column. 

Volume 1 Features 

For Volume 1, we also moved the Questions for the Use 

of Students from Appendix B to the end of each chapter. 

Many readers have never noticed the study questions in the 

back of the book, but they have always been included in 

every reprint! In The Annotated Edition of Volume 1, they 

are within each chapter to help you get the most out of your 

reading. We want you to be able to use these study 

questions as you work through each chapter on your own or 

with others. It is such a rich resource that Charlotte always 

included for her teachers and parents. 

We also reformatted any conversational text for ease of 

reading and ease of understanding. So now a conversation 

between a mother and her children, for example, becomes 

more apparent and easier to follow. It’s easier to realize that 

a conversation is taking place and it is much easier to 

understand. 

You can also find extra resources on The Plenary 

website to enhance your study. Books that Charlotte 

mentions, poems quoted, and other sources have all been 

gathered for you in one easy location on the Volume 1 
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Resources Page. Just look for the notation cmplenary.com. 

It will guide you to these extra resources and links. 

One thing that has not been reprinted in recent editions 

are Appendices C & D: The Examination of a Child Upon a 

Term’s Work, which shows the scope of work for students in 

Forms 1 and 2. The additional material shows a list of 

Lessons first (books and curricula used), then Exam 

Questions and, finally, Exam Answers. 

One question we get asked quite frequently is “What did 

Charlotte use in her schools?” The information listed in 

Appendices C & D helps to show the types of books used as 

well as the kind of narrations given by students during 

exams. The Plenary has arranged all of this information 

based on Subject for your convenience. When the 

information is grouped together by subject, you can more 

easily see the overall scope and sequence of her method. 

We believe this arrangement will be helpful in gaining an 

overview of not only the type of work assigned, but also 

students’ responses to the work assigned. We hope this 

information will be helpful to your understanding of each 

subject as discussed in Volume 1, Part 5: Lessons as 

Instruments of Education.   

The Plenary 

Why did we start A Charlotte Mason Plenary? Simply 

put, we wanted to help. We’ve been homeschooling for 

many years and throughout those years we led homeschool 

groups and mom’s study groups and found that many people 

needed more help with understanding Charlotte Mason’s 

method of education. And we enjoyed helping them. There 

are curriculums that use the method but didn’t explain the 

why or the how enough for many parents. Together, we 

decided to study Charlotte’s method even more. We 

reviewed her Volumes, read her Parents’ Review Articles, 

and catalogued the PNEU Programmes. We became more 

and more interested in understanding all things Charlotte 

Mason. 
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Fast forward many years and the idea of A Charlotte 

Mason Plenary was born. We started The Plenary because 

we wanted to help bring more inclusive resources to the CM 

world. Together we decided we wanted to share the things 

we have learned and help others with Charlotte’s method, so 

we started A Charlotte Mason Plenary together to make 

your homeschooling journey easier.   

Now that you understand how and why we came 

together, we’d like to tell you why we decided to reprint 

Charlotte’s Volumes. Over the years we had often wondered 

why no one had ever published an annotated version of 

Charlotte's Volumes. It seemed like something that could 

benefit so many parents. So, after many years of wishing for 

one, we simply decided to do it ourselves. Home Education: 

Annotated Edition is the Volume 1 that we always wanted! 

There are other books out there that attempt to 

modernize and condense Charlotte’s methods but we feel 

you will gain the most wisdom from reading her actual 

words. They are beautiful and inspiring and nothing else can 

compare. 

A Thank You 

We hope you will find the Annotated Edition helpful in 

understanding and implementing Charlotte’s method in a 

way that is personally meaningful to you and your family. 

This resource was created with much love and respect for 

Charlotte and for YOU. It comes from our home to yours and 

we hope you will enjoy using it as much as we have enjoyed 

creating it. 

For a complete, up-to-date list of books and study 

guides, or for more information about the Charlotte Mason 

method of education, please see The Plenary website at 

cmplenary.com. 

With much love, 

Rachel Lebowitz & Ruk Martin  

 



A Special Invitation 
from A Charlotte Mason Plenary  

 You are invited to join a special Companion Course as 

you read Home Education; one that will help you get the 

most out of your time with Charlotte’s very first book of the 

Home Education Series.  

 The Volume 1 Companion Course will include additional 

resources such as downloadable guides, bonus video 

content, and links to resources mentioned in the Annotated 

Edition.  

 The content of the course will be organized based on 

each chapter within Home Education, making it easy for you 

to find what you need to enhance your understanding of 

Charlotte’s philosophy and method. I hope you will join us.  

 Visit the following link for more information about the 

Volume 1 Companion Course: 

cmplenary.com/course-vol1 



 xxiv 

Home Education: Annotated Edition 

 



 

Preface 
to the  

Home Education 
Series 



 xxvi 

Home Education: Annotated Edition 

 



 xxvii 

Preface by Charlotte Mason 

Preface 

 The educational outlook is rather misty and depressing 

both at home and abroad. That science should be a staple of 

education, that the teaching of Latin, of modern languages, of 

mathematics, must be reformed, that nature and handicrafts 

should be pressed into service for the training of the eye and 

hand, that boys and girls must learn to write English and there-

fore must know something of history and literature; and, on the 

other hand, that education must be made more technical and 

utilitarian – these, and such as these, are the cries of expedi-

ence with which we take the field. But we have no unifying 

principle, no definite aim; in fact, no philosophy of education. 

As a stream can rise no higher than its source, so it is probable 

that no educational effort can rise above the whole scheme of 

thought which gives it birth; and perhaps this is the reason of all 

the “fallings from us, vanishings,” failures, and disappointments 

which mark our educational records. Those of us, who have 

spent many years in pursuing the benign and elusive vision of 

Education, perceive that her approaches are regulated by a law, 

and that this law has yet to be evoked. We can discern its out-

lines, but no more. We know that it is pervasive; there is no 

part of a child's home-life or school-work which the law does 

not penetrate. It is illuminating, too, showing the value, or lack 

of value, of a thousand systems and expedients. It is not only a 

light, but a measure, providing a standard whereby all things, 

small and great, belonging to educational work must be tested. 

The law is liberal, taking in whatsoever things are true, honest, 

and of good report, and offering no limitation or hindrance save 

where excess should injure. And the path indicated by the law 

is continuous and progressive, with no transition stage from the 

cradle to the grave, except that maturity takes up the regular 

self-direction to which immaturity has been trained. We shall 

Fallings from us, vanishings is 
a line from a poem by William 
Wordsworth (1770-1850) 
titled “Intimations of Immor-
tality.”  

cmplenary.com  
You can read the poem 
“Intimations of Immortality” 
on The Plenary website. 



 xxviii 

Home Education: Annotated Edition 

doubtless find, when we apprehend the law, that certain Ger-

man thinkers – Kant, Herbart, Lotze, Froebel – are justified; 

that, as they say, it is ‘necessary’ to believe in God; that, there-

fore, the knowledge of God is the principal knowledge, and the 

chief end of education. By one more character shall we be able 

to recognize this perfect law of educational liberty when it shall 

be made evident. It has been said that “The best idea which we 

can form of absolute truth is that it is able to meet every condi-

tion by which it can be tested.” This we shall expect of our law – 

that it shall meet every test of experiment and every test of 

rational investigation.  

 Not having received the tables of our law, we fall back upon 

Froebel or upon Herbart; or, if we belong to another School, 

upon Locke or Spencer; but we are not satisfied. A discontent, is 

it a divine discontent? is upon us; and assuredly we should hail 

a workable, effectual philosophy of education as a deliverance 

from much perplexity. Before this great deliverance comes to 

us it is probable that many tentative efforts will be put forth, 

having more or less of the characters of a philosophy; notably, 

having a central idea, a body of thought with various members 

working in vital harmony.  

 Such a theory of education, which need not be careful to 

call itself a system of psychology, must be in harmony with the 

thought movements of the age; must regard education, not as a 

shut-off compartment, but as being as much a part of life as 

birth or growth, marriage or work; and it must leave the pupil 

attached to the world at many points of contact. It is true that 

educationalists are already eager to establish such contact in 

several directions, but their efforts rest upon an axiom here and 

an idea there, and there is no broad unifying basis of thought to 

support the whole.  

 Fools rush in where angels fear to tread; and the hope that 

there may be many tentative efforts towards a philosophy of 

education, and that all of them will bring us nearer to the mag-

num opus, encourages me to launch one such attempt. The cen-

tral thought, or rather body of thought, upon which I found, is 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), 
Johann Friedrich Herbart 
(1776-1841), Hermann Lotze 
(1817-1881), and Friedrich 
Froebel (1782-1852) were all 
philosophers and academic 
pedagogues whose ideas 
changed the way education 
was taught. 

Charlotte repeats this quote 
in several of her Volumes. 

John Locke (1632-1704) and 
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) 
were philosophers whose 
ideas changed the way we 
think of the individual.  

Fools rush in is a line written 
by Alexander Pope (1688-
1744) in his poem “An Essay 
on Criticism” published in 
1711.  

Axiom (noun) - a statement 
that is regarded as being es-
tablished, accepted, or self-
evidently true  
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the somewhat obvious fact that the child is a person with all 

the possibilities and powers included in personality. Some of 

the members which develop from this nucleus have been ex-

ploited from time to time by educational thinkers, and exist 

vaguely in the general common sense, a notion here, another 

there. One thesis, which is, perhaps, new, that Education is the 

Science of Relations, appears to me to solve the question of a 

curriculum, as showing that the object of education is to put a 

child in living touch with as much as may be of the life of Na-

ture and of thought. Add to this one or two keys to self-

knowledge, and the educated youth goes forth with some idea 

of self-management, with some pursuits, and many vital inter-

ests. My excuse for venturing to offer a solution, however ten-

tative and passing, to the problem of education is twofold. For 

between thirty and forty years I have labored without pause to 

establish a working and philosophic theory of education; and in 

the next place, each article of the educational faith I offer has 

been arrived at by inductive processes; and has, I think, been 

verified by a long and wide series of experiments. It is, howev-

er, with sincere diffidence that I venture to offer the results of 

this long labor; because I know that in this field there are many 

laborers far more able and expert than I – the ‘angels’ who fear 

to tread, so precarious is the footing!  

 But, if only pour encourager les autres, I append a short 

synopsis of the educational theory advanced in the volumes of 

the ‘Home Education Series.’ The treatment is not methodic, 

but incidental; here a little, there a little, as seemed to me 

most likely to meet the occasions of parents and teachers. I 

should add that in the course of a number of years the various 

essays have been prepared for the use of the Parents' National 

Educational Union in the hope that that Society might witness 

for a more or less coherent body of educational thought.  

“The consequence of truth is great; therefore the judgment of it 

must not be negligent." -Whichcote  

Magnum opus (noun) - an 
important work of art, music, 
or literature, especially one 
regarded as the most im-
portant work of an artist or 
writer; from the Latin: great 
work 

Pour encourager les autres is 
a French phrase that means 
in order to encourage others. 

This is a quote from the book 
Moral and Religious Apho-
risms by Benjamin Whichcote 
(1609-1683).  

The Parents' National Educa-
tional Union, or PNEU, was an 
organization that provided 
support and resources for 
families using Charlotte’s 
method of education. 
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1. Children are born persons.  

 2. They are not born either good or bad, but with possibili-

ties for good and evil.  

 3. The principles of authority on the one hand and obedi-

ence on the other, are natural, necessary and fundamental; 

but: 

 4. These principles are limited by the respect due to the 

personality of children, which must not be encroached upon, 

whether by fear or love, suggestion or influence, or undue play 

upon any one natural desire.  

 5. Therefore we are limited to three educational instru-

ments – the atmosphere of environment, the discipline of hab-

it, and the presentation of living ideas.  

 6. By the saying, EDUCATION IS AN ATMOSPHERE, it is not 

meant that a child should be isolated in what may be called a 

‘child environment,’ especially adapted and prepared; but that 

we should take into account the educational value of his natu-

ral home atmosphere, both as regards persons and things, and 

should let him live freely among his proper conditions. It stulti-

fies a child to bring down his world to the ‘child's’ level.  

 7. By EDUCATION IS A DISCIPLINE, is meant the discipline of 

habits formed definitely and thoughtfully, whether habits of 

mind or body. Physiologists tell us of the adaptation of brain 

structure to habitual lines of thought – i.e., to our habits.  

 8. In the saying that EDUCATION IS A LIFE, the need of intel-

lectual and moral as well as of physical sustenance is implied. 

The mind feeds on ideas, and therefore children should have a 

generous curriculum.  

 9. But the mind is not a receptacle into which ideas must 

be dropped, each idea adding to an ‘apperception mass’ of its 

like, the theory upon which the Herbartian doctrine of interest 

rests.  

 10. On the contrary, a child's mind is no mere sack to hold 

ideas; but is rather, if the figure may be allowed, a spiritual or-

Apperception mass (noun) - 
in psychology: the whole of a 
person's previous experience 
that is used in understanding 
a new idea  

Charlotte lists the 20 Princi-
ples of her method of educa-
tion.  

Note that when Charlotte 
originally wrote Home Educa-
tion (Vol. 1) in 1885, the list 
only contained 18 Principles. 
But by the time she wrote 
Volume 6, A Philosophy of 
Education, in 1921, the list 
had been better reorganized 
to clearly state her 20 Princi-
ples.  

cmplenary.com  
See the list of Charlotte’s 20 
Principles on The Plenary 
website. 
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ganism, with an appetite for all knowledge. This is its proper 

diet, with which it is prepared to deal, and which it can digest 

and assimilate as the body does foodstuffs.  

 11. This difference is not a verbal quibble. The Herbartian 

doctrine lays the stress of education – the preparation of 

knowledge in enticing morsels, presented in due order – upon 

the teacher. Children taught upon this principle are in danger of 

receiving much teaching with little knowledge; and the teach-

er's axiom is, “What a child learns matters less than how he 

learns it.” 

 12. But, believing that the normal child has powers of mind 

that fit him to deal with all knowledge proper to him, we must 

give him a full and generous curriculum; taking care, only, that 

the knowledge offered to him is vital – that is, that facts are not 

presented without their informing ideas. Out of this conception 

comes the principle that, – 

 13. EDUCATION IS THE SCIENCE OF RELATIONS; that is, that 

a child has natural relations with a vast number of things and 

thoughts: so we must train him upon physical exercises, nature, 

handicrafts, science and art, and upon many living books; for 

we know that our business is, not to teach him all about any-

thing, but to help him to make valid as many as may be of 

“Those first-born affinities  
that fit our new existence to existing things.” 

 14. There are also two secrets of moral and intellectual self-

management which should be offered to children; these we 

may call the Way of the Will and the Way of the Reason.  

 15. The Way of the Will – Children should be taught:  

(a) To distinguish between “I want” and “I will.” 

(b) That the way to will effectively is to turn our thoughts from 

that which we desire but do not will.  

(c) That the best way to turn our thoughts is to think of or do 

some quite different thing, entertaining or interesting.  

(d) That, after a little rest in this way, the will returns to its 

This is a line from a poem 
called “The Prelude” by Wil-
liam Wordsworth (1770-
1850). The poem is consid-
ered to be autobiographical 
and this particular line is lo-
cated in the introduction of 
the poem called “Childhood 
and School-Time.” 

The Herbartian doctrine was 
an applied educational theory 
created by Johann Friedrich 
Herbart (1776-1841) which 
stated there should be five 
formal steps in teaching: 
preparation, presentation, 
association, generalization, 
and application.  
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work with new vigor.  

 (This adjunct of the will is familiar to us as diversion, whose 

office it is to ease us for a time from will effort, that we may 

‘will’ again with added power. The use of suggestion – even self

-suggestion – as an aid to the will, is to be deprecated, as tend-

ing to stultify and stereotype character. It would seem that 

spontaneity is a condition of development, and that human na-

ture needs the discipline of failure as well as of success.)  

 16. The Way of the Reason – We should teach children, too, 

not to ‘lean’ (too confidently) ‘unto their own understanding,’ 

because the function of reason is, to give logical demonstration  

(a) of mathematical truth; and  

(b) of an initial idea, accepted by the will. In the former case 

reason is, perhaps, an infallible guide, but in the second it is 

not always a safe one; for whether that initial idea be right 

or wrong, reason will confirm it by irrefragable proofs.  

17. Therefore children should be taught, as they become ma-

ture enough to understand such teaching, that the chief re-

sponsibility which rests on them as persons is the acceptance or 

rejection of initial ideas. 

 To help them in this choice we should give them principles 

of conduct and a wide range of the knowledge fitted for them.  

 These three principles (15, 16 and 17) should save children 

from some of the loose thinking and heedless action which 

cause most of us to live at a lower level than we need.  

 18. We should allow no separation to grow up between the 

intellectual and ‘spiritual’ life of children; but should teach 

them that the divine Spirit has constant access to their spirits, 

and is their continual helper in all the interests, duties and joys 

of life.  

 

The ‘Home Education’ Series is so called from the title of the first 

volume, and not as dealing, wholly or principally, with ‘Home’ 

as opposed to ‘School’ education.  

Irrefragable (adj) - indisputa-
ble  

Stultify (verb) - to cause to 
lose enthusiasm, especially as 
a result of a tedious or re-
strictive routine 

Unto their own understanding 
is a reference to a proverb in 
the Bible. 



 

Preface 
to the  

Fourth Edition 
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Purgatorio 
Canto I 

We read in the Purgatorio, Canto I., how Virgil was directed to 

prepare Dante for his difficult ascent:  

 

Go, then, and see thou gird this one about  

With a smooth rush, and that thou wash his face,  

So that thou cleanse away all stain therefrom.  

 

This little island round about its base,  

Below there, yonder where the billow beats it,  

Doth rushes bear upon its washy ooze;  

No other plant that putteth forth the leaf,  

Or that doth indurate, can there have life,  

Because it yieldeth not unto the shocks.  

 

Then came we down upon the desert shore.  

 

There he begirt me as the other pleased;  

O marvelous! for even as he culled  

The humble plant, such it sprang up again  

Suddenly there where he uprooted it.  

 

Longfellow’s translation 

Charlotte chose this poem to 
open the 1905 Edition of Vol-
ume 1: Home Education. It 
appears before the Preface. 

It is from Dante’s Divine Com-
edy, a long narrative poem by 
Dante Alighieri published in 
1320.  

This version is from the trans-
lation by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow in 1867. 
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Preface to the Fourth Edition 

 My attempt in the following volume is to suggest to parents 

and teachers a method of education resting upon a basis of nat-

ural law; and to touch, in this connection, upon a mother's du-

ties to her children. In venturing to speak on this latter subject, I 

do so with the sincerest deference to mothers, believing that, in 

the words of a wise teacher of men, “the woman receives from 

the Spirit of God Himself the intuitions into the child's charac-

ter, the capacity of appreciating its strength and its weakness, 

the faculty of calling forth the one and sustaining the other, in 

which lies the mystery of education, apart from which all its 

rules and measures are utterly vain and ineffectual.”1 But just in 

proportion as a mother has this peculiar insight as regards her 

own children, she will, I think, feel her need of a knowledge of 

the general principles of education, founded upon the nature 

and the needs of all children. And this knowledge of the science 

of education, not the best of mothers will get from above, see-

ing that we do not often receive as a gift that which we have the 

means of getting by our own efforts.  

 I venture to hope that teachers of young children, also, may 

find this volume of use. The period of a child's life between his 

sixth and his ninth year should be used to lay the basis of a lib-

eral education, and of the habit of reading for instruction. Dur-

ing these years the child should enter upon the domain of 

knowledge, in a good many directions, in a reposeful, consecu-

tive way, which is not to be attained through the somewhat ex-

citing medium of oral lessons. I hope that teachers may find the 

approach (from a new standpoint), to the hackneyed “subjects 

of instruction” proper for little children at any rate interesting 

and stimulating; and possibly the methods which this fresh 

standpoint indicates may prove suggestive and helpful.  

 The particular object of this volume, as a member of the 

Hackneyed (adj) -  lacking 
significance through having 
been overused; unoriginal   

CM Footnote 1: The Rev. F.D. 
Maurice 

Charlotte is quoting Frederick 
Denison Maurice (1805-
1872), an English theologian 
whose books included The 
Kingdom of Christ and Moral 
and Metaphysical Philosophy.  
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‘Home Education’ Series, is to show the bearing of the physiolo-

gy of habit upon education; why certain physical, intellectual, 

and moral habits are a valuable asset to a child, and what may 

be done towards the formation of such habits. I beg to 

acknowledge my indebtedness to Dr. Carpenter's Mental Physi-

ology for valuable teaching on the subject of habits contained 

in some two or three chapters of that work. Also, I would renew 

my grateful thanks to those medical friends who have given 

careful and able revision to such parts of the work as rest on a 

physiological basis.  

 I should add that some twenty years ago (1885) the greater 

part of this volume was delivered as “Lectures to Ladies,” in 

which form the papers were originally published (1886) under 

the title which is still retained.  

 Lectures VII. and VIII. and the Appendix of the original vol-

ume have been transferred from this to other volumes of the 

Series. The whole has been very carefully revised, and much 

new matter introduced, especially in Part V., “Lessons as Instru-

ments of Education,” which now offers a fairly complete intro-

duction to methods of teaching subjects fit for children be-

tween the ages of six and nine.  

 The rest of the volume attempts to deal with the whole of 

education from infancy until the ninth year of life.  

 

C. M. Mason 

Scale How, Ambleside, 1905 

William Benjamin Carpenter 
(1813-1885) wrote Principles 
of Mental Physiology.  

Charlotte quotes him often 
throughout her Volumes.  

Scale How was the name of 
Charlotte Mason’s teacher 
training school, also called 
the House of Education, in 
Ambleside, England. 

Scale How means summer 
lodge on a hill in Old Norse 
language. 
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2 

Introduction 

Some Prel iminary Considerat ions  

Not the least sign of the higher status they have gained, is 

the growing desire for work that obtains amongst educated 

women. The world wants the work of such women; and pres-

ently, as education becomes more general, we shall see all 

women with the capacity to work falling into the ranks of work-

ing women, with definite tasks, fixed hours, and for wages, the 

pleasure and honor of doing useful work if they are under no 

necessity to earn money.  

CHILDREN ARE A PUBLIC TRUST Now, that work which is of 

most importance to society is the bringing-up and instruction of 

the children – in the school, certainly, but far more in the home, 

because it is more than anything else the home influences 

brought to bear upon the child that determine the character 

and career of the future man or woman. It is a great thing to be 

a parent: there is no promotion, no dignity, to compare with it. 

The parents of but one child may be cherishing what shall prove 

a blessing to the world. But then, entrusted with such a charge, 

they are not free to say, “I may do as I will with mine own.” The 

children are, in truth, to be regarded less as personal property 

than as public trusts, put into the hands of parents that they 

may make the very most of them for the good of society. And 

this responsibility is not equally divided between the parents: it 

is upon the mothers of the present that the future of the world 

depends, in even a greater degree than upon the fathers, be-

cause it is the mothers who have the sole direction of the chil-

dren's early, most impressible years. This is why we hear so fre-

quently of great men who have had good mothers – that is, 

mothers who brought up their children themselves, and did not 

make over their gravest duty to indifferent persons. 

Did you know that Charlotte 
Mason started her career in 
home education by offering a 
series of lectures to mothers 
in 1885? Those lectures were 
called Home Education: A 
Course of Lectures to Ladies 
for the Education of Girls at 
Home. Those series of lec-
tures were eventually bound 
together in a book. That book 
is known to us today as Vol-
ume 1 of the Home Education 
Series. 

This edition of Volume 1 was 
published in 1905. 

Charlotte’s Wise Words 
“It is upon the mothers of the 
present that the future of the 
world depends.” 
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MOTHERS OWE ‘A THINKING LOVE’ TO THEIR CHILDREN 

“The mother is qualified,” says Pestalozzi, “and qualified by the 

Creator Himself, to become the principal agent in the develop-

ment of her child . . . and what is demanded of her is – a think-

ing love . . . God has given to thy child all the faculties of our 

nature, but the grand point remains undecided – how shall this 

heart, this head, these hands, be employed? to whose service 

shall they be dedicated? A question the answer to which in-

volves a futurity of happiness or misery to a life so dear to thee. 

Maternal love is the first agent in education.” 

We are waking up to our duties, and in proportion as moth-

ers become more highly educated and efficient, they will doubt-

less feel the more strongly that the education of their children 

during the first six years of life is an undertaking hardly to be 

entrusted to any hands but their own. And they will take it up 

as their profession – that is, with the diligence, regularity, and 

punctuality which men bestow on their professional labors.  

That the mother may know what she is about, may come 

thoroughly furnished to her work, she should have something 

more than a hearsay acquaintance with the theory of educa-

tion, and with those conditions of the child's nature upon which 

such theory rests.  

THE TRAINING OF CHILDREN ‘DREADFULLY DEFECTIVE’ 

“The training of children,” says Mr. Herbert Spencer – “physical, 

moral, and intellectual – is dreadfully defective. And in great 

measure it is so, because parents are devoid of that knowledge 

by which this training can alone be rightly guided. What is to be 

expected when one of the most intricate of problems is under-

taken by those who have given scarcely a thought to the princi-

ple on which its solution depends? For shoemaking or house-

building, for the management of a ship or of a locomotive en-

gine, a long apprenticeship is needful.  Is it, then, that the un-

folding of a human being in body and mind is so comparatively 

simple a process that any one may superintend and regulate it 

with no preparation whatever? If not – if the process is, with 

one exception, more complex than any in Nature, and the task 

Johann Pestalozzi (1746-1827) 
was an Education Reformer 
who founded several schools 
in Switzerland to apply his 
revolutionary modern princi-
ples of education. His motto 
was, “Learning by head, hand 
and heart.” Charlotte is 
quoting from his book, Letters 
on Early Education.  

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) 
was a popular British philoso-
pher, sociologist, and biologist 
of the Victorian Era. When 
someone uses the term 
“survival of the fittest,” they 
are quoting Spencer. He first 
used the phrase in his book 
Principles of Biology in 1864 
after reading Charles Darwin’s 
book, On the Origin of Spe-
cies. Here, Charlotte is 
quoting from Spencer’s book 
Essays on Education and Kin-
dred Subjects. Spencer also 
quotes Pestalozzi in his book.  
This entire paragraph is a 
quote from Spencer. 
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of ministering to it one of surpassing difficulty – is it not mad-

ness to make no provision for such a task? Better sacrifice ac-

complishments than omit this all-essential instruction . . . Some 

acquaintance with the first principles of physiology and the ele-

mentary truths of psychology is indispensable for the right 

bringing-up of children . . . Here are the indisputable facts: that 

the development of children in mind and body follows certain 

laws; that unless these laws are in some degree conformed to 

by parents, death is inevitable; that unless they are in a great 

degree conformed to, there must result serious physical and 

mental defects; and that only when they are completely con-

formed to, can a perfect maturity be reached. Judge, then, 

whether all who may one day be parents should not strive with 

some anxiety to learn what these laws are.”1 

HOW PARENTS USUALLY PROCEED The parent begins in-

stinctively by regarding his child as an unwritten tablet, and is 

filled with great resolves as to what he shall write thereon. By-

and-by, traits of disposition appear, the child has little ways of 

his own; and, at first, every new display of personality is a de-

lightful surprise. That the infant should show pleasure at the 

sight of his father, that his face should cloud in sympathy with 

his mother, must always be wonderful to us. But the wonder 

stales; his parents are used to the fact by the time the child 

shows himself a complete human being like themselves, with 

affections, desires, powers; taking to his book, perhaps, as a 

duck to the water; or to the games which shall make a man of 

him. The notion of doing all for the child with which the parents 

began gradually recedes. So soon as he shows that he has a way 

of his own he is encouraged to take it. Father and mother have 

no greater delight than to watch the individuality of their child 

unfold as a flower unfolds. But Othello loses his occupation. The 

more the child shapes his own course, the less do the parents 

find to do, beyond feeding him with food convenient, whether 

of love, or thought, or of bodily meat and drink. And here, we 

may notice, the parents need only supply; the child knows well 

enough how to appropriate. The parents' chief care is, that that 

Plenary Note We have in-
cluded the information from 
Charlotte’s Appendix A, which 
has not been included in pre-
vious reprints. For your con-
venience, all items referenced 
in Appendix A are now anno-
tations noted as CM Foot-
note. 

CM Footnote 1: Herbert 
Spencer, Education. Some 
particulars of the books re-
ferred to in this volume will 
be found in Appendix A. 

Charlotte is quoting from 
Spencer’s book Essays on Edu-
cation and Kindred Subjects.  

Othello is a play by Shake-
speare. Charlotte is quoting a 
line in Act 3, Scene 3: 
“Farewell! Othello’s occupa-
tion’s gone.”   
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which they supply shall be wholesome and nourishing, whether 

in the way of picture-books, lessons, playmates, bread and milk, 

or mother's love. This is education as most parents understand 

it, with more of meat, more of love, more of culture, according 

to their kind and degree. They let their children alone, allowing 

human nature to develop on its own lines, modified by facts of 

environment and descent.  

Nothing could be better for the child than this ‘masterly 

inactivity,’ so far as it goes. It is well he should be let grow and 

helped to grow according to his nature; and so long as the par-

ents do not step in to spoil him, much good and no very evident 

harm comes of letting him alone. But this philosophy of ‘let him 

be,’ while it covers a part, does not cover the serious part of the 

parents' calling; does not touch the strenuous incessant efforts 

upon lines of law which go to the producing of a human being 

at his best.  

Nothing is trivial that concerns a child; his foolish-seeming 

words and ways are pregnant with meaning for the wise. It is in 

the infinitely little we must study the infinitely great; and the 

vast possibilities, and the right direction of education, are indi-

cated in the open book of the little child's thoughts.  

A generation ago, a great teacher amongst us never wea-

ried of reiterating that in the Divine plan “the family is the unit 

of the nation”: not the individual, but the family. There is a 

great deal of teaching in the phrase, but this lies on the surface; 

the whole is greater than the part, the whole contains the part, 

owns the part, orders the part; and this being so, the children 

are the property of the nation, to be brought up for the nation 

as is best for the nation, and not according to the whim of indi-

vidual parents. The law is for the punishment of evil-doers, for 

the praise of them that do well; so, practically, parents have 

very free play; but it is as well we should remember that the 

children are a national trust whose bringing-up is the concern 

of all even of those unmarried and childless persons whose part 

in the game is the rather dreary one of ‘looking on.'  

The great teacher that Char-
lotte refers to here is Freder-
ick Denison Maurice (1805-
1872). He was an English the-
ologian whose books included 
The Kingdom of Christ 
and Moral and Metaphysical 
Philosophy. 

Charlotte quotes him again in 
the first chapter of Volume 2: 
Parents and Children. 
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Questions for the Use of Students  
Introduction: Some Preliminary Considerations  

1. Show that children are a public trust. What follows?  

2. What questions does Pestalozzi put to mothers?  

3. What is Mr. Herbert Spencer's argument for the study of                                 
education?  

4. How do parents usually proceed?  

5. What is the strenuous part of a parent's work?  

Questions for the Use of 
Students are study questions 
that Charlotte wrote for Vol-
ume 1. They were originally 
published in the Appendix. 
The Plenary has moved them 
to the end of each chapter for 
your convenience.  

The students were persons 
preparing to become Quali-
fied Members of the Parents' 
National Educational Union 
(PNEU), or CM teachers, just 
like you! 
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Chapter 1 

A Method of Educat ion  

TRADITIONAL METHODS OF EDUCATION Never was it more 

necessary for parents to face for themselves this question of 

education in all its bearings. Hitherto, children have been 

brought up upon traditional methods mainly. The experience of 

our ancestors, floating in a vast number of educational maxims, 

is handed on from lip to lip; and few or many of these maxims 

form the educational code of every household.  

But we hardly take in how complete a revolution advancing 

science is affecting in the theory of education. The traditions of 

the elders have been tried and found wanting; it will be long 

before the axioms of the new school pass into common curren-

cy; and, in the meantime, parents are thrown upon their own 

resources, and absolutely must weigh principles, and adopt a 

method, of education for themselves.  

For instance, according to the former code, a mother might 

use her slipper now and then, to good effect and without 

blame; but now, the person of the child is, whether rightly or 

wrongly, held sacred, and the infliction of pain for moral pur-

poses is pretty generally disallowed.  

Again, the old rule for the children's table was, “the plainer 

the better, and let hunger bring sauce”; now, the children's diet 

must be at least as nourishing and as varied as that of their el-

ders; and appetite, the craving for certain kinds of food, hither-

to a vicious tendency to be repressed, is now within certain lim-

itations the parents' most trustworthy guide in arranging a die-

tary for their children.  

That children should be trained to endure hardness, was a 

principle of the old regime. “I shall never make a sailor if I can't 

face the wind and rain,” said a little fellow of five who was tak-

7 
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en out on a bitter night to see a torchlight procession; and, 

though shaking with cold, he declined the shelter of a shed. 

Nowadays, the shed is everything; the children must not be 

permitted to suffer from fatigue or exposure. That children 

should do as they are bid, mind their books, and take pleasure 

as it offers when nothing stands in the way, sums up the old 

theory; now, the pleasures of children are apt to be made of 

more account than their duties.  

Formerly, they were brought up in subjection; now, the el-

ders give place, and the world is made for the children.  

English people rarely go so far as the parents of that story 

in French Home Life, who arrived an hour late at a dinner-party, 

because they had been desired by their girl of three to undress 

and go to bed when she did, and were able to steal away only 

when the child was asleep. We do not go so far, but that is the 

direction in which we are moving; and how far the new theories 

of education are wise and humane, the outcome of more wide-

ly spread physiological and psychological knowledge, and how 

far they just pander to the child-worship to which we are all 

succumbing, is not a question to be decided off-hand.  

At any rate, it is not too much to say that a parent who 

does not follow reasonably a method of education, fully 

thought out, fails – now, more than ever before – to fulfil the 

claims his children have upon him.  

METHOD A WAY TO AN END Method implies two things – a 

way to an end, and step-by-step progress in that way. Further, 

the following of a method implies an idea, a mental image, of 

the end or object to be arrived at. What do you propose that 

education shall affect in and for your child? Again, method is 

natural; easy, yielding, unobtrusive, simple as the ways of Na-

ture herself; yet, watchful, careful, all-pervading, all-compelling. 

Method, with the end of education in view, presses the most 

unlikely matters into service to bring about that end; but with 

no more tiresome mechanism than the sun employs when it 

makes the winds to blow and the waters to flow only by shin-

ing. The parent who sees his way – that is, the exact force of 

Subjection (noun) - the action 
of subjecting a country or 
person to one's control 

French Home Life was a regu-
lar section that appeared in a 
British monthly called Black-
wood’s Edinburgh Magazine 
printed between 1817 and 
1980. 
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method – to educate his child, will make use of every circum-

stance of the child's life almost without intention on his own 

part, so easy and spontaneous is a method of education based 

upon Natural Law. Does the child eat or drink, does he come, or 

go, or play – all the time he is being educated, though he is as 

little aware of it as he is of the act of breathing. There is always 

the danger that a method, a bona fide method, should degen-

erate into a mere system. The Kindergarten Method, for in-

stance, deserves the name, as having been conceived and per-

fected by large-hearted educators to aid the many-sided evolu-

tion of the living, growing, most complex human being; but 

what a miserable wooden system does it become in the hands 

of ignorant practitioners!  

A SYSTEM EASIER THAN A METHOD A ‘system of educa-

tion’ is an alluring fancy; more so, on some counts, than a 

method, because it is pledged to more definite calculable re-

sults. By means of a system, certain developments may be 

brought about through the observance of given rules. Short-

hand, dancing, how to pass examinations, how to become a 

good accountant, or a woman of society, may all be learned 

upon systems.  

System – the observing of rules until the habit of doing cer-

tain things, of behaving in certain ways, is confirmed, and, 

therefore, the art is acquired – is so successful in achieving pre-

cise results, that it is no wonder there should be endless 

attempts to straighten the whole field of education to the limits 

of a system.  

If a human being were a machine, education could do no 

more for him than to set him in action in prescribed ways, and 

the work of the educator would be simply to adopt a good 

working system or set of systems.  

But the educator has to deal with a self-acting, self-

developing being, and his business is to guide, and assist in, the 

production of the latent good in that being, the dissipation of 

the latent evil, the preparation of the child to take his place in 

the world at his best, with every capacity for good that is in him 

Bona fide (adj) - genuine; real 
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developed into a power.  

Though system is highly useful as an instrument of educa-

tion, a ‘system of education’ is mischievous, as producing only 

mechanical action instead of the vital growth and movement of 

a living being.  

It is worthwhile to point out the differing characters of a 

system and a method, because parents let themselves be run 

away with often enough by some plausible ‘system,’ the object 

of which is to produce development in one direction – of the 

muscles, of the memory, of the reasoning faculty – and to rest 

content, as if that single development were a complete all-

round education. This easy satisfaction arises from the sluggish-

ness of human nature, to which any definite scheme is more 

agreeable than the constant watchfulness, the unforeseen ac-

tion, called for when the whole of a child's existence is to be 

used as the means of his education. But who is sufficient for an 

education so comprehensive, so incessant? A parent may be 

willing to undergo any definite labors for his child's sake; but to 

be always catering for his behoof, always contriving that cir-

cumstances shall play upon him for his good, is the part of a 

god and not of a man! A reasonable objection enough, if one 

looks upon education as an endless series of independent 

efforts, each to be thought out and acted out on the spur of the 

moment; but the fact is, that a few broad essential principles 

cover the whole field, and these, once fully laid hold of, it is as 

easy and natural to act upon them as it is to act upon our 

knowledge of such facts as that fire burns and water flows. My 

endeavor in this and the following chapters will be to put these 

few fundamental principles before you in their practical bear-

ing. Meantime, let us consider one or two preliminary ques-

tions.  

Behoof (noun) - benefit or 
advantage 
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Questions for the Use of Students 
Chapter 1: A Method of Education 

1. Contrast four or five older theories with later, and perhaps 
sounder notions.  

2. Point out the opposite characters of a system and a meth-
od.  

3. Why is a system tempting to parents?  
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Chapter 2 

The Child ’s Estate  

THE CHILD IN THE MIDST And first, let us consider where 

and what the little being is who is entrusted to the care of hu-

man parents. A tablet to be written upon? A twig to be bent? 

Wax to be molded? Very likely; but he is much more – a being 

belonging to an altogether higher estate than ours; as it were, a 

prince committed to the fostering care of peasants. Hear 

Wordsworth's estimate of the child's estate: 

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:  
The soul that rises with us, our life's star,  
 Hath had elsewhere its setting,  
 And cometh from afar;  
 Not in entire forgetfulness,  
 And not in utter nakedness,  
But trailing clouds of glory do we come  
 From God, who is our home:  
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!  

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie  
 Thy soul's immensity;  
Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep  
Thy heritage; thou Eye among the blind,  
That, deaf and silent, read'st the eternal deep,  
Haunted for ever by the eternal mind –  
 Mighty Prophet! Seer blest!  
 On whom those truths do rest,  
Which we are toiling all our lives to find;  
Thou, over whom thy Immortality  
Broods like the Day, a Master o'er a Slave,  
A Presence which is not to be put by;  
Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might  
Of heaven-born freedom, on thy being's height –  

and so on, through the whole of that great ode, which, next 

after the Bible, shows the deepest insight into what is peculiar 

to the children in their nature and estate. “Of such is the king-

This poem by William Words-
worth (1770-1850) is called 
“Intimations of Immortality.”  

Charlotte only quotes from 
stanzas V and VIII of the po-
em.  

cmplenary.com  
You can read Wordsworth’s 
poem “Intimations of Immor-
tality” in it’s entirety on The  
Plenary website. 
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dom of heaven.” “Except ye become as little children ye shall in 

no case enter the kingdom of heaven.” “Who is the greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven?” “And He called a little child, and set 

him in the midst.” Here is the Divine estimate of the child's es-

tate. It is worthwhile for parents to ponder every utterance in 

the Gospels about the children, divesting themselves of the no-

tion that these sayings belong, in the first place, to the grownup 

people who have become as little children. What these pro-

found sayings are, and how much they may mean, it is beyond 

us to discuss here; only they appear to cover far more than  

Wordsworth claims for the children in his sublimest reach:  

 “Trailing clouds of glory do we come  
From God, who is our home.” 

CODE OF EDUCATION IN THE GOSPELS It may surprise par-

ents who have not given much attention to the subject to dis-

cover also a code of education in the Gospels, expressly laid 

down by Christ. It is summed up in three commandments, and 

all three have a negative character, as if the chief thing required 

of grownup people is that they should do no sort of injury to 

the children: Take heed that ye OFFEND not – DESPISE not – 

HINDER not – one of these little ones.  

So run the three educational laws of the New Testament, 

which, when separately examined, appear to me to cover all 

the help we can give the children and all the harm we can save 

them from – that is, whatever is included in training up a child 

in the way he should go. Let us look upon these three great 

laws as prohibitive, in order to clear the ground for the consid-

eration of a method of education; for if we once settle with our-

selves what we may not do, we are greatly helped to see what 

we may do, and must do. But, as a matter of fact, the positive is 

included in the negative, what we are bound to do for the child 

in what we are forbidden to do to his hurt. 

 

These are quotes from the 
King James Bible. 

 

Charlotte uses this line as the 
titles for the next three chap-
ters: 
Ch. 3 Offending the Children 
Ch. 4 Despising the Children 
Ch. 5 Hindering the Children 

This line is also from the po-
em “Intimations of Immortali-
ty” by William Wordsworth. 
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Questions for the Use of Students 
Chapter 2: The Child’s Estate 

1. What do the Gospel sayings about children indicate?  

2. What are the three commandments of the Gospel code of 
education?   

 




