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1. Memaries, stereorypes and school

In everyday language, bistory and memory ed i whereas it
iswell i underlying
differences. In essence, history constructs narratives based on information drawn from 1
number of sources, which are duly criicised, interworen and contextulised. Memory;

on the other hand, relies on an inherently subjective point of view and on collective

I are il iated or supported by sources.
Memory thus somerimes tends to gencralie o simplify a subject of sudy — the past
which is, in reality, highly complex. An aceurate reconstruction of the past, beyond the
‘nuances of the rlacionship berween history and memory, which we will discuss latr in
thi i istorical method.

Nevertheless, the confusion between history and memory is strongly reinforced in
blic d Tndeed, in the ask of i the
pastis frequently entrusted mainly to memor which is considered more emparheric and
comprehensible than history, which s instead perceived as dry and impassive. Such an
approachis, of i p being pri
over the historical method.
Judgements formulated in the public debate on phenomena that accurred in the past
are thus often constructed on the basis of memory racher than historical analysis.
Memory is, however, conditioned by a number of fictors of an individual and
collective narure, including culture, the choice t remember or to forger, power, politcs,
religion, and even historiographical production itself.
«Official memory-, recalls Giovanni De Luna, «is cssentially “cultural” memory.
Devoid of any “biological” i ly be created arcificialy

" itself nacurally but is a cultural
arcation’, osc y i s o
past need 1 be brought to lfe n the present. The stare, in partcalar, docs so by wing




s ouR

a muldiude of o rory books, school textbooks, monuments, toponymy, public
holidays and polmml bt

Homeyer he inflacnce of he imaginaion an comsercional wisdom o plays an

! n other words, a

l

For example, Ilians” individual and collective memories of the “Swinging Sixties” of

e 2% conary e wndaubusdy Infusced by he compee el magiaon of

the “cconomic miracle”, mediated as is well known by cinema, fashion, memorics, new
ncans of transport, el spplance tc

Inshor syl g of e phencens, whic gt he imagiiion

s:hm ‘memorics are cerainly no rxtq)tmn. Indeed, school, as a widely sharcd
experience in the lives of so many people, is perhaps partcularly susceprible to these
fuences, t the extent that it could even be read as 2 category ination in itsclf.
School memory understood as an evocation of a shared school of the past’. We shall
discuss chis in more detail later, however:

“This contribution thus secks to promore a refection on stercorypieal views of the
school of the past and their interrelationship with memory. In particular, we will focus
on certain features of the school of the pas, including cducational rigour and the sclective

e of educarion, which arc somerimes cas in conventional wisdom as indices of
qualicy. Such indices of quality are, however, ofien supported more by memories alone
han by sciencific evidence.

T the following pages, Twill therfore examinc some recurring themes and opinions
inchepuble debarc n shooling a theny e, o € s s them,

:ollc(mi in the “Educational Memorics on Video” (MEV) database, hosted on zh: pnm]
www.memoriascolstica.it.

Ihe paper will thus also be an opportunity to descrbe, albeic briefly the ME
the Univer
of FI lorence rescarch unit (coordinated by Gianfranco Bandini) for the project “School
Memories berween Social Perception and Collective Representation (Italy; 1861-2001)",
coordinated at national level by Roberto Sani of the University of Macerata)”.
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dnT ) 5 indivi
and collective memories of schooling may condition or have conditioned the choices of
makers on the future of education.

2. The obsesion with memory

Memory has only ly opic ofsudy i
owing to the pioncring ium in S
and Latin America, culminating in the key turning poinc of the \mll confeence in
2015°, which also providd ssold oundarion forthe Il ln of e, sov By
established. There
Genclapment, on which dmely T in-depth contributions can be found in this volume.

Among the various historiographical perspectives that memory has opened up in
the field of education, 1 would like to recall hete at least its contribution w the study
of collective representations and the imagination (through, for example, rescarch on
film and lierary production) and 1o the suudy of collective civie educarion proceses
(through rescarch on public monuments, works of art, philately, honours, ctc.). “The
study of memory, then, allows us 1o shed light on everyday school life and t gain a
deeper understanding of the dynamics within classrooms through the analysis of the
sl bk b, Thse pepecives e imcscgaed i dcl s wholc by e

he project
Cnllc(nvc Represcnation 1lnl) 1861 zmm" in the context of wlu(h rhc publlshmg
initative chat includes this paper was also initated.

In short, venturing into school memories means entering a field of research chat is full
nfnppnnul\ e, bur ;lm pitfalls and challenges.

ity complex subject of sy, which reqives an endlcs
ibliography spanmng various disciplines: from history to philosophy, from neuroscience
o i, rom piychology o thology, rom anthropology o sociology,and s0 on.
Thaseaze ho ipon the vast, and by no
imscribed, universe that is memory: Indeed. on the contrary, memory studics

e corendy bing fther xpanded.

Pavizia Violis incisive summary, our epoch is <obsessed and permeated
by the thought of memorys. Beyond the aspects investigated by cultural studies on
memory and its relacionship with istory, i recent years, again in Violis words, «the
discourse on memory [has progressively grown], with an explosion of memory-relaed
phenomena, which multiply in cvery ficld — from che prolifcration of commeniorarions
and remembrance days, to the incessant opening of new memorial muscuns, from

 Yanes Cabera, Meda, Visizo (<), Sclual Mewris, it
et ot e ot vt o il s uplne s f s g

wma steo ouviRo

the frequency with which artists work on the subject, down o the more frivolous
[...] phenomenon of the nostalgia for the past that runs through much of our culture,
from design objects o elevision serics, — and lcads us to chink of an authentic cultural
consumprion of the

In shore, the ield of memary studisis currently being spurced on by stimuli that were,
until recently, unheard of, and is undergoing continuous qualitative and quandiative
evolution.

In this context, the relationship berween history and memory — a relarionship that,

orcover, is already in constant evolution and the subject of much historiographical
discussion in itself ~ has also become more dynamic. It would be impossible to recall
these discussions in their entiety in these pages, but in essence, they have moved from
an nitial phase in which the dividing line berween the two forms of processing the past
was clear-cut, 10 a reading in which the boundaries becween history and memory could
be drawn less sharply”. As Marcello Flores has recently so lucidly poincd o, tody,
the eaionship wih the past —of memory and hiscory, ofen without the posi
makinga distinction b P . buc
man erined,conesdicrry nd mnfnsmg "

Insha,the growing ncedfor 3 st expresed by our sociery — that bsion thas
we have zlmd) — has encouraged an osmosis beaween history and m

o om0 say wich the mecaphor of Huids, ha esahed i a ouion
it s complerdy unbalanced tonsds memory which osensily, but oy ssperfcilly
scems to be able to respond mare effecrivly to the processing of the past.

“Thus, vith the complicity of the culture induscry and the mainstream media,
memory has provided a firm foothold for those interpretations of the past that have
favoured 2 moral or political approach, without having to risk confronting the sources
and reconstructing the causes of various phenomena. This use nf memory serves the
needs expressed by the dominant power of the day, but is far removed from secking to
ndesanding he pheomens nd prablems of e prescnt and s scdeiothe 1ld
of history entirely b

In reality, however, this prominence of memory also offes an opportunicy tw risc to 8
challenge and rethink ways of approaching history;i.e. he role of the historian. A history
thas dos n renpune meshdelogcal igos, bt s bl 0 confomt e oo of

Ahiscory cha

hove . et 1 he puiciparory e of vt and 0 bl engrgement -
the real srengrh of memory'!
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The incrasing foets on memony howeve, 35 we have mencioned, sso |mphcs the
growch of ind ch erspectives

"The Educatond Memoris on Video” (EV) caabac, 35 we il s shord
was created precisely in an attempt to respond to the need to develop new approaches to
making Cautaiond histony andy t the e e to ol glimpse into those aspects of
everyday school lfe that are difficult to detect with raditional sources

3. The “Educational Memories on Video” darabuse

‘The MEV database, an integral part of the memoriascolastica portal, currendy
congains almost 300 video interviews, mdudm school and childhood memories of
. as well as workpl: o teachers, educators, h hers and

cducatonal direcors?.

he video testimonies were produced by studencs, volunteers am.{ ks(anllﬂs imm
the University of Florence and then uploaded 1o YouTube by the
University’s rescarch team then incorporated the testimonies into the oo,
it porcal and caalogued and indesed chem according to pre-established parameters,
with the help of a software programme, Menosine, specially creared (and patented) by
the national rescarch oordinated by the University of Maccrata'®. Finally, cach
memory is accompanied by a descriptive she, also drafted by one of the team members.
All the material is open source,

The interviews vary in length from 30 minutes to over two hours and average 50 to
60 minutes. The tpics covered focus on everyday school life, material conditions and
relarionships between pupils, parents and teachers.

ith regard 1o the quanticative distribution among the various types of video
testimonies, out of all the resources, school and childhood memories currendy represent
the overwhelming majority compared to other caregorics. School testimonics covering
the period from the 19605 to che 19805 are the most prevalent overall.

As for the geographical location of the cyowitncsscs, i.c. their birchplace or place
of residence, this is mainly concentrated in Tuscany (of which Florence is, indeed, che
capital), with a few cases i other parcs of ltaly.

Among the many ldressed by the eyewitnesses, it s worth mentior
least threc: the processes of modernisation in Ttaly that form the backdrop to school
memiesand the very peceprion of school: the considerble socal recognition of the
fole of eachers chat pop many o the

* G Bandie, 8. O V.1, Fiscna, Edizon: orlips, 2021 G. Bandin,
$.Ofe Mo Bdsie i ViV ;i o s, 202
¥ i . Bl . B C o & Db, . G, G Leps L Lercsts ) Ml

€. Mex i, . Ol & S, 1! Tighet. C. Zogn Mo, Hisoi Cyen Dt
i o 088 v b O 5030,
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theme of punishmen, often recalled as 2 nacural and integeal clement of the curriculum,
especally between the 1950s and 19705, We shall return to this in a moment.

OF particular incerest is the use of photographs taken from the intervicswee's fumily
album, or other objects kepr by the eyewitness, s memory riggers; photos and objects
flmed by the cameras and captured in the video testimony thus become further sources
on which research paths could be buil.

Tn terms of methodological aspects,
relationship berween interviewer and intr
rt\:ulumhlp e, beyond the content <ol b ths also ke om an cducationa

worth hwgh\igh;ins h

ergeneracional
h vidco interview - 2

Ulnmalely‘ the MEV dabase, 2 moemioned sbove, km therefore taken up the
.

y e il st

Indeed, MEY stems from 2 research project that emphasises, fiest and foremast, the
aspect of engagement, which we have seen 1o be a highly sought-after and emerging social
need. This active participation involves both the rescarcher and the non-academic public,
who are fiee to access sources thanks to open-aceess digital technology:. Morcover, the
paricipatory approach is also evident from the active role atrbuted o the interviewers
(and the cyewitnesscs), who recain the intellecual property of their vidcos, which are
uploaded to YouTibe through their accounts. While this method of collcting and

storing. fulflall
axchiving of sources would envai, i s undoubredly uschul from . rechnical and
of view, beneficial in terms of

poi
pardicipation in the rescarch.

s menioed above, s MEV pojec s undoubil helin 10 open he shools
“black box”, allowing us o e closer look at some of the practices of everyday life
that only memories can restore. Tn other wom the “Educational Memories on Video®
darsbase no nly provids 3 comistent and coniwonsly ptedarclive o didl
memorics, gain h that
defined many peopl’s school expericnce.

Analysis of the sources stored in the MEV suggests various avenues of rescarch that
may contribute to supplementing the history of schooling, which is evencbased or
predominantly eeconstructed from legisarive sources.

In the following pages, however, we will focts on some reflections on the relationship,
beaween stereotypes and memories collected in the MEV and in paricular, as Juri Meda

has incisively observed, to define how the present looks at the past and interprets o
reinterprets it «School memorys, Meda continues, «does not interest us mercly as 2

ol
“Lospie ingrato T, 1999, pp. 6396,

(st access 10032023 D,
199%.

b frai, R
G, Bandini, Educational Memries and Public Hisory A Necesary Mecing, in Yanes Cabers, Meds,
i Monoris. New 143156,
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channel to access the schools of the past, but as a key to understanding what we know

y »:

o realit; s mercly the result of

that have hecome ingrained in the common sentiment, and difficult to uproot. €.
Let us try, then, to trace and cxamine some of these judgements and stercotypes in

the individual memories collected in the MEV. In particular, we wil refer t0 school and

childhood memorics.

4. School memorics and conventional wisdom

Among the topics covered by the video interviews collected in the MEV, there are

f course certain topics that lend themselves best to chis discussion on prejudices and
conventional wisdom.

“Take, for example, punishy mentioned in many of

0 describe which memarics are essential”. Beyond the singulartics and variety of the
punishments recounted in the various interviews, which could thercfore even be indexed
according to their specificites, what interests us most s the way in which these practices

- the punihments - s rmembered by dhe yevitneses Inshor e e neesd i
of school punishments
e i o all. oy clear .m. o it lecton & coiioned
by the social perception of the punishments, based, however, on the era in which they
oceurred. Converscly, decached obscrvations are rare. Indeed, the eyewirnesses recount
the punishments they experienced themsclves, or were subjected to by ather pupils, as a
routine part ofexeryday school e “\ey do so without stigmarising the negaive aspects,
b, on e conay, pedage

“Aidhough punshment vas bannd, it sems to have been an intgral pare of
curricular activicies unil well inco the 19705 and does not, therefore, always appear to be
discinguishable in the cyes of the cyewitness. One eyewitnes, for example, recounts an
incident during the late 1960s when, afier a spelling mistake, his teacher forced him to
rewrite the word correctly a thousand times. However, the withess, who was eight years
old 2t the time, merely filled several pages of his notehook with the word “convicted”,

: ? h d i

hat the child had only parcially completed the task, inereased the number of lines from
one thousand to two thousand. Tt can hardly be said that the teacher was sympatheic....
et : v et .

1 Meda, Memaia magitn, it . 31
Bandini, V. Erancs, Ly a

"G
Himinarion, «Riisa i di edcione ilare, vol. 16,2020, pp. 19,
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but, on the confrary, recounts it only ”
lmch:r, at the mention of whom he is moved to floods of tears™

s where he st cxplicit punishments, . corporal punishments,ar recalled.

e afen hea episodes recounted with the same zmnunnzl participation with which the

school routincs, i ying any judgement. Indeed, e

aceruis
glee. For rﬂmpl&, e o the eyemitncs decrben with Wlary hows o i the e
19605, che school carcraker ticd him to his chair wich a rope duc to his misbchaviou

All i all, what emerges from the video testimonies is that a certain strictness in
ceaching and educational methods was undoubtedly more chan tolerated and judged by
h i  the schools high

standards'”.

In the eyewitnesses’accounts, the dialectical reacionship becween the authoriarian
methods of teachers and academic quality (and thus also the quality of the reachers
themselves) seems almost to have become a category of their imagination. The teacher
is the absolute protagonist of the educational and didactic processes, while the pupil is
always a subordinate.

“The undisputed authoricy of the teacher, gained thiough their auchoricarinism, was
also confirmed by the familics, Indeed, recurrent reference is made in the interviews o
an absolte rust in teachers and. above all, a widupm\d kmgnirinn of their authority.
eAs far as my parents d, Twas yet the
account docs nor appear ar all resencful; racher, e vudgcmcm s largely positive, due ©
the unconditional respest their parnts shorwed for the eachers. T short,there i hardly
any eritcal ascssment of the culeural, intelcerual and social subordination that many
people suffered at school up until the late 19705, There are, moreover, no concerns about
the behaviour of the parcns.

2 representation of school as ontologically strict, austere and selecive
dommams the interviews — a stercotype that is decidedly entrenched and diffculc 1o

o enerlly,che video interviews reveal the convieion that schools of the past
were becter the present, precisely ey were
beer, em and the pupils were also

“This prejudice i so difficult (o uproot that, to some degree, we can even find traces
of it in a video testimony, also collected in the MEV; by Agostino Burberi, a pupil of
Don Lorenzo Milani, who famously made the fight against class-based schooling his lif’s

S. Olivicto, 1000 sale gia. Mevarie i di Masino Avanzat, Memorie Educacve in Vidor,
DO 10332211175, L. s 3112002 el memrisrsiamenor individuakl

S

v ozorChi

g g Cinguansa,
et St History of Educaron nd Childres Lieeaure. vol. 17, . 1, 2022, pp. 517536,
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calling’. The memorics of this cyewitmess, which are worth cxamining in more derail,
are consistent with those of others regarding the judgement of corporal punishment, The
methods s b che Prio of Batbians . howeer,well Known and widely diusedin
the historiography?!. There i, on the other hand, ing passage in which Busberi
desbes e i of h puple ot e S(hool of Barblns in :onducnng heir
the

pu]u|> e vt perhaps have Ry ighorwar:eyou young people
of todays, says Agostino, «belicve cvrything they eell you on the incernce and no longer

underscand what is the truh and what is fs' the eruths, In other words, young people

of coday are superficial. It is evident, howeves chat his is not an opin i tha is accually

reflected by Burberi and the other eyewitesses interviewed, i. clusively from

the reflcions of the eyewitneses interviewsd for the MEV Amtma ot rather appear
be coll e |

5. School memories and prejudicesin she public debate

On the ocher hand, dhis prejudice about the alleged superficialey of the pupils o
young peaple of taday compared to young people of the past, often finds its way ino the
public debase, dus in part o o.: xuppon of authoriativ fgures. I laly lh:s\ztcm:ms
Ermesto Galli dclm Loggia,

the limited knowledge of the ,wl. of today and ll\z relative respons f l\oob
are fairly well known®. Such statements arc, however, based mainly on zhc collective
fimagination and personal memorties racher than on specifc studics.

e, he publc dcbre on schools Jin oy in et e bas b fucled by
stereotyped judgements not infrequently buile on individual and collecrive memories.

\esc memorics arc themsclves cﬂndltmncd by pedagogical models that were prevalent
in the past, most notably che Gentile model.

In 2021, o cxample, 1 o sobsi. L ssls progrsitacome i del
Machine of Incquality),
2 pamphlet co-written b'yrwo auzhon received considerable media attention. The tile
aleady s beyond ashadow ofa doubt he pasicion of he auchors, who ar indeed
quite well k e book makes

 Ineriew with Agosino Busber, b updrd: 24.11.2022, heps/fyoucs s ¥3POIKIKGo (it
sy 1003029

2 s R Do il U e i s o 200
sl P r————
mmm,ﬂmwmh.m\ e R A . i e 4 v ol s g
i pesime s g puntods s Minim et Mordi, 12 Jur 2019, L el 12062015,

o 1032029
colf  Mastzocol. 1 denno olaticn Milao, La Nave i Tesco, 2021
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abundant usc of the authors’ individual recollections, on which detractors’ arguments
about mass democratic schooling often rest, to argue for the irreplaceable excellence of
the seltiv schook: 3 rius, s and thrlors bighqualicy model The mthod
adopred in the book, in other words, pl:
ends up making generalisations of judgements that are poorly Suppnrt:d by rigorous
historical o scientific investigation. Ultimarely. the incontrovertible thesis that arises
fiom the memories of the two auchors s that the schools of yesterday were betcer than
the schools of today.

This ides of schools of the past has thus been re-cmphasised by the media and scems
o have condicioned the school memories of many ordinary eyewitnesses, or acher seems
o have conditioned their reading of those school memories.

I . i

of collective memory, which is by no means confined to the work of Mastrocola and
Ricolfs bt can be found, s e have seen, in numerous stances in the public debate and.
even in educational reform proj
A case i poine, which we would regad a5 emblemaic, is the so-<aled Buona
Seunla (Good School) reform project promoted by the Renzi government (during che
175 Legishture) becvieen 2014 and 2015, Needless 1o say, we cannot dell here on the
policica line of the Reni government and its idea of schooling, Suffice it to say that the
Good School reform project, and to some extent even the approved law (Law no. 107 of
2015), essentialy insisted on a neoliberal school model*
he Iralian Prine Minister invested heavily in school reform, a reform that on severl
aceasions — in line with his el & i fle—he blich
defended in byy he Min Siannini), who almosc
ahvays cemalnedn e bacgoun
i e numerous occsions on which che Pre Minser preseed th reform
projec i 2015 is particularly prop
T papes inohich we find in the
and supported preisly by the indivicual memry of he Prne Minise himscl® In
this video, Matteo Renvi cxplains his reform using a shate blackboard — an object that is
in itself evocative, as it is imprinted in the school memories of Ialians of all generations.
“Then, 1o describe the support that, in his view; the Good School reform would give to
every teacher,the Prime Minister recals his teacher and the prestige she cnjoycd.

Tod:
stll towen where 1 grew up, used 1o e the bas,enter the club, and s respected by everyone,fusc
e e pamin, e wmshnl rie . | mm e v e b ol s
Today, chat social p Jame, becsuse ywhen my
fuerwas caled by  enchr 10 < tha D e et 2y gencaion of pasents

5. Oliviro, Dalle
‘el s oo, Milao-Torino, eson. 2021, pp. 228270

+ Buona Seual, Lo updated 13.05.2015. huepsyous by EMIXacd U352 (lase aces:
10032023,
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on the other band, offen blamesche ceachers. Soch prary lespunublllly it e prensof

wheryou sk pupils 0 boycorsthe INVALS! [Fian Narora Insir for Edcasonsl Bt
est,or hreaten @ block he exams, school a service and 5
il servie, That's po able v aox
his, bu because i of juice

Mateo Renzi's arguments, as previously mentioncd, arc thus clearly cmblematic for
the purposes of our discourse. Indeed, social recognition of teachess passes through the
filter of individual memory. This recognition is in itself strongly intertwined with the
collective social representation of schaols, past and present, and their actors (teachers,
pupils and parcnss), imprinted in the common sentiment. The individual and collective
school memory, with its mechanisms, cherefore also becomes a basis on which to plan
reforms,

In conclusion, rescarch on school memorics opens up horizons to be explored and
can provide support in understanding the conditioning of conventional wisdom on our
memoriesanddhus o our e I¢ o provdes suppors fora desper ndersanding
of the pr idcas on g i

il by propoing inshe prcn sl of memoriesofhe put e by sl
idend

L as
protagonist in zht |.f= expericnce of many people in advanced soton s undoubredly
an essential cog in this mechanism.
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The School and Its Many Pasts

past. Tn tecent years, a increasing number of studies have focused
on memory in order tocritically analyze shared narratives of the past

v implications. Memory studies not orly allow us to expand
our knowledge about the past, but also help us 1o define the way in
which today's people, social groups and public bodies look at it and
interpret or re-interpret i, In this sense, school memory is ot only of
interest as o gateway 10 the school’s past but also as a fool to

the past and how mach what they now corresponds to cealit of 15
influenced by prejudices and stereotypes deeply rooted in common
sense. These volumes aim to address these comples issues and
broaden the perspective from which the schoaling phenomenon is
analyzed to better understand the school and its many pasts.

Juri Meda is associate professor in History of Education at the
University of Macerata and me: the Executive Commitiee of
the International Standing Conference for the History of Education.

Lucia Paciaroni is senior research fellow in History of Education at
the University of Macerata and member of the editorial board of the

international scientific journal «History of Education & Children's
Literatures.

Roberto Sani is full professor in History of Education at the
Universify of Macerata and editor-in-chief of the international

eum edizioni universita di macerata



