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ARTICLE

The transnational dissemination of the infant school to the 
periphery of Europe: the role of primary schools, religion, 
travels, and handbooks in the case of nineteenth-century 
Sweden
Johannes Westberg a,b

aDepartment of Education, University of Groningen, Netherlands; bEducation and Social Sciences, School of 
Humanities, Örebro University, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The infant school was a nineteenth-century innovation with British 
roots that quickly achieved an international reputation. This article 
contributes to the study of the transnational dissemination of the 
infant schools by examining the case of Swedish infant schools. 
Using theoretical concepts from the transnational history of educa-
tion, this article focuses on how the model of infant schools was 
transferred to Sweden, and how this model was translated and 
transformed in this process and by local Swedish contexts. 
Combining printed handbooks and unprinted archival materials 
from infant school societies, this article emphasises the role of 
travels, handbooks, and the infant school society of Stockholm in 
this transfer process, and its inherent contradictions. This study 
indicates the vital role that religion played in transforming the 
content of the teaching taught at infant schools, and the impact 
of primary schools on the educational practices. As elsewhere, 
Swedish infant schools were sometimes transformed into a kind 
of preparatory primary school.
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Introduction

The infant school was a nineteenth-century innovation with British roots and an inter-
national appeal. The first infant school was created in 1816 by Robert Owen (1771–1858) 
in New Lanark, near Glasgow, in order to provide children below school age from the 
labouring classes with education and care. The concept was further developed into a 
range of infant school models promoted by Samuel Wilderspin (1791–1866) and David 
Stow (1793–1864), among others. Although the enthusiasm for this educational vision 
soon faded, infant schools quickly won an international reputation during the 1820s and 
1830s, with infant schools established from Norway and Sweden in the north to Australia 
and New Zealand in the south, from Canada and the United States in the west to Russia 
in the east.1

CONTACT Johannes Westberg johannes.westberg@oru.se Department of Education, University of Groningen, 
Grote Rozenstraat 38, 9712 TJ Groningen, The Netherlands
1See Table 1 for the international distribution of early infant schools.
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This article provides an encompassing overview of the transnational dissemination of 
the infant school, focusing on the case of Swedish infant schools. Using theoretical 
concepts from the study of the transnational history of education, I will examine how 
the model of infant schools was transferred to Sweden, and how this model was 
translated and transformed in this process and by the Swedish context.2 In addition to 
presenting more detailed insights into the varying educational practices of nineteenth- 
century infant schools in diverse local contexts, this article sheds further light on the role 
of social networks, infant school associations, primary school, and religion in the world-
wide dissemination of infant schools. On a theoretical level, this article offers an indica-
tion of the usefulness of distinguishing between the translation and the transformation of 
infant schools, and raises the fundamental question of the unity of the international 
nineteenth-century phenomena of the infant school.

The transnational history of infant schools

Alongside monitorial education, child cribs, and kindergartens, infant schools were one 
of the nineteenth-century educational models that alongside kindergartens, day nurseries 
and monitorial education won international recognition.3 Infant schools was their rapid 
world-wide expansion. Compiled from existing research, Table 1 indicates the global 
reach of the infant school model, the speed of its dissemination as well as the wide range 
of local settings in which infant schools were established. As a result, Table 1 also 
provides an important background for the questions asked in this article regarding 
what it meant that an infant school was established in Stockholm, instead of Dublin, 
Zwolle, Paihia, or New York.

As evident from Table 1, new infant schools were established in Ireland and Scotland 
during the 1820s, and the concept quickly travelled across the English Channel to France, 
present-day Belgium, and the Netherlands, and further to areas under Austrian rule, 
including Cremona (1828), present-day Budapest (1828), and Prague (1832). Infant 
schools were also spread throughout the German states; the Nordic countries, beginning 
in Copenhagen (1828), Stockholm (1832), and Trondheim (1837); and in Imperial Russia 
in Saint Petersburg (1839), Tallinn (1840), and Helsinki (1840). Infant schools were also 
founded in the USA, present-day Canada, India, New Zealand, and Australia.

A common feature of the dissemination of infant schools was fast-paced expan-
sion on local, regional and national levels. In Ireland, 19 infant schools were 
running already by 1831, and in Canada, dozens of infant schools were founded 
between 1825 and 1869.4 In present-day Italy, infant schools were established in 
growing number from 1828. By 1846, the priest and infant school promoter Ferrante 
Aporti knew of a total of 178 infant schools in what is now Italy, 90 of which were 
established in Austrian territories and 47 in Piedmont-Sardinia. As noted above, the 
enthusiasm for infant schools did not last that long. In the USA, infant schools 

2See Robert Cowen, “The Transfer, Translation and Transformation of Educational Processes: and Their Shape-Shifting?” 
Comparative Education 45, no. 3 (2009): 315–27.

3See e.g. Dorena Caroli, Day Nurseries and Childcare in Europe, 1800−1939 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Roberta 
Wollons, ed., Kindergartens and Cultures: The Global Diffusion of an Idea (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000).

4Phillip McCann and Francis Young, Samuel Wilderspin and the Infant School Movement (London: Croom Helm, 1982), 212; 
Larry Prochner, A History of Early Childhood Education in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2009), 43.
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Table 1. Early infant schools, 1816−1840.
Sites Country Year

New Lanark Scotland 1816
London England 1819
Dublin Ireland 1823
Halifax Nova Scotia, Canada 1824
Sydney Australia, Great Britain 1824
Paris France 1826
Brussels The United Netherlands 1826
New York USA 1827
Geneva Swiss confederation 1827
Philadelphia USA 1827
Boston USA 1828
Cremona Lombardy, Austria 1828
Buda Kingdom of Hungary, Austria 1828
Glasgow Scotland, Great Britain 1828
Copenhagen Denmark 1828
Zwolle The United Netherlands 1828
Lake Ontario Upper Canada 1829
Calcutta British India 1830
Vienna Austria 1830
York (Toronto) Upper Canada 1832
Paihia New Zealand, Great Britain 1832
Prague Bohemia, Austria 1832
Quebec Lower Canada 1832
Frankfurt Free City of Frankfurt 1833
Stockholm Sweden 1833
Berlin* Prussia 1834
Augsburg Kingdom of Bavaria 1834
Lisbon Portugal 1834
Helsingör Denmark 1835
Porto Portugal 1836
City of Milan Lombardy, Austria 1836
Warsaw Kingdom of Poland, Imperial Russia 1839
Trondheim Norway, Sweden 1837
Madrid Spain 1838
Tallinn Estonia, Imperial Russia 1839
Gamlakarleby Finland, Imperial Russia 1839
Wellington New Zealand, Great Britain 1840
Saint Petersburg Imperial Russia 1840
Helsinki Finland, Imperial Russia 1840

Note: This table presents an international overview of pioneering efforts in the establishment of infant 
schools in chronological order. In total, the table covers infant schools of various kinds on 39 sites. 
The years denoted are to be understood as indications of the dissemination of infant schools, not the 
least since the literature includes many examples of the difficulties in determining when an infant 
school was opened. *4 infant schools were running in Berlin by 1834. 

Sources: Prochner et al., “The Blessings of Civilisation,” 88, 92, 96; May and Vinovskis, “A Ray of 
Millennial Light,” 63, 69, 95; James C. Albisetti, “Froebel Crosses the Alps;” McCann and Young, 
Samuel Wilderspin, 155, 178, 218–19, 221, 222; Prochner, A History, 14, 44, 48, 52; Jean-Noël Luc, 
“Chronologie de la préscolarisation dans quelques pays d’Europe aux XIXe et XXe siècles,” Histoire de 
l’éducation, no. 82 (1999): 209, 210: Marc Depaepe and Frank Simon, “Les écoles gardiennes en 
Belgique. Histoire et historiographie,” Histoire de l’éducation, no. 82 (1999): 76–7; Sonsoles San 
Román Gago, “The Spanish Schoolmistress: From Tradition to Modernity,” Paedagogica Historica 
36, no. 2 (2000): 581; Otto Vág, “Some Moot Questions on the Research of History of Early Childhood 
Education,” in Historia infantiae. International Annual for the History of Early Childhood Education, ed. 
Otto Vág (Budapest: Eötvös Loránd University, 1984), 14; Cousins, On the State of Education in 
Holland, 103; Thomassen, Asylbevægelsen, 222, 259, 265, 338; Johann Georg Wirth, Mitteilungen 
über Kleinkinderbewahranstalten und aus denselben, so wie über kleinkinderschulen under 
Rettungsanstalten für verwahrloste kinder (Augsburg: s.n., 1840), 124, 189; Rogério Fernandes, 
“Orientações pedagógicas das ‘casas de asilo da infância desvalida’ (1834–1840),” Cadernos de 
Pesquisa, no. 1 (2000): 96–96; Malmberg, Folkskolorna i Helsingfors, 36; Luc, “The Spread of Infant 
School Models,” 38–41.
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experienced a boom that lasted only a few years, and in present-day Hungary, 10 
infant schools had been established by 1832, after which the initial expansion came 
to a halt. In Italy, the early expansion ended with the Italian revolutions of 1848 
−1849, after which no infant school was set-up for a decade.5

On a general level, Jean-Noël Luc has explained the spread of infant schools during the 
nineteenth century with several factors. These include the belief that education could 
improve the character of man, the Christian ambition to save souls, and the moralisation 
of the working classes. Luc also noted the changed perception of children between the 
ages of two and six, whose growing abilities started to receive and increased interest from 
medical doctors, educationalists, and parents.6 Among these general preconditions, I 
would also include the state of early nineteenth-century school systems. In this century, 
when enrolment and attendance often were low and exhibited great national and regional 
differences, infant schools still had an important role to play in the basic schooling of 
children.7

Although general preconditions certainly existed for the international dissemination 
of the infant school, the dissemination did not necessarily exhibit the same patterns. First, 
while educational models such as the infant school may travel rather easily, they are 
nevertheless provided with new meaning and functions that transform them.8 Second, 
there was not just one British infant school model, since the promoters of the infant 
school were a quite varied group of individuals. Apart from Robert Owen, this group also 
included David Stow and Samuel Wilderspin, the latter having a particular influence 
through his travels and published manuals.9 Kaspar Burger has noted a vital difference 
between the infant schools promoted by Robert Owen and those by Samuel Wilderspin. 
While Owen, who was a social visionary, educated children for an ideal society, 
Wilderspin promoted infant schools to create social stability in present society, and not 
least to reduce crime. In this respect, Wilderspin and his companions stressed the moral 
impact that infant schools had on children and thus society.10

5Ottó Vág, “The Influence of the English Infant School in Hungary,” International Journal of Early Childhood 7, no. 1 (1975): 
135; James C. Albisetti, “Froebel Crosses the Alps: Introducing the Kindergarten in Italy,” History of Education Quarterly 
49, no. 2 (2009): 160–61; Dean May and Maris Vinovskis, “A Ray of Millennial Light: Early Education and Social Reform in 
the Infant School Movement in Massachusetts, 1700−1850,” in Family and Kin in Urban Communities, 1700−1930, ed. 
Tamara Hareven (New York: Watts, 1977), 63−4; Regarding the case of Spain, see Carmen Colmenar Orzaes, “Las 
Escuelas De Párvulos En España Durante El Siglo Xix: Su Desarrollo En La Época De La Restauración,” Historia de la 
Educación 10 (1991), 89–105.

6Jean-Noël Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models in Europe During the First Half of the Nineteenth Century,” in The 
Development of Early Childhood Education in Europe and North America: Historical and Comparative Perspectives, ed. 
Harry Willekens, Kirsten Scheiwe, and Kristen Nawrotski (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 32−3.

7For an international overview of nineteenth-century schooling, see e.g. Johannes Westberg, Lukas Boser, and Ingrid 
Brühwiler, eds., School Acts and the Rise of Mass Schooling: Education Policy in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).

8Harry Willekens, Kirsten Scheiwe, and Kristen Nawrotzki, “Introduction: The Longue Durée: Early Childhood Insdtitutions 
and Ideas in Flux,” in The Development of Early Childhood Education in Europe and North America: Historical and 
Comparative Perspectives, ed. Harry Willekens, Kirsten Scheiwe, and Kristen Nawrotzki (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 14.

9Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models,” 45; Kaspar Burger, “Entanglement and Transnational Transfer in the History of 
Infant Schools in Great Britain and salles d’asile in France, 1816–1881,” History of Education 43, no. 3 (2014): 313; 
Marjorie Cruickshank, “David Stow, Scottish Pioneer of Teacher Training in Britain,” British Journal of Educational Studies 
14, no. 2 (1966). See also Nanette Whitbread, The Evolution of the Nursery-Infant School: A History of Infant and Nursery 
Education in Britain, 1800−1970 (London: Routledge, 1972), 12−16.

10Burger, “Entanglement and Transnational Transfer,” 312; Phillip McCann, “Samuel Wilderspin and the Early Infant 
Schools,” British Journal of Educational Studies 14, no. 2 (1966): 189.
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There were also vital differences concerning the content and form of infant school 
education. While Owen did not include religious education in his schools, Stow and 
Wilderspin did in theirs. While Owen promoted education through amusing activities, 
excluded religious education, and argued that reading instruction should commence at 
the age of seven, Wilderspin promoted a comprehensive curriculum that, in addition to 
religious instruction, reading, writing, and arithmetic, included geometry, language, and 
natural history. Owen, at least theoretically, stressed the advantage of teaching small 
groups of children, but Wilderspin perceived large groups of children as the normal state 
of an infant school, and even as a strength of this model of education. Unlike Owen, who 
promoted informal learning situations, Wilderspin put more emphasis on a mechanical 
teaching method that resembled that of monitorial education.11 Along this line of 
educational ambition, Wilderspin designed his best-known educational innovation, the 
so-called infant gallery, which could accommodate more than a hundred children.12 This 
lack of uniformity in these various visions of infant schools certainly raises questions 
regarding what visions of infant schools were transferred to Sweden, and how.

The transfer, translation, and transformation of infant schools

Following Robert Cowen, this article deals with three aspects of the dissemination of the 
infant school model. First, I will present the transfer of the infant school model from 
England to Sweden, and the context that enabled this movement. In this article, my 
investigation covers the role that individuals, social networks, handbooks, travels, and 
infant school societies played in this transfer process. Second, I will address the transla-
tion of the infant school. The term “translation” refers to the initial or immediate changes 
or reinterpretation of an idea, model, or institution when it is displaced from one context 
to another. The third aspect of the transnational movements of educational ideas − 
“transformation” − refers to the ability of the social, economic, and political context to 
change an idea or institution once it has been transferred and translated.13 In this case, 
these contexts include the role of Church Sweden, the emerging Swedish primary school 
system, and the specific local context of infant schools.

Cowen’s framework is a suitable choice when examining the history of infant schools 
in Sweden, as it enables the researcher to examine the various types of transfer of infant 
schools from Britain to Sweden, and the role of the Swedish context. While keeping this 
focus, I nevertheless intend to avoid overly simplified accounts of transfer as a linear 
process from a sender to a receiver. Instead, I will emphasise the ability of national, 
regional, and local contexts to transform educational ideas, and the multiple actors and 
social networks involved in transfer processes.14 By introducing such complexities, which 

11Burger, “Entanglement and Transnational Transfer,” 312−13; McCann and Young, Samuel Wilderspin, 83−4, 253−8; 
McCann, “Samuel Wilderspin and the Early Infant Schools,” 200; Whitbread, The Evolution of the Nursery-Infant School, 12 
−16; Cruickshank, “David Stow, Scottish Pioneer,” 205−15.

12Larry Prochner, Helen May, and Baljit Kaur, “‘The Blessings of Civilisation’: Nineteenth-Century Missionary Infant Schools 
for Young Native Children in Three Colonial Settings: India, Canada and New Zealand 1820s−1840s,” Paedagogica 
Historica 45, nos 1/2 (2009): 87.

13Robert Cowen, “Acting Comparatively Upon the Educational World: Puzzles and Possibilities,” Oxford Review of 
Education 32, no. 5 (2006): 561–73; Cowen, “The Transfer, Translation and Transformation,” 315–27.

14See e.g. the critical discussion of transfer studies in Noah W. Sobe, “Entanglement and Transnationalism in the History of 
American Education,” in Rethinking the History of Education: Transnational Perspectives on Its Questions, Methods, and 
Knowledge, ed. Thomas Popkewitz (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 95–9.
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in existing research has been emphasised by concepts such as “entanglement”, it becomes 
evident that there were neither a single source nor a single coherent vision of infant 
schools in Sweden.

By addressing the transfer, translation, and transformation of the infant school, this 
article builds on the substantial research on the history of this institution. Apart from 
engaging with the British infant school movement, this research has addressed the 
transnational history of infant schools. This includes studies of the reception of infant 
schools in the US, the complex transfer of infant schools to France, infant schools in 
colonial contexts, and shorter notes on the infant school’s transfer to Italy and present- 
day Hungary, and its dissemination across Europe.15 In addition, there are some studies 
that have addressed the history of Swedish infant schools and their transformation and 
marginalisation. However, the transnational history of the Swedish infant schools is yet 
to be written.16

The Swedish case is certainly rewarding. Due to its richness of printed materials and 
documents in city archives, it offers extraordinary opportunities to examine not the least 
the infant school’s educational practices on a local level. In terms of the international 
dissemination of the infant school, the Swedish case more specifically complements 
studies of France, the USA, and colonial settings with insights into this educational 
model’s transfer to a country in the geographical, cultural, and economic periphery of 
nineteenth-century Europe. The Swedish case thereby enables me to pose more general 
questions regarding the dissemination of the infant school model across the world, which 
includes the role of existing school practices, religion, handbooks, and travels in this 
dissemination process from a European centre to a European periphery.

In this article, I study the history of infant schools in Sweden; that is, institutions that 
were linked, in various ways, to international educational visions of infant schools. Other 
institutions that were referred to as infant schools in Sweden (including preparatory 
grammar schools and junior schools (småskolor) denoting the first years of primary 
school) are not included. My investigation rests primarily on printed materials (manuals, 
leaflets, and newspapers and newspaper articles), and available source materials from 14 
infant schools societies (minutes, annual reports, etc.) collected as part of a previous 
project on the marginalisation of infant schools and the emergence of crèches and 
kindergartens in Sweden.17 In this rich selection of source materials, the most important 
sources are the manuals on infant school education published by Carl af Forsell (1783– 
1848), and the well-preserved archives of the infant school societies of Stockholm, 

15Burger, “Entanglement and Transnational Transfer,” 304–33; Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models”; Prochner et al., 
“‘The Blessings of Civilisation’”; Vág, “The Influence of the English Infant School”; Caroline Winterer, “Avoiding a 
‘Hothouse System of Education’: Nineteenth-Century Early Childhood Education from the Infant Schools to the 
Kindergartens,” History of Education Quarterly 32, no. 3 (1992). Regarding British infant schools, see e.g. McCann and 
Young, Samuel Wilderspin; Jane Read, “Free Play with FROEBEL: Use and Abuse of Progressive Pedagogy in London’s 
Infant Schools, 1870−c.1904,” Paedagogica Historica 42, no. 3 (2006); A. F. B. Roberts, “A New View of the Infant School 
Movement,” British Journal of Educational Studies 20, no. 2 (1972).

16William Thomassen, Asylbevægelsen og det kjøbenhavnske Asylselskab: de første år 1827−1848 (Copenhagen: 
Københavnske og Nørrebros Asylselskab, 2011); Brigitte Zwerger, Bewahranstalt – Kleinkinderschule – Kindergarten: 
Aspekte nichtfamilialer Kleinkindererziehung in Deutschland im 19. Jahrhundert (Weinheim: Beltz, 1980); Britten Ekstrand, 
Småbarnsskolan: Vad hände och varför? (Lund: Lunds universitet, 2000); Johannes Westberg, Förskolepedagogikens 
framväxt: Pedagogisk förändring och dess förutsättningar, ca. 1835−1945 (Uppsala: Uppsala University Library, 2008).

17The main results of this project are presented in Westberg, Förskolepedagogikens framväxt, where these sources also are 
listed on pages 217–30.
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Göteborg, and Uppsala. Newspaper articles, currently largely digitalised and available 
online, have been crucial when identifying individual infant schools.18

This encompassing investigation of available source materials that, to my knowledge 
includes all available infant school archives in Sweden, has its benefits. Since the sources 
covering nineteenth-century infant schools are comparatively scarce, this investigation 
enables an analysis that is richer in detail and information than that of a more restricted 
empirical investigation. This concerns in particular the analysis of the everyday educa-
tional processes that has been termed the black box of schooling.19

The available source materials nevertheless affects the analysis presented below. 
Although the source materials are encompassing, they do imply restrictions. In 
particular, the mundane aspects of the history of infant schools that were perceived 
as self-evident or unremarkable remain challenging to investigate, along with the 
failures and the shameful aspects of this history that tends to go unnoticed in many 
source categories. Most importantly, this study is affected by the fact that the most 
informative source materials on the transfer, translation, and transformation of infant 
schools have been preserved from the infant schools of Stockholm and Uppsala. These 
sources provide information on the processes under study viewed from a national 
centre, rather than its periphery. Partly as a result of this, they provide a consensus- 
oriented perspective on infant schools that does not stress possible conflicts, negotia-
tions, and struggles.

Transfer by journeys, publications, and the Stockholm infant school society

Unlike the infant schools of Denmark and Finland, which were largely inspired by 
their French counterparts, infant schools were transferred to Sweden mainly 
through direct acquisition from England.20 This transfer was part of the increasing 
economic and cultural contacts between England and Sweden during the first half 
of the nineteenth century that included the transfer of monitorial education, the 
Hamilton language method, and the Hazelwood system to Sweden.21

The infant schools were transferred to Sweden by several actors, including the 
kind of religious, liberal, and philanthropically minded individuals who distributed 
infant schools to other countries.22 The first serious attempt to establish an infant 
school in Sweden was made by Frances von Koch (née Lewin, born in England), 
who moved to Sweden in 1830 together with her brother Edward. Von Koch 
(1804–1888) was well versed in contemporary politics and educational debates – 
her brother founded a school based on the Hazelwood system in Stockholm in 
1830 – and was socially active in the same circles as the celebrated history 
professor Erik Gustav Geijer (1783–1847) and the renowned author Fredrika 

18“Swedish newspapers,” https://tidningar.kb.se/ (accessed March 14, 2019).
19Sjaak Braaster, Ian Grosvenor, and María del Mar del Pozo Andrés, “Opening the Black Box of Schooling: Methods, 

Meanings and Mysteries,” in Black Box of Schooling: A Cultural History of the Classroom, ed. Sjaak Braaster, Ian Grosvenor, 
and María del Mar del Pozo Andrés (Brussels: Peter Lang, 2011), 9–19.

20Thomassen, Asylbevægelsen, ch. 8; Richard Malmberg, Folkskolorna i Helsingfors, deras uppkomst och utveckling 1817 
−1917 (Wasa: Pethmans, 1920), 36−7.

21Lars Petterson, Frihet, jämlikhet, egendom och Bentham: Utvecklingslinjer i svensk folkundervisning mellan feodalism och 
kapitalism, 1809−1860 (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1992), 120, 230–3.

22Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models,” 31–2.
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Bremer (1801–1865).23 In 1832, von Koch attended a lecture by Samuel Wilderspin 
in London, and brought back copies of his books.24 In 1833, she founded an infant 
school in Stockholm catering to 14 children, that soon closed.25 Nevertheless, her 
attempts were an important background to the later developments. Von Koch later 
became a member of the Society for the Promotion of Infant Schools in 
Stockholm; she was acquainted with Fredrika Bremer’s sister, who would manage 
an infant school in Stockholm, and knew Geijer who supported the infant school 
of Uppsala.26

In Sweden, the statistician and publicist Carl af Forsell, who enjoyed a wide range of 
social and philanthropic interests, was the most significant promotor of infant schools. 
As in Canada, where infant schools were established as a part of nineteenth-century 
Methodist mission targeting native Canadians, Forsell’s efforts were aided by two 
Methodists: the preacher George Scott and the businessman Samuel Owen.27 Scott, 
who promoted bible reading and temperance societies in Sweden (the latter in company 
with Forsell), gave Forsell advice and contacts when he travelled to England in 1835 to 
report on social and economic issues.28

As von Koch, Forsell’s main interest was the infant school model of Wilderspin as 
described in his handbooks and as practised in infant schools located in England. He 
enthusiastically presented these infant schools in his travel reports from Hull and London 
published in 1835, and it was infant schools such as these that he stated that he wanted to 
establish in Stockholm.29 This transfer did, however, not exist in isolation. Forsell was 
familiar with French infant schools, and the image of an infant school room published in 
his first handbook portrayed an infant school in Paris (se Figure 2). Forsell also referred 
to Johann Georg Wirth’s handbook on infant education, entitled Mitteilungen über 
Kleinkinderbewahranstalten, published 1840 in Augsburg.30 Although such knowledge 
may have had an impact on his work, Wilderspin’s infant schools remained the main 
source of inspiration for Forsell.

Following Forsell’s journey in England – Forsell was described in Aftonbladet as the 
main man behind this new venture – an infant school society was formed 1835 in 
Stockholm. As the initiative of von Koch, members of the upper and middle classes 
supported the society. Its first board was, for example, chaired by the governor of 
Stockholm city, and apart from Forsell, Owen, and Scott, the board members included 
a vice-chancellor, a vicar, a chief marshal, a director and a captain.31 In 1836, this society 

23W. A. C. Stewart and W. P. McCann, Educational Innovators 1750−1880 (London: Macmillan, 1967), 121; Malla 
Grandinson, “Fredrika Bremer och Frances von Koch: En samling brev,” Ord och bild 24, no. 6 (1915): 289−304.

24McCann and Young, Samuel Wilderspin, 222.
25Carl af Forsell, Anteckningar i anledning af en resa till England i slutet af sommaren år 1834 (Stockholm: Hörberg, 1835), 

1–2.
26Subscriptions-lista för inrättande af Småbarns-Skolor i Sverige (1837); Minutes 11 November 1846, A:1, Prinsessan 

Angelas [Eugenias] småbarnsskola (UIF), City Archives of Uppsala (SAU). Fredrika Bremer was also a friend of the 
Danish author Hans Christian Andersen, and through him was acquainted with the Danish infant schools. Thomassen, 
Asylbevægelsen, 30.

27Prochner et al., “The Blessings of Civilisation,” 91. See also Några ord till förmon för inrättandet av Infant-Skolor i 
Hufvudstaden (1835).

28Regarding Scott as a Methodist missionary in Sweden, see Hanna Hodacs, Converging World Views: The European 
Expansion and Early-Nineteenth-Century Anglo-Swedish Contacts (Uppsala: Uppsala University Library, 2003), 107−20.

29Forsell, Anteckningar i anledning, 120.
30Carl af Forsell, Utkast till handbok för småbarn-skolor (Stockholm: s.n., 1841), 16, 30.
31Några ord till förmon för inrättandet av Infant-Skolor i Hufvudstaden (1835); Aftonbladet, 8 December 1838.
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set up an infant school at the General Public Child House (Allmänna barnhuset) in 
Stockholm, which moved to new premises at Norrmalm in Stockholm later that year. 
During the 1830s, the society established three additional infant schools in Stockholm, 
and encouraged and supported by the infant school society of Stockholm, additional 
infant schools were opened in Göteborg, Halmstad, and Uppsala. In total, nine infant 
schools were established in the 1830s, ten in the 1840s, two in the 1850s and eight in the 
1860s. In total, available evidence indicate that 36 infant schools were established in 
nineteenth-century Sweden.32

Although infant schools consequently remained a marginal phenomenon in terms of enrol-
ment ratios, they were well distributed across the cities of southern Sweden (see Figure 1). As in 

Figure 1. The distribution of infant schools across Swedish cities, 1836−1895. Sources: Westberg, 
Förskolepedagogikens framväxt, 212–13; Dagligt Allehanda, 30 October 1841; Medborgaren, 22 
December 1846; Barometern, 7 May 1853; Östgöta Correspondenten, 6 November 1858; 
Korrespondenten, 22 September 1866; Jönköpingsposten, 26 August 1874; Gotlands allehanda, 26 
August 1876. Made with Natural Earth. Free vector and raster map data @ naturalearthdata.com.

32See sources for Figure 1.
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Hungary, Italy, and the USA, however, the enthusiasm for infant schools was short-lived in 
Sweden. In the early twentieth century, the number of infant schools had decreased to an 
estimated 16 institutions. At this point, the remaining infant schools had been largely transformed 
to a kind of kindergarten, as a result of the influence of the German preschool model.33

In the international transfer of infant school models, published handbooks played an 
important part. In the Swedish case, Forsell’s handbooks were vital and they seem to have 
played a role comparable to that of the Viennese philanthropist Joseph Wertheim’s 
German translation of Wilderspin’s work in the German States and the Austria-ruled 
Hungarian and Italian regions.34 In addition to his travel reports from 1835, Forsell 
published the handbook On Infant Schools in 1837, which was expanded into an edition 
entitled Draft of a Handbook for Infant Schools in 1841.35 The significance of these 
publications is indicated by available source materials. The infant school society of 
Göteborg claimed to follow the “Scripture No. 1”, referring to Forsell’s handbook from 
1837, and the infant school in Uppsala was claimed to be “entirely” based on Forsell’s 
guidelines.36 In addition, the infant schools of Karlskrona, Gävle, Malmö, and Örebro 
declared that they adhered to Forsell’s vision of the infant school.37

The infant school society of Stockholm denoted “The Society for the Promotion of 
Infant Schools” (1839) and “The Society for the Promotion of Infant Schools in Sweden” 
(1846), was also vital in the dissemination of infant schools.38 In the 1830s and 1840s, the 
society functioned as a kind of central organisation for the Swedish infant schools, 
comparable to English counterparts like the Infant School Society.39 Its statutes from 

Figure 2. An infant school gallery in Forsell’s manual (1837). Source: Forsell, Om småbarns-skolor, last 
page. Artist: Johan Zacharias Blackstadius (1816−1898). According to the caption, the image portrays 
the gallery of a Parisian infant school.

33Westberg, Förskolepedagogikens framväxt, chs 5, 8.
34Albisetti, “Froebel Crosses the Alps,” 161; Zwerger, Bewahranstalt – Kleinkinderschule – Kindergarten, 41; Vág, “The 

Influence of the English Infant School,” 132. Wertheim’s Handbook was titled Über die frühzeitige Erziehung der Kinder 
und die englischen Klein-Kinder-Schulen (1826).

35Carl af Forsell, Om småbarns-skolor (Stockholm: s.n., 1837); Forsell, Utkast till handbok.
36“To the board of the infant school,” A:1, UIF, SAU.
37“Statutes for women’s association in Gävle 1845−46,” 11, A1:1, Gefle fruntimmersförening, Gäve stadsarkiv (GSA); 

Minutes 20 September 1849, Enskilda småbarnsskolan i Karlskrona, Blekinge läns museum (BLM); Minutes 11 November 
1858, F:1, Gamla Barnasylen f.d. Småbarnsskolan (GB), Malmö stadsarkiv (MSA); Malmö Allehanda, 24 March 1848.

38Sällskapet för inrättandet af småbarn-skolor (1839); Stadgar för Sällskapet till inrättande af Småbarn-Skolor i Sverige 
(1846).

39McCann and Young, Samuel Wilderspin, chs 5−6.
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1838 stated that the purpose of the society was to spread the gospel of infant schools 
across Sweden. This was to be accomplished by forming so-called auxiliary societies in 
other Swedish cities, and by establishing a Normal school to “serve as a pattern for other 
infant schools”, which was subsequently established in the City Hall in Södermalm in 
Stockholm.40 This school seem to have served as a model for other schools. The teachers 
at the infant schools of Linköping and Uppsala had studied the method at this very 
school, and the infant schools of Stockholm drew visitors from Örebro and Karlskrona.41

The infant school society of Stockholm also distributed leaflets and educational 
materials. According to the society’s annual report, this was an important reason 
why infant schools had been set up in Göteborg, Malmö, and Jönköping.42 While it 
is difficult to determine whether the efforts of the infant school society really were 
key in this sense, the society certainly supported infant schools across southern 
Sweden. The society imported images of bible scenes from London, translated 
educational materials from English, produced tables, and sold publications.43 

According to the society itself, it usually delivered letter tables (bokstaveringstabel-
ler) and other educational materials to new infant schools in Stockholm and other 
cities.44 For example, the society sold “writings and other basic materials” to an 
infant school in Malmö, an alphabet to Göteborg, and books and tables to the infant 
school of Jönköping.45

As Philipp Gonon noted, travel in education can take many forms, including those of 
pilgrimage, explorations, and educational tours.46 In addition to the abovementioned 
study trips to Stockholm, the knowledge of infant schools was distributed via what may 
be described as a kind of mission trips. In 1839, the infant school society of Stockholm 
decided to send Carolina Berglund on a journey with the purpose of establishing new 
infant schools. As a result, she travelled to Halmstad and Göteborg, and the Stockholm 
society awarded a travel grant for a journey to the Uppsala infant school, later performed 
by another woman.47 Berglund also travelled to Finland, and was at her death described 
as the first headmistress of an infant school in both Sweden and Finland.48

In addition to such missionary journeys, regular inspection trips were vital in the 
history of infant schools in Sweden. Per Johan Netzel, a member of the infant school 
society in Stockholm and general auditor of the equivalent to the Swedish Prison and 
Probation Service, often travelled as a part of his office. Netzel reported that the infant 
school of Halmstad, which catered to 70 children, had an appropriate organisation and a 

40Det sällskap, som bildat sig i hufvudstaden för inrättandet af småbarn-skolor (1838); Minutes 4 June 1836, 7 October 1837, 
28 May 1838, 6 May 1839, 23 October 1839, A1:1, The infant school society of Stockholm (SSB), City Archives of 
Stockholm (SSA).

41Östgöta Correspondenten, 6 November 1858; Najaden, 22 September 1849; Barbro Holmdahl, Människovård och 
människosyn: Om omvårdnad i Uppsala före år 1900 (Uppsala: Uppsala kommun, 1988), 101; Minutes 9 June 1859, 
Sällskapet småbarnens vänner (SSV), Örebro City Archives (ÖSA).

42Annual report 1872, A1:1, SSB, SSA.
43Minutes 4 June 1836; 5 April 1837; 21 October 1841, A1:1, SSB, SSA.
44Minutes 5 April 1837; 21 October 1841; 24 February 1849, A1:1, SSB, SSA; verification 1844 no. 121, G3:7, SSB, SSA.
45Minutes 26 July 1839, A1a:1, Infant school society of Göteborg (GSB), Regional Archives of Göteborg (RAG); Minutes 18 

March 1841, SSB, SSA.
46Philipp Gonon, “Travel and Reform: Impulses Towards Internationalisation in the Nineteenth-Century Discourse on 

Education,” in Educational Policy Borrowing: Historical Perspectives, ed. David Phillips and Kimberly Ochs (Oxford: 
Symposium Books, 2004), 126–8.

47Minutes 6 May 1839, 5 August 1839, 23 October 1839, A1:1, SSB, SSA; Minutes 19 September 1839, A1a:1, GSB, RAG.
48Papperslyktan (1859), 96.
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keen teacher. Three years later, after another journey, he noted that the conditions in the 
infant schools of Halmstad, Malmö, and Göteborg, remained satisfying.49 Although Forsell 
and his publications were certainly vital to the establishment of infant schools in Sweden, 
these efforts by Netzel should not be underestimated. In a contemporary Danish report, he 
was mentioned as one of the main promotors of infant schools in Sweden.50

Forsell’s method: a translation of Wilderspin’s infant schools

When disseminated from England, not only the educational vision was translated, but 
also the term “infant school”. In Europe, two main translations seem to have dominated. 
The first was a literal translation of the term, to kleinkinderschule in German, Kleine 
kinderschool in Dutch, scuola infantile in Italian, and escuelas de párvulos in Spanish. The 
second term stressed the protection that children received in infant schools. Following 
the French adoption of the term salles d’asile, Italian infant schools were called asilo 
d’infanzia, and Danish infant schools asyler.51 Although some infant schools in southern 
Sweden was termed asyler under influence from Denmark, the Swedish literal translation 
of infant school was the most common: initially translated infant-skolor (1835), små 
barns skolor (1836), småbarns-skolor or småbarn-skolor (1837) and thereafter generally 
småbarnsskolor.52

As noted above, there was no uniform British model of infant schools but a range of 
models including those of Owen and Wilderspin. Although the publications concerning 
the Swedish infant schools often mentioned Robert Owen as a part of a narrative that 
gave the infant school movement a certain historical significance, Samuel Wilderspin’s 
vision of the infant school remained the main model in Sweden.53 When discussing the 
Swedish infant schools, Wilderspin was described as the most prominent infant school 
teacher, the founder of the first infant school in London, or the individual who along with 
Owen did the main work of improving or perfecting the infant school.54

As noted above, Wilderspin promoted a comparatively comprehensive curriculum. In 
a week-long schedule published by Wilderspin, he included prayers and hymns in each 
morning and afternoon session. Each morning covered teaching in letters and spelling, 
combined with lessons in either natural history, geography, addition and subtraction, 
geometrical figures, division, or lessons in weights, measures, time, or coins. In the 
afternoons, the children were either taught about scripture history, maths, spelling, 
pence and shillings, “men and things”, geometry, natural history, or scripture history.55 

In line with his ecumenical vision of infant school education, Wilderspin assigned 

49Minutes 23 April 1838, 21 October 1841, 19 December 1844, SSB, SSA.
50Fredrik Feddersen, Om asylerne, deres vigtighed for den arbeitende stand, og deres betydning i staten (Köpenhamn, 1836), 

14.
51Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models,” 38−9; Victor Cousins, On the State of Education in Holland (London: John 

Murray, 1838), 102; Albisetti, “Froebel Crosses the Alps,” 160.
52Några ord till förmon för inrättandet av Infant-skolor i Hufvudstaden (1835); Subscriptions-lista för inrättandet av ”små 

barns Skolor” i Hufvudstaden (1836); Subscriptions-Lista för inrättandet av Småbarn-Skolor i Sverige (1837); Forsell, Om 
småbarns-skolor.

53Regarding Owen, see e.g. Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 4−5.
54Forsell, Anteckningar i anledning af en resa, 116; Calmar läns och Ölands tidning, 10 April 1841; Tidning för Södermanland, 

16 April 1842; Nya Dagligt Allehanda, 20 April 1865.
55Samuel Wilderspin, The Infant System for Developing the Physical, Intellectual, and Moral Powers of All Children from One 

to Seven Years of Age (London: Simpin and Marshall, 1832), 124−5.
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relative limited time to religious teaching that focused mainly on bible history acceptable 
to all Christian denominations.56

Forsell’s vision of the infant schools was, in line with Wilderspin’s, that of a rather 
school-like institution for working-class children between two and seven years of age. 
Forsell proposed the day schedule that Wilderspin described as the most common in 
schools for the poor, comprising so-called reading exercises between 9:00 am and 12:00 
pm, and between 2:00 and 4:00 pm. Sundays were vacant, and Wednesdays and Saturdays 
were half-days. Children who brought their own food with them could stay until 6:00 
pm.57

Forsell’s curriculum was clearly informed by Wilderspin’s. Compared to Swedish 
primary schools, which in the mid-nineteenth century still focused on reading, writing, 
counting, and religious knowledge, Forsell promoted a broad curricula that also included 
geography, history, and natural history.58 For example, Forsell presented reading exer-
cises on coins, dimensions, weights, and European capitals, as well as information about 
Sweden’s geography and history and a list of Swedish royals.59 Contrary to Wilderspin, 
who stressed Bible stories and general Christian morality, and David Stow who strongly 
opposed the use of the catechism, Forsell suggested a protestant education in line with the 
Swedish church that included not only Bible history but also the Small Catechism (Lilla 
katekesen), with its summary of the protestant Christian faith presented in question-and- 
answer form.60

Similar to Wilderspin, Forsell advocated a range of teaching practices, including 
short lectures and story-telling, and the presentation of images of scenes from the 
Bible or objects from nature.61 A central teaching method, in both Wilderspin’s 
and Forsell’s books, was the question-and-answer model, where the teacher’s 
questions were answered either by individual children or by all children at once.62 

In addition, Forsell recommended that the more advanced teaching of spelling and 
reading would be conducted as they were in common monitorial schools, using so- 
called monitors who each taught a group of eight children. Forsell recommended 
writing to be taught using benches filled with sand, just as in Swedish monitorial 
schools.63

Like Wilderspin, Forsell stressed the importance of order, regularity, and 
discipline.64 Forsell’s vision of order resembled that of monitorial education, and 
it was indeed disciplinary in Michel Foucault’s sense of the word, striving to 
organise and control the children’s positions and movement during the classes.65 

For example, Forsell’s prescription for how a day should begin in an infant school 

56Wilderspin, The Infant System, 234.
57Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 17, 38, 155; cf. Samuel Wilderspin, A System for the Education of the Young (London: James S. 

Hodson, 1840), 48; Wilderspin, The Infant System, 3.
58Regarding the content of schooling in nineteenth century Sweden, see Johannes Westberg, “Basic Schools in Each and 

Every Parish: The School Act of 1842 and the Rise of Mass Schooling in Sweden,” in Westberg et al., School Acts and the 
Rise of Mass Schooling, 206−207, 211−13.

59Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 40−66.
60Ibid., 18; Cruickshank, “David Stow, Scottish Pioneer,” 207; McCann and Young, Samuel Wilderspin, 84.
61Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 38, 40−146.
62Ibid., 39−40. See e.g. Wilderspin, The Infant System, ch. x.
63Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 30; Esbjörn Larsson, En lycklig Mechanism: Olika aspekter av växelundervisningens som en del 

av 1800-talets utbildningsrevolution (Uppsala: Swedish Science Press, 2014), 124, 131.
64Regarding Wilderspin, see e.g. Burger, “Entanglement and Transnational Transfer,” 313.
65On discipline and monitorial education in Sweden, see Larsson, “Classes in Themselves,” 515−16.
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was similar to that presented in a Swedish manual on monitorial education.66 This 
entailed dividing the children into as many groups as there was benches on the 
gallery and then, after a signal from the teacher, having them march up on the 
gallery. Once the children took their seats, the teacher gave a new signal, at which 
point the children stood up, joined hands, and read the Lord’s prayer all at once.67

This disciplinary emphasis on uniformity, order, and pace also marked Forsell’s 
description of teaching practices. He argued that when children read words, they should 
do it “together and in pace”; when learning maths, children should repeat the numbers 
that the teacher indicated and, to mark the pace, simultaneously beat their tied fists firmly 
against their knees.68 Even when the children were to be enlivened, order was retained. 
Instead of just asking the children to stretch, the teacher gave the children a signal to 
stand up all at once, and then sit down at a new signal. According to Forsell, this was an 
effective practice when repeated several times.69

In support of this disciplinary arrangement, Forsell promoted the use of Wilderspin’s 
galleries (Figure 2).70 Forsell advocated galleries that were smaller than those for 100 or 
200 children described by Wilderspin.71 The 1837 manual described a gallery for about 
100 children, and the 1841 manual mentioned a gallery for 50 or more children.72 

According to Forsell’s handbook, the gallery had two main designs. The most common, 
Forsell claimed, was the variant in which the stairs of the gallery were placed in the 
middle, which enabled a clear division between boys and girls. In the second variant, the 
stairs were placed at one side of the gallery.73

Infant schools transformed in local settings

As the existing literature on the history of infant schools indicates, there was a gap 
between the infant school as an educational vision and infant schools as a local practice in 
varying national contexts. In Italy, French visitors noted the emphasis put on handicraft 
lessons. In Netherlands, children were at times divided into classes according to their age. 
While the gallery was a trademark of infant schools in England, France, and Denmark 
(the so-called asyltrappe), it was occasionally replaced with desks or benches in 
Germany.74

Although Forsell’s handbooks were widely disseminated, available source materials 
suggest that there was a certain distance between Forsell’s vision and the reality of infant 
schools in Swedish cities. Generally, the infant schools targeted what was described as 
poor or working-class children, as Forsell had indicated, but an infant school in Malmö 
based on Forsell’s methods was advertised for children from better families (“bättre mans 
barn”).75 The discrepancies also included the length of the school days and the age of the 

66Larsson, “Classes in Themselves,” 517−19.
67Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 38−9.
68Ibid., 23.
69Ibid., 40.
70Regarding these galleries, see Thomas Markus, “Early Nineteenth Century School Space and Ideology,” Paedagogica 

Historica 32, no. 1 (1996): 40−3.
71Wilderspin, A System for the Education, xiii.
72Forsell, Om småbarns-skolor, 7; Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 17−18.
73Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 17–18.
74Luc, “The Spread of Infant School Models,” 47−8; Thomassen, Asylbevægelsen, 91−3.
75Malmö Allehanda, 24 March 1848.
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children accepted. In Göteborg, the children could stay between 8:00 am and 6:00 pm, in 
Stockholm between 9:15 am and 1:00 pm, in Gävle between 9:00 am and 6:00 pm, in 
Helsingborg between 5:30 am and 7:00 pm, and in Malmö between 8:00 am and at least 
5:00 pm. In Linköping, the infant school catered to children aged between three and eight 
years, four to eight in Landskrona, three to seven in Gävle, and two to six in Helsingborg 
and Göteborg.76

Since the source materials on the educational practices of infant schools are scarce, it is 
difficult to measure the distance between Forsell’s visions and actual practice. However, 
there is some evidence indicating certain discrepancies. Visitors’ expectations were not 
always met. In Stockholm, a critic suggested that neither the infant schools’ air quality 
nor discipline met the desired level. In Malmö, the children suffered from insanitary 
premises due to a water-filled basement and the resulting rot, while the infant school of 
Jönköping was described as cramped in its initial years.77 There is also evidence of other 
kinds of local variations. In Uppsala, children were taught beautiful writing 
(skönstavning). In Göteborg, classes in physical education were introduced since they 
were offered to the infant school for free, and in Malmö the number of lessons with the 
song teacher was increased.78

The choice of models also indicates certain local variation. Some infant schools turned 
to primary schools for advice. In Karlskrona, the infant school teacher was sent to the 
city’s primary schools, and in Örebro, the teacher was given time off twice per semester to 
visit primary schools.79 The importance of schools as a model was also evident when 
knowledge of monitorial education was mentioned as one of the strength of a future 
infant school teacher. In other cases, influences from the Danish infant schools may be 
discerned. The infant schools in Malmö and Halmstad had gathered information from 
their Danish counterparts, and the infant schools of Malmö and Landskrona were called 
asyler, in line with the Danish infant schools.80

Available source materials nevertheless indicate that Swedish infant schools 
exhibited certain similarities. The gallery promoted by Wilderspin and Forsell 
was common, and used in infant schools including those of Stockholm, Göteborg, 
Karlskrona, Lund, Malmö and Örebro. In these settings, these galleries were 
presented with slightly varying design as indicated by Figures 3  and 4.81 

Available source materials also describe school-like educational activity with a 
focus on religious teaching, reading, writing, counting, and teaching in subjects 
such as natural history and history. In this respect, the Swedish infant schools 

76Day-schedule 30 November 1858, F:1, GB, MSA; Annual reports 1861−63, F1a:1, GSB, RAG; Berättelse avgifven till 
Sällskapet för småbarnsskolors inrättande i hufvudstaden (1899); Sigurd Westman, Ett femtioårigt daghem: Friherrinnan 
Eva Tornérhjelms barnasyl 1895–1945 (Helsingborg: s.n., 1945), 11; “Statutes for women’s association in Gävle 1845−46,” 
p. 2, A1:1, Gefle fruntimmersförening, GSA; Korrespondenten, 22 September 1866; Östgöta Correspondenten 6 November 
1858.

77Fredrika Ehrenborg’s diary, 22 March 1847, Samling Bring E.G., Lund University Library; minutes 6 September 1878, F:1, 
GB, MSA; Jönköpingsposten, 3 May 1888.

78Minutes 18 June 1881, A1:1, GB, MSA; minutes 26 May 1846, A1a:1, GSB, RAG.
79Minutes 16 February 1869, 6 December 1883, A:1, SSV, ÖSA; Minutes 19 May 1890, Enskilda småbarnsskolan i Karlskrona 

(ESK), Blekinge country museum (BLM). See also minutes 21 September 1866, A1a:1, GSB, RAG.
80Dagligt Allehanda, 30 October 1841; Malmö nya Allehanda 4 June 1844; minutes 23 July 1851, A1:1, SSB, SSA; Statutes 

1865, A 248:6, Landskrona fruntimmersförening, Landskrona museum.
81Minutes 26 July 1838, A1:1, SSB, SSA; Minutes 26 September 1849, Enskilda småbarnsskolan, BLM; Drawing of Majorna’s 

infant school (1869–1892), J1:1, GSB, RAG; Minutes 4 December 1913, A:1, Lunds fruntimmersförening; Register of 
objects from the infant school, Enskilda småbarnsskolan, BLM.

PAEDAGOGICA HISTORICA 113



seemed to follow the same pattern as many of their English counterparts, which 
tended to be transformed into a kind of preparatory school for primary schools, 
and Italian asili, which were criticised for their emphasis on academic instruction 
and rote learning.82 Perhaps indicatively, the relatively strong emphasis on aca-
demic instruction in Swedish infant schools was recognised by a Danish visitor in 
1837.83

This vision of the infant school as a kind of school is evident from short 
descriptions. The purpose of Karlskrona infant school was described as acquaint-
ing children with discipline and providing them with the first concepts of God, 
nature, and society. In other cities, infant schools were described as a kind of 
preparatory school. In Gävle, the infant school was termed a “preparatory educa-
tional institution”; in Nyköping the planned infant school (opened in 1843) was 
supposed to prepare children for the city’s monitorial school; and in Uppsala the 

Figure 3. The gallery of Örebro infant school (1865). Source: Drawing by Katarina Elisabeth Sylvander, 
28 July 1865. Reproneg. 311/77, Örebro läns museum.

Figure 4. The gallery of Gamla barnasylen, Malmö (1914). Source: Leif Ljungberg, Gamla barnasylen i 
Malmö: Några anteckningar till ett hundraårsjubileum (Malmö: s.n., 1943), 19.

82Whitbread, The Evolution of the Nursery-Infant School, 15; Albisetti, “Froebel Crosses the Alps,” 162.
83Thomassen, Asylbevægelsen, 220.
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primary school was described as a continuation of the infant school.84 There are 
also further indications of the content of the instruction in infant schools. In her 
travel memoirs from 1865, Katarina Elisabeth Sylvander described how 70 children 
from the Örebro infant school were provided with a basic education in religion, 
natural history, and geography, and that the children also sang Christian songs.85 

A similar story was published in an article on the infant school of Adolf Fredrik in 
Stockholm from the same year. That article described how 60 children were taught 
in the Small Catechism, geography, natural history, and Swedish history from the 
sixteenth century onwards. The children were also given a short gymnastics lesson. 
The results were described as impressive, quoting a woman who concluded that 
she had met many 16-year-olds less knowledgeable about Sweden’s cities, lakes, 
and mountains than the poor children she met that day.86

Evidence from the Malmö infant school presents excellent insights into an infant school 
with emphasis on academic instruction. The school’s annual report from 1855 noted that 
although the children showed low abilities in reading and spelling, one could “heartily 
rejoice” at the children reading Luther’s Small Catechism by heart, their singing, knowledge 
of biblical history, and their basic knowledge in natural history and geography.87 The day 
schedule of this infant school (1858) also had a focus on education, with each day starting 
with religious education. After prayer and psalm song lasting no longer than 10 minutes, 
the schedule included teaching in subjects such as biblical history, writing, spelling, maths, 
arithmetic, geography, natural history, and physical education.88

Although brief, such descriptions do provide insights into the workings of these institutions. 
Apart from presenting institutions with an emphasis on academic instruction, the use of the 
catechism in Stockholm, Göteborg, Malmö, and Uppsala indicates that the religious education in 
Swedish infant schools was probably more specific than the general Christian knowledge that 
Wilderspin proposed.89 Like Stow, Wilderspin questioned the use of catechism in infant schools, 
stressing the importance of including children of different beliefs in the same school, and claiming 
that specific instruction in religious matters were the concern of the clergy and parents.90 

However, a more specific Lutheran content was not unexpected from the Swedish infant schools, 
since membership in the Swedish church was mandatory for Swedish citizens until 1860.91

The infant school in Uppsala: the black box of infant education

The most detailed insights into the workings of a Swedish infant school is, to my knowledge, 
presented by an undated notebook from Her Royal Highness Princess Eugenia’s infant school in 
Uppsala.92 They offer a rare glimpse into the so-called black box of schooling, or in this case the 

84Subscription list (undated), Enskilda småbarnsskolan, BLM; Post- och Inrikes Tidningar, 26 November 1841; Anders 
Oldberg, Tal vid första års-festen för barnen i fattig-skolorna uti Upsala d. 17 October 1841 (Uppsala: Leffler, 1841), 14. The 
quote “förberedande bildningsanstalt” is from Annual report 1851, A1:1, Gefle fruntimmersförening, Gävle stadsarkiv.

85Travel memoirs of Katarina Elisabeth Sylvander (1865), Handlingar rörande småbarnsskolan, ÖLM.
86Nya Dagligt Allehanda, 20 April 1865.
87Minutes 29 May 2029, 1855, F:1, GB, MSA.
88Day schedule, 30 November 1858, F:1, GB, MSA.
89Minutes 3 September 1850, GSB, RAG; Minutes 29 May 2029, 1855, F:1, GB, MSA; and Nya Dagligt Allehanda, 20 April 

1865; Notes on day schedule, A:2, UIF, SAU, 6.
90Wilderspin, A System for the Education, 217.
91Jonas Alwall, “Religious Liberty in Sweden: An Overview,” Journal of Church and State 42, no. 1 (2000): 151.
92Minutes 24 April 1839, A:1, UIF, SAU.
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black box of infant schools. That is, the educational realities of classrooms and educational 
processes that are so challenging to study for historians of education.93 As a result, they provide 
unusually rich information about how Forsell’s translation of Wilderspin’s infant school model 
could be transformed on a local level.

The instruction described by the Uppsala notebook clearly resembles the infant school 
model promoted by Carl af Forsell. This is particularly evident in the morning ritual, 
which was strictly organised in line with Forsell’s handbook. According to the notebook, 
each day began with the children arriving at the school and greeting the teacher politely. 
Then children should hang up their caps and other garments on nails, mounted on the 
wall for that purpose, and then sit down on their bench. This should be done in good 
order according to the notebook, which meant that everything that broke discipline – 
slamming, jumping, playing, talking, stamping, and kicking − was prohibited.94

The Uppsala infant school placed strong emphasis on academic instruction and rote 
learning, which may be explained by its close ties to the primary schools of the city. The 
infant school was created by the school inspector, Dr Thorssander; its first teacher was a 
former assistant primary school teacher, and in 1862 the primary school board overtook 
the responsibility of the infant school.95 Consequently, the infant school did not involve a 
gallery; instead, children sat on benches as was the case in ordinary primary schools. As a 
fundamental organisational principle, the infant school also employed a variant of the 
monitorial system, promoted by the Swedish educationalist Torsten Rudenschöld.96 

According to this system, the children should sit in pairs: a junior reader (underläsare), 
who was uncertain about spelling and relatively ignorant in other subjects, was placed 
together with a senior reader (överläsare).97

As in Swedish primary schools, religious instruction was given ample attention. Each 
day started with a hymn, the teacher reading a short prayer, and a short interrogation of 
some Bible passages. Thereafter, the Gospel was taught, which meant that the children 
read the Gospel out loud together with the teacher. Particularly important Bible verses 
were repeated by the children in chorus or by an articulate child. After reading and 
repeating the Gospel, the teacher explained it, in three steps. First, the teacher visualised 
the Bible verses that they had read, for example, by using a map of Palestine. The teacher 
then presented the verses’ general moral lessons, and finally presented their practical 
implications for the children’s everyday life. Twice a week, catechism lesson replaced 
Gospel reading.98

After Gospel reading, a catechism examination followed for the older children, and the 
reading of simpler Bible passages for the younger children. The examination was con-
ducted meticulously with two or three children at a time, and the children were expected 
to read passages from the catechesis flawlessly, which according to the notebook required 
a gentle seriousness, determination and perseverance from the teacher. The teacher 

93Harold Silver, “Knowing and Not Knowing in the History of Education,” History of Education 21, no. 1 (1992): 97–108; 
Sjaak Braaster, Ian Grosvenor and María del Mar del Pozo Andrés, “Opening the Black Box of Schooing,” 9–19.

94Notes on day schedule, A:2, UIF, SAU, 2.
95Minutes, 24 April 1839, 27 November 1862, A:1, UIF, SAU; Th. Wensjoe, Minnes-ord på Lärarinnan vid H.K.H Prinsessan 

Eugenias Små-barns-Skola i Upsala Christina Lovisa Söderhjelms jordfästades (Uppsala: Leffler och Sebell, 1842), 8.
96Thorsten Rudenschöld, Svenska folkskolans praktiska ordnande: Efter vidgad erfarenhet, vunnen under resor åren 1854 och 

1855 (Göteborg: Hedlund & Lindskog, 1856), 34.
97Notes on day schedule, A:2, UIF, SAU, 3.
98Ibid., 4, 14.
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punished the children who failed in this exercise by forcing them to practice the 
catechesis at one of the classroom walls.99

This significance attached to religious education in Uppsala affected the teacher’s 
role. Where Forsell acknowledged that a teacher should primarily be knowledgeable, 
good-tempered, and child loving, Eugenia’s infant school in Uppsala stressed the 
teacher’s genuine religiosity.100 In order for the Gospel to come alive for the 
children, the word of God also had to be alive for the teacher. This presupposed 
that the teacher had a private relationship with Jesus Christ, and that she devoted 
herself entirely to Jesus.101

Like in Swedish primary schools, religious education was mainly complemented 
with reading, writing, and arithmetic. Thus, the infant school in Uppsala clearly 
prepared children for the future primary school. Before lunch, children were 
taught to read and write. With explicit reference to the manual of Rudenschöld, 
the children were separated into three groups.102 Depending on their ability, the 
children were either occupied with writing simple figures like dashes or individual 
letters, copying text from books, or writing after dictation. During the lesson, 
silence should prevail, and no other sound than dictation and the teacher’s 
corrections should be heard.103 Before lunch, children could also be trained in 
spelling, using the semi-circles known from the Monitorial system, and exercises 
in reading aloud.104

After lunch, the curriculum of the infant school was broadened, even though some 
religious content remained. After a short session of Bible stories, children were taught 
maths; here the teacher was assisted by monitors (older children).105 This session was 
followed by reading exercises, where the New Testament was recommended as a reading 
book, and either singing, mental calculation, geography, or natural history. However, 
there was an option to include religious content in this final session as well. According to 
the notebook, children usually appreciated stories about missions to the heathen. The 
school day ended with prayer.106

The example of the Uppsala infant school is valuable since it presents unusually 
detailed insights into the local educational practices of an infant school. As such, it 
is also a good example of how local context may transform the educational visions 
of the infant school. Although the infant school of Uppsala was said to be inspired 
by Forsell’s writings, it was clearly based on contemporary practices in primary 
schools, and clearly influenced by the monitorial system and the writings of 
Rudenschöld. As such, the Uppsala infant school also raises questions regarding 
the unity of the international phenomena of the infant school, which will be 
discussed further below.

99Ibid., 6.
100Forsell, Utkast till handbok, 33–7.
101Notes on day schedule, A:2, UIF, SAU, 13.
102Rudenschöld, Svenska folkskolans praktiska ordnande, 41–3.
103Notes on day schedule, A:2, UIF, SAU, 8.
104Ibid., 8−9.
105Ibid., 10.
106Ibid., 10−11.

PAEDAGOGICA HISTORICA 117



In conclusion

In this article, I have provided an overview of the international dissemination of the 
infant school model, and insights into the transfer, translation, and transformation of 
infant schools in Swedish cities from Malmö in the south to Östersund in the north. My 
analysis of the Swedish case has shed light on certain features of the transnational 
dissemination of infant schools. As elsewhere, handbooks, travels, normal schools, and 
central infant school societies played vital roles in the dissemination of infant schools 
across Sweden. As in other cases, religion as well as members of the liberal and 
philanthropically minded middle classes were vital in this process.

In a theoretical sense, this article indicates the usefulness of distinguishing between the 
translation and the transformation of nineteenth-century infant schools. While the initial 
translation of the infant school was fairly close to the original vision of Wilderspin, the 
transformation of the infant school in local Swedish settings exhibited a certain range of 
interpretations and also notable deviations. As indicated by the rich source materials 
preserved from the infant school of Uppsala, Swedish infant schools could be trans-
formed into schools that prepared children for primary school. This power of the 
primary school to influence other institutions of education and care is worthy of further 
study.

At the same time, this study into Swedish infant schools indicate the limits of a 
perspective on the mobility and metamorphosis of educational visions framed in terms 
of transfer, translation, and transformation. While conflicts and struggles are difficult to 
identify in the source materials under study, there are indications of complexities that are 
worthy of further study. Apart from being influenced by primary schools, Swedish infant 
schools were modelled after Danish infant schools, the monitorial system, and Swedish 
educationalists such as Rudenschöld. This complexity is evident, not the least in the 
religious dimension of the transfer of infant schools to Sweden. Here, an interesting 
contradiction was displayed: although Methodists supported the transfer of Wilderspin’s 
ecumenical vision of infant school to Sweden, Swedish infant schools received a clear-cut 
Swedish-Lutheran character in line with the theology of Church Sweden. For further 
studies into such complexities, the term entanglement might provide an encouraging 
theoretical framework.107

Finally, and most importantly, this article raises further questions regarding 
unity, stability, and identity in transfer, translation, and transformation processes 
in general, and in the international infant school movement in particular. While 
this article is part of the historiography that has described how infant schools have 
been disseminated across the world, with explicit references to infant schools 
located in England, it is evident that Swedish infant schools, like those in other 
countries, clearly could differ from their original model. Terms such as translation 
and transformation stress unity and identity: the infant school that had been 
translated and transformed remained an infant school; it is the same, but different. 
However, as in the case of the Froebelian kindergarten, it is important to ask 
whether we should stress these differences instead, and question whether infant 
schools in their national and local setting rather is to be understood as an 

107See Sobe, “Entanglement and Transnationalism,” 100–5.
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invented tradition.108 That is, a recurring invention of an British tradition of 
infant schools where local practices are discursively linked to an international 
model.
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