
Impetus to Geography teaching in 19th 
Century Elementary Schools in Malta. 

n the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
Elementary School curriculum in Malta was a 
very narrow one. In 1850 when Canon Paolo 
Pullicino, the newly appointed Director of 
Education on his return from Dublin, where 

he had gone to study the Irish Education system, 
initiated the first attempts towards reform, he was 
so disappointed with the existing system of 
education in Malta, that he devoted a great part of 
his First Report (1850)1 to expounding its main 
defects. He criticised the quality of instruction 
being imparted in the twelve primary schools in 
Malta and the two schools in Gozo, and 
complained that the instruction given was 
inadequate: 

"All teaching reduces itself to .. a little italian, a 
smattering of English, the first and most 
elementary notions of arithmetic, and some very 
rare exercises in handwriting, and the mechanical 
repetition of the Religious Catechism of the 
diocese. To which one can ultimately add some 
general notions of grammar, and some superficial 
ideas of geometry and geography"2. 

Pullicino concerned himself with the broader 
and more refined aspects of education since he 
believed that the full development of a child could 
not be achieved through the restricted teaching of 
reading, writing and arithmetic but through a more 
liberal curriculum. Pullicino, took it upon himself to 
expand the curriculum to include "unimportant" 
subjects such as history and geography. Indeed, 
throughout his career as a Director of Primary 
Schools, Pullicino continually emphasised the 
importance of geography and endeavoured to 
improve its teaching. Indeed, in his many articles 
and books, he provided local teachers with the 
basis of coherent theory for the subject. 

The decision to include geography in the 
curriculum of Maltese schools seemed to reflect a 
then generally accepted belief that no man could be 
called educated if he possessed no knowledge of 
the position of continents and regions of the earth. 
For example the text-book English and Maltese 
Reading Book For The Use of Government 
Primary Schools, 3 attributed to Cosolani (1893) 
considered it a mark of extreme dulness not to 
desire to know something of those numerous 
scenes which lie beyond our sight... and still duller 
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should we be, if we could not help feeling a great 
desire to know what kind of houses our fellow­
beings find in other distant regions ... (and) what 
difficulties or dangers they have to encounter in 
providing for their wants". In a period when the 
dark corners of the earth were being explored and 
annexed, geography was considered a subject of 
compelling interest. 

However, this enlightened view took a long 
time to permeate into the Maltese system, and it 
was only very gradually that geography began to be 
an accepted subject of elementary education. 
From a prospectus (1852)4 showing the branches 
of instruction, geography was to be considered and 
organised as a separate subject only in those 
schools where it could reach a certain required 
level. In other village schools, referred to as "scuole 
comuni" by Pullicino in his Third Report5 

geography was to be considered only as comp­
lementary to reading. In this context, the principal 
scope of geography was to render the reading 
lessons more intelligible and interesting. At a time 
when the vast majority of people were illiterate and 
inumerate priority was given to the teaching of 
reading, writing and arithmetic. 

As explained earlier, before Pullicino's time, 
the teaching of geography consisted in the study of 
political divisions, the extent and relief of land, the 
names of mountains, rivers and seas. Pullicino 
attempted to develop the study of geography 
further than this, and when programmes of 
instruction for schools were published in 18566, 

geography was conceived as being made up of 
various interdependent branches, namely 
Descriptive, Physical, Mathematical, 
Cosmographical and Political. This course was 
streamlined with the then prevailing paradigm of 
geography as the study of physical factors 
influencing human activities. The descriptive and 
physical aspects of geography were unduly 
emphasised however, with consequent neglect of, 
or at least an indifference to, other aspects of the 
subject. Mathematical geography was a very much 
neglected branch, as Keenan pointed out in 18787• 

The reliance on the physical basis of the subject 
persisted even when a liberal interpretation of 
geography admitted the possibility of a more 
human approach. At the same time, Pullicino also 
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recommended the study of the etymology of 
geographical words, whereby pupils would 
endeavour to trace the origin of certain words. 

At this time, the study of subjects related to 
Malta, including the Maltese language did not 
feature strongly in the local system of public 
education. Indeed, local geography was left 
completely out of the picture. So whilst children 
could flippantly and thoughtlessly repeat the 
names of all the countries of England and Wales, or 
of the countries of Europe, their capitals, chief 
products and names of capes and bays, scarcely 
anyone could tell the length or breadth, or the 
population of Malta. When Keenan questioned 
school children about the Island, they thought he 
was indulging in a sort of playful surprise to amuse 
them and they "appeard heartily and innocently to 
enjoy their own ludicrous guesses".7 

This almost total ignorance of the geography 
of Malta was both strange and disappointing since 
the Second Italian Reading Book, in the first lesson 
after the description of the continents, contained a 
short but interesting account of the Maltese 
islands. 

From an educationai point of view, this neglect 
of the geography of Malta was the more strange at a 
time when Malta was an important maritime centre 
of the British colonial world and a vast proportion 
of the ships in the Grand Harbour were bound for, 
or returning from the British dependencies in India, 
China, and Australia. On their return voyages, the 
ships freighted the treasures of the East and the 
South. One would have expected the voyages of 
these ships to serve as excellent material of 
geographical instruction. Reference to Malta's role 
in this aspect would have rendered the study of the 
location and geography of Malta to Maltese 
children one of great attraction, relevance and 
practical value. 

In view of the above, it is not surprising 
therefore that the 1865 Storks Commission of 
Inquiry was extremely critical about the teaching of 
Geography in Maltese Schools. Members of the 
Commission complained that in certain schools 
there was no trace whatsoever of geography 
teaching. The bad results attained by children in 
the schools, implied that the complete geography 
course, as specified in the programmes of 
instruction, was inserted chiefly to show what 
Pullicino would have wished to be taught rather 
than what was actually done. With this view in 
mind, the Commissioners recommended that "no 
instruction in the country Primary Schools is to be 
extended beyond reading, writing, spelling and the 
elements of arithmetic and geography".8 

Although attempts to improve the teaching of 
geography continued, progress was extremely 
slow. In 1878 there were traces of teaching the 

physical geography course prescribed by Pullicino 
in every school, but in the unskilful hands of many 
tei\chers the well-designed course had generally 
degenerated into a mere system of rote leaning. 
Geography was taught in too detailed, factual and 
piecemeal a fashion for it to be effective. 
According to Keenan each teacher had the "same 
set of questions and each put his question in the 
same phraseology as every other teacher".9 The 
pupils, it was repeated, sang out a string of identical 
replies. It is evident that the major aim of the 
teachers was to impart the geographical "where" 
with the neglect of the "what" and the "why". 

The scope was to make children acquainted 
with all the different parts of the earth. Geography 
became a litany and catalogue of products, lists of 
rivers, mountains, towns and villages, which could 
be more satisfactorily termed "catalogue 
geography". 

Resources 
rior to 1850, schools lacked even the 
most necessary and elementary equip­
ment, and even the scanty apparatus 
available, was found to be in a very bad 
state. It was only in the Boys' Schools of 

Valletta and Zejtun that maps were found, and 
these were mainly inadequate and unsuitable to 
pupils' needs. 10 Pullicino, who was convinced of the 
need for aids to improve the teaching of geography, 
recommended the purchase and supply of maps 
and other visual aids.Maps and diagrams, printed 
for use in Irish Schools, were eventually introduced 
in Malta. These maps had clearly marked features 
which made them suitable for use in the 
Elementary schools; later, cardboard maps in relief 
were added. By 1878, there was a fair supply of 
maps in most schools, although a few had hardly 
any for the teaching of geography, among them. 

Several attempts were made to improve the 
rt-sources for the teaching of geography, among 
them a small collection of minerals used in physical 
geography. 11 At one time, Pullicino requested the 
National School Society of London to send him 
catalogues of apparata and the list of prices. 12 On 
another occasion he requested the colonial 
government for the sum of £21. 4s. 8d. to buy maps 
and geography books for the Valletta Primary 
Schools. 13 

It is not certain, however, that teachers made 
much use of these resources. Pullicino advised 
teachers that as far as possible they were to 
illustrate geography lessons by charts, diagrams, 
specimens and demonstrations. They were to end 
the lessons with the method already tried with 
success in Germany, whereby pupils, without the 
aid of the textbook, delineated different parts of the 
world on the blackboard. In spite of Pullicino's 



t)l) 

FIFTEENTH 

OS GEOtoR.\I'IIY. 

If we sutldt.'nly fmmd our:.dves placetl, hy ~ollle 

<•in::uJu:~tunce, 1 in a large and nohlt! IIJ,UJ:~iou, tht" fir~L 

desire we should fl'l'l woultl be to run through its 

ynrious npnrtmcnb, nnd inspect~ ::as do::~ely as \\c' 

eonld !ht• rich furniture, the various cnriositi<.•.s, anti 

:uniquitin., wlti<.:h wt• ll•ight suppose it to cnnt;tin: t>l' 

if, snnw hright day in Summer, we nbtl\iued J ntlmis­

'>ion' into an exteusin~ plc1)~nre ;;rouutl, whl'rC we 

might :-on•, through the openingss of the trcl's, glimp­

S<'~\ of hl'autiful gardl'ns, of lofty hills, ntul foamy 1 

:-;p:1d:lin.::..: 11 t';l.'>t·atlt•s,'J we ~hollltl llfilllrally fL•t•l cagc·r 

1., lly 1" acro~'i tlw spaee IH:lWt't'll, and l'xplore 11 tht• 

whoh: range of gladL•, 1 :: hill, anti valley. 

But suppose Wt\ l(lUIHI that the only room in the 

great mamion ltoft open to ns wa!:i thnt to which wt~ 

had lw1'll ad111ii!Pd; or that to go tiYCI' tltt> apart­

ments nnt inuucdiatdy nronnd u~. woultl take a long­

c·r tinw tht\ll we had to •pan~; or that tlhTt~ \\a:-. 

c·' 
.. J,.tuc•· 
11 lt!'\dt~;u 

\':}lid! '\u11ld n'IHI!'I' it tlangPrnns for liS to 

:1 .jah1C"t -t m;ul(aLJ 

·•/'•.1\\l,, :i jPru::,.:u ~ w.t..Jt'•t 
J:! ,; !'(<t 

:. r..tct' 
IU nallru 

IL f,\IERf Bt.\ ~llfTrB 
TAL MALTiN 

81 

JICIH:Irate•:~ thn1ngl1 the wimling 14 passngcs 1.; and 

gallcric:-; of the lmiltling i what should we thcn do? 
\Vc :-.hould nuL he less nuxions 1 G to learn whnt tl1e 

Lnildiug eontainctl; our t•uriosity 17 would rather be 
int·rcnsetl; und we should no douht be plensed, if we 

lu:nrd that there wns some one in the house who 

knew cvt•ry thing it eontained; nH thnt had hnppt>n­
•:cl in it; hnw its rootwl were furnished; what curio­
~iti~·s Wt'l'c stored' 11 in its iuncrmostl 9 rccesst•s;$ 0 and 

thl'\l this pt•rson would willingly~ 1 come nnd satisfy:: 

us on whatt~vt.•r point we might like to question him. 

Suppose in the snme mansion, that the ph:nsure .. 

gruurul wc1·c far too extensive to nlJow of our traver­
ging: · tlu;m, hut to a sulflll flq;rt>c; thnt the hitb 
au.J \mtt•rft~lfs·:' lay:.:,; nt n considerable Jistance from 

tb; it would, no douht, be very agreeable. if some 
one Wl'll at'quaintetl with tlw wiwlings of tile paths, 

rould take us to n puiut of ri!:ling 116 ground, wht>nce 

lht.• whole sCt'IIC might he cuntemplatcd1 1 with e~~·· 
nnd at llli~urc. 

1'\ow tl10 worl(t is likt~ this mngnHiccnt mansion or 
thcst' \'ast plantntiow. i J" Wt~ enn S('l! hut a vrry stnall 
po1lion of it; llu.: \I'OIIdt•r!:l·1 1 of it!l ditl~:n•ut climate~ 

are ltiddenJ cl hy distance. Oce:ms:1 3 . and deserts·, • 
mu~l he t·ntSSt!tl. :I; if Wt' would view with our t'Jf~s 

1.1 m·tl(.ltt 11 UlllC.:I\H\q.;in 1.'• I>"~·U:H Hi lllll..)cwJiu 

17 rt•(!J" JH uwtzunln l!lt·l-al..tnr gc·wwculn ~0 Jawtlw(.~~ 

munfarid:t :.11 h't, ,,,J,t 22 ~~~hlm(pna 'l.~ uofurJu 

:!t \~aue:t~t·l-ma z:.jo.jntln 26 t11ia '!.i lllil(.\uhn. 

~'tl lllt'~fr:\c. .!:J f.11J<I jC) lllll(ii\VWU!t)n :H e·~iuhif't :.12 fHUc­
IJtju :!J t'h(.rn 3111Mrit•t :1:, me•1ltlijn 

A. FERRIS. 

IT -TIENI l(TIEB 
TAL 

QAl~IMALTI 
GALL ISKEYYEL ·TAL GVEJiN. 

By Courtesy 

of the 

National Library 

of Malta. 

(b"'l'-'ill'AT IT-TIJ:LET !),ARBA) 

/.-- . "::--'\ 
~:'' 

MALTA, 
Y inhicg XV.LfN gu.nd J. MUSCA'!', Lf:!:rrur..}?ditur 

l;t.uda Mercanti, No. 48 
18 8 6. 

( CIJpiJright.) 

27 



28 

efforts, however, Keenan was not impressed by the 
local teachers. In 1878, he commented on the lack 
of good display of maps on the walls and urged 
teachers to refer to the outlines of Malta when 
introducing map reading to children.l4 

Textbooks 
or many years local education relied on 
reading books for Maltese and English 
to impart geographical knowledge. 
Again on being appointed Director of 
Education, Pullicino felt that more suit­

able textbooks were required. He travelled wide to 
see what textbooks were being used abroad. His 
choice was eventually that of H. Reid's "Physical 
Geography" and a "Compendium of Geography" 
published by the Irish National Schools. 15 Later, 
Pullicino enlisted the help of two experienced local 
teachers, Annibale Preca and Achille F erris to 
write badly needed textbooks. 

The majority of the ninetheenth-century 
Maltese textbooks contained lessons in political 
and descriptive geography. The language generally 
used, and often the content too, appears to have 
been difficult for young children. Keenan reported 
that "At the Zebbug Boys' School and indeed at 
many other schools, I found that the children were 
quite bewildered by the hardness of the words, and 
the difficulty of the matter" .16 To make matters 
worse, the format of the textbooks was most 
unstimulating; consequently learning was reduced 
to the routine where the class as a whole was 
required to read a chapter, paraphrase it, add a 
map in illustration. As many textbooks included a 
list of exercises at the end of each chapter, 
homework or classwork was based on these. 

In spite of all the difficulties and shortcomings, 
however, the teaching of geography in Elementary 
Schools was given an impetus, mainly through the 
efforts of Can. P. Pullicino, the Director of 
Education at the time. 
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