




Some Things Don’t Change... 
 

hen my sister first began teaching history at Arkansas State University, she was both amused and befuddled 
by some of the answers that came back on her exams.  In that first year, she learned, for example, that the 
Israelites were “a smaller form of people,” and that Hammurabi’s code was inscribed on a very large, and 

presumably very uncomfortable, stone pillow.  When questioned, the student who gave that answer pointed out 
that my sister had said it was on a “pillar”!   
 Sadly, my sister didn’t keep up (or even keep) her personal collection of “Pullet Surprises,” or I’d probably 
have made them into a book by now.  But as you’ll see in this issue, student bloopers—and the collecting of 
student bloopers—are a time-honored tradition, as much enjoyed by Victorian teachers as they are today. 
 In this issue I’m tickled to bring you Mark Twain’s introduction to (and summary of), as he himself puts it, a 
delightful little book titled English As She Is Taught.  The book is a collection of Victorian student bloopers 
gathered by the author and, apparently, a number of other teachers.  There’s no indication as to what schools these 
came from, or of the ages of the students who thoughtfully provided such howlers. 
 Twain’s article (from Century Magazine) sums up a great many of the best bloopers in the book, so in this 
issue, prepare to be amazed by facts from history and literature that you never knew before.  You’ll learn, for 
instance, that the aborigines were a system of mountains, ammonia is the food of the gods, and a capillary is a 
small caterpillar.   
 You’ll also find some bloopers that are distinctly Victorian.  One student tells us that a “parasite” is a kind of 
umbrella—well, how many of us use a parasol anymore?  A number of students were uncertain as to what a 
“quarternion” was, and the book gives us no help; hence I’m not sure whether the student was being asked to 
define a rather complex mathematical term, or a printing term that refers to a type of book folio!  If the former, 
well, the term might baffle any of us—and if the latter, again, most of us don’t encounter such terms in our daily 
lives. (And by the way, I had no notion of what a “quarternion” might be either until I looked it up!) 
 And that’s another point to be made about this collection.  Rib-tickling as it is, it also gives us some 
indications of what might be involved in a relatively standard, Victorian-American education. (These examples all 
come from American schools and schoolchildren.)  I don’t recall ever being asked about “quarternions” in my 
school days.  And though I consider myself to be reasonably well educated, when delving into the sections on 
history and literature, I must confess that quite often, I hadn’t a clue what the correct answer should have been.  I 
probably learned more about the lives and biographies of a number of famous writers from these students’ 
incorrect answers than I ever learned from a textbook! 
 While Twain recognizes the humor of the collection, he also recognizes the aspect that is not so funny—the 
issue of how students are taught in the first place.  His criticisms of education are as valid today as they were over 
100 years ago: if children are simply stuffed full of facts that are useful only for spitting back onto tests, they learn 
nothing.  Certainly they learn very little that is worthwhile.  Today, we hear more and more about students being 
taught “to the tests”—i.e., being stuffed full of the facts needed to enable them to pass a variety of standardized 
tests, because if they don’t, the schools lose funding.  Obviously, if a school doesn’t have the funding to teach its 
students, students won’t get taught—but if students are taught only what is needed to get the funding to go on 
teaching the students what is needed to get the funding to teach the students... well, I can imagine Mark Twain 
having a bit of a field day with that one! 
 One thing is certain: student bloopers will always be with us.  If you’ve never read the more modern 
collection, Pullet Surprises, I highly recommend it.  And I also highly recommend English as She Is Taught.  In 
fact, I recommend it so highly that I’ve put together a new edition of this charming book (which is available for 
free on Archive.org).  My edition (which includes Twain’s article) is available in print and Kindle; to find out 
more, please visit http://www.victorianvoices.net/books/English.shtml. 
 And have yourself a nice chuckle! 
  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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