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How secondary education reform paved the way for compulsory primary schooling. 
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When Maria Theresa began establishing public gymnasiums in the mid-18th century, 

she wasn’t just founding a few new schools. She was restructuring the entire 

educational system of the Habsburg Monarchy. Before this, most secondary 

education (especially gymnasiums) was run by religious orders — especially the 

Jesuits — and education wasn’t standardized or centrally controlled by the state. 

Here’s why those gymnasiums mattered so much for the 1774 compulsory primary 

education reform: 

 

They marked the shift from Church control to State control. 

By founding and reorganizing public gymnasiums, Maria Theresa strengthened state 

authority over education. This shift was crucial. You can’t introduce compulsory 

schooling unless the state has the power and administrative machinery to enforce it. 

The gymnasium reforms helped build that machinery. 

 

They created a structured, hierarchical school system. 

Gymnasiums were part of a broader reform effort (especially after the Jesuit Order 

was dissolved in 1773). The state began thinking of education as a system with 

levels: 

• Elementary (primary) 

• Secondary (gymnasium) 

• University 

Once secondary education was standardized, it made sense to organize and 

standardize primary education too. Compulsory schooling in 1774 didn’t appear out 

of nowhere — it was the next logical step in system-building. 

 

They helped train teachers and administrators. 

An education system needs trained personnel. Reforming gymnasiums meant 

introducing more standardized curricula and oversight, which in turn required better 

teacher training. That infrastructure later supported the expansion of primary 

schooling. 

 

They reflected Enlightenment thinking. 

Maria Theresa (especially influenced by reformers like Johann Ignaz von Felbiger) 

embraced Enlightenment ideas about useful knowledge, literacy, and a disciplined, 

productive population. Public gymnasiums were part of a broader modernization 

effort: educating loyal, competent civil servants and informed subjects. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johann_Ignaz_von_Felbiger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment


Compulsory primary education General School Regulations (Allgemeine 

Schulordnung) in 1774 followed this logic — basic literacy and moral education were 

seen as necessary for economic development, military strength, and state unity. 

 

They strengthened centralization and state-building. 

The Habsburg Monarchy was multi-ethnic and administratively complex. A state-

controlled school system helped create more uniform administration and loyalty to 

the crown. Compulsory primary education was a powerful tool for this — but it 

required the earlier groundwork of educational centralization. 

 

The establishment of public gymnasiums was important because it marked the 

beginning of state-controlled, standardized education in the Habsburg lands. It built 

the administrative, ideological, and institutional foundation that made the 1774 

introduction of compulsory primary education possible. 

 

https://www.geschichtewiki.wien.gv.at/Allgemeine_Schulordnung_(1774)

