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Of her own formal education, Robina tells us very little, and the little she tells is not 
very favourable to it, but she praises her intrinsically motivated desire for knowledge of 
the natural world. Shortly after stranding on the island, she reminds herself (and tells 
her readers) that the life of a cast-away is what she had secretly dreamed of, and had 
prepared herself for, from her early childhood: 

Nay, might I not say that my education, that part of it which was self-imposed, had been such as 
would train me to turn my energies to account? What books of travel and adventure had I not 
perused, what names of trees, fruits, and roots, suitable for shipwrecked travellers, had I not stored 
in my mind! I had learned much of the elements of geology, chemistry, and botany; cookery and 
medicine even I had not neglected. True, I had not penetrated farther than the first principles of 
these sciences, and my studies in them had been carried on in such hours when, thankful to escape 
from the confinement of the schoolroom, I hid myself with a favourite book in my imaginary 
desert isle. (244) 

Significantly, Robina stresses that she had the practical application of her self-education 
in mind from the very start, and she stresses that popular books like travel accounts and 
adventure stories form suitable reading for this kind of education. What becomes 
similarly clear is that Robina disliked her formal education, since she emphasizes the 
"confines of the schoolroom", and this is an indication that the subjects treated did not 
interest her.  

Particularly among the middle class, June Purvis concludes that "the content of 
education [...] tended to stress ornamental knowledge that might attract and impress a 
suitor" (64), and she points out that education was mainly conducted at home or at "a 
small private school managed by middle-class ladies" (Purvis, 65; cf. also Borer, 260). 
However, a reform movement had begun in the late 1840s, gathering momentum in the 
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1850s and 60s (cf. Purvis, 73; Borer, 260-271), but while "provision for the education 
of children of the working classes was increasing, [...] for girls of the middle classes 
there were still hardly any schools offering an education worth having" (Borer, 271). 
Admittedly, after the Endowed School Act of 1869 a number of new 'high schools' for 
middle-class girls were established – but the vast majority of them still went to 
'traditional' private schools (cf. Purvis, 76). Of these schools, Joyce Senders Pedersen 
concludes that teachers tended to be "amateur[s]" (129) and that "the diversity of subject 
matter and the superficial way in which all topics were treated" was primarily suited "to 
prepare a lady for the drawing room, where she might [...] converse fleetingly upon a 
variety of topics" (128).


