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Most world history textbooks talk about Sumerian scribes  
and cuneiform writing on clay tablets. Below are some quotes 
from the 2012 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt “World History: Ancient 
Civilizations Through the Renaissance” textbook.

“ Sumerians first used cuneiform to keep business records. A 
scribe, or writer, would be hired to keep track of the items 
people traded. Government officials and temples also hired 
scribes to keep their records. Becoming a scribe was a way to 
move up in social class.” (Burnstein, 66)

“ Sumerian students went to school to learn to read and write.” 
(Burnstein, 66)

“ In time, Sumerians put their writing skills to new uses. They 
wrote works on history, law, grammar, and math. They also 
created works of literature. Sumerians wrote stories, proverbs, 
and songs. They wrote poems about the gods and about 
military victories. Some of these were epics, long poems that 
tell stories of heroes. Later, people used some of these poems 
to create The Epic of Gilgamesh, the story of a legendary 
Sumerian king.” (Burnstein, 66)

BUT HOW DO WE KNOW?
Penn Museum archaeologists excavating sites at Ur and Nippur 
in the 1920s and 30s found thousands of clay tablets in certain 
buildings. Due to the high number of clay tablets and the kind of 
writing they contained, researchers believe these buildings could 
only have been libraries or schools.

Archaeologists can tell most of these tablets are examples of 
students learning how to write because many of them show the 
same symbols repeated over and over again in sloppy handwriting 
that indicates a child practicing something new. Areas where the 
clay of a tablet is worn down indicate spots where a student had  
to erase their mistakes and start over.

Variations in the tablets suggests that students learned how to 
write in stages:

First, they practiced just the wedge-shaped marks necessary to 
eventually form words and phrases.

Once they got comfortable pressing the stylus into clay and making 
the marks properly, they began writing words and phrases. Most 
of these early-learning tablets have an example line (presumably 
written by the teacher) followed by a series of lines written by the 
student practicing until they got it right. Many are rectangular, but 
some are small and round “lentil” or “bun” shaped tablets.
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Eventually, students would advance to writing entire narratives  
on a single tablet, organizing words and phrases into columns 
on the front and back. Many tablets have the same phrases and 
sentences written in different handwriting, suggesting that there 
were certain standardized stories that everyone had to learn and 
practice. Sometimes an entire story is squeezed onto one tablet  
in multiple columns, and sometimes one tablet will contain only  
a part of the story.

Examples of epic poems, historical documents of the accomplishments 
and failures of various kings, hymns dedicated to gods and 
goddesses, proverbs, fables, and mathematical tablets were all 
found among the excavated tablets. The wide range of subject 
matter suggests that the skills scribes learned in school could  
be applied to a variety of potential career opportunities.
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For more information, read this source article:
https://www.penn.museum/documents/publications/expedition/PDFs/40-2/Tinney.pdf
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