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ABSTRACT

This contribution sheds light on the interaction between print technology, social literacy
and primary school pedagogy from the seventeenth to the twentieth century. The printing
press opened up the possibility of a Christi an education for all: psalters and catechisms
became a vehicle for teaching both religious content and the writing system using the

spelling method.

To move beyond this limited Christian literacy combining reading and memorization, and

enable learners tor ead any text directly, textbooks separated the process into two stages:

training beginners first to decipher, using the spelling method, and then to read different

kinds of texts (informative, moral, civic). As many beginners failed at decoding, all

subsequ e n't 0Oinnovationsdéd (word met hsadmethedephonesce met hod, Il ook
etc.) aimed to bridge the gap produced by this separation. This article will show how this

common objective has been realized to varying degrees in different countries, especially in

France and the United States (based on education policy, national language, teacher

training, textbook publishing, etc).
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INTRODUCTION: LEARNING TO READ IN SCHOOL,
A COMPLICATED HISTORY

Numerous studies have been devoted to the history of writing. Historians
were at first perplexed by the various forms and symbolic meanings of the
signs they had to understand, such as cuneiforms, hieroglyphs, and
alphabets (Robinson, 1995). They have also described the relationship
between writing tools, writing materials and the writing itself: characters
carved in wood, stone, or on clay tablets; writings on papyrus, parchment, rag
paper or wood-pulp paper, handwritten with a reed, a quill pen, a metal pen,
or a pencil, or typed on a keyboard; words printed on paper with a press, a
typewriter, or a printer; and keyboard strokes as ordered characters across a
screen (Breton-Gravereau & Thibault, 1998).

In 1454, Gutenberg and his press began a new era in Western countries
(Eisenstein, 1983; Martin & Chartier, 1983, 1986). This technological innovation,
which vastly multiplied the number of potential readers, produced
unforeseeable social, political and religious effects. Indeed, the massive
distribution of books, pamphlets, pictures and various other printed texts
fueled religious conflicts, spurred the rise of vernacular languages, and
expanded the reception areas for printed texts. It simultaneously changed the
course of the history of literacy (with the beginning of mass literacy in Europe),
the history of schools (necessary to provide basic religious instruction for boys
and girls) and the history of education (as the goals of social, professional and
religious education evolved along with the new tools).

Yet it was only in the 1980’s that historians began to study the qualitative
impact of technological innovations in writing on the reception of texts, that is
to say on reading itself. We always knew that to be a reader was not an evenly
shared cultural competence. This skill had slowly trickled down from the top
to the bottom of the social scale, spreading from cities to the countryside, and
had been mastered earlier by men than by women (Furet & Ozouf, 1977; Graff, 19s1;
Magalhaes, 1994; Vinao, 1999). However, like anthropologists, psychologists and
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pedagogues, historians had long assumed that a person who had mastered the
rules of the alphabetical language “could read”; that is to say, could read
anything (whether a Latin discourse or news on a screen). This immutable
representation of reading has been questioned by recent research focused not
on the production and dissemination of written texts, but on how texts were
received by readers (Cavallo & Chartier, 1996). “Reading” was not a stable skill
in time, it also had a history.

This is why it is not surprising that the history of reading as taught in school
has not had time to incorporate these recent research trends. The history of the
evolution of teaching methods traditionally referred to innovative pioneers:
Comenius, La Salle, Locke, Pestalozzi, Lancaster, Montessori, Decroly, and
Freinet, who transformed their experience working with children into
comprehensive education projects that broke with the habits of their time. All
these great educators were authors who published accounts of their
experiments, criticized existing teaching methods, and justified their
approaches theoretically, in written prescriptions. The history of pedagogy
began by tracing the evolution of their educational ideas and showing the novelty
of their outlooks. The innovations they had proposed for teaching reading
mattered less than their general goals and their conceptions of the educator-
student relationship. In contrast, the history of the teaching of reading focuses
on empirical progress (Avanzini, 1981; Benton Smith, 1934; Guillaume, 1887).

Teachers working with beginning readers have sought to solve practical
problems. They have used, modified, and improved upon the tools available
to them. These anonymous “discoveries” accumulated over time, leading to
the widely shared opinion that pedagogical practices necessarily progress
throughout history. As James Guillaume wrote in his article on “Reading” in
Ferdinand Buisson’s famous Dictionnaire de Pédagogie (1887):

From this picture of progress over three centuries in this area, which need not be
formulated into a body of doctrine, teaching will flow naturally in the directions

to be given to the teachers of today on this important topic. (p. 1535)

For contemporaries, the history of innovation stemmed both from the new
knowledge (on children, language and learning), the development of tools
(textbooks, teaching materials) and the political will that supported
education, and from teacher training. Thus educational innovations appeared
as “technical” inventions, ideologically neutral, since all were designed to
enable more children to learn to read better and better, more and more
quickly. The same belief comes through in Nila Banton Smith’s pioneering
study of the United States in 1934.
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Nevertheless, for anyone familiar with the recent didactics of reading,
such descriptions of “old ways of teaching” seem very surprising. The old
methods appear to be based on absurd principles, illogical procedures, and
often, to be aimed at preventing children from learning rather than helping
them, which is difficult to believe. For example, why did children (both
Catholic and Protestant) in earlier times learn to read prayers they already
knew by heart, as if reading and reciting were the same thing? Was it possible
to read other texts independently with this method? Why, then, did all
students, whether princes’ sons or farmers’ daughters, have to learn to spell
every word, letter by letter and syllable by syllable, before reading, which was
“the ordinary way” (Monaghan, 2005) for almost all teachers, in all European
languages? And what happened at school to explain how this “spelling
method” (in French, épellation; in Italian, compitazione; in Spanish, deletreo; in
Portuguese, soletracdo), used for centuries, disappeared within two
generations before 19007 Why did one need to be able to read before starting
to learn to write and count? And why did reading silently to oneself, a
common practice since the late Middle Ages, become an explicit objective in
primary school so late (in the 1960s and 7os) in Europe?

But the most puzzling issue has to do with the “skill of reading” iself, and
with its collective representation. In the late nineteenth century, teaching
reading and writing was considered a tiresome but easy task, that one could
entrust to the teacher’s wife, to beginning teachers, or to the elder students
in the classroom. Any housewife was presumed capable of teaching her
children to read. In the early twenty-first century, despite many years of
university studies, new teachers seem not ready to succeed easily in the
same task. What changed to explain such a gap? We find the same gap in
expectations about the progress of literacy: the optimistic hope expressed in
the Dictionnaire de Pédagogie (Buisson, 1887, p. 1316) that “the illiterate
population, that is to say those who can neither read nor write, will get
smaller year by year in France and (...) the nineteenth century will end with a
population that can cross that word out of the dictionary” (article “Illettrés”)
contrasts sharply with recent findings on the stark reality of adult illiteracy
(EFA Report Unesco, 2006). If we want to resolve these puzzles, we have to
recognize first that we no longer understand what made the old tools
efficient, because we have forgotten both the social goals of literacy in former
times, and the usual forms of schooling.

Of course, the connection is neither direct nor immediate between social
and school literacy. However, over time the changing “uses of literacy”
(Hoggart, 1957) affected school standards and learning modalities. By studying
curricula for beginning readers from the Reformation to the present, I have
found that technologies of writing seemed to play a fundamental role in those

redefinitions.

‘ 70 ANNE-MARIE CHARTIER



MODEL 1: LEARNING TO READ IN THE TIME OF PRAYERS
AND CATECHISM

AIMS AND STAGES OF LEARNING

Let us recall the aims of teaching reading from early periods to the present.
For Luther and Calvin (Cressy, 1980; Gilmond, 1996; Strauss, 1981), lay people,
like clerics, had to read the translated Scriptures with their own eyes; that is,
to read, not only listen. As Luther wrote, nothing should prevent believers
from having direct access to the Scriptures, whatever their sex or age,
“whether it be a poor maid or a nine year old child”*. The Council of Trent
advised that early Catholic catechisms should be read “by the letter” to
assure that no mistakes were made. As Jacques de Batencourt wrote: “It is
much easier to instruct a child [in religion] when he knows how to read”,
because “books are like perpetual teachers to those who can read them”2
The goal of reading was obviously to make it easier to get a Christian
education, which implied three things: first, intensive memorization of a
religious corpus of texts including prayers, hymns for liturgical ceremonies,
and the contents of catechisms; second, the practice of collective reading,
because one who reads by himself is in great danger of error and maybe
heresy; and third, the skill of reading without writing, because the art of
writing, whether linked with Latin humanities or with commercial accounts,
dealt with a social and cultural universe far from ordinary people.

If those were the goals, what were the means? (Chartier, 2007; Chartier,
Compeére & Julia, 1976; Hébrard, 1988; Roggero, 1999; Vinao, 1999). The most
familiar and widespread model of instruction in Europe was the training of
young clerks, as a result of both the secular and traditional omnipresence of
the church. Even before they learned rudimentary skills, like recognition of
letters, syllables, and words, novices first memorized the 150 psalms between
daily religious services (the whole psalter was regularly recited each week).
The novices also were trained to read Latin while collectively memorizing
liturgical texts, aided by plainchant that articulated each syllable, even before
they understood the texts word for word. Literacy in non-clerics followed the
same means® but for lack of daily services, the corpus of texts to learn by

1 This o0direct access6 was not through individual reading. Luther
alone but with the community. Martin Luther, M.L.O., IX, ed. Labor et Fides, Geneve, p. 111.

2 This frequently cited sentence is from L'Escole Paroissiale ou la maniére de bien instruire les enfants , Paris,

Pierre Targe, 1654, p. 233.  The anonymous author, Jacques de Batencour, is a Parisian priest of the parish of Saint

Nicolas du Chardonn et in the Latin Quarter.

3 Egil Johansson has shown the importance of the numerous hymnbooks in Swedish domestic life, especially for

women: oOWomen and the tradition of reading around Wobepand Exampl es
Literacy Yesterda y, Today and Tomorrow, Symposium for Study of Education in Developing Countries , Stockholm,

June 1989, Stockholm: Svenska Unescoradets Skriftserie, Nr 1/1992, pp. 77 -94.
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heart was reduced to regular prayers and hymns, according to the Catholic or
Reformed confession. In Catholic countries, the Lord’s Prayer, the Hail
Marys, the Creed, and the Confiteor were learned in Latin (and later in Latin
and the vernacular). But what were the first tools to help children to read?

BATTLEDORES, PSALTERS (PRIMERS) AND CHRISTIAN
INSTRUCTIONS (READERS)

Three main teaching tools could be found throughout Europe and the
American colonies (Castaneda, 2004; Monagham, 2005), or nearly: hornbooks
(in Italy carta or tavola; in France, charte; carte, palette or tablette; in England,
hornbook, or battledore), ABC's (sdlterio, Instructions chrétiennes, primer,
Crisscross) and readers (Donatello, Prayer Books, Books of Hours, Civilités,
Catones). A late English engraving dating from 1622 shows how the first of
these, the horn-book, was used in tutoring (Benton Smith, 1986). A young
child is holding the handle of a wooden board in his left hand, while in his
right hand he is holding a pin which he uses to point out the letters he is
naming or maybe his tutor is naming. The tutor is looking over the shoulders
of the child standing between his knees. This tool already existed in the
Middle Ages. From the sixteenth century onwards, the alphabet was no
longer written (and later printed) in columns but in two lines. The first one
always began with a cross* and consisted of the alphabet in small letters, and
the second line, in capital letters. The Gothic fonts were gradually replaced
by new Roman or Italic ones. The list of vowels came below the alphabet,
sometimes but not always followed by the list of consonants and a few
examples of syllables set in columns for instance A, E, I, O, U associated with
B, C, and D. Finally, there was a prayer formula (the sign of the Cross and a
psalm verse) and/or a “longer text”, like the Pater Noster in Latin or in the
vernacular depending on the country and the denomination.

The second teaching tool, the ABC, was a very cheap booklet, sometimes
illustrated with wood engravings. Whereas the hornbook often belonged to
the family, the ABC was the first and sometimes the only schoolbook. It was
called psalter more often than ABC or primer. But unlike the psalter printed
for religious use only, the school primer included an alphabet and a table of
syllables, as in the hornbook: the Cross, the alphabet in upper-case and
lower-case letters and a list of syllables which presented the “consonant-
vowel” and “vowel-consonant” combinations. It took one or two pages.
Primers usually gave only two-letter syllables, but in more elaborate primers
that were later copied in popular versions, three- or even four-letter syllables

4 Children had to make the sign of the Cross before reading letters as well as prayer s. Hence the name of Santa
Croce, Croix - de- par- Dieu or Criscross [Christ's cross] given to ABC's in Italy, France or England.
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