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A B S T R A C T  

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 to r 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 

subsequent òinnovationsó (word method, sentence method, look- say method, phonics, 

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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1  This òdirect accessó was not through individual reading. Luther did not encourage people or children to read 

alone but with the community. Martin Luther, M.L.O., IX, ed. Labor et Fides, Genève, p.  111.  

2  This frequently cited sentence is from L'Escole Paroissiale ou la manière 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: òWomen and the tradition of reading around 1700. Examples from Sweden and Germanyó, in Women and 

Literacy Yesterda y, Today and Tomorrow, Symposium for Study of Education in Developing Countries , Stockholm, 

June 1989, Stockholm: Svenska Unescorådets Skriftserie, Nr 1/1992, pp. 77 - 94.  



 

 

 

                                                             
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.  




