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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 Christian 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 read 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 “innovations” (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 “direct access” 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 Chardonnet in the Latin Quarter. 

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

women: “Women and the tradition of reading around 1700. Examples from Sweden and Germany”, in Women and 

Literacy Yesterday, 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 prayers. Hence the name of Santa 

Croce, Croix-de-par-Dieu or Criscross [Christ's cross] given to ABC's in Italy, France or England. 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
5  Erasmus wrote in 1530 De Civilitate morum puerum, translated or imitated in many vernacular versions, which 

had a great success in schools from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. 

6  Xavier Bisaro recalls that the schoolmaster was also the “cantor” of the village and he learned the same method 

to teach Latin and plainchant, sung by his students with him during religious services. 

7  Valentin Jamerey-Duval (1695-1775) was a young shepherd who learned to read via the Aesop's Fables he knew 

by heart. He finished his life as the librarian of the Duke of Lorraine. He recounts his life story in Mémoires. Enfance 

et éducation d’un paysan au XVIIIe siècle, Présentation par J-M Goulemot, Paris : Le Sycomore, 1981. 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
8  According to the philosopher J. G. Fichte, the “reading mania” is a “narcotic”. 



 

 

 

                                                             
9  Pestalozzi’s method was to have beginners (5-8 years) memorize five different combinations for each letter of 

the alphabet, successively joining the five vowels with all consonants, forward and backward (ab, ba, id, di, of, fo, ug, 

gu, etc). Then came combinations of two consonants and a vowel (bud, dub, bic, cib, gaf, fag), and finally he would 

spell long and difficult words. Pestalozzi later rejected the method as absurd and became a follower of Rousseau. 



 

 

 

                                                             
10  A synthesis of this research was presented in L’école et la lecture obligatoire [School and Mandatory Reading] 

Paris: Retz, 2007, 2014 (chapter 5). See also, Teaching Reading: A Historical Approach, In Nunes T. & Bryant P. (Eds.) 

(2004), The Handbook of Children's Literacy, Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht, Boston, pp. 511-538 and “The 

Teaching of Literacy Skills in Western Europe An Historical Perspective”, In Olson D. & Torrance N. (Eds.) (2009), The 

Cambridge Handbook of Literacy, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 449-467. I analyzed seven textbooks 

dating from before 1830, 20 textbooks from the period of 1830-1848, 130 from the period of 1850-1880, on which 

I focused, and 40 textbooks from 1880-1900. 

11  The INRP library (now housed in the Bibliothèque Diderot at the ENS-Lyon) holds a particularly rich resource for 

the years 1840-1880, having inherited the private collection of General Inspector Rapet. 

12  Written by Ambroise Rendu, councilor to the minister and the editor Louis Hachette, a million copies were 

purchased so they could be freely distributed to “indigent” students, and sold at a very low price to others (for the 

equivalent of one or two Euros). 



 

 

 

                                                             
13  Journal des Instituteurs 34, 19 August 1860, 118, 119. 



 

 

 

                                                             
14  Between 1836 and 1920, 132 million copies of The McGuffey Readers (one book for each level) were bought. 

(Mathews, 1966, p. 102). 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
15  Méthode Cuissart. Enseignement pratique et simultané de la lecture, de l'écriture et de l'orthographe, by E. 

Cuissart, 1er livret. Étude des lettres et de leurs combinaisons simples, 1882. This illustrated method book will serve 

as a prototype for the manuals created during 1900-1925 and it was republished repeatedly through 1938. 

16  In Histoire de l’éducation, 138, 2013, see Mayorca, Martinez-Moctezuma, Roggero, Magalhães, Frade.  



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
17  In 1880, in the USA, Walton observed in pupils' papers 108 different spellings of the word whose, 58 for the 

word which, and 208 for the word scholar. The French School Inspector Beuvain made similar observations in France 

in 1873. 77% of children spelled the word tuyaux correctly, but the remaining 23% produced 138 differents spellings. 

From those findings, associations of linguists tried (in vain) to impose a simplification of English or French spellings. 

See Matthews (1966) and Chervel (1989, 2006). 

18  Pierce, 1844, On Reading, American Institute of Instruction, XIV, quoted by M. Mathews (1966), p. 87. 



 

 

 

                                                             
19  The story was written espacially for young readers, from an old russian tale. Judson, Harry Pratt and Ida Bender, 

Graded Literature Readers, First Book, Merill and Co, 1899. 

20  Edmond Burke Huey (1870-1913), professor of psychology at the Normal School of Minnesota, and then at the 

University of Pittsburg, wrote a thesis on eye movements. He met Émile Javal and Alfred Binet in Paris in 1901, and 

Pierre Janet in 1908 when he directed his research on the mental deficiency. His book on reading enjoyed lasting 

success in the teacher training centers, where it guaranteed the scientific value of the whole-word method. 

21  Under the direction of Thorndike, William S. Gray (1885-1960) wrote one of the first theses assessing the 

reading performance of children with standardized tests. Professor at the University of Chicago from 1916 to 1945, 

he proposed measures-equipped performance and objectified approach methods. As an expert for UNESCO he wrote 

The Teaching of Reading and Writing, An International Survey, UNESCO [1956, 1967], which was the benchmark for 



 

 

 

                                                             
literacy campaigns in the Third World. President of the International Reading Association, he was the most famous 

psychologist of reading in this period. 

22  From 1930 to 1973, the publisher Scott-Foresman sold millions of copies in the US, Canada, Australia, etc. 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
23  Amélie Hamaïde (1888-1970) wrote in 1922 La Méthode Decroly (Delachaux-Niestlé), translated into 13 

languages. Daily exercises included writing of read words and reading of written words (“écrire les mots lus”, “lire les 

mots écrits”) as well as the daily training in copying (“mecanization: copy a sentence every day”). She described the 

“global approach” of reading-writing, but the term “global method” appears only in the 3rd edition, prefaced by the 

Swiss educator Roger Cousinet. The “global method” was the official method in Belgium from 1936 to 1957. 



 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             
24  The levels go from primary school (level 1) to vocational certifications (level 2), then the mandatory high school 

diploma (level 3) to the level of the general or technical baccalauréat (level 4), and the fifth level corresponds with 

higher-level technical or university degrees. 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


