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Introduction

The passion and heat generated in the United States over the past decades on the
issue of reading methodology (all too often oversimpliﬁed as a phonics versus
whole-language debate) show that we are still looking for the best way to teach
children to read and write. At least we all agree on one thing: the importance of
literacy acquisition. Virtually all other aspects of education in this letter-ﬁlled
world hinge on our ability to master this skill, and education is almost universally
acknowledged to be the pathway to job satisfaction and personal self-fulﬁllment.
Moreover, illiteracy among disadvantaged groups, as Carl Kaestle warns, can
threaten the survival of the American Republic. Just as our founders believed, we
need a well-informed and thoughtful citizenry to make democracy work.1
Since literacy begins in childhood, children’s literacy and literacy instruction are
therefore of central concern to many. Certainly, it is of keen importance to parents
and teachers; but it is also an object of study for distinct groups of scholars with
overlapping interests: researchers into reading and writing, linguists, educational
psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists, among others. Scientiﬁc investigation into reading, in particular, has a long tradition in the United States, dating
from the eye-movement measurements of readers conducted in the 1890s and
early 1900s.
Although much attention has been paid to the literacy of the present, the same
cannot be said for the literacy instruction of the past. Surprisingly little research
has been undertaken by educational historians on how children in colonial America were taught to read and write. Lawrence Cremin, author of the three-volume
American Education, pronounced the research on colonial reading instruction
“scandalously thin.” Even on Cremin’s own broad canvas, a review of such instruction ﬁlls only a few pages. Virtually the only extended discussion of the topic is the
twenty-ﬁve-page account in Nila Banton Smith’s American Reading Instruction,
written as a dissertation and ﬁrst published in 1934; the colonial portion was not
updated in later editions. Signiﬁcantly, for a work written so long ago, Smith
identiﬁed many key texts, but it is hardly surprising that she was not interested in
areas that have become of importance to us today, such as gender and class, race
and ethnicity. Even so, she is more informative than Mitford Mathews, whose
1966 study of teaching reading in America omits colonial literacy instruction
entirely. Important studies of colonial writing instruction (penmanship) were undertaken by Ray Nash, but his work is not easily accessible today. The only excep1
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Introduction

tion to this general picture is the recent publication of Literacy in America by
Edward Gordon and Elaine Gordon, whose use of personal evidence, such as
diaries, has brought welcome coloration and context to the study of American
literacy. Since, however, their ambitious work covers the story of literacy in America up to the present time, they inevitably cannot do full justice to the colonial
period.2
This lack of attention to the details of instruction may be due to the wide
acceptance of what is known as the Bailyn-Cremin thesis of education: the insistence ﬁrst by Bernard Bailyn and then by Lawrence Cremin that there are many
educating agencies (such as families, communities, and churches) in addition to
schools. This position was itself a reaction to the work of earlier educational historians, who had focused on formal schooling to the exclusion of all else. An ironic
consequence of this broader deﬁnition of education—one that I certainly accept—
has been a decrease in attention to formal instruction, and nowhere is this more
evident than in the details of literacy instruction.
If educational historians have had their reasons to slight the details of the transmission of literacy, so too has a group of social historians known as “literacy
historians,” whose major interest has been in quantifying how many people were
literate, not in how they got to be that way. Literacy historians have studied the
literacy of national groups as an offshoot of the new social history of the 1960s
and 1970s. In those decades, the new social historians boldly asserted the importance of knowing about the lives of ordinary people and used quantitative methods
as their tool. Studies of literacy, in which people were categorized as either literate,
if they could sign their names, or illiterate, if they could not, became popular.
Since about 1980, literacy historians have made great strides in investigating the
number of people who were literate according to this criterion and in exploring
relationships between literacy and such constructs as race, gender, social class, and
locality (urban versus rural). They have shown a particular interest in how literacy
rates have increased over the years and in debating the relationship between literacy
and human progress.3
The net result has been an outpouring of works on the literacy and illiteracy of
the past, covering places and times as distant from each other as ancient Egypt,
classical Greece and Rome, medieval Europe, Scotland in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, Russia from the 1860s to the Russian Revolution, and the
United States since 1880, among many, many others. Nor is this concern with
literacy conﬁned to the past: there are ﬁerce arguments over the role to be played
by literacy in the future, over its relationship to technology, indeed, over the future
of literacy itself in an electronic age.4
In this enthusiasm for counting marks and signatures and for debating the
relationship between concepts such as literacy and liberty, the literacy of ordinary
people during the colonial period of America has not been ignored. In the study
of literacy in colonial America the pioneer is indisputably Kenneth Lockridge, who
as early as 1974 examined the literacy of New England, basing his account on
signatures and marks afﬁxed to some three thousand New England wills.5 He has
since been followed by many others, who have mined deeds, oaths, petitions, voter

