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Horace Mann’s Views on Reading  
 
Phyllis Schantz, South San Antonio ISD  
 
Horace Mann was born on a farm in Franklin, Massachusetts, on 
May 4th, 1796 –just twenty years after the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence. His mother was a sober, sensible, 
energetic woman who gave him “direction all about correct 
character, and proper behavior, and straight-forward, narrow-path 
conduct” (Mann, 1891, p. 22). His father gave him a love of 
knowledge when he spoke of learning and learned men with 
reverence and enthusiasm, but he died when Horace was just 
thirteen years old, leaving an impoverished household. Horace was 
raised within a stern, Calvinistic environment, and he listened 
weekly to the sermons of Dr. Nathaniel Emmons, who dwelt upon 
the eternal dangers of sin. As a boy, Horace was tormented at night 
by the dismal pictures of punishment in the next world painted by 
Parson Emmons, but he later developed his own doctrines centering 
on the cultivation of social duty and became a Unitarian.  
 
Free schools had been established in Massachusetts in 1647. Horace 
attended school and earned his schoolbooks by “braiding straw” into 
baskets. He remembered only the ruler, the rod and memorizing 
words (Mann, 1891, p. 12), and he bewailed the loss of the artist and 
the poet within himself. Nevertheless, he was an avid reader. 
Apparently, this boyhood pleasure developed during visits to a 
library, which was a collection of books given to the town by its 
namesake, Benjamin Franklin.  
 
After being tutored in Latin and Greek for one year, Mann entered 
the sophomore class at Brown University in 1816 where he 
demonstrated a remarkable facility for translating the Greek and 
Roman classics and excellent writing ability (Mann, 1891). The 
subject of his scholastic thesis and final oration was “On the 
Progressive Character of the Human Race,” for which he took the 
highest honors. After graduation, he moved to Litchfield to study 
and practice law. There, he was given recognition by John Quincy 
Adams when he gave a Fourth of July oration, and within three 
years he became a state representative. He worked for religious 
liberty, temperance, and public charities such as a lunatic asylum in 
Worcester. In 1833 he became a state senator, and by 1835 he was 
president of the Senate.  
 
Secretary of the Board of Education. Mann supported legislation 
drawn up by the Rev. James G. Carter to establish a State Board of 
Education for the purposes of investigating the moral and material 
conditions of the schools and of discovering the best methods for 
improving the schools. The act passed on April 20th, 1837. There 
was general expectation that Carter would be selected as the 
secretary of the Board due to his long educational career, but Mann 
was selected due to his “superior intelligence, character, and 
enthusiasm” (Graves, 1917, p. 306). Mann “gladly relinquished 
senatorial honors and wealth” (Mann, 1891, p. 306).  

 
 Horace Mann 
 
At the time there were about 3,000 common schools in 
Massachusetts (Mann, 1867, p. 23). Five-sixths of the children, 
165,053 in all, attended public schools while an additional estimated 
12,000 attended private schools (Mann, 1867, p. 390). Most of the 
parents of the children in private school objected to sending their 
children to common schools because they had already incurred the 
trouble and expense of establishing schools to preserve their 
children’s refinement of manners (Mann, 1867). The common 
schools in Massachusetts had degenerated from common and equal 
opportunities for all into neglected schools for the poorer classes, 
but following Pestalozzi (Graves, 1917, p. 288), Mann saw in them 
the potential for being a great social institution. He wrote, 
“Whatever advances the common school, then, will enhance 
individual and social well-being for generations to come” (1867, p. 
30). As secretary of the Board of Education, Mann began visiting – 
by horseback – the schools around the state, and he discovered 
through the reports of school committees that “more than eleven-
twelfths of all the children in the reading classes in our schools, do 
not understand the meaning of the words they read” (Mann, 1867, p. 
532).  
 
Beginning reading instruction. Reading at the time was often 
understood to be the ability to spell commonly used words, and 
children were usually taught to read by calling out the names of the 
letters of words, but Mann wrote in his second annual report in 1838 
that the “mode of teaching words first” has been found in Boston 
schools to be better than the old spelling method. The reasons for 
this, he speculated, were that in the word method the “signs of 
sounds” were associated with the names of things that are known 
while in the alphabet method children were taught the “names of 
letters, which must be untaught as soon as they are combined into 
words” (Mann, 1867, p. 523. From that point, “the true order of 



History of Reading News                                          Fall 2003   2 

 
mental advancement is from the primitive meaning of words to their 
modified meaning in particular connections, and then to a clear 
apprehension of the import of sentences and paragraphs” (Mann, 
1867, p. 546).  
 
When Mann visited Prussia in 1843, he observed a sounding and 
blending method, accompanied by pictures, and he concluded from 
his observations that the “Lautir or phonics method is less adapted 
to the English language than the German” because our vowels have 
more sounds and because we have more silent letters (Mann, 1868, 
p. 318).  
Mann recognized “the almost universal practice of teachers to call 
their classes out upon the floor for reading and recitation” (1867, p. 
462), but he proposed another plan for beginning reading 
instruction. “Language is to be learned where it is used . . . by 
conversation, and by the daily reading of such books, as with the aid 
of free questioning on the part of the pupil and full explanation on 
that of the teacher, can be mastered” (Mann, 1867, p. 552). Oral 
instruction about known objects should precede reading. “The 
scenes of the first reading lessons should be laid in the household, 
the play-ground, among occupations of men, and the surrounding 
objects of nature” (Mann, 1867, p. 553). He believed that “no word 
should be taught whose meaning is not understood” (Mann, 1867, p. 
524). Following Pestalozzi, Mann was in favor of the object 
method, saying, “It is only after having used words, times almost 
innumerable, with an accompanying conception o the thing 
signified, that we, at last, transfer to the word a general conception 
of the things signified” (Mann, 1867, p. 525).  
 
Mann harshly criticized spelling books in which the spelling and 
reading lessons alternate. A book such as this would “fill vacuity 
with vacuity” (Mann, 1867, p. 551) because “a multitude of 
incongruous ideas and feelings, trooping hurriedly before the mental 
vision, can leave no enduring traces of outline, aspect or quality 
upon the mind” (Mann, 1867, p. 552).  
 
Later reading instruction. Mann differentiated mechanical reading 
and intellectual reading. While mechanical reading was “the ability 
to speak the names of words on seeing them” (Mann, 1867, p. 304), 
intellectual reading involved the “the comprehension of the author’s 
ideas” (Mann, 1867, p. 3054). Mann was a strong advocate of 
attention to the intellectual aspects of reading. “The school is the 
place for children to form an invincible habit of never using the 
organs of speech, by themselves, and as an apparatus, detached 
from, and independent of the mind” (Mann, 1867, p. 513). This 
instruction, he believed, should proceed gradually, for example, 
objects before names, particulars before relations, literal meaning 
before figurative language, etc. Then the reader should compare the 
position of the speaker or writer with (his) own observation, 
experience and former judgment” (Mann, 1867, p. 547) to make 
judgments about the content. “It is only by gradation and 
progressiveness that a child can advance” (Mann, 1896, p. 540). 
  
Problems with schoolbooks. Much of the problem, thought Mann, 
was due to “the use of books ill adapted to the different stages of 
growth in youthful minds” (Mann, 1867, p. 536). He scorned books 
in which ”the maxim of philosophers, embodying the highest forms 
of intellectual truth, are set down as the First Lessons for children. . 
. . The books were written for men, and not for children” (1867, p. 
301). “An indispensable quality of a school-book, then, is its 
adjustment to the power of the learner. . . . The teacher and the book 
must go to (the student)” (Mann, 1867, p. 46). The subjects should 
be “the objects of natural history – descriptions of beasts, birds, 

fishes, insects, tress, flowers, and unorganized substances. . . . 
(These are) best calculated to foster the early growth of the 
perceptive, inventive and reasoning posers.” Voyages and travel are 
also useful for illuminating geography, and biographies of great 
men can illustrate important virtues” (Mann, 1867, p. 554).  
 
Beyond desiring that literature be adapted to the capacities of 
children, Mann was concerned that books be well chosen. He 
believed that novels “create moral diseases” (Mann, 1868, p. 4). 
“The mind fed on mere fantasies and etherealities has no vigor for 
the stern duties of life” (Mann, 1867, p. 324). Further, he considered 
it an “inversion of the whole moral nature” to take delight in the 
“fortunes of imaginary beings” ” (Mann, 1867, p. 328). He was 
equally critical of history books. With histories that “record the 
destruction of life, martial sports, manufacture of implements of 
war, courage of our animal nature . . . the inference which children 
would legitimately draw from reading like this, should be that the 
tribes and nations of men had been created only for mutual 
slaughter” (Mann, 1867, pp. 301-302). More constructively, Mann 
considered certain reading to be very useful, for example, 
mechanical laws for machinists, millwrights and shipwrights; 
knowledge of imports and exports (1868, p. 35); knowledge of 
agriculture (1868, p. 36); knowledge of maternal and domestic 
duties (1838, p. 37); knowledge of bodily structure (1838, p.38); 
and biographies of good men (1838, p. 41).  
 
Accomplishments. When John Quincy Adams died in 1848, Horace 
Mann was asked to fill his seat in the US Congress, and his 
attention and immense energy was turned to the issue of slavery. 
Many of his educational ideas, which were promulgated during his 
tenure as the first secretary of the Massachusetts Board of 
Education, were harbingers of innovative practices throughout the 
century. His more lasting legacy may have been in his writings. 
Smith (1965) credits Mann’s writings for the introduction into 
American reading instruction of many Pestalozzian principles 
including “the word method, the appearance of more pictures in 
primary readers, and in the inclusion of material dealing with 
objects and experiences familiar to children” (p. 82).  
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Book Note 
 
Carus, Marianne (2003). 
Celebrate Cricket: 30 Years of Stories and Art. 
Chicago, IL: Cricket Books (332 South Michigan Ave., #100, 
Chicago 60604) 
www.cricketbooks.net ($24.95 plus S&H). 
____________________________________________________ 
 
In all likelihood the members of this SIG already know about this 
book. But just in case some don’t and others haven’t looked at it 
thinking it just for children, let me commend to SIG readers 
Marianne Carus’ just published and excellent 30 year 
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commemorative volume Celebrate Cricket: 30 Years of Stories and 
Art.  
 
This volume contains an excellent history of how Cricket began 
written by Carus. It also contains shorter articles on the same written 
from the perspectives of various of the original Editorial Advisory 
Board members, and others, some of whom, such as Clifford 
Fadiman, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Virginia Haviland, have now 
passed away. There are other articles about Cricket’s beginnings by 
writers such as Lloyd Alexander and others and conversations with 
artists such as Trina Schart Hyman. There is also a good 
representative sprinkling between the articles of some of the fine 
stories and poems that have made Cricket the literary delight it has 
been for young readers and for teachers for the past thirty years.  
 
This is also a beautiful book. In addition to being lavishly illustrated 
with the quality typical of Cricket, there is also a middle section 
with color reprints of twenty representative Cricket covers. These 
include art by Trina Schart Hyman, Tomie dePaulo, Lisbeth 
Zwerger, Paul Zelinsky, and others.  
 
This collection of articles and stories has reminded me again why 
whenever I need to search for quality multi-cultural literature, the 
first place to which I always turn is still Cricket and to Marianne 
Carus’ work within it! With the material in this volume, we now 
have also a history of the premier literary publication available to 
children for the past thirty years.  
~   Submitted by Gail Kearns, Concord, Massachusetts. 
 

 
A Brief History of Meliorism (1900-1960) 
 
Joseph E. Zimmer, St. Bonaventure University 
 
While meliorism may be a new word to you, the concept this term 
represents is a familiar one to reading educators.  Meliorism is the 
belief that society can take deliberate actions to improve itself.  In 
literacy, meliorists believe that improving literacy is a means to a 
better society.  Even though this may sound platitudinous, it is very 
important to understand the political and social pressures placed on 
schools because of meliorism.  This study provides an introduction 
to the ways meliorism has historically been used in popular 
magazines to sway the public to the need for improved literacy to 
improve society. 
 
Do you realize that we are in the midst of a literacy crisis?  Of 
course, by looking at popular magazines over the decades, it 
becomes quite clear that we have been in a literacy crisis for more 
than 100 years.  This study begins in 1890 and throughout the 
period readers have heard almost continually about how children 
aren’t meeting standards, how they don’t read as much as they used 
to, how they aren’t learning skills, and how they are being left 
behind.  Meliorism is the political catalyst that keeps these crises 
alive in the popular press. 
 
In order to understand why meliorism is so popular in the United 
States, you need to go all the way back to the Jeffersonian concept 
of the enlightened citizenry.  This country, in many ways, was 
founded on principles that included literacy as a key for climbing 
the social ladder.  This included not only formal education, but also 
the American concept of “autodidactism,” or the ability to teach 
oneself, primarily through reading books.  The modern 
manifestation of Jefferson’s ideal is meliorism. 

Two Types of Illiteracy 
 
During the first half of the twentieth century in the United States, 
meliorists concerned themselves primarily with what we would now 
call “basic” literacy, the ability to read or write on any level.  There 
were two types of illiteracy focused on by meliorists, native rural 
illiteracy and immigrant urban illiteracy.   
 
With regard to rural illiteracy an article titled “Illiteracy in the City 
and Country” (1906) stated: 

In the country... illiteracy among children is 88.7 
[percent]; in the city, using this term to designate 
collectively cities over 25,000 inhabitants, it is only 
10.4....One cause of the difference is the difficulty of 
providing school facilities for a scattered country 
population. 

 
African American illiteracy was also a concern of the meliorists of 
the time.  Booker T. Washington, in an article titled “Negro and 
Illiteracy” in the October 3 issue of Independent argued: 

Perhaps the most important single fact which the census 
has brought to light in regard to the negro in America is 
contained in the figures which show the progress of the 
race during the last ten years in learning to read and write.  
At no period in their history has so large a proportion of 
the negro people succeeded in gaining the sort of freedom 
that comes with the opportunity to live by and with the 
printed word….In the following four Southern States, 
where the public school facilities are, as a rule, poor, it 
appears that so far as the mere matter of learning to read 
and write is concerned, negroes are making more rapid 
progress than in any other part of the country.  For 
example, the decrease in illiteracy between the years 1900 
and 1910 was 15.7 per cent. In North Carolina; 15.19 per 
cent. in Georgia; 16.6 per cent. in Arkansas, and 17.3 per 
cent. in Alabama. . . . 

 
Meliorists praised the opening of Cora Wilson Stewart’s Moonlight 
Schools in Kentucky in an article titled “Moonlight Schools” in the 
March 12, 1919 issue of Outlook: 

I chose a moonlight night as the opening of the school in 
my county.  If I could gather these folks from the rural 
districts for the first four moonlight nights, I knew I could 
hold them for the rest of the period.  We arranged fifty 
schools throughout the section, expecting an average of 
three pupils to each school.  Instead they came, not only 
from Rowan County, but from other counties.  We had 
twelve hundred the first night. 

 
In the cities, immigrant illiteracy was the concern of the meliorists.  
Members of the Boston-based Immigration Restriction League, 
such as Joseph Lee, criticized the nation for allowing illiterate 
immigrants into the country.  In the January 18, 1913 issue of 
Survey, Lee wrote: 

So long as every rise of wages in this country operates 
simply to draw in unskilled labor from the inexhaustible 
supply at starvation level in the Old World, we shall never 
raise wages in this country very high. . . . 

Secondly, restriction is necessary because it is 
impossible to assimilate foreign populations in unlimited 
quantities, and is becoming increasingly so, as each new 
layer of immigration comes in contact with American 
ideals at a constantly greater remove from the original. 
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Lee was rebutted in the April 19, 1913 issue of Survey in an article 
titled “Illiteracy and the Rural School:” 

As a nation the number of illiterates among us decreased 
from 10.7 per cent of the population in 1900 to 7.7 per cent 
in 1910.  In spite of this decrease a bulletin by A. C. 
Monahan of the Bureau of Education refers to the 
"relatively high rate of illiteracy" in the country and says 
that this rate is due not to immigration but to lack of 
opportunities in the rural districts.  The percentage of rural 
illiteracy is twice that of urban, although approximately 
three-fourths of the immigrants are in cities.  Still more 
significant is a comparison between children born in this 
country of foreign parents with those born of native 
parents.  Illiteracy among the latter is more than three 
times as great as that among the former, "largely," says 
Mr. Monahan, "on account of the lack of opportunities for 
education in rural America." 

This statement and examination of the census figures make it clear 
that while urban immigrant illiteracy was a problem, it was a 
temporary problem.  The children of immigrants often had the 
highest level of literacy, whereas the children of native illiterates in 
rural America often perpetuated the cycle of illiteracy. 
 
Meliorist Concerns 
 
The true meaning of meliorism is expressed when the meliorist 
takes up her or his pen to use literacy to right the ship of society.  
This is demonstrated by W. Talbot in an article titled “Illiteracy and 
Democracy” in the December 1915 issue of North American: 

How many of us who enjoy the printed page realize that 
five million adult American citizens are wholly unable to 
read and write; that millions more read only simple words; 
and that still other millions, able to read hesitatingly, rarely 
do read?  A large percentage of American adults are 
illiterates or near-illiterates, almost wholly isolated from 
the world of ideas and progress. 

Such illiteracy is a barrier to democracy. . .      
Illiteracy means increasing industrial agitation and unrest; 
it promotes race prejudice and class hatred; it precludes 
that mutual understanding and ability to co-operate which 
must underlie well-managed industry and efficient 
democracy; . . . 

 
Crime in the United States was also blamed on illiteracy.  F. B. 
Hodgins referred to this connection in the May 14, 1921 issue of 
Survey: 

"Ain't it hell, warden, that a fellow's got to die just when 
he's learned to write his name!" 

Thus said "Bull" Cassidy, murderer, to Warden 
Lawes of Sing Sing, on the day of his execution, just 
before Christmas, 1920. 

Bull Cassidy was an American citizen.  As such, 
he came under the law of the land which applies to every 
boy and girl: that they attend public school between the 
ages of 7 and 13.  Upon his own showing and record, Bull 
either evaded this compulsory law or the law was not 
enforced as it ought to have been in his boyhood.  He 
learned to write his name while in Sing Sing.  The death-
house was the only schoolhouse Bull ever attended.  His 
schooling there was compulsory, and society saw to it that 
this educational provision of the criminal law was strictly 
enforced until Bull was graduated to the electric chair!  

Had the equally compulsory provision of the school law 
been vigorously enforced years before, there might have 
been a different story to tell about Bull. 

 
Illiteracy was also linked to disease.  “Ignorance and Illness” from 
the February 10, 1923 issue of Literary Digest is a great example of 
a common misunderstanding of the correlation between literacy and 
disease: 

Pearl and Ilsley of the Johns Hopkins University School of 
Hygiene and Public Health have attempted to evaluate 
statistically the possible correlation of mortality in 
American cities and illiteracy, which must inevitably 
contribute to detrimental ignorance.  Their study indicates 
that the percentage of illiteracy in an urban community in 
this country is a significant factor in influencing 
unfavorably the death-rate of the community from all 
causes, and under certain particular causes, notably 
diarrhea and enteritis, pneumonia, diphtheria and measles.  
The typhoid fever, whooping-cough and puerperal fever 
death-rates are apparently not significantly correlated with 
the percentage of illiteracy, for probably quite different 
reasons in the different cases. . . . If the ignorance which 
illiteracy postulates can seriously affect the equipment of 
our population for 'meeting the battle of existence,' the 
tentative conclusions just reviewed present a strong 
argument in favor of certain types of elementary education 
as a public health measure. 

 
Illiteracy was also blamed for gaps in national security in both 
World War I and World War II.  In World War I, this prompted the 
creation of Army Alpha and Army Beta, Army Alpha being for 
literate troops and Army Beta for illiterates.  “Attack on Illiteracy” 
form the March 22, 1919 issue of Independent refers to the reported 
700,000 illiterate recruits in the American armed forces of World 
War I: 

In twenty-eight camps the Alpha Beta classification was 
carried out.  The camps to which 25 per cent or more of 
men examined were assigned to the Beta group were, Dix 
29.2 per cent and at this camp 19.8 per cent of all men 
examined were negroes;  Dodge 32.5 per cent, the negroes 
being 25.4 per cent of all examined; Funston 29 per cent, 
negroes being 25.5 per cent of all examined; Gordon 25.3, 
negroes being 10.8 per cent of all examined; Grant 29.1 
per cent, negroes being 18.8 per cent of all examined; 
Green 37.8 per cent, negroes being 38.6 per cent of all 
examined; Hancock 28.6, negroes being 5.1 per cent of all 
examined; Lee 28 per cent, negroes being 8.8 per cent of 
all examined; Meade 32.1 per cent, negroes being 20.8 per 
cent of all examined; Pike 28.8 per cent, negroes being 
16.1 per cent of all examined; Sevier 27.2 per cent, 
negroes being 18.7 per cent of all examined; Sherman 41.8 
per cent, negroes being 30.4 per cent of all examined; and 
Wheeler 31.6 per cent, negroes being 10.9 per cent of all 
examined. . . . 

Such a showing as this cannot and will not be 
permitted to pass into the records without provoking a 
serious determination to get more knowledge on the 
subject and to face the situation in a practical way.  
Neither pride nor considerations of safety can tolerate in a 
nation that is trying to make the world safe for democracy 
a state of affairs which puts us among the backward 
peoples of the world in respect of elementary education. 
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By the mid-twentieth century, many of the goals of basic literacy 
had been met in the country through improved transportation and 
consolidation of rural schools and stricter immigration laws.  
Meliorism is a flexible and somewhat scalable concept, though, and 
meliorists shifted their focus more to the new concept of “functional 
literacy.”  The term “functional literacy” began to appear in popular 
magazines during the 1930s and is frequently linked to the creation 
of the Civilian Conservation Corp, one of Franklin Roosevelt’s New 
Deal initiatives.  “CCC Illiterates” in the January 1936 issue of 
Survey described literacy in the CCC: 

From 2 to 6 percent of CCC enrollees come to camp 
unable to read a newspaper or write a letter, according to a 
recent study of nearly 2000 companies containing 375,000 
men made by the CCC Office of Education and the war 
department. . . . Nearly 80 percent of the illiterates were 
under twenty-five years of age, nearly all were American 
born, and five sixths were from rural areas and small 
towns. 

 
Starting with the 1940 Census, literacy was measured by school 
attendance rather than by the census taker simply asking whether 
someone was literate or not.  Completion of fourth grade was 
considered to be a milestone for functional literacy based on the 
same standard that the Army used for functional literacy using 
Army Alpha and Beta.  N. G. McCluskey described the problems of 
functional illiteracy in the September 28, 1957 issue of America: 

The nation's current school population is a mountain-high 
43,135,000.  Hidden in the shadow of this impressive total, 
however, is a segment of the populace whose lack of 
schooling is a cause for national concern.  Twenty-three 
prominent educators, social scientists and leaders in labor 
and industry met Sept. 9 in Washington to form the 
National Commission for Adult Illiteracy.  The 
commission hopes to create a nation-wide awareness of the 
problem of illiteracy and to mobilize resources to lessen 
and eliminate it. 

During World War II illiteracy proved a more 
devastating weapon than anything devised by the enemy.  
Lack of basic reading and writing skills immobilized or 
drastically reduced the effectiveness of 2 million of the 18 
million American men, aged 18-37, who were screened for 
military service.  Over 700,000 of them--even during the 
most pressing manpower shortage--could not qualify even 
for limited service. 

The 1950 census throws more light on the extent 
and persistence of illiteracy among us.  In this bright land 
of opportunity nearly 10 million inhabitants 25 years and 
older are functionally illiterate, i.e., have completed less 
than five years of schooling.  It is not that these people are 
incapable of more education: they just have not been 
exposed to it.  In this limbo where life is generally 
uncomplicated by the printed symbol, men outnumber the 
ladies, four to three.  Native white illiterates number 4 
million, foreign-born whites 3 million.  There are 3 million 
illiterate Negroes. 

 
As you can see from this brief history, the meliorists of today have 
built upon the foundations of their predecessors.  There is still a 
concern about the relationship between illiteracy and crime.  There 
are still concerns about rural and immigrant illiteracy, and the level 
of perceived competence for functional literacy has effectively 
moved from fourth grade level to seventh grade level to twelfth 
grade level in articles in the popular press.  Meliorists created the 

minimal competency movement of the 1970s and the standards 
movements of the 1990s and the present. 
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Sport Literature and the Young Reader in the 
19th Century: Movement, Morals and 
Merriment 
 
Eleanor English, St. Bonaventure University 
 
Of the variety of literature available for the young reader today, 
fiction and non-fiction reading materials about sport and sport 
figures have become a popular genre for juveniles.   The forerunners 
of the modern types of juvenile sport literature had their roots in and 
evolved through the nineteenth century. Although children have 
been involved in movement activities since ancient times, the 1800s 
seem to be a period when their games or competitive athletic 
participation in movement activities during free or school time 
developed and expanded for both sexes.  Girls did not experience 
this renaissance of more rigorous and competitive participation 
sport until late in the century.  
 
For this article, sport refers to a broad spectrum of pastimes, games 
and athletic contests.  Only those activities involving some kind of 
locomotor and/or non-locomotor movement whether performed 
independently or in groups either in cooperative or competitive 
situations accompanied by some form of rules that may 
subsequently lead to victory or an inner sense of pleasure were 
reviewed and selected.  The focus of the review was on fiction and 
non-fiction reading materials geared for readers, ages seven through 
sixteen, that centered specifically on sport as well as those materials 
that had sport as an important part of the story line. The changes 
that occurred in the literature concerning the types of activities for 
boys and girls throughout the century were also noted.  I have 
provided what I believe are the highlights of sport literature in terms 
of participation through a framework of movement, morals, and 
merriment to offer a mosaic of sport literature and juveniles during 
the century.  
  
Movement includes locomotor and non-locomotor activities 
comprising the body alone or the body with some piece of 
equipment or clothing that is necessary for play and/or protection.  
Locomotor means that the player moves through space at various 
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levels, directions and force using some form of movement, e.g., run, 
skip, hop, jump, leap, etc.  The body in non-locomotor movement 
remains stationary while the arms, legs, and upper half of the trunk 
move, e.g., swing, twist, stamp, clap, etc. Movement, in this context, 
precludes all card and board games and, the so-called, parlor games 
from being classified as sport.   
 
Morals refer to those activities and behaviors that were considered 
to be righteous and just. The rationale for the selection of morals as 
part of this study is based on the assumption that a society’s 
standards of culture, education and morals are reflected in the 
content of the reading materials that it attempts to superimpose on 
the young people who read them.  Thus sport literature provides a 
mirror of the perceptions held about the status of sport and the 
reader especially the role of females and sport in the 1800s as well 
as the types of literature to perpetuate these views. The morals that 
society believed could be derived from sport participation were of 
two types: utility and virtue.  
Utility meant being useful and practical: 
·  Physical perspective: Sport for good health, so the youth could 

physically accomplish tasks/chores; and sport for endurance, 
flexibility, coordination, and grace (especially relevant to girls 
for walking and dancing) 

·  Intellectual perspective: Students would pursue their lessons 
with zest after an active recess; motivated students to read, 
especially boys because they were so fond of active play and 
would read to improve their sport skills; and girls became more 
involved readers towards the mid-century when reading 
materials were more available as societal attitudes became 
more lenient towards their participation in sport. 

 
Virtue refers to moral excellence, righteousness, goodness and 
responsibilities. During the 19th century, the concept of Muscular 
Christianity developed in England and spread to America. 
Advocates of this position believed that sport developed good 
character that would carry into adulthood.  Indicators of good 
character included: courage; self-discipline; leadership (ability to 
accept responsibility and make effective decisions); followership 
(ability to carry out orders and follow rules); avoidance of 
temptation (boys could not involved in gambling with dice and 
cards nor be contemplating lustful thoughts while playing vigorous 
sport); and sportsmanship (playing fair and within the rules and to 
win or lose graciously)  
 
Merriment refers to the inner joy of active movement, the 
exhilaration of victory and, of course, just plain fun. 
 
In any analysis of sport literature for the young reader, there is not 
only the concern for the textual content but also for the 
accompanying illustrations, particularly for the how-to-books 
depicting accurate sports skill.  During the 1800’s the importance of 
the illustrations to sport reading materials and reader interest was 
established.  One can see the evolvement of illustrations from the 
rough woodcuts and black silhouettes to the refined artistry of 
Winslow Homer and eventually to the photographs at the end of the 
century that all led to the enhancement of the text.   
 
Before beginning the review, a note should be made of two 
significant publications that influenced somewhat the later printed 
works.  The first book I ever found that was produced for and 
dedicated to children that detailed games and amusements was 
Jacques Stella’s Les Jieux Et Plaisirs De L’enfance (1657).  It 
contained 50 woodcut illustrations (quite an innovation for the time) 

and was accompanied by verse.  I ran across this little gem of a 
book while doing research at the Biblioteca Vaticana in Rome.  A 
book on 18th century pastimes recommending activities such as 
archery and leap frog for boys and, for what will be typical for a 
long time afterwards, doll playing for girls was Juvenile Sports and 
Pastimes written by Michael Angelo (Robert Johnson, 1780).   
 
Moral tales were a dominant form of fiction in the early years of the 
century and some adult writers tied this didactic concept to sport.  In  
A Nosegay for the Trouble of Culling or Sports of Childhood 
(1813), Mary B. Elliot stressed participation in reasoned, moderate 
activities in which the students had a moral obligation to display 
self-control and to avoid hurting themselves and others.  Other 
authors gave caveats concerning the dangers in sport for young 
players even in a harmless activity like Blind Man’s Buff.  The 
players were told they were morally responsible for keeping the 
blinded player from hurting himself.  
 
From early on in the century, the emphasis on sport participation for 
good health was evident.  Boys particularly were advised to engage 
in an active regimen even during inclement weather. This meant 
indoor exercise of their arms and bodies, so as to aid the circulation 
of the blood. Activities played outside, however, were still 
considered to have more health advantages than those conducted 
indoors. The Boy’s own book: A complete encyclopedia of all the 
diversions, athletic, scientific, and recreative of boyhood and youth 
by William Clarke (1829) set the stage for the “how-to” books for 
children and youth for the entire century. He was concerned about 
the appropriate activities for juveniles. Through his descriptions and 
illustrations, the reader could learn the correct and safe way to play 
the varied activities.  The author not only wrote of the sport skills 
but also added the descriptions for the proper equipment, noting for 
example, the arrows, string, quiver, bows, butts, targets, for archery 
and the appropriate ball, bat, and wicket for cricket. Overall, safety 
was given prominence in the book, thus emphasizing the health 
facet of sport.   
 
Clarke differentiated these activities into three types: non-ball sports 
that included low-organized activities such as tag and chase games, 
hoops, hide and seek, tip catprisoners base, leap frog, hopscotch, 
blind man’s buff and flying kites;  minor sports that included stool 
ball, rounders (a primitive form of baseball), goff, marbles, 
shuttlecock and fives (handball); and major sports comprised of 
archery, cricket, swimming with detailed instructions on varied 
strokes and treading water, diving, fencing and gymnastics. (Fig. 1) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 1 
 
The Girl’s own book (1833) had a small section on physical 
activity. Some active low organized games were recommended as 
suitable for females: French and English (a form of tug of war), 
swinging, jumping rope, the three graces, battledore, leap frog, and 
hunt the slipper.  Calisthenics were recommended because they tend 
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to produce graceful motion, and symmetry of form.  They were a 
more gentle form of gymnastics suitable for girls. They include 
exercises with wands and the triangle. (Fig. 2)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2 

 
The remaining of the book dealt with making toys, playing with 
toys, needlework, and making ornaments. Although the author’s 
view of vigorous activities for females was a predominant one, a 
contradiction to this position was put forth in Healthful sports for 
young ladies (1822).  The author states in the preface that the most 
eminent physicians believed it necessary for young ladies as they 
advance toward woman hood to take active and regular exercise and 
to avoid all sedentary amusements. A great number of diversified 
games were provided which were conducive for health and useful 
for developing a graceful carriage. Most importantly, they afforded 
innocent relaxation. Some of the recommended activities were blind 
man’s buff, hoops, bowls (nine pins and seam), quoits, and 
shuttlecock, (Fig. 3) et al. What made this book so interesting, in 
addition to the text, is the delightful, expressive, finely detailed 
illustrations of the girls at play. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 3  
 
  

Figure 3 
 
From 1850, fiction books in which sport played a significant role 
became popular. Authors of this genre were influenced by those 
who wrote about boys’ school life in the British public school. 
Hughes’ Tom Brown school days (1861) set the pattern that led to 
much imitation in America such as School boy days or Ernest 
Bracebridge (1869) by William Kingston and In school or out or 
the conquest of Richard Grant (1864). Tom Brown at Oxford (1861) 
may have influenced the later fictional writings geared for teen-age 

boys concerning college football and baseball as well as college 
sport heroes such as Frank Merriwell at Yale. The sport encounters 
in both books by Hughes helped to popularize the concept of 
Christian ethics in sport.  
Three magazines were significant in terms of sports concerns in 
America.  Riverside Magazine for Young People and Every 
Saturday were noted for their descriptive stories and illustrations. 
The most outstanding juvenile magazine was St. Nicholas for young 
folks begun in 1873 under the editorship of Mary Mapes Dodge.  It 
maintained a high standard of quality articles.  Not only were the 
sport articles well written and the sport skills clearly delineated, the 
illustrations were consistently well detailed so that the reader could 
emulate and practice them on their own.  Reviewing the contents 
from the perception of sport attitudes and participation from its 
inception to the end of the century certain facets were evident.  For 
males, the articles were both factual and fictional. A fictional article 
that dealt with athletic competitions such as “The Famous Lacrosse 
Struggle” built a story around the essential skills required to win the 
match. “Training for boys”(Fig.4) was a concise, detailed, 
information article geared to help the readers improve their skills.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 
 
In the early editions, there were no fictional accounts of female 
involvement in sport.  Older females were sketched as spectators at 
athletic contests as in “The game of lawn tennis” or as companions 
to males in more sedentary pursuits such as fishing. I detected a 
shift in the attitudes toward sports and female participation in both 
text and illustration throughout the last quarter of the century. In 
Louisa M. Alcott’s, “Under the Lilacs,”(1878) (Fig. 5), young girls 
were being instructed in archery to prepare them for competition 
against the boys.  By the 1880’s more articles were appearing with 
the young ladies involved with moderately physical activities such 
as croquet and cycling.  No reading material was evidenced that 
encouraged their participation in athletic competitions until the late 
1890s, when the magazine featured a fictional story of a girl trained 
by an expert, her own personal coach, to compete in an equestrienne 
jumping contest against men, no less. A startling step forward for 
females and sport. 
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Figure 5 

 
Two non-fiction books that serve as examples of books for late 19th 
century female readers need to be recognized. Newell’s Games and 
songs for American children (1883) included songs with movement 
that are still performed today such as “Ring around the rosie” and 
“Farmer in the dell.” He recommended low organized games that 
were carry overs from earlier years such as hopscotch and prisoners 
base. The suggested ball games such as stool ball and hand ball 
were preceded by a short history of the activity, often with classical 
references.   
 
The American girls home book for work and play (1883) was geared 
for the 12-16 age group.  The author focused on the skills, rules, 
equipment and dress for lawn tennis, archery, badminton, croquet, 
ship coil (resembles deck tennis), lawn billiards (shuffleboard), 
swimming and boating. She was most concerned about swimming 
safety describing how to breathe, tread water, float and proper 
movements for arms and legs for various swimming strokes.        
 
This ends the brief journey through some samples of sport literature 
available for young readers in the nineteenth century.  It was an 
intriguing journey for me, but it is clear that more needs to be 
researched in the history of sport literature.  It is a field begging for 
in-depth study.  I hope the readers will be interested in joining me 
on this quest. 
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Book Review 
 
Children’s Voices from the Trail 
Rosemary G. Palmer 
Arthur H. Clark Co. 
2002 
$39.50 
 
Reviewed by: Joseph E. Zimmer, St. Bonaventure University and  
Shandra Ann Vacanti, Frontier Central School District, NY 
 
Children’s Voices from the Trail is a social history of the American 
migration across the plains to Oregon, California and Utah in the 
decades straddling the mid-19th century.  The book is unique 
because it views the migration through the eyes and in the words of 
the children who made the journey and wrote diaries, journals and 
letters about the experience.  The book also makes extensive use of 
after-the-fact accounts and reminiscences of people who were 
children when they made the journey west. 
 
One of the most striking aspects of the book is the historiography it 
presents to the reader.  It is obvious that the sources used for this 
study were precious few in number and presented their experiences 
through very narrow lenses.  Palmer did an excellent job putting the 
value of the documents used in the study in context for the reader.  
It is very clear to the reader from the start that the diaries and letters 
have limited documentary value and that those reminiscences 
recorded long after the events described have even less 
documentary value because they are often colored by experiences of 
the person in the intervening time since the journey across the 
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plains.  Even through all of the well-documented and well-
warranted caveats presented by Palmer, the shining value of the 
evidence is clearly seen by the reader. 
 
The value of this sort of social history is contextualization.  Rather 
than bombarding the reader with a series of facts, figures and 
amalgamated views of the trail rides, this piece presents a series of 
dovetailing slices of life, glimpses of the past that confirm a good 
deal of the stereotypical history presented in other histories, but that 
also reject some of the notions one picks up from traditional 
histories and popular presentations of the trail rides.  For example, 
Palmer aptly shows that many of the trail riders, in particular girls, 
brought with them some of the sensibilities we would attribute to 
Victorian society.  Their attitudes toward boys, family relationships 
and girls’ roles in the family, etc. fit the stereotypical images we 
have of the Victorian Age.  Yet, these sensibilities stand in stark 
contrast to the trials and tribulations these trail riders endured during 
their long westward journeys. 
 
One of the most powerful examples of this contextualization the 
reader gets from this book comes in the writings of a child traveling 
with the Donner party on their infamous trip west.  A reading of this 
child’s writings reveals very clearly that the members of that party 
were very much like any other of the hundreds of wagon trains 
heading west.  The members of the party were just as optimistic and 
strong-willed as any of the other emigrant groups.  This makes their 
ultimate fate all the more tragic to the reader. 
 
Social histories such as this reveal the themes in everyday life that 
are often lost in traditional histories.  For example, throughout the 
reading of Children’s Voices, the reader gets an acute awareness of 
the presence of death in the everyday lives of those walking the 
trail.  This becomes clear in the statements about trail riders 
counting graves as they pass them, or by accounts of curious boys 
challenging each other to climb trees to peek at the bodies of dead 
Native Americans who were often wrapped in blankets and slung in 
trees.  There were accounts of wagons rolling over and killing their 
occupants, and accounts of orphans traveling the trail alone or being 
adopted by other travelers.  These accounts provide the reader with 
empathy for the travelers and an appreciation for the progress made 
in safeguarding human life in the past 150 years.  The following 
excerpt exemplifies this awareness of death: 

Children have always depended upon adults for survival; 
as a result, one of their basic fears is abandonment, loss, or 
separation from their caretaker. Seeing bodies of loved 
ones buried on the barren prairie for wolves to unearth 
could be an unnerving experience to children.  While older 
siblings provided support to younger ones, they, too, 
mourned and suffered when a loved one died.  Historian 
Elliott West notes that although fewer than one in twenty 
travelers died going west, most young emigrants 
encountered death in some way.  According to the 453 
contemporary and reminiscent accounts which I studied, 
the vast majority of young pioneers confronted death-
through immediate or extended family, members in their 
company, or others on the trail.  One-fourth of the 
contemporary accounts noted family members dying, and 
three-fourths mentioned the death of others.  Over half 
(55%) of the 430 reminiscences included "I remember" 
death experiences, and "we remember" memories 
discussed this topic as well (p. 119). 
 

 

We also particularly enjoyed all of the examples of humor used by 
children and adults as they rode the trail.  Palmer explores 
everything from funny incidents to the “Goldilocks” legends where 
male trail riders would often joke with Native Americans about 
trading their wives and daughters for ponies along the trail.  These 
stories humanized the experiences, and gave the reader the 
impression that, even though many of these trail riders were pulling 
handcarts weighing hundreds of pounds over rough terrain for 
hundreds of miles, they were still able to see humor in their lives.  
 
The only weakness we found in the work was in Palmer’s attempts 
to describe the children’s 19th century accounts in terms of 20th 
century developmental psychological theories.  While the points 
were made as well as they could be, relating these children’s 
writings to these theories was at times tenuous and seemed an 
unnecessary justification of the value of the work, when the value of 
the work was already aptly justified through Palmer’s excellent 
historiography at the beginning of the study. 
We are pleased to recommend Children’s Voices from the Trail as a 
great example of how social history can contextualize traditional 
history.  It is a great companion to the many histories of the period. 
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IRA Adopts No-Campaigning Resolution 
 
The following resolution was passed at the May 2003 meeting of the 
Delegates Assembly of the International Reading Association.  We have 
been asked to publicize it to our membership. 
 
RESOLUTION ON CAMPAIGNING 
 
WHEREAS campaigning for office is inequitable for candidates and is 
perceived by some Board members as detracting from the professional 
image and mission of the Association, 
 
And WHEREAS campaigning shall be defined as any action undertaken 
to solicit votes for specific individuals in an election, 
 
BE IT RESOLVED THAT the Board of Directors and the Delegates 
Assembly of the International Reading Association urge all of its 
members to vote for candidates for office in the Association on the basis 
of the candidates’ records of accomplishment and their potential for 
leading the Association in pursuit of its goals. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT campaigning in any form, either 
by individuals or by affiliates, councils, committees, or special interest 
or other groups in any way affiliated with IRA, is not permissible in 
IRA elections. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT all candidates be informed of 
this policy by the Nominating Committee at the time of nomination, that 
all candidates be asked at that time to agree to this policy, and that the 
names of candidates who refuse to follow this policy be withdrawn from 
nomination. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT it is the responsibility of the 
candidate to inform other individuals, organizations and institutions 
about this policy. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT it is the responsibility of all 
affiliates, councils, committees, and special interest or other groups to 
be aware of and follow this policy. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT candidates for office in the 
Association should refrain from any and all campaigning including, but 
not limited to, the distribution or mailing of campaign materials, 
writing, emailing, posting on websites, or calling members of the 
Association to solicit votes. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT IRA affiliates, councils, 
committees, and special interest or other groups should refrain from 
endorsing or supporting candidates for office in the Association 
including, but not limited to, the distribution or mailing of campaign 

materials; writing, emailing, or calling members of the Association to 
solicit votes; and/or endorsing a candidate in publications, events, 
meetings, conferences, or on websites. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT mailing lists of members shall 
not be available to candidates. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT the actions of affiliates, 
councils, committees, and special interest or other groups that endorse 
or proactively support a candidate for office will be interpreted as 
campaigning on the part of the candidate. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT the Board of Directors has the 
right to disqualify any candidate who participates in campaigning or 
knowingly allows others to campaign on his or her behalf. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT sanctions to individuals may 
include disqualification of candidate (removing name from ballot). 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT sanctions to councils may 
include disqualification for any awards that may be earned during the 
current year, including Honor Council and Award of Excellence. 
 
Note: This is a revision of the 1996 resolution “On Campaigning.” 
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