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WHAT KATY WROTE: 
How Nineteenth Century Young Adult Fiction 
Integrates Creative Writing and Traditional 
Composition  
 
By Susan S. Carpenter  
 
My title refers to What Katy Did, a popular children’s novel by 
Susan Coolidge first published in 1873 and featuring the adventures 
of Katy Carr, an impulsive, reckless twelve-year-old. As in many 
young adult books, each chapter shows an episode of the 
protagonist’s journey toward virtuous adulthood, which she resents, 
resists, and finally accepts. One element of that journey has to do 
with composition – specifically the tension between creative and 
academic writing.  
 
This paper is a brief foray into a much larger exploration of 
composition in Young Adult Fiction. Following Jane Tompkins’ 
lead in considering novels “as powerful examples of the way a 
culture thinks about itself,” (as quoted in Foster & Simons, 1995, p. 
4) I have been studying the way nineteenth century juvenile fiction 
thinks about composition pedagogy. In addition to Coolidge’s What 
Katy Did, I have found novels by Booth Tarkington, L.M. 
Montgomery, Laura Ingalls Wilder and others which describe, 
parody, and mock composition instruction as the authors weave 
their own discoveries about writing into their texts. This paper 
focuses on the submerged pedagogies in Coolidge’s book and in 
Louisa May Alcott’s Little Men. Both authors value personal 
experience and imagination; as the young protagonists compose a 
variety of letters, poems, stories and essays, they speak to our 
twentieth century college composition classes, where we still 
question whether and how to invite students’ personal experiences 
or creative efforts into academic writing.  
 
Katy is a budding writer. She produces a religious newsletter with 
verses, hymns, editorials on “Neatness” and “Obedience,” and a 
story “ ... in which Katy drew so much moral, and made such 
personal allusions to the faults of the rest, that it was almost more 
than [her younger sisters] could bear” (Coolidge, 1872, pp. 56-57). 
The smaller girls conspire to burn Katie’s offending paper. They 
prefer her continuing story “The Blue Wizard, or Edwitha of the 
Hebrides”– but that work is discovered and burned by an adult. 
 
Neither her pious essays nor her gothic novel are acceptable at Mrs. 
Knight’s school, where Katy makes two grammar errors and loses 
her place at the head of the class. She is so upset that her hand 
shakes when she copies a generic composition (one she herself has 
not composed), and the work must be done over. Then she whispers 
“How hateful!” to her sister and gets a black mark for 
“communicating” (Coolidge, 1872, p.39).  
 
There is a gulf between adults and children in Katy’s world; 
particularly in her writing we see the tension between what 

 
From What Katy Did (1873) 

 
composition historians identify as “traditional” and “progressive” 
strains of nineteenth century writing pedagogy.  Susan Coolidge, 
born in 1835 and growing up in Cleveland, was probably trained to 
write traditionally by teachers emphasizing grammar, memorization, 
and regurgitation. Much of What Katy Did is autobiographical – as 
is, I presume, Katy’s resistance to and subversion of her 
composition teacher’s approach. 
 
Katy’s writings are site-specific: in school she copies others’ words, 
and in the family parlor she writes pious Sunday messages. The loft 
in the barn, however, is adult-free; there the children can read 
compositions aloud to each other. In a chapter titled “In the Loft” 
Katy hosts a “fete” (pronounced “feet”) with ginger cookies and 
vinegar-water, and the reader is given the text of each child’s 
offering, along with the comments of the listeners. We hear, for 
example, “A Tragedy of the Alhambra,” by Cecy Hall, featuring the 
princess Zuleika, who wears a “turban of silver, with a silver 
crescent. As she stole down the corregidor the beams struck it and it 
glittered like stars”(Coolidge, 1872, p. 80). Like “Edwitha of the 
Hebrides,” the “Tragedy of the Alhambra”  shows that its young 
author savors the kinds of novels – “full of sensationalism, 
romance, and adventure” – which were thought to be damaging to 
young readers, especially girls (Bingham & Scholt,  1980, p. 146). 
One of the goals of nineteenth century children’s literature – 
particularly “girls’ literature” – was to provide an alternative to 
what Edward J. Salmon (1886), a contemporary critic, called 
“novels of a sort which should be read only by persons capable of 
forming a discreet judgement” (as quoted in Foster & Simons, 1995, 
p. 1). Yet Coolidge offers up youthful efforts to write gothic, as do 
Alcott, Montgomery and other authors of “girls’ literature,” thus 
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subverting their contemporaries’ efforts to draw strict boundaries 
between acceptable literature and the imagination. 
 
Boundaries are ignored in the loft composition “fete” as the children 
recite original poetry, some of it based on scripture: “...And Eve she 
wept, and Adam bawled,/And both together loudly squalled.” The 
toddler’s piece is memorized: “Little drops of water, little grains of 
sand/ make the mighty ocean and the pleasant land” (Coolidge, 
1872, pp. 83-85). 
 
In their comprehensive annotated chronology of children’s 
literature, Jane Bingham and Grace Scholt (1980) provide an 
overview of the “rising spirit of equality and democracy” which 
coursed through nineteenth century America, with the movements 
for abolition and women’s rights, the influx of immigrants, the 
expansion and development of public schools (pp. 137-38). Books 
became less expensive and more lavishly illustrated; magazines 
proliferated (pp. 146-47). Child-rearing methods began to admit 
awareness of and sympathy for children’s experience. “Play, for 
example, which had been frowned upon and scorned as idleness in 
colonial times, was by the 1830s looked upon as a necessary part of 
invigorating the child’s mind and body” (p. 156). The most popular 
young adult novels, Bingham and Scholt suggest, rode the crests of 
these liberalizing waves. 
 
In a parallel reform movement, composition pedagogies in the 
nineteenth century shifted from abstract to concrete writing, from 
memory-based to practice-based instruction, and from focus on 
classical literature to an emphasis on students’ personal experience 
and observation. This process of “democratization” was uneven and 
inconsistent at best. In The Young Composers, Lucille Schultz 
(1999) uses school textbooks as well as student compositions to 
document the sporadic, gradually increasing acceptance of reform. 
She asks “What do students learn when they write compositions?” – 
and looks for an answer to the “extracurriculum … an important site 
for a youngster’s growth in literacy development” (p. 129). Such 
works as “The Tragedy of the Alhambra” are extracurricular, and 
indeed, the “.. Loft” chapter of What Katy Did shows the give and 
take of composing. Cecy’s listeners accept the word “corregidor,”  
although they’re not sure of its meaning. Katy critiques the ending 
of Cecy’s story, where everyone lies dead “in the beams of the 
moon,” but Cecy insists “It’s a tragedy” (Coolidge, 1872, p. 81).  
 
The contrast between Katy’s school and the loft where children 
choose to compose, recite, and comment on each others’ work 
results in a strong argument for what we now call “whole-child” 
education. In effect Coolidge makes a case for integrating 
imaginative with traditional writing by showing us how Katy carries 
elements from one writing site to the next; even the “fete” includes 
old-school memorization. 
 
It is no surprise to find an American fiction writer in sympathy with 
reformers. In Little Men, I find not only such sympathy but the 
influence of the Swiss education reformer Johann Heinrich 
Pestalozzi, who originated “object teaching:” that is, he encouraged 
writing assignments based on concrete, familiar objects and 
personal experience (Schultz, 1999, p. 57). Such assignments fill 
John Frost’s Easy Exercises in Composition (1839), noted by 
Schultz (1999) as “one of the earliest composition books to suggest 
the personal experience essay to school children” (p. 36). “Object 
teaching” also figures prominently in Little Men. 
 

Readers of Little Women will remember how Jo March grew from 
“tomboy” to a successful writer; then she married Professor Fritz 
Bhaer. In Little Men she has become Mother Bhaer, and the two of 
them have founded Plumfield, a boarding school which houses a 
rollicking group of boys and girls.  An early anonymous review of 
Little Men, in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine August 1871, 
objects to the baluster-sliding and the weekly timed pillow-fights 
which are part of the school’s program, but the reviewer values the 
book’s “lesson – that personal sympathy with children … is the first 
condition of acquiring influence over them …” (Stern, Critical 
Essays…, 1984, p. 158). One of Plumfield’s real-life predecessors 
was of course Bronson Alcott’s Temple School, dangerously 
progressive and using Pestalozzian approaches (Bedell, 1980, pp. 
90, 95). Louisa celebrated her third birthday in her father’s school; 
as an adult she was influenced by a school run by Frank Sanborn, a 
protégé of Emerson (Stern, Louisa May Alcott, 1950, pp. 214-15). 
Further discussion of the Alcotts’ work will most likely be 
appropriate for a longer study; for this paper, I limit my focus to the 
compositions which appear in Little Men. 
 
Though they can slide down the bannisters with aplomb, 
Plumfield’s pupils must, of course, write compositions. When they 
complain, Mrs. Jo tells them how the pedagogy has progressed 
since her own childhood:  
 

“...If you think [these composition subjects are] hard, how 
would you like to have this subject given to you, as it was 
to a girl of thirteen: A conversation between Themistocles, 
Aristides, and Pericles on the proposed appropriation of 
the funds of the confederacy of Delos for the 
ornamentation of Athens?” (Alcott, 1871, p. 184) 
 

Chapter seventeen of Little Men is titled “Composition Day;” the 
children gather in their “museum” and perform their compositions 
for one another – and for the adults. Unlike Katy’s 
compartmentalized world, Plumfield is a place of integration, as 
work and play, nature study and imagination flow into each other.  
The “museum” is a Pestalozzian idea, put forth by “Uncle Laurie” 
who helps the children convert a carriage house into a storage place 
for rocks, dead insects, and other “treasures.”  He says: 
 

I want you [boys] to get some good as well as pleasure out 
of this. Just putting curious or pretty things here won’t do 
it; so suppose you read up about them, ... once a week 
[taking] turns to read a composition, or tell about some 
animal, mineral, or vegetable. (Alcott, 1871, p. 183) 

 
Composition Day begins with an essay on “The Sponge.” This topic 
is one of the suggested “Description of Real Objects” assignments 
on page 67 of  John Frost’s Easy Exercises in Composition (1839). 
Here is part of what ten-year-old Nan has written: 
  

The sponge, my friends, is a most useful and interesting 
plant. It grows on rocks under the water, and is a kind of 
sea-weed, I believe. People go and pick it and dry it and 
wash it, because little fish and insects live in the holes of 
the sponge; I found shells in my new one, and sand. ... The 
sponge has many uses. ... One use is to wash the face; I 
don’t like it myself, but I do it because I wish to be clean. 
Some people don’t and they are dirty. ...(Alcott, 1871, p. 
282) 
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“The Sponge” is followed by another child’s short piece on “The 
Cat;” and the third child reads his original poem about a butterfly. 
Tommy reads a letter to his grandmother, with a detailed description 
of “a pocket rifle ... a beautiful little instrument of killing.” Then 
two-year-old Teddy recites “Little drops of water/Little drains (sic) 
of sand ...” and two other boys report orally their observations of 
animals and insects (Alcott, 1871, pp. 286-88). 
 
Nineteenth century composition pedagogues often encouraged 
children to write poetry and letters along with essays; memorized 
and spoken pieces are part of the oldest traditions in composition. 
We see the mix in many nineteenth century young adult novels. The 
“Composition Day”  chapter comes late in Little Men, so another 
dimension is evident: the reader has come to know the children, 
whose compositions reflect their particular histories, strengths and 
weaknesses. A high point is Dick’s oral presentation on dragonflies, 
for which the reader is aware that Dick’s defining characteristic is a 
crippling hunch-back. He says: 
 

  “... Now this is the curiousest part of it, so you listen tight, 
for I don’t believe you know it. When [the dragonfly larva] is 
ready it knows somehow, and the ugly, grubby thing climbs up 
out of the water on a flag or a bulrush, and bursts open its 
back.” 
  “Come, I don’t believe that,” said Tommy, who … really 
thought Dick was “making up.” 
  “It does burst open its back, don’t it?” and Dick appealed 
to Mr. Bhaer, who nodded a very decided affirmative, to the 
little speaker’s great satisfaction. 

“Well, out comes the dragonfly, all whole, and he sits 
in the sun – sort of coming alive, you know; and he gets strong, 
and then he spreads his pretty wings, and flies away up in the 
air and never is a grub any more.” ( Alcott, 1871, p. 289) 

 
What do students learn when they write compositions?  In Little 
Men we see that children’s compositions are inseparable from their 
personal development. Ten-year-old Nan swerves from the natural 
history of the sponge to the matter of washing, which she has begun 
to prefer in spite of herself (in context, we know exactly which 
unwashed “people” she refers to). Then she connects the sponge 
with ether, which she hopes to use when she becomes a doctor and 
performs amputations. Dick is rapt with imagining the new-born 
dragonfly soaring aloft, and the narrator tells us how the listening 
adults are reminded that “some day little Dick would have his wish, 
and after years of helplessness and pain would climb up into the sun 
…” (Alcott, 1871, p. 290). 
 
As I have tried to show, Katy Carr’s writings are 
compartmentalized; her creative essays and stories get her in trouble 
with the adults at home and in school. At Plumfield, the 
compositions are all object-related, interesting primarily because 
Alcott shows how they grow out of the youngsters’ personal 
struggles. The submerged pedagogy of these books – along with that 
of other late nineteenth century young adult novels – is progressive, 
in other words, because of narrative points of view and story lines 
which depend on the reader’s awareness of how children integrate 
writing with their general development. This integration process is 
displayed clearly because the books are novels, and because the 
protagonists, as well as the projected audiences, are children. But I 
submit that the way juvenile fiction thinks about composition can be 
applied fruitfully to the way we might think about what any students 
– even those in College English 101 – learn when they write 
compositions. 
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Ellen Cyr and her children 

Ellen Cyr and Her Readers 

By Arlene L. Barry 

Like teachers throughout time, 18-year-old Ellen Cyr saw a problem 
in her 1880s primary classroom:  “The stilted, uninteresting style of 
text books which she was obliged to use in drilling her young 
charges was not the very best kind for her purpose.”  Also, like 
teachers throughout time, Ellen found a solution:  “She set about 
writing a primer according to her own ideas.”  (“ Occupations for 
Women,” 1911, p.4).  What was unique about Cyr, however, was 
that she was among the first women in American history to have a 
widely sold reading series marketed under her own name.  
Additionally, she was the first author, male or female, to have a 
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reading series that contained eight books; previous ones consisted of 
only five or six readers.  (Nietz, 1961) 
 
Cyr’s books were used regularly for over 20 years (Mrs. Ruel P. 
Smith, 1920) and were considered “one of the outstanding successes 
of the day.  So great were their popularity, in fact, that a Spanish 
edition was asked for and immediately published for Spanish-
American schools” (Lawler, 1938, p.187).  Additionally, a Japanese 
translation was produced in 1908 as part of a series for the state of 
California (California State Board of Education, 1904-05).  
Contemporaries praised the series highly.  An 1898 review in Book 
Reviews:  A Monthly Journal Devoted to New and Current 
Publications described the series as “admirable…from every point 
of view” (p. 58).  Because Cyr’s books were popular and wide 
reaching, they affected many children in significant ways.  One 
would think that information about this successful author and 
educator would exist; it does not.  Who was Ellen Cyr?  Why and 
how did she produce a series of readers?  Why were her readers 
popular?  Why was she ignored?  Some of these questions are 
answered in a longer work (Barry, 2004).  It is the purpose of this 
excerpt to take a brief look at Cyr’s Readers: Why and how did the 
series get started and why was it successful? 
  
A Start 
Ellen Cyr wrote her first book, a combination primer and first 
reader, while a teacher at the Holmes Primary School in Cambridge, 
MA.  According to her sister, Ellen believed the readers currently 
being used could be “improved upon both as to subject matter and 
as to pictures [so] she [Ellen] formed the idea of writing one to be 
used just in her school-room” (Lucy Cyr, 1920, p.5).  This was a 
bold move for a novice teacher, especially when a specific 
curriculum was advocated.  In his report, her Superintendent 
(Cogswell, 1880) specified the primers to be used in the Cambridge 
schools.  They were: “the Franklin…the Analytical, Sheldon’s, 
Munroe’s [sic], Appleton’s, and the Eclectic” (p. 340).  [Cogswell 
identifies the primers to be used in the schools as the “Franklin”  
(presumably the Franklin Primer of Hillard & Campbell, 1873); the 
“Analytical” (not found)1; “Sheldon’s” (Sheldon’s Primer of E.A. 
Sheldon, 1873); “Munroe’s” (the Chart-Primer of L.B. Monroe, 
1877); “Appleton’s” (Appletons’ Chart-Primer of R.D. Rickoff, 
1884)2 and  the “Eclectic” (McGuffey’s Eclectic Primer, Revised 
Edition, of 1881)]. 
 
A comparison between Cyr’s primer and the others used in 
Cambridge schools makes clear the instructional components Cyr 
found lacking:  (a) word recognition and (b) comprehension 
activities.  Cyr provided opportunities for significant practice with 
new words before adding more words.  She did this via pre-reading 
word lists, post-reading word lists, “review” sentences and “easy 
reading” segments.  The other primers did not incorporate 
opportunities to repeatedly practice new words.  Additionally, while 
both Cyr and Hillard said they introduced only a few new words per 
lesson, Cyr added two new words per lesson to Hillard’s six.  Cyr’s 
new word lists also had “phonetical marking” to aid pronunciation 
and therefore recognition. 
 
Cyr’s primer included several comprehension components and was 
far more interactive than the others.  It included many more 
questions and Cyr’s primer provided exercises called “Something 
To Do.”  In these exercises, students were to read and follow the 
directions silently if they comprehended.  These activities allowed 
the children to move:  “You may give your pencil to John;” “You 
may write your name on your slate;” “You may get a little boy for 

me.”  Undoubtedly the children enjoyed this and read carefully to 
see if any of their classmates committed errors.  Thirty-six of these 
directions were included.  None of the other primers incorporated 
this kind of interactive reading and comprehension.  Actually, this 
format appears to be decades ahead of its time.  According to Smith 
(1986), the emphasis shifted to silent reading and meaning between 
1910 and 1925 (Cyr’s primer was 1886) as a result of the influences 
of individuals like Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Herbart, Froebel and 
Parker.  Smith explained that “dramatization” was used as an 
indicator of comprehension and provided a 1924 example from St. 
Cloud Minnesota that is very similar to Cyr’s 1800s primer:  “The 
teacher prints short action sentences…She [teacher] introduces the 
card by saying that it tells them to do something.  If any child in the 
class can read it, he is permitted to do so silently and perform the 
action…Draw the pig.  Color the pig red”  (Smith, 1986, p. 182).   
 
Additionally, the content of Cyr’s primer was likely to have more 
appeal for children because stories focused on family interactions, 
school and play. Stories about the family in Cyr’s Primer and First 
Reader were endearing and all members were included. “Charlie is 
my dear brother...Charlie can read.  I want to read too. When 
Charlie came home she took the book to him.  She got up in his lap.  
Charlie read to her.   (p. 40);” “This is my dear Grandpa, I love my 
Grandpa, My Grandpa loves me...Have you a dear Grandpa?... 
Where is your Grandpa?...Will he play with you (p. 45)?”  “John 
has a dear little sister, She is asleep, See John rock her.  Have you a 
little baby sister?”  “I am trying to help momma.  Poor momma is 
not well. I must help her.  I am a big girl now” (pp. 80-81).  
Grandma and Papa are included also.  Family is talked about 31 
times in Cyr’s primer, 9 times in Hillard’s, only once in Rickoff’s  
and McGuffey’s, and never in Monroe’s, or Sheldon’s.  Current 
research on children’s reading interests suggests that overall 
children are interested in books that are accessible i.e., readable, and 
provide a character with whom they can easily identify either on a 
superficial or developmental level (Nevil, 2000).  Cyr’s primer 
provided that connection.  Focusing on stories that would interest 
children was a significant consideration for an author during the 
1800s. The distinctiveness of childhood and the notion of children’s 
literature was a concept just beginning to take shape.  “As late as 
1893,” Macleod explained, “70 percent of public libraries banned 
children under 12” (1998, p. 129).  
 
Finally, Cyr’s stories were more natural sounding than the 
disconnected sentences presented in other primers.    As in more 
recent criticism of some readers, because Sheldon and Monroe used 
rhyming words/word families throughout, their stories often 
sounded contrived.  For example,  
 

This is a wag and a jag 
The wag is on the jag 
This is a nag and a wag 
A pad is on the nag. 
This nag is a bad nag. 
The wag has a hat on. 
The wag has the nag and the jag.  
(Sheldon, 1873, p. 17) 

 
The Interstate Primer and First Reader, as Cyr’s primer came to be 
called, published by the Interstate Publishing Company in 1886 was 
a success.  A clerk at the publishing house told Ellen that her primer 
had the greatest sale of any book at that time in the company.   
Because of these record sales, “A representative from Ginn and 
Company visited her very soon after the book appeared, and 
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engaged her to do all her writing for them” (Lucy Cyr, 1920, p. 5).  
The Interstate Primer and First Reader was revamped for Ginn as 
the Children’s Primer and First Reader (1891) and later Cyr’s 
Readers (1892). 
 
Incorporation of Literature   
Ellen had other ideas about the appropriate nature of children’s 
readers. Because of the success with her first book she was able to 
put them into practice.  Her next move was to help children develop 
good taste in reading material or “education by means of good 
literature” (Third Reader, 1902, preface).  Her own love of literature 
was undoubtedly formed during her childhood.  As explained in her 
1911 interview in the “Occupations for Women” section of The 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “In her father’s library she read ‘everything.’  
She had been allowed to browse as she chose, and she had formed a 
good idea of the best writers and had learned much from their 
works”  (p.4).  She began sharing what she believed were the works 
of “the best writers” in her Second Reader.  This book also 
contained information about the lives of these authors:  Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow and John Greenleaf Whittier.  Cyr had 
particularly interesting insights about these two poets because of her 
family’s friendships with both.  The acquaintance began with 
Longfellow when the Cyrs rented a house from his mother in New 
Hampshire.  Later, Ellen’s father, a French teacher and minister, 
decided that the family should be relocated to Cambridge so he 
could teach French full time.  Mrs. Longfellow told the Cyrs to 
contact her son and he helped them find housing near him on 
Auburn Avenue in Cambridge.  The friendship between the Cyrs 
and Henry grew.  According to Lucy,   
 

He [our father] was invited twice to supper at the home of 
Mr. Henry Longfellow, and several times to call...Once 
Mr. Cyr asked permission to bring his daughters with him.  
A day was set and Mr. Longfellow came to the gate to 
meet them.  That afternoon was one never to be forgotten, 
the conversation, the walks around the garden, the flowers 
given her and her sister.  Nellie [Ellen’s pet name] pressed 
her flowers and kept them many years. (p.4)  

 
This relationship manifested itself in stories in Ellen’s reader:  
“Longfellow’s Birthplace,” “Longfellow’s Home in Cambridge,” 
“Longfellow’s Children,” and “Longfellow’s Birthday.” (Children’s 
Second Reader, 1895.) 
 
Another personal literary influence was Whittier.   Reminiscing in 
her eulogy, Lucy noted that their father also took her and Ellen to 
Whittier’s home.  “She [Ellen] never forgot him nor the great yellow 
cat that he brought in to help him entertain the young girls.” (p. 3-4).  
Apparently Ellen did not forget the cat because in The Children’s 
Second Reader (1895) one of Cyr’s stories about Whittier states,  
 

Mr. Whittier had many pets. 
One of them was a yellow cat. 
He would bring it in to show  
to the children when they came 
to see him. (p.117) 

 
Ellen ran into a snag when she wanted to use extracts of the poets’ 
writings in her primary readers. This occurred because the works of 
these writers had been copyrighted.  ‘I had not thought about that,’ 
she confessed in a 1911 interview.  Her solution provides insight 
into her tenacious personality: 
 

The first thing I did was to visit personally old Mr. 
Houghton…whose house had the copyright of many of the 
things I wanted to use.  I did not realize that I was going 
against precedent…in visiting him at his home.  Someone 
in the family was not inclined to admit me, but I got in, 
and I told him what I wanted…he told me to write out a 
list of what I needed and to take it to his company.  I did, 
and I got nearly all I wanted, but not quite all.  Then I 
went back to Mr. Houghton and met him just as he was 
going for a walk…In the end I got all that I needed for my 
book.    (Occupations for Women, p.4) 

 
Other contemporary literati are evident in Cyr’s subsequent readers.  
Lucy wrote that Ellen had “the great privilege” of hearing “Emerson 
read a paper at a Woman’s Club of which her father, as a great 
compliment, had been made an honorary member” (1920, p. 4).  
Ellen also used the works of her female contemporaries:  Julia Dorr, 
Louisa M. Alcott, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Celia Thaxter, Elizabeth 
Stuart Phelps, and Lucy Larcom.  She incorporated biographies of 
each of these women with their works into Cyr’s Third Reader, 
1902.  According to interest inventories conducted at the end of the 
1800s (e.g., Henderson, 1897; Russell and Bullock, 1897; Shaw, 
1897), Alcott and Stowe were authors who were popular with 
school children.  As a matter of fact, in their 1897 study of reading 
interests, Russell and Bullock noted, “The girl likes 
biography…true to her sex, she prefers stories of great women 
rather than those of great men.  Pity it is that the biographies of so 
few of the world’s great women are written” (p. 1119).  Through her 
use of female biographies, Cyr addressed the interests of female 
readers and demonstrated to her young readers that women could 
have roles other than caregiver.   Through her use of strong female 
main characters, Cyr counteracted the comatose female popularized 
in the ubiquitous McGuffey Readers. 
 
Finally, Ellen’s love of nature was incorporated in her readers as 
well.  Lucy Cyr (1920) noted in her eulogy, “Nellie loved out-door 
life…the birds, the butterflies, the flowers, etc…She took many 
rides in the country with her aunts…and she spent the greater part of 
her summers for several years on a farm on beautiful Boardman Hill 
in Centre Rutland” (1920, p.3).  This love for and knowledge of the 
outdoors is well reflected in Cyr’s early readers (e.g., The 
Children’s Second Reader, 1895, “The Story of A Seed,” “Bessie 
and the Flowers,” “The Parts of A Flower,” “The Runaway Geese,” 
“Snowflakes,” “Carl and the Clouds.”) 
 
Cyr’s Readers were marketed by Ginn and Co., “one of the 
foremost publishers of school and college textbooks in Boston” and 
“the sixth largest publisher in the United States by 1890” (Tebbel, 
1975, p. 408). Edwin Ginn aimed to “improve the content and 
format of school books” (Madison, 1966, p. 126).  Tebbel (1975) 
described Ginn as a man “full of ideas and energy,” someone who 
“was able to build a strong sales department composed of young 
college graduates whom he chose for their integrity, honesty, and 
alertness” (p. 410). To their credit, Ginn and Company’s smart, 
aggressive staff put themselves in a position to promote texts like 
Cyr’s.  The combined efforts of Ginn’s associates, Alexis Frye and 
Thomas Lawler, solidly established Ginn texts in Hispanic markets.  
Frye’s opportunity to promote Ginn texts came through his 
association with Charles Eliot, President of Harvard.  After the 
Spanish-American War, Puerto Rico and the Philippines became 
U.S. possessions and Cuba became a protectorate.   Secretary of 
War, Elihu Root, asked Eliot to recommend two educators to 
develop school systems in Cuba and the Philippines that would be 
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similar to systems in the U.S.  Eliot named Alexis Frye, Ginn author 
and partner, whom he knew.  “In 1899, Frye became the first 
superintendent of elementary education in Cuba.  He opened 
hundreds of schools throughout the island” (Lawler, 1938, p.125).  
Ginn then sent Lawler, another partner, to Cuba where he 
supervised the translation of elementary textbooks in geography, 
arithmetic, hygiene, and reading into Spanish (Laylander, 1933).  
Lawler also had lucrative sales experiences in the Philippines.  He 
visited the islands soon after the close of the Spanish-American 
War.  While there, Lawler succeeded in establishing himself so well 
in the eyes of the educational authorities that Ginn and Co. was well 
represented with textbooks.  “Business flowed in steadily from the 
islands” (Hilton, 1947, 31).  
 
Ginn salesmen also introduced the Cyr Readers to the California 
market.  In 1904, on the basis of “merit,” and “economy,” the 
California State Text-Book Committee recommended that the Cyr 
Primer, First, Second, Third, and Fourth Readers be adopted  “for 
the common schools of the State” (California State Board of 
Education, 1904-1905, p.157).  In actuality, the Fourth Reader that 
California used turned out to be a combination of Cyr’s Book Four, 
Book Five, and Book Six, so most of her series was implemented. 
(The readers were titled differently in different editions.)  Japanese 
residents in California requested that this newly adopted series be 
translated into the Japanese language.  The Text-Book Committee 
moved to do so, and the motion carried. 
 
Cyr was undoubtedly happy to have California adopt her readers as 
the state text.  Royalties paid to Ginn from this transaction alone 
were well over $9,000 per year and continued for five years. In 
today’s dollars that payment would translate to approximately 
$180,000 per year (Sahr, 2003).  According to Ginn (1910) authors 
received “50 per cent of the total” (p.223).  Additionally, in 1905, 
the Cyr Graded Art Readers (stories based on the masterpieces of 
famous painters and stories of the lives of Renaissance artists with 
reproductions of masterpieces included) and the Cyr Dramatic 
Readers (stories written in dialogue form to be acted out) were 
adopted as supplementary to the California State series. With Ginn 
offices in Boston, New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Columbus, 
Dallas, Atlanta, Toronto, and London before the end of the 1800s, 
and business extending to India, Australia, New Zealand, the 
Philippines and Puerto Rico, during the 1900s, the works of its 
authors could, indeed be influential and lucrative. 
 
Summary 
The preceding discussion addressed questions posed about Ellen 
Cyr: Why and how did her reading series get started and why was it 
successful?  In summary, her work was the product of her 
upbringing and her circumstances, the things she loved, educational 
needs, market influences and the abilities of her very able publisher.  
Cyr wrote her first primer because she believed the readers currently 
being used could be “improved upon both as to subject matter and 
as to pictures” (Cyr, 1920, p.5).  Her first book, according to her 
sister, was written in two weeks.  Because it sold well, publisher 
Ginn sought her out and “engaged her to do all her writing for 
them” (Ibid). Her primer was undoubtedly popular because it was 
the most effective of those used in the Cambridge schools at 
actually teaching children to read.  Cyr attempted to produce what 
we might call a more “balanced” approach to beginning reading.  
There was practice with individual words, but also with meaningful 
text.  The text was realistic and enjoyable with simple stories about 
family members.   In many ways stories seemed the forerunner of 
Scott Foresman’s Dick and Jane series.  Additionally, Cyr’s primer 

appeared ahead of its time in its incorporation of silent reading 
comprehension activities and instruction.   In subsequent books Cyr 
included female main characters and substantial biographies of 
female authors. These components were innovative for the time as 
well.  Apparently, they were regarded well enough to be used by 
teachers at the Francis W. Parker progressive school (e.g., Hall, 
1901) in Chicago.   As summed up by the reviewer in the “Book 
Notices” (1903) section of Education, “to say that it is a ‘Cyr’ is to 
pronounce it best among class readers.” 
 
Notes 
1. The “Analytical” is not equated with Samuel Putnam’s 1830 The 
Analytical Reader.  Putnam’s is one of the “old style” readers that 
contained lists of words to pronounce, define and spell, followed by 
difficult reading passages.  The first list contained such names as 
“Telemachus” and “Ulysses” and words like “aversion” and 
“dread.”   This is presumably not the material of a newly designed 
primary reading program of the 1880s. 
2. The 1885 book format contains what was published earlier in 
chart format.  Appletons’ Chart-Primer contains “the words and 
stories of the first twenty charts” (Rickoff, 1885, p.iii). 
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Call for Biographies of Reading Pioneers 
 
Edward Fry, Professor Emeritus at Rutgers University, who is 
completing a four-year term as Historian for the Reading Hall of 
Fame (http://www.reading.org/dir/ex/hallfame.html) has asked for 
the assistance of the History of Reading Special Interest Group in 
reconstructing vitae or brief biographies of those individuals 
identified as Reading Pioneers by the Hall of Fame.  This is a great 
area for graduate students to focus on for master’s theses and 
doctoral dissertations, and current members of the Hall of Fame are 
willing to help researchers.  The list of Reading Pioneers is: May 
Hill Arbuthnot, James McKean Cattell, Walter F. Dearborn, 
Raymond Dodge, Arthur I. Gates, William S. Gray, Ernest Horn, 
Edmund Burke Huey, Charles Hubbard Judd, Bernice E. Leary, 
David H. Russell, Ruth Strang, Edward L. Thorndike, Douglas 
Waples, Robert S. Woodworth, and Laura Zirbes.  Interested parties 
should contact Dr. Fry at 245 Grandview, Laguna Beach, CA 
92651. 
 
Members News 
 
From Blake Carus, founder of the Open Court Reading program: “I 
am very interested in trends in teaching beginning reading and 
reading for content at teachers colleges as a result of NCLB.” 
 
From Mogens Jansen of the Danish National Association of 
Reading Teachers: “[I] have been working at relating the top-down 
and bottom-up discussions of the recent decades to much earlier, 

similar discussions—and have tried to view them in the light of a 
so-called ‘information-heavy and computer-controlled’ future.  
Seeking to see the motto of the Danish reading teachers, viz. 
‘Experience and knowledge,’ in the light of the former, the present 
and the coming development.” 
 
From Bernice Cullinan, Professor Emerita of New York University: 
“I am co-editing the Continuum Encyclopedia of Young Adult 
Literature with Bonnie Kunzel.  The Continuum Encyclopedia of 
Children’s Literature was published in 2001.  It was co-edited with 
Diane G. Person. 
 
From Diane L. Larson of the Owatonna Public Schools in 
Minnesota: “[I am a] retired principal and IRA Board Member 
(1997-2000).  [I am] currently a full-time caregiver (24/7) to a 
husband with respiratory issues, trach tube, feeding tube and 
ventilator support.  [I] have learned to be a nurse without the degree.  
Would love to hear from IRA friends.” 
 
From Barbara Ruth Peltzman of St. John’s University, Staten Island 
Campus: “1. Work in progress: Reading Instruction in America: An 
Historical Reference to be published by McFarland & Co.; 2. Will 
present in Reno “Noah Webster: America’s First Reformer of 
Reading Instruction”; 3. Presented at New York State Reading 
Association in November 2003 “Family Stories: Multicultural 
Literature Project in Middle Schools”; 4. Article: “From Montessori 
in America to American Montessori” in Intellectual News: Review 
of the International Society for Intellectual History, Winter 2003”; 
5. We as a SIG must continue to publish and provide a place for 
presentations in the area of history of reading because the field has 
become too much concerned with CURRENT practice.  We need to 
help students and researchers to realize that “We ARE what we 
WERE” –history is important.  We need to know about the lives of 
researchers who built the foundation upon which the current 
research is growing.  The field of reading has become too concerned 
with “What’s Hot—What’s New” and we need to step back in time 
to see where we have come from.” 
 
From Ronald Cramer of Oakland University in Michigan: 
“Textbooks for graduate and undergraduate students of reading and 
language arts seldom inform students about the rich history of our 
profession.  There is even pressure from publishers and reviewers 
(usually professors) to include only references that fall within the 
past ten or fifteen years.  Teachers need to know the contributions 
and personal history of important contributors to our profession.  
For that reason, when I wrote The Language Arts: A Balanced 
Approach to Reading, Writing, Listening, Talking and Thinking 
(2004) I included a feature in each chapter describing the 
contributions and personal histories of men and women who, in my 
judgment, made major contributions to reading and language arts: 
Ruth Strang, Noah Webster, Ken Goodman, Yetta Goodman, Albert 
Harris, Bill Martin, Jr., Marie Clay, Louise Rosenblatt, Donald 
Graves, Donald Murray, Russell Stauffer, Edmund Burke Huey, 
Hughes Mearns, Zena Sutherland, and William Shakespeare.  
Obviously, I have left out many major contributors.  If I write 
another book, I intend to add to my short list.” 
 
From Allen Berger of Miami University in Ohio: “I was one of 
eight people on a task force that oversaw to completion the new 
Standards for Reading Professionals (IRA, 2004).  My article, 
“Listening to Giants at Midnight,” appears in The California Reader 
(Summer 2003).  I have spoken about how to write a reading 
program report for the National Council for Accreditation of 
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Teacher Education (NCATE) at the IRA annual convention in 
Orlando, and I organized and spoke at a symposium on 
“Politics/Policies and Their Critical Impacts on Teacher Education” 
at the College Reading Association annual conference in Corpus 
Christi.  I am the Heckert Professor of Reading and Writing at 
Miami University, Oxford, OH.” 
 
From Alan E, Farstrup, Executive Director, International Reading 
Association: “IRA will be celebrating its 50th anniversary beginning 
with its 2005 Annual Convention in San Antonio, Texas.  This will 
be the start of a year-long celebration of IRA’s history of 
contributions to the progress of the reading profession and will have 
a strong focus on its history as well as a look forward into the role 
of the Association in the 21st century.” 
 
From Charles Monaghan of Charlottesville, VA: “[I] wrote an 
article titled “Noah Webster, Lyman Cobb and the British 
Elocutionary Tradition” in the current issue of Paradigm, the 
journal of the British Textbook Colloquium.  The issue is the 
festschrift for Prof. Ian Michael on his 90th birthday.  [I] also 
continue work on a biography of Lyman Cobb, Noah Webster’s 
leading rival as an author of spelling books.” 
 
From Norman A. Stahl of Northern Illinois University and James R. 
King of the University of South Florida: “[We] delivered a paper 
titled “History and Models of Reading: A Course Description and 
Reflection” at the Annual Meeting of the National Reading 
Conference in December 2003 in Scottsdale, AZ.” 
 
From Lou Ann Sears of the University of Pittsburgh at Greensburg: 
“Since June of 2003, I have been working with Dr. Doug Hartman 
on the history of the International Reading Association project.  
This text will be published in spring 2005.” 
 
From Avon Crismore of Indiania University-Purdue University in 
Indiana: “Currently I am investigating the history of English 
(reading and writing) teaching in Burma by means of interviewing 
Burmese living in Fort Wayne (Fort Wayne has the largest number 
of Burmese of any city in the US) and by using written sources.” 
 
From Harvey Graff, Ohio State University: “Fall 2004 Ohio 
Eminent Scholar and Professor of English and History, Ohio State 
University; Looking Backward and Looking Forward: Perspectives 
on Social Science History, coeditor with Leslie Page Moch and 
Philip McMichael [presentations and discussion from special 
retrospective and prospective sessions at the 25th annual meeting of 
the Social Science History Association, 2000] (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 2004); “Understanding Literacy in its Historical 
Contexts: Past Approaches and Work in Progress,” special double 
issue, Interchange, 34, 2-3 (2003), coeditor with Alison Mackinnon, 
Bengt Sandin, and Ian Winchester [Papers from an international 
conference, Vadstena, Sweden, May 2002, “Egil Johansson, the 
Demographic Database, and Socio-Cultural History for the 21st 
Century: Literacy, Religion, Gender, and Social History”][Separate 
publication as an expanded book by Kluwer Publishing is pending]; 
City at the Crossroads: Dallas, the Book — urban historian’s 
reinterpretation of Dallas’s history and American urbanization, and 
critical reflections on the city, past, present, and future in U.S. and 
international contexts (under contract with Rutgers University 
Press);  articles;  “A Dallas Reader,” proposed anthology of source 
materials; H-Urban (H-Net Humanities and Social Sciences Online), 
Board of Advisors, 1995-1997, 1997-1999, 1999-2001, 2001-2003, 
2003-05H-Childhood (H-Net Humanities and Social Sciences 

Online), Board of Advisors, 1998-; Chicago Historical Society, 
“Teen Initiative,” principal academic adviser, 2001-; Chicago 
Companion to the Child, University of Chicago Press, Advisory 
Board, 2001-; Urban History Association, Board of Directors, 2002-
04; Interchange: A Quarterly Review of Education, Editorial Board, 
1974-1975;  Corresponding Editor, 1975-1976;  Consulting Editor, 
1985-; Historical Social Research/Historische Sozialforchung 
(Germany), Consulting Editor, 1998-; Literacy and Numeracy 
Studies: An International Journal (Australia), International Editorial 
Board, 1998-; Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 
Editorial Board, 2000-.” 
 
From E. Jennifer Monaghan, Professor Emerita, Brooklyn College, 
City University of New York: “[I] have now fully retired, as 
Professor Emerita, from teaching at Brooklyn College of CUNY. 
Charles and I have moved to Charlottesville, Virginia, where we are 
within 7 minutes of family (including 3 grandchildren) and 15 
minutes of the Rare Book School housed at the University of 
Virginia. With Douglas K. Hartman and Charles, I coauthored a 
4,000-word entry on the history of reading instruction for Literacy 
in America: An Encyclopedia of History, Theory, and Practice, 
edited by Barbara J. Guzzetti (ABC-CLIO, 2002). I also have a 
chapter on “The Uses of Literacy by Girls in Colonial America” in 
Girls and Literacy in America: Historical Perspectives to the 
Present, edited by Jane Greer (ABC-CLI0, 2003). My essay, 
“Literacy Instruction and the Town School in Seventeenth-Century 
New England,” appeared in Paradigm: Journal of the Textbook 
Colloquium 2, issue 7 (2003), edited by Frances Austin and 
Christopher Stray. This is a special issue honoring long-time SIG 
member Ian Michael on the occasion of his 88th birthday. I wrote, 
‘Charles and I are delighted to have essays in this issue. Happy 
birthday, Ian.’” 
 
From Laura Kelley of Willowwind School in Iowa: “[I am] editing 
a layperson-oriented newsletter on history of reading for parents of 
young readers (local distribution).” 
 
From Thomas G. Sticht, International Consultant on Adult 
Education: “I managed to stay pretty busy in 2003. I gave 
speeches/workshops on adult literacy education in Bangkok, 
California, Colorado, Florida, Nevada, and Saipan. I wrote articles 
for newsletters in the United Kingdom, Canada, and the U.S. 
(California, Florida, New York) and I had two articles published in 
Reading Today, the newspaper of the International Reading 
Association. Two newspapers in Saipan reported on my workshops 
there and I had an extended letter to the Editor published in the 
American Educator, the professional journal of the American 
Federation of Teachers. I prepared a brief technical report on adult 
literacy assessment for the Basic Skills Agency in the U.K., and in 
Paris in May I achieved a major milestone: I received UNESCO’s 
Mahatma Gandhi Medal for completing 25 years of volunteer 
service on the International Jury that selects the annual winners of 
UNESCO’s literacy prizes.” 
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