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In relatively low-cost accessible popular schools throughout the
nineteenth century, thousands of teachers were engaged in an effort to
teach thousands of students to read, to write, to cipher and to acquire a
rudimentary knowledge of their country.! The way these primary school
teachers taught suggests that they believed that the main function of
education was instilling restraint. Their role, as they saw it, was to
channel youthful energies into a highly controlled series of intellectual
exercises, and to encourage students to suspend their own impulses in
order to acquire literacy. Indeed, teachers seemed to assume that literacy
was a sine qua non for right conduct, and that the ultimate value of in-
struction was to restrain and redirect the unseemly propensities, if not
the evil nature, of their charges. It never seemed to occur to most primary
school teachers that the inner life of children amounted to anything but a
subversion of wisdom. They proceeded to ignore, if not to suppress it.

In recollections of students and of teachers, and in analyses and criti-
cisms of foreign visitors and of interested Americans, there is overwhelm-
ing evidence to suggest that the generality of American teachers—in set-
tings as diverse as the one-room subscription schools and district schools
of the countryside, the monitorial schools of the cities, as well as the bu-
reaucratized urban public schools of the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury—shared the conviction that childhood was a precarious and unde-
sirable state and that the primary school teacher needed to provide occa-
sions for intellectual exercise which they designed simultaneously to
encourage students to acquire the rudiments of knowledge as well as to
suspend any subjective evaluations or impressions of the material.2
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This analysis is derived from descriptive literature comprising recol-
lections, observations and criticisms of classroom procedures written by a
multitude of individuals using a variety of methods. The inherently sub-
jective character of each source and the limited number of schools de-
scribed in each source requires cautious use. The collected data can
convey some sense of variety in classroom procedures, but cannot docu-
ment the frequency of each type of behavior in American schools. Be-
cause those who describe schools are a select group, and because the
sources themselves are selectively published and preserved, there are
bound to be distortions. Nonetheless, a range and variety of instructional
behaviors can be discerned, and the behaviors are startling in their con-
sistency and persistence.3

In relatively homogeneous rural communities, where family, church
and school together provided a highly structured and controlled educa-
tional environment and where threats to stability, order and continuity
were not obvious, teachers nonetheless seemed to regard the restraining
character of literacy as fundamental. Unlike their urban counterparts,
they almost never consciously elaborated the relationship between char-
acter and intellect, but their stated goals suggest that they tied literacy
and morality inextricably together. A Brush County, North Carolina,
schoolmaster emphasized the moral intention of his teaching when, he
intoned: ... an endless throng of heedless children in mad pursuit of
illusive childish joys danced by my station. If left unwarned they would
surely choose the downward way. . . .” A Pennsylvania teacher of the
1850’s also tied his role as a teacher to the characteristics which he be-
lieved literacy would nurture. The whole future of these boys and girls,
he declared, “. . . might be rightly shaped or malformed” in his class-
room. His intention was to instill *. . . a right appreciation of the world,
its people and its destiny”’* (emphasis mine).

In urban schools, where teachers commonly instructed children from a
variety of ethnic and social backgrounds, and where economic, social and
demographic factors were transforming the supervisory function of the
family, teachers consciously tied intellectual and moral aspects of educa-
tion inextricably together as they described their own importance. The
Baltimore School Commissioners described the role of a successful teacher
as essentially restraining: “In the space of 7 out of 14 waking hours, the
child is, as it were, stolen from himself . . . the intellectual faculties, are
exercised by themselves and for themselves, and the passions are at rest.
... In a well regulated school, passions ought to have no play, the lower
propensities no expression.’

The Boston grammar schoolmasters who had controlled popular
schooling in Boston in the 1830’s and 1840’s also tied intellectual disci-
pline and moral restraint inextricably together: “The object of elemen-
tary instruction of our schools . . . is, not alone to impart a certain
amount of knowledge to the pupils, but to give . . . training . . . to dis-
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cipline and strengthen their minds, and prepare them, as far as possible,
for that independent action, which will be required of them in the dis-
charge of the duties of life.”¢ Twenty years later, the Boston School Com-
mittee defined the teacher’s obligation in a manner which also suggests
the necessity of intellectual discipline to assure moral restraint—the kind
of restraint which they apparently felt was missing from family discipline
in the lower classes:

Taking children at random from a great city, undisciplined,
uninstructed, often with inveterate forwardness and ob-
stinacy and with the inherited stupidity of centuries of
ignorant ancestors; forming them from animals into intel-
lectual beings, and . . . from intellectual beings into
spiritual beings; giving to many their first appreciation of
what is wise, what is true, what is lovely and what is pure.”

The tendency to place intellect in the service of moral restraint is
also demonstrated by the behavior of teachers as intellectual guides. Even
in their most narrow capacity as instructors, teachers indirectly, and for
the most part unconsciously, emphasized “rule-mindedness” and the
suppression of subjectivity as essential qualities in intellectual develop-
ment. They consistently tried to impose intellectual order by compelling
students to memorize facts. North and south, east and west, in rural
schools as well as urban schools, throughout the nineteenth century, we
find that teachers assigned lessons, asked questions, and created standards
of achievement designed to compel students to assimilate knowledge and
practice skills in a particular fashion. It was a fashion dictated by the
textbooks usually—and often with dogmatic determination. But occa-
sionally the teachers themselves interpreted material for the students.
Indeed, their behavior as instructors suggests that teachers were uninter-
ested in the ways that students reacted to the material. Indeed, in all of
the descriptive literature, I was able to find only three examples of
teaching situations in which teachers engaged students in discussions
designed to elicit student ideas;® only two descriptions of original com-
position writing and the preparation of speeches;® and no descriptions
of discussion which réquired students to interpret, or criticize textbook
materials.10

The descriptive literature suggests that there were basically three
patterns of instructional behavior in nineteenth-century popular schools
—all of which required rule-mindedness and the suppression of sub-
jectivity. The first pattern—that of the Intellectual Overseer—involved
the teacher in little more than the rendering of assignments and the
punishment of mistakes, and involved students in memorization. A
Hoosier man recalled this verbal exchange in 1820, typical in the de-
scriptive literature of the nineteenth century.

“Open thy book,” the master commanded.
It was opened.
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“Now what letter is this?”

The child hesitated.

“It’'s A,” said the master, “A, A, A! Look at it. Now tell
me what it is.”

The child timidly answered, “A.”

“That’s right. Remember it’s A. Now what’s this next
letter?”

Again the child hesitated.

“I tell thee it’'s B. Look at it. It’s B, B, B! Now tell me
what it is.” '

The child, a little encouraged, answered, “B.”

“Yes, that’s right. Now don’t forget. Thisis A and this is B.
Now go to thy seat, and study these two letters till thee
know them by heart.”11

The second pattern of instructional behavior—that of the Drillmaster
—involved teachers in leading children in concert or individually
through a variety of exercises which compelled students to repeat the
material to be learned out loud without involving teachers in illustration,
in exploration or clarification of the material. For example, exercises in
chanting or singing geography where teachers pointed to places on maps
and heard students repeat names, locations, etc., were described in places
as diverse as Hardin County, Jowa, and Uxbridge, Massachusetts; New
York City and Medicine Lodge, Kansas; York County, Pennsylvania, and
Boston, Massachusetts.?2 A Kansas mother who had attended school in
York County, Pennsylvania, in the 1860’s and 1870’s recalled her exer-
cise in “Chanting Geography”:

Maine, Augusta, is on the Kennebec River,

New Hampshire, Concord, is on the Merrimac River,
Vermont, Montpelier, is on the Onion River,
Massachusetts, Boston, is on the Boston Harbor,

Rhode Island has two capitals—Providence and Newport,
Connecticut, Hartford, is on the Connecticut River. . . .

The teacher, she went on, required them to repeat each line twice and
then move on. “We covered the United States, South America, Europe,
Asia and Africa in just the same way. Some of the tunes changed a little,
but never the plan.”13 This sort of teaching behavior seems to have
limited the quality of private musing in the students who remembered
the exercises rather than their daydreams.

A third pattern of instructional behavior—that of an Interpreter of
Culture—involved teachers in the clarification of concepts and in ex-
planations of material. This kind of teaching behavior was unusual
throughout the century, but might have occurred in any instructional
setting.1¢ A teacher who taught in a one-room Massachusetts school in
the 1830’s even recognized that the proper assimilation of the content of
texts required prepared minds and readied his students for the verbal
difficulties of Morse’s Geography in this manner:
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I usually commenced by showing my pupil or pupils some
very small object which I had about me, or which they had
about them . .. and which was about an inch in length.
I usually selected . . . a common pin. Alfter a little familiar
conversation with them about the pin—of what it was made
etc. . . . I told them it was an inch long; and thus en-
deavored to fix in their minds, as the starting point, a clear
idea of an inch.1?

Even when teachers interpreted and clarified ideas, they rendered ap-
praisals of student knowledge by measuring the ability of students to
reproduce, parrot-like, the lessons to be learned.

The universality of these three patterns of instructional behavior
suggests that the generality of American teachers behaved as though they
believed that all knowledge, from reading to arithmetic, comprised col-
lections of fact—absolute, unchanging, true. Like their contemporaries,
they did not regard knowledge as provisionally held and progressively
realized, as constantly changing and as subject to creative manipulation.
The task of the student was to learn the material, and not to question
its validity, nor analyze its meaning. The task of the teacher—essentially
disciplinary—was to make students learn. In essence, teachers regarded
the content of texts as fixed law, to be accepted, like the gospel, without
inspection or criticism. This kind of pedagogy emphasized “Rule Mind-
edness” as a desirable intellectual characteristic, and led teachers to
praise performances which were free of subjectivity and interpretation.

The deportment of teachers as disciplinarians also suggests that they
rarely distinguished differences between the development of intellect and
of character. In order to compel learning, teachers universally used
external compulsions, from physical coercion to psychological manipula-
tion of one sort or another. Indeed, they seemed to be committed to the
notion that learning was a matter of the will rather than of the intellect.
When one compares the teachers’ identification and treatment of mis-
behavior with their treatment of poor academic performance, one finds
that teachers only rarely made distinctions between failure and misbe-
havior—an attitude incidentally, which they seemed to share with par-
ents. An observer of Pennsylvania schools in the 40’s contended that
“parents were uneasy if the master was backward in applying the rod”
and inferred that the children “could not be learning much.”1% A
Trustee offered this kindly advice to a prospective teacher in upstate
New York in the 60’s: ““Cuff 'em, thrash ’em—any way to Larn ’em, but
whatever you do, don’t let 'em thrash you.”1” Warren Burton described
the favor in which his most severe teacher was held by parents, who in
the 20’s and 30’s in New England, seemed to equate good schooling with
physical force.’ The two—learning and deportment—were seen as co-
existent, concomitant forces, so dependent one on the other as to be
almost undifferentiated.

The tendency of teachers to look upon academic failure as evidence
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of moral sloth was not lost on their students, and it is noteworthy that
the students as well as the teachers seemed to accept the efficacy of this
painful method of instruction. A farmer recalling his Indiana school
days remembered the following procedure in a log school in Indiana in
the 1840’s. “The master would open the book and listen. . . . If the
[student] stumbled . . . he received a thump on the cheek, a twitch on
the ear or a spank on the bottom.” A New England student remarked
that the thimble “was a unique teaching aid” and assisted students to
learn their letters. ‘“Thrashing,” recalled William Dean Howells, of
Ohio schools in the 1840’s, “was one of the most efficient agencies of
education.” A student who was raised in Andover, Massachusetts, in the
1860’s, recalled a woman teacher whom she was sure “would have liked
to kiss away the tears that followed the snaps [of a thimble] . . . but,” she
continued, ‘“‘she was too much of a martinet for that so she contented
herself with sniffs so loud and peculiar that we came to consider them a
natural and necessary part of the proceeding.” A student described his
teacher’s equation of learning and deportment in school in the 50’s in
this way: “The larger switches were graded, partly by the size of the
boys and partly by the gravity of the offense, the gravest of which was
an imperfect lesson. . . .19

Observers were no less sensitive than students to the uses of physical
coercion to punish intellectual failure. “Children were whipped,” re-
called Paul Hanus of rural schooling in the 1870’s “. . . not only for
mis-conduct . . . but for failure to learn the assigned lessons.” Teachers,
recalled a New England woman in the 1840’s, had no mercy on backward
pupils and tried to bestir their brains physically.20 '

Descriptions are legion of teachers who combined the cruelest physical
torture with the more subtle persuasion of humiliation, in order to shame
as well as pain students into learning. Lazy boy’s corners, dunce or
wisdom stools symbolized the uses of humiliation as an incentive to
learning.2! A normal school principal, who described schooling in
Oregon in the 1860’s and ’70’s, recalled that a failing student would be
“sent [to the] front to stand and face the pupils until his memory re-
turned.” The experience of a Hardin County, Iowa, man who attended
schools in the 1860’s suggests that his teacher had incorporated the col-
lective wisdom of all other experts at humiliation. Not only did his
teacher require pupils whose academic performance was unsatisfactory
to stand with their arms extended or with a finger on a certain nailhead
in the floor for a considerable time, but he often hung a wisdom cap on
their heads, or compelled them to sit on the girls’ side, or forced them to
squat in tortuous positions for hours on end.2?

Teachers in monitorial schools of the cities also punished academic
failure.® But the typical master preferred humiliation to physical coer-
cion—Dunce caps, lazy-boy corners, and fool’s caps were part of the tech-
nology of urban as well as of rural schools in this early generation.2¢ A
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resentful student who had attended a Roman Catholic Charity school
described an elaborate academic incentive which, it is true, seems un-
usually severe:

. . . two other “implements of culture” were called respec-
tively the “fool’s-cap” and the “hangman’s-cap.” The former
was a kind of skull-cap, without a visor, which made a
person look, and I presume, feel like a fool indeed. The
Hangman’s-cap jutted all over with indescrible angles and
snaky curves. . . . A boy, having the Fool’'s or Hangman’s
cap on, was marched . . . to the lower end of the hall and
made to get up in the recess of one of the windows.

The scholars were ordered to turn and face him. The
master then gave the order, and the whole assemblage, with
fingers pointed, commenced to deride and insult their
school-mate in every conceivable manner, and to set up so
horrible a hissing at him, that one might have thought this
academic place had suddenly been turned into a serpentry
of the whole Ophidian race. . . .25

The assumption that the development of restraint and of intellect
proceeded simultaneously is equally demonstrated in descriptions of
teacher behavior in the highly structured schools in the last half of the
nineteenth century. Beside the usual arsenal of punishments for academic
failure, these teachers had developed still others. A man who attended
school in Hartford, Connecticut, in the 1870’s, remembered that students
who failed were expelled. “A Monthly Report, containing the standing
of each student in the school. . . .” was made public and sent home to
parents. “If . . .” he explained, “one’s average dropped below Five for
three months, one was dropped into the lower class; and if one was in
the lowest class, one was dropped from school. Chicago teachers removed
failing students to ungraded rooms labelled for dunces and truants.26
Indeed, almost every major city provided ungraded classrooms, usually
in basements, or in separate schools to house the academically incompe-
tent and indolent—and they made no distinction between them.2?

The behavior of the teachers as disciplinarians reflected, it would
seem, a commitment to the notion that the acquisition of knowledge
represented a triumph of the will as well as the intellect. Consistently, in
every kind of teaching situation, we find that teachers treated academic
failure not as reflection of differences in student abilities nor their own
inabilities as instructors, but as evidence of the students’ personal and
moral recalcitrance. This tendency was institutionalized on a grand
scale in the village and city schools of the last half of the century, where
the presence of culturally and economically diverse groups of students
required strenuous effort. Indeed, the evidence suggests that teachers
in every setting only rarely distinguished between intellectual achieve-
ment and other aspects of student behavior as they meted out rewards
and punishments. In effect, they obscured distinctions between academic
performance and socially acceptable behavior, suggesting that they be-
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lieved that academic achievement required restraint which they supplied
with vigor.

The tendency of teachers to organize intellectual exercises in a way
that would restrain willful passions was dramatically illustrated in cities
where teachers developed elaborate rules and regulations to prescribe the
physical movements of students. Not only did the teachers define when
students should sit, when they should stand, when they should hang
their coats, when they should turn their heads, when they should nod
etc., but how to move when they recited:

While reading, as the eye rises to the top of the right hand
page, the right hand is brought to the position seen in figure
4, with the forefinger under the leaf, the hand is slid down
to the lower corner, and retained there during the reading
of the page. ... This also is the position in which the book
is to be held when about to be closed; in doing which the
left hand, being carried up to the side, supports the book
firmly and unmoved, while the right hand turns the part
it supports over the left thumb. . .. The thumb will then
be drawn out between the leaves and placed on the cover;
when the right hand will fall by the side.28

A student who attended a monitorial Lancasterian school in New
York recalled that every boy had to have his “left palm enclosed in his
right behind his back, in a sort of self-handcuffed state, and woe be to
him who is not paying attention when the order is given, or is tardy in
obeying it. . . . Hadn’t hands-behind was a significant offense in this
school.”2®

Such detailed attention to the physical movement of students was
equally evident in descriptions of pedagogy in urban schools in the last
half of the century. When a mathematics problem was proposed by the
teacher, recalled one writer who described Cincinnati schools in the
1870’s, “. . . down would go all the slates and the work of ciphering
would proceed . . . as the work was completed . . . the slates would pop
up against the breast, one after another; and when a boy was called upon
to explain, up he would jump, rattle off his explanation, and then thump
down again amongst the perfect stillness of the rest. . . .”3® The tendency
to equate the development of intellect and of character is most dramati-
cally illustrated perhaps, in a description written by Joseph Mayer Rice
in 1897. In a New York City classroom which he described, the teacher
had carried the passion for obedience and mechanical submission to
regulations so far that she had confused them with the instructional task
at hand:

During several daily recitation periods, each of which is
from twenty to twenty five minutes in duration, the children
are obliged to stand on the line, perfectly motionless, their
bodies erect, their knees and feet together, the tips of their
shoes touching the edge of the board in the floor. The
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slightest movement on the part of the child attracts the
attention of the teacher. The recitation is repeatedly inter-
rupted with cries of “Stand straight,” “Don’t bend the
knees,” “Don’t lean against the wall,” and so on. I heard
one teacher ask a little boy: “How can you learn anything
with your knees and toes out of order.”s!

The instructional behavior of teachers remained consistent in urban
and rural settings, and in the North, South, East, and West. As teachers
described their instructional role, as they drilled students in the funda-
mentals of literacy, as they enjoined the pupils, by one means or another,
to be studious and diligent, and as they organized recitations, the
generality of American teachers taught with a high sense of moralism
which, if it did not subvert intellect, certainly channeled it into very
precise paths.

The ideas of nurture writers such as Jacob Abbott, Bronson Alcott,
Francis Wayland Parker and Lydia Signourey did not make their way
into most classrooms in the nineteenth century. While these emissaries
of childhood innocence were advancing pedagogical theories requiring
teachers to nurture and study the imaginative faculties of children (the
better to control their expression) most American teachers continued to
combine moral and intellectual education so that the imaginative fac-
ulties would remain dormant in the classroom.32 Older forms of moral
and intellectual education persisted.33

While the institutional behavior of teachers did not reflect a com-
mitment to new theories of child nurture, it also remained constant in
the presence of economic, social and demographic upheavals that were
transforming the character of urban society. The presence of large num-
bers of alien students probably explains the urgency of teachers’ demands
for intellectual and physical uniformity in urban centers. But in all
environments, teachers organized their classes in a fashion that enabled
them inexorably to link restraint and literacy and to suppress imag-
ination.
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