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Reading in the United States – 1900 to 1920
“Historians interested in the reading habits of Americans from the 1880s to the 1920s have little systematic, nationwide data other than the government . . .“ (Kaestle, p. 180)
“Gray and Monroe concluded that by the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century, 50 percent of Americans read books, 75 percent read magazines, and 95 percent read newspapers” (Kaestle, p. 181)

===

Illiteracy

According to Folger and Nam, based on census data, combined male and female white illiteracy declined from 10.7% in 1850 to 6.2% in 1900.

In 1900, admitted illiteracy:

in native-born whites – 4.6% 

in foreign-born whites – 12.9%

in nonwhites – 44.5%

“Concern about illiteracy was focused on black Americans and to a lesser degree, upon recent European immigrants” (Kaestle, p. 25).
===

Purchasing Reading Materials


From Table 5.1 – Percentage of People Buying Various Reading Materials in the United States, 1888-1983 in Kaestle, p. 164

Data from U.S. Commissioner of Labor, (Later BLS)
1888-9 – Industrial workers – 62.4 to 91.8% purchased newspapers

1901 – Low income urban employed – 94.7% purchased newspapers

1918-1919 – Low- and medium income white urban – 95.7% purchased newspapers, 46.5% purchased magazines, and 15.4% purchased books.
===

Percentage of Low and medium-income white urban Americans buying Newspapers, Magazines and books by Income Class, 1918-1919

	Income $
	% of sample Population
	Newspapers
	Magazines
	Books

	All
	100
	95.7
	46.5
	15.4

	Under 900
	2.7
	88.6
	22.9
	5.4

	900-1,200
	20.0
	92.8
	29.3
	8.5

	1,200-1,500
	32.7
	95.7
	43.6
	13.9

	1,500-1,800
	22.6
	97.3
	52.4
	16.6

	1,800-2,100
	13.2
	97.2
	60.2
	21.7

	2,100-2,500
	5.8
	98.3
	65.7
	26.4

	2,500+
	2.9
	98.3
	71.1
	29.2


(Kaestle, p. 172)

===

In some work settings, the workers gained some control over reading material allowed.

“Elizabeth Gurley Flynn descrived a 1913 visit to a cigar factory in Tampa:

‘There was a platform, like a pulpit, five or six feet above the ground, up over the heads of the workers.  A man called a ‘reader’ sat up there, employed by the workers with the employer’s consent and cooperation because it was conducive to quiet and concentration.  He read papers, pamphlets and books in Spanish and Italian. The workers decided what he should read.  The contents were usually extremely radical.  The day we were there he was reading a pamphlet on birth control.” (Kaestle, p. 231)

===

Books were cheaper than ever:

“Goethe, Dante and Shakespeare [are] read in the backwoods of Arkansas and in the mining camps of Colorado, in the popular 16 and 20 cent editions, by people who could never have afforded it before” (Kaestle, p. 262)

===

Radical press thrived until WWI

In 1912, there were more than 300 socialist periodicals, including thirteen daily socialist papers.

Labor press also expanded (including craft journals like the Locomotive Fireman’s Magazine)

(Kaestle, p. 261)
===

Magazines for women

Saturday Evening Post - Circulation in 1900 was falling, under 400,000.  Losing $1.25 million a year because advertisers couldn’t sell.
-Shifted content towards women, especially with public policy.  

-Over next few years became a very profitable magazine, increased circulation.

-Advertising shifted to include women as a target.

-Start of a trend with many other magazines targeting middle class women to follow, some outright targeting women only.

-The Ladies’ Home Journal cracked the million-circulation barrier in 1903.

-By 1920, there were four other magazines that also had over a million in paid subscriptions.
(Kaestle, p. 255)

===

Readers
1909-1914 – Elson Readers – focus on children’s interests – “interesting material is the most important factor in learning to read”  - familiarity with literature classics, broader reading program included topics such as: cultural background, nature and science, transportation and communication, history, biography, citizenship, industry, invention, adventure, humor, travel, and world friendship.
(Smith, p. 144)

1913 – Beacon Readers – highly systematized method of phonetics, prepared by James H. Fassett, Superintendent of schools at Nashua, NH.  Included a reading chart and a phoenetic chart

(Smith, p. 130)

===

Scientific study of reading – beginning, but few studies in England and the US

1884-85 -         1

1886-90 -         1

1891-95 -         2

1896-1900 – 10

1901-05 -         6

1906-10 -        14

By 1910 only 34 studies total

Studies by Quantz, Dearborn, Huey, Woodworth, Holt.

None practical or sufficient to have an impact on the classroom, but important because they draw attention to reading – rate, silent vs. oral, individual differences

(Smith, p. 146)

===

Measurement tools

1910 - Thorndike’s handwriting scale is published.  Marks beginning of contemporary movement for scientifically measuring educational products.   Creation of more scales and tests follow:

-Courtis arithmetic tests

-Hilligas Composition Scale

-Buckingham Spelling Scale 

-1915 - Gray Standardized Oral Reading Paragraphs (Reading Test)

Measurement tools allow for improved “scientific” studies which leads to innovations

(Smith, p. 148)

===

Expansion of Reading Research

From 1910 to July 1924,  436 accounts of reading studies had been published by investigators in the United States.  Peak was in 1923 with 63 investigations.

Most of the earlier studies had to do with tests and measurement tools.

From 1914 to 1915, two thirds of studies had to do with standardization and application of reading tests.  The last third were related to reading time-allotments, methods of primary reading, and phonics.

First doctoral dissertations in reading conducted in 1917 at U of Chicago.
(Smith)

===

Speed of Reading

-Quantz – interest in studying rates begins

-Courtis- “Standards in Rates of Reading” – measurement tools

-Huey & Gray– concern with improving rate, studies methods for improving rates

(Smith)

===

Remedial Reading

Bronner – experimenting with deficient readers in 1910

Hollingworth – starts studying reading disabilities in 1915

Early terms were “inferiority in reading, reading disability, and reading deficiency” (Smith, p. 180)

“Remedial reading” starts with W. L. Uhl in 1916.

Uhl’s 1916 recommendation:

“As a measure of economy of school pupils if not of money, unassigned teachers should be available for every superintendent’s use in giving individual attention to pupils who are or will soon be in the retarded group” (Smith, p. 184)

===

Transition from oral to silent reading

-Superiority of silent reading over oral reading

-Creation of silent reading tests facilitate the judgment: Brown Silent Reading Test, Kansas Silent Reading Test, Courtis’s Silent Reading Tests, and Monroe’s Standardized Silent Reading Test all had appeared by 1918.

-From 1915 to 1918, Mead, Oberholtzer, Pintner and Gilliland, Schmidt and Judd all found in their own investigation that silent is better

-Articles on the subject followed in increasing number

(Smith, pp. 150 – 157)

===

Professional books published in this period

Teaching Children to Read  by Paul Klapper (1914)

The Psychology and Pedagogy of Reading by Edmund Huey (1908, 1912, 1915)

The Reading Process by William A. Smith – summarized investigations, described tests and discussed history of reading and reading methods

===

WWI 

-During the war, discovered that thousands of U.S. soldiers could not read well enough to follow printed instructions used in connection with military life

-Educator speeches, newspapers, educational periodicals discuss this situation

(Smith, p. 149)

=== 
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