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oriented approaches to education and liberal learning through in-depth archival studies of 

literacy education at two distinct educational institutions: Moor’s Indian Charity School, 

a seminary for Native American missionaries that operated in Connecticut in the mid-

eighteenth century (and later became Dartmouth College), and Booker T. Washington’s 

Tuskegee Institute, founded in 1881, where African-American students were trained in 
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arts education provided at Moor’s Indian Charity School in the 1750s and 1760s, and 

then examines the pedagogical and rhetorical practices of two Moor’s students—Samson 

Occom and Joseph Johnson—who went on to become, among many other roles, literacy 

educators in various Native communities in Connecticut and New York.  Considering 
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Chapter 1 

Functional Literacy, Critical Literacy, and the Risks of 

Resistance Narratives 

“I have never heard that word, but I believe it has to do with help.”       
“humanities means kindness”                                       
“I think of things like maybe the neighborhood, different housing projects.”    
“Humanities-community resources that cater to basic human needs”    
“Humanities is something about human achievements”                                
“People, Humanities are people around us that do something wheather your a bum   
or just a man trying to make a living”              
“humans, cities, people from the past, people’s lives, pictures”             
“People’s rights/Freedom. Liberty. Peace of mind.”                         
“I think is about peoples and how do they live”                      
“Humanities mean to me people around you cultures, life, what goes on around 
you. Were you live and what you do” 

 

The statements above were written in the summer of 2006 by students in 

advanced General Equivalency Diploma (GED) classes, workforce-development 

programs, and computer-skills classes across Austin, Texas, in response to the question, 

“What does the word ‘humanities’ mean to you?”  The exercise was part of a fifteen-

minute, “What are the humanities?” presentation with which I recruited students for the 

first year of the Free Minds Project, a year-long, college-level, introductory humanities 

course I developed and directed for the Humanities Institute at the University of Texas at 

Austin.1  The Free Minds Project was inspired by the Clemente Course in the Humanities, 

founded in New York City by sociologist Earl Shorris ten years earlier, and like the 

Clemente Course, it intended to serve adults living on limited incomes, who had not 

received a college degree and were not on track towards enrollment in a degree-seeking 

                                                 
1 My discussion of the Free Minds Project course curriculum and administration here and in Chapter Six of 
this dissertation draws on my experiences in the program’s pilot year, 2006-2007.  As I write, the program 
is in its third summer of recruitment, under the directorship of Vivé Griffith.  
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program.2  Free Minds, which meets two nights a week at a community center six miles 

from the UT-Austin campus, provides students with free tuition, books, childcare, and 

dinner.  In my recruitment presentations, I was aiming to reach adults for whom a college 

education had never been or no longer seemed like a viable option, people who had faced 

the kinds of barriers that often make continuing education an impossibility but whose 

presence in other kinds of adult education classrooms, I imagined, indicated their 

commitment to education and their abilities to take on the significant challenge of 

attending and completing class work on top of other responsibilities.  More importantly, I 

wanted to find intellectually curious people whose lives and circumstances had not 

delivered opportunities for sustained, creative, formal exploration of ideas–-opportunities 

for engaging “the life of the mind.”   

Fifteen minutes is a lot of time to take from a class, especially when students and 

teachers are approaching a milestone like GED test day. In my presentations in their 

classes and in the similar presentations I delivered to the social workers, career 

counselors, and case managers from a variety of social service agencies across the city 

whose clients I hoped to recruit, I needed to explain what the humanities might do for 

these potential students, and why and how studying the humanities was different from the 

things they were already doing.  But because I first needed to establish what the 

humanities were, I started with the free-write exercise, handing out index cards and 

asking students to write down anything and everything the word “humanities” made them 

think of.  I was not expecting that the humanities as subjects of formal study would be 

familiar, and their responses confirmed that.  I wanted to show them, though, that the 

                                                 
2 For the history of the Clemente Course, see Earl Shorris’ “On the Uses of a Liberal Education: As a 
Weapon in the Hands of the Restless Poor,” New American Blues, and Riches for the Poor.  The Clemente 
Course is now a national program administered by Bard College. 
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things that did come to mind were bridges to those subjects.  Their responses allowed us 

to make a connection between the experiences of being human and the humanities 

subjects they would study in our class—literature, philosophy, history, theater.  “When 

you study the humanities,” I told the students, “you are studying the ways people have 

thought about and expressed the challenges of being human.  The more we learn about 

the way people before us and around us have thought about those issues, the better 

prepared we are to deal with our issues. In our class, we’ll read Shakespeare, William 

Carlos Williams, Alice Walker, Plato, Homer, Frederick Douglass, Thomas Jefferson, 

and ancient Greek storytellers like Herodotus and Homer.  We’ll read the ancient war 

poem, the Iliad, alongside letters from soldiers in Vietnam.  We will make connections 

between the past and the present, between the readings and your lives, our lives, today.”  

And we would do this, I promised them, not with lectures and tests but instead by 

conducting seminar-style discussions each night, “seed-beds,” I told them, in which their 

ideas, their classmates’ ideas, and the ideas their professors—four UT-Austin professors 

and one professor from Austin Community College—brought to class would grow, 

together. 

I wanted the program to sound tantalizing but comfortable, challenging but 

supportive, familiar in ways that would make it seem doable. And yet, the difference 

between the orientation of our program and the orientation of the classes and agencies in 

which I presented was a major factor in my choice of where to go as I recruited students.  

In addition to what the class might offer individual students, I viewed the Free Minds 

Project as a chance to challenge prevailing notions about where the humanities live and to 

whom they matter.   I chose the Project’s host organization, a local non-profit devoted to 

creating affordable housing communities where residents are encouraged to move 

towards homeownership by increasing their job skills and becoming financially literate, 
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in part so that the course would be inserted into an array of already ongoing skills-

oriented adult educational courses.  I chose to recruit students completing their GED 

courses, and students enrolled in job-training programs and basic computer classes, and 

to ask for referrals from counselors in social service agencies in part because I loved the 

idea that the humanities course would be added to a menu otherwise restricted to skills-

based options.  The radical potential of the Free Minds Project, and of the program that 

inspired it, it seemed to me, was precisely that it took the humanities out of their elite 

university classrooms and declared them to belong to and be useful for everyone, 

regardless of income, educational status, professional aspiration, etc.  And it did so by 

claiming that the humanities created important space for contemplation and reflection—a 

space all the more vital for people living within what Clemente Course founder Earl 

Shorris calls the “surround of force,” a place circumscribed and “driven by necessity” 

(“Weapon” 55). 

To convey all this in my recruitment presentation, I focused not on the program’s 

logistics but on our philosophy.  Drawing directly on Shorris’ description of one of his 

own initial recruiting sessions at an adolescent treatment center in New York City, I told 

the potential students, “The humanities are a foundation for getting along in the world, 

for thinking, for learning to reflect on the world instead of just reacting to it.”  Like 

Shorris, I wanted to articulate the power of that distinction between reflection and 

reaction in a way that might strike home, that might incite some recognition and desire.  

Continuing to draw on Shorris’ language, I explained: 

In this country, that kind of education—a humanities education—has been 
reserved for rich people.  Rich people learn the humanities in private schools and 
expensive universities.  People without that kind of money get a very different 
kind of education—one that generally doesn’t emphasize the humanities.  Instead, 
they get job skills, job training, and they are tested a lot.  I believe in jobs.  But I 
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also believe that everyone deserves a chance to think creatively, to explore ideas, 
to use their intellect to its fullest capacity.3   

Interrupting a GED-prep math lesson or an Excel-spreadsheet workshop to say this put 

me, I knew, on tenuous ground.  In one class, a young African-American woman told me 

another man had been in the other week saying the same thing, but he wanted them to 

vote. “Why are y’all so interested in what we think?” she challenged, with a quizzical 

look.  Another class got excited about an excerpt from a Wallace Stevens poem I used at 

the end of my presentation, hoping to sway potential students towards the thrill of the 

unknown, or at least towards filling out an application: “After the final no there comes a 

yes/And on that yes the future world depends./No was the night. Yes is this present 

sun/…/It can never be satisfied, the mind, never.”4  They asked me to send their math 

teacher the rest of the poem so he could distribute it to them. 

 By the end of the summer, over forty people had applied to the course, and, after 

interviewing everyone, I accepted twenty-five. Most found the class through the referral 

networks I established with agencies and through the fliers I distributed to community 

centers, libraries, and mobile health vans around the neighborhood where the class would 

meet.  Only two came as a result of the presentations I made directly to adult education 

classes; neither stayed more than a month. 

*  *  * 

This extended anecdote, and my experiences developing and directing the Free 

Minds Project, is my entryway into a dissertation that reconsiders the long-standing 

divide between skills-based, job-oriented approaches to education and liberal learning 

through in-depth archival studies of literacy education at two distinct educational 

                                                 
3 See “Weapon” 53 for Shorris’ description of his recruiting session. 
 
4 From “The Well Dressed Man with a Beard.” 
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institutions: Moor’s Indian Charity School, a seminary for Native American missionaries 

that operated in Connecticut in the mid-eighteenth century (and later became Dartmouth 

College), and Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute, founded in 1881, where 

African-American students were trained in agriculture, the trades, and domestic work.  

My experiences recruiting students for the Free Minds Project, I have come to see, 

embodied deeply uncomfortable and provocative tensions between the impulse to extend 

the “humanizing” experience of education to those who have been disenfranchised by 

educational (and other) institutions and the desire to “civilize” and “uplift” the 

economically and culturally impoverished—impulses entangled in both the historical 

sites I investigate here.  To map these connections between past and present, to see why 

the practices of more than one- and two-hundred years ago matter for contemporary 

educational initiatives like the Free Minds Project and vice versa, it is useful first to 

consider the recruiting scene I’ve depicted above through several of the literacy valences 

that influence literacy theorists and administrators of literacy programs that operate today 

at sites of major social division.   

Imagine, for example, that E.D. Hirsch sat in on one of my recruitment 

presentations during that hot Texas summer of 2006.  How would my pitch, and the 

program I represented, have looked to this formidable proponent of cultural literacy?  

Hirsch might have nodded his head as I described the work our class would take on, 

pleased to see that we would be emphasizing landmarks of our national culture—a crucial 

element to imparting cultural literacy, which Hirsch defines as the “network of 

information that all competent readers possess” (Cultural 2).  He likely would have 

approved of my jab at narrow skills-based training as well; such vocational approaches, 

he has written, are not flexible enough to give people the kind of foundation they need to 

adapt to a changing world (see Cultural 126).  The school’s job, instead, is in Hirsch’s 
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view to ensure access to the “background knowledge” on which our understanding and 

communication as readers—and citizens—hinges (Knowledge 6).  Here he would also 

have approved of the Free Minds Project, though later he might have been a little 

skeptical of the ways we defined that knowledge.  Unlike the conservatives who promote 

cultural literacy via a strict emphasis on Western Civilization, Hirsch would not have 

been fazed by our inclusion of African-American writers, but he might have wished that 

our somewhat eclectic curriculum reflected a more “systematic acquisition” of 

knowledge (Knowledge 10).  After all, in asking our faculty members to design their 

syllabi, we invited them to teach a series of texts they found challenging and important.  

We did not demand that a particular list of landmarks be included—an approach that self-

consciously distinguished our curriculum from that of the Clemente Course, which places 

a high value on coverage. 

That particular complaint, that our course was not sufficiently communicating 

“knowledge,” would certainly not have come from the lips of critical literacy advocates 

Henry Giroux and Ira Shor, who I imagine enthusiastically taking the available spots 

among the students seated at the long tables.  But my presentation would indeed have 

raised for them other alarm bells.   I focused largely on providing access to what I 

promised would be the empowering tools of literacy, literature, and communication.  

Giroux and Shor might have appreciated my impulse to decry the injustice of an 

educational landscape that severely delimits opportunity according to class and race 

hierarchies—but they would likely have found my framing of this problem insufficient, 

or even presumptuous.  Really, they might have urged me later, if I wanted to achieve my 

promised goals, my presentation—and the Free Minds Project as a whole—should make 

the work of exposing such structural injustices its center.  The point of the course should 

not only be to unite students in a journey from which they had been excluded but to teach 
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them to “critically engage the values that reproduce existing structures of power” (Giroux 

“Literacy” 371).  To move beyond epistemic uses of writing, Shor might have added, the 

course would need to prioritize “specifying the political forces” at work “in any rhetorical 

setting” (Critical 18).  It was a start to say that we would “make connections” between 

the class material and students’ lives, but what would these connections look like?  

Would we be giving students the context and tools they needed to “critically negotiate 

and transform the world in which they find themselves”? (Giroux “Literacy” 376)  Would 

our course, in other words, enact the conscientização Paolo Freire described, the critical 

consciousness that allows people to reflect on their own situation, to unveil the problems 

of their own realities?  How would we cast a Free Minds Project student as what Freire 

called “a maker of the world of culture,” and not as the receptacle for cultural deposits to 

which we simply provided access? (“Education” 621) 

In some ways, these might have been concerns echoed by community literacy 

theorist Linda Flower, who I imagine stopping by the class to make a pitch for a program 

of her own.  Seeing my presentation in swing, she stays to listen, excited by the 

proliferation of literacy options in the neighborhood but also a bit puzzled.  Flower 

defines community literacy as “a way everyday people—marginalized teenagers and 

adults in urban schools, inner city neighborhoods, and jobs—can take literate action for 

themselves and their community” (“Syllabus”).  One central aim of programs that adopt a 

community literacy approach is thus, as Flower, Wayne Peck, and Lorraine Higgins 

explained in their seminal College English article in 1995, to support social change 

through a problem-solving approach “over canonical texts” (205).  The point was not just 

to hear, read, and write from “often unheard perspectives” but rather to emphasize the 

production of texts over their consumption (205).  Community literacy involves diverse 

groups of people engaged in what Flower et al called “collaborative literate action” (212).  
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I emphasized that the Free Minds Project would be a seminar and certainly envisioned it 

as an experience in which students and professors would learn from one another—and 

indeed, one of the main comments from students who finished that first year would be 

how surprised they were to find that they made comments that their professors 

themselves had not thought of before.  But what, Flower might have pressed me, would 

actually be the fruits of the class?  A look at our syllabus would have revealed some 

efforts to experiment with the form of our papers, but we did so in order to provide 

students with a rhetorical situation in which to conduct academic textual analysis.5  How, 

Flower might have asked, would we be encouraging students to take “literate action” for 

themselves and their communities?  And how, in a more-or-less canon-based, readings-

and-discussion-based classroom, would the faculty and students become partners engaged 

in collaborative work in the service of a communal good? 

The classroom is certainly getting crowded with my imagined visitors, and I am 

starting to sweat as I continue my presentation under this intense scrutiny.  Still, let’s 

imagine that the door swings open one final time.  Now, a program supervisor from the 

organization sponsoring the series of GED classes I am visiting ushers in a group of 

administrators from a state oversight board, observing the morning’s classes as part of an 

overall audit of the program’s effectiveness.  They’re expecting the math class, not me, 

but they stay clustered by the entrance, listening, despite the supervisor’s efforts to escort 

them out and on to one of the other GED classes in session next door.  When it is time for 

questions, one asks me crisply, “Will your program teach basic writing?” “No,” I reply, 

but before I can continue, she adds: “Then what will you do with students who are 

                                                 
5 For example, one of our paper topics invited students to write a letter to a friend or family member 
explaining how and why a certain poem would be valuable “equipment for living” in the letter recipient’s 
life.   
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learning to construct sentences and paragraphs? Will your class help them pass their 

English composition entrance requirements at Austin Community College?”  These are 

questions I would find disarmingly blunt had I not received them in one form or another 

from several of the teachers whose classes I’ve presented to already.  I respond that we 

will work extensively on writing in the class—but that our aim is to turn students on to 

ideas and to learning.  Students will receive help with all levels of their writing from the 

faculty and from a writing consultant attached to the class, a UT-Austin English 

Department Ph.D. student, but our focus will be on teaching them how to generate 

arguments and express their ideas.  I sidestep the question of the community college’s 

entrance requirements because I don’t know enough about them, a fact that I am sure 

does not go unnoticed.   

In truth, though the Free Minds Project carries an Austin Community College 

(ACC) “Intro to the Humanities” course number and will provide graduating students 

with six ACC credits in the humanities, I have only a vague sense of how these credits 

might actually be applied by our students should they choose to go on in their studies.  

And I can tell, as they turn to leave, that the administrators by the door won’t be 

recommending the Free Minds Project for any state funding in their report.  They are 

looking for classes that fit a more conventional adult basic education model, classes that 

focus on functional literacy as literacy theorist Jeffrey Grabill has characterized it: 

literacy treated as a series of isolatable skills that are generalizable to many students and 

across different workplaces and institutions, with presumably predictable effects (like 

better workers, safer workplace conditions, successful college students, etc.).  In contrast, 

what the Free Minds Project offered would likely have looked to these administrators 

vague, unmoored from measurable outcomes and practical skills. 
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 Though I mean them no disrespect, the figures portrayed in the sketches above are 

obviously caricatures, intended to exaggerate differences between the stances I am 

ascribing to them: cultural literacy, critical literacy, community literacy, functional 

literacy.  Few literacy theorists, and few literacy programs or their architects, exist 

entirely in one of these camps or another.  And all of them, including me and my own 

programmatic work, might be said to suffer from what Harvey Graff has named the 

“literacy myth”—the idea that literacy is a transformational key to improved economic 

and social standing.  Yet imagining these various schools of thought embodied, rubbing 

elbows in a GED classroom and scrutinizing one another’s—and my—positions is useful 

because it points to what I believe is a basic, and troubling, tendency underlying many 

literacy initiatives that intend to serve students often marginalized from mainstream 

institutions of higher education:  the tendency to privilege one literacy framework over 

another, by positing one as liberating and others as oppressive.  

This is certainly evident in the jab at skills-based, job-training programs I worked 

into my recruitment presentation, a jab I intended as an appeal to students who might 

already be frustrated with that approach and might be curious about other options, but 

one that clearly communicated my disdain for what I considered to be a narrow, limiting 

(i.e., “oppressive”) educational framework in contrast to the expansive, challenging (i.e., 

“liberating”) framework offered by the Free Minds Project.  And that jab, and my 

imagined, extended classroom scene above, also points to another tendency among 

literacy theorists and practitioners who work outside mainstream classrooms but who are 

aligned, as I am, with institutions of higher education: a tendency to resist and reject 

approaches to literacy education that seem to us excessively “instrumental” and 

“functional.”  No matter what “flavor” of literacy we favor—cultural, critical, 
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community, civic, etc.—it is “functional” literacy that we often designate as our devil 

term.  

This dissertation examines that tendency historically, through two case studies of 

institutions where a functional approach to literacy education prevailed over what we 

might now recognize and label as more overtly critical lenses.  In Part One, I consider 

Moor’s Indian Charity School, where young men from various northeastern tribes were 

trained to be missionaries and schoolteachers.  I first reconstruct the language arts 

education provided at Moor’s in the 1750s and 60s, and then examine the pedagogical 

and rhetorical practices of two students who went on to become, among many other 

things, literacy educators in various Native communities in Connecticut and New York.  

In Part Two, I turn my attention to Tuskegee Institute, documenting the language arts 

curriculum in key years between the school’s founding in 1881 and Principal Booker T. 

Washington’s death in 1915, a period in which the active integration of the school’s 

academic and vocational tracks became a dominant (and dominating) principle.  I have 

chosen to profile these particular sites in large part because they exemplify, and thereby 

also illuminate, what I see as the ongoing tensions between literacies deemed “liberating” 

and literacies deemed “oppressive” in key ways.  

 First, both Moor’s and Tuskegee were extremely contentious in their time, and, as 

we will see, conflicts about what kinds of literacy education each institution should 

prioritize were overt and charged.  At Moor’s, the founder’s initial, and in many ways 

radical, impulse to educate American Indian students within the framework of a classical 

liberal arts curriculum drew ire from the school’s sponsors, who preferred that the school 

stick to basic English language education.  At Tuskegee, where black faculty members 

trained at liberal arts colleges were required to simplify their academic instruction in 

order to “dovetail” it with the school’s industrial training, the curriculum came under 
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famous attack from black intellectuals like W.E.B. Du Bois, who found it too narrowly 

utilitarian (just the trait that brought praise from white observers who worried about the 

prospects of blacks trained for social equality).  What the conflicts at these distant sites 

demonstrate is that debates about (which kind of) literacy education should be 

implemented (for whom) are not actually debates about “literacy competencies,” or, what 

kind of literacy people are capable of learning.  Rather, in Jennifer Hammond’s and Peter 

Freebody’s words, they are debates about “the relative status of certain groups within a 

culture – about whether or not certain groups will allow others the educational 

experiences that may result in the spread of access to influential discourses” (439).    

Literacy Learning “at the Margins” in 2008 

 The question of whether and how to provide access to “influential discourses” to 

groups traditionally marginalized from higher education is an especially resonant one 

today.  In particular, there is abundant evidence of an increasingly urgent need to expand 

educational opportunities for adult learners who do not have college degrees, learners 

often referred to as “non-traditional” or “returning” students.  In April 2008, the Council 

for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) and the National Council for Higher 

Education Management Systems (NCHEMS) issued Adult Learning in Focus, a massive 

report aimed at state and federal policymakers, concluding that “relying on the traditional 

K-16 pipeline to meet the educational and workforce needs of our states and the nation 

will not be enough” (7).  The report specified that in thirty-two states current strategies 

for recruiting students to and serving students within institutions of higher education will 

not, even in the very best scenarios, allow the U.S. to “catch up” to the education rates of 

other industrialized nations (7), a concern voiced by other major educational policy 

centers and commentators as well.  The Lumina Foundation for Education notes that the 
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U.S. is “tenth among industrialized countries in the percentage of its citizens 25 to 34 

with college degrees” (“Making Opportunity Affordable”).  In March 2007, the Chronicle 

of Higher Education reported that in “order to keep up with its top economic 

competitors” by 2025, the U.S. will have to “increase its annual degree production by 

more than 37 percent, which will require graduating many more students who are 

members of minority groups, from low-income families, or beyond the traditional college 

age” (Schmidt).  As CAEL researcher Patrick J. Kelly puts it, instead of looking to 

traditional college-age students to close the gap, U.S. institutions “must rely on the re-

entry pipeline—getting older adults back into the education system and on track to 

attaining college degrees.”6  

Indeed, the numbers of adults who have some experience in higher education but 

no degree are staggering.  In 2006, the American Community Survey, a project of the 

U.S. Census Bureau, found that in Texas alone there are 2,969,594 people over twenty-

five who have some college credit but no degree—compared with 2,424,828 people in 

that age group holding B.A. degrees.  Increasingly, states are turning their attention to 

students like these.  Kentucky, for example, launched “Project Graduate” in early 2008, 

targeting the “11,000 or so” Kentuckians who “came within a course or two of earning a 

college degree, but never did,” part of the state’s effort to “double the number of adults in 

its work force who hold college degrees” by 2020, and similar initiatives are underway in 

New Mexico, Utah, Pennsylvania, and Ohio (Sander).  There is some indication that the 

federal government has noticed the call for more attention to be paid to degree-granting 

programs as well.  The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement 

                                                 
6 Using U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Kelly projects that, between 2004 and 2014, employment 
opportunities for those with associates degrees or higher will increase at significantly higher percentage 
rates than growth in jobs requiring no degree.  He also quantifies the value of those degrees, noting that, 
according to figures released by the U.S. Census Bureau, moving those U.S. citizens who now have no 
degree to degree completion would result in an “$848 billion increase in personal income.” 
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Act, signed into law in August 2006, redefined vocational education in order to 

“eliminate the restriction against participation in a baccalaureate, master’s or doctoral 

degree program” that had governed previous versions of the Act (Federal Register 6792).  

Similarly, revised guidelines for the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program 

(TANF), released in February 2008, specify that states can now count a year’s worth of 

B.A. study as work credit—a right previously extended only to vocational training.  A 

year, of course, is not enough for “most students on welfare—many of whom require 

remedial work” to earn a degree (Ashburn “New”), and the new rules continue to specify 

that the B.A. coursework must be vocational in that it is “directly related to a specific job 

or occupation” (Federal Register 6792).   

Recruiting “nontraditional” adult learners back to college and seeking to serve 

more adults who have never been to college raises a crucial problem:  whether and how 

to reconcile the experiential learning and/or the non-credit training many adult students 

accrue in their years outside of higher education with the academic credit they need to 

earn degrees.  In fact, this “gap between noncredit study—like remedial education and 

job-related training—and degree programs” is the “key flaw” identified by the Lumina 

Foundation in Returning to Learning, a report issued in March 2007 (Ashburn 

“Mapping”).  Noting that many adults choose “training programs that cannot offer the 

long-term security of an associate’s or bachelor’s degree” because they need quick fixes 

to employment situations, the report urges policy makers to “reconsider their 

commitment to the typical, short-term labor market training programs for adult learners.” 

“Our fundamental challenge,” the report ventures, “is to respect these programs while we 

adapt them to the 21st century labor market—a market in which the baccalaureate degree 

is increasingly vital to long-term success” (Pusser et al).   
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While ostensibly about providing increased access to college, boiling just barely 

beneath the surface of this and contemporary reports is a much more contentious 

conversation about who should go to college, what a college degree is for, and what kind 

of learning should be happening there.   Should college focus students on the specific 

skills they need to get jobs, or should it shelter students from material concerns, feeding 

them a broad intellectual sustenance unattached to a specific end?  Those, of course, are 

starkly stated versions of questions that have galvanized public concern many times 

before.  In 1828, the faculty at Yale issued their famous “Yale Report,” which shut the 

door on professional studies at the school for several decades with the argument that the 

primary purpose of college was to discipline the mind through rigorous academic study—

of, for example, the ancient languages—and not to “furnish” it with content that could be 

learned outside the college’s walls.  Forty years later, Harvard President Charles Eliot 

declared that education’s “practical end should never be lost sight of by student or teacher 

in a polytechnic school, and it should very seldom be thought of or alluded to in a 

college…The practical spirit and the literary or scholastic spirit are both good, but they 

are incompatible.  If commingled, they are both spoiled” (634-635).   

Eliot was responding to the new trend towards education for technical or 

industrial occupations at the college level, like the agricultural and engineering programs 

that proliferated at both traditional liberal arts colleges and as separate institutions after 

the emergence of the land-grant institution in the wake of the Morrill Land Grant Act.  In 

1862, the year the Morrill Act passed, only six college-level technical schools existed in 

the United States, but by 1900 there were forty-two (Brubacher and Rudy 202).  Though 

in the absence of technical materials early technical institutes apparently followed a 

largely humanistic curriculum, this soon changed; Katherine Adams notes that “[f]rom 

1867 to 1914, the average amount of time spent on humanities study in [college-level] 
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vocational programs went from 27 percent to 19 percent” (28).  Such trends sparked fears 

among many about the degrading of a college education, fears that have arisen at key 

historical moments since.  In 1942, for example, in the midst of the second World War 

and in response to concerns that American colleges and universities had accommodated 

themselves perhaps too much, though necessarily, to the needs of the military, the 

Association of American Colleges appointed a commission to “keep continuously before 

the American people the wisdom of maintaining a liberal education during and after the 

war” (“Post-War Responsibilities” 275).  The following year, the appointed Commission 

issued a report asserting that institutions of higher education “have responsibilities 

beyond those of answering the call of war industry or the military program of the 

government. They are the custodians of a rich human heritage which they are bound…to 

keep sound and true” (275).   

The current anxiety about the extent to which colleges should accommodate 

professional experiences and aims versus providing a broad cultural education is, then, 

nothing new.  But even the brief summary offered above of current trends concerning 

“non-traditional adult learners,” who are often professionally or vocationally motivated, 

indicates that we are in a moment of (renewed) crisis.  If we are to address the growing 

gap between our national need for college degrees and the current rate of college 

graduation, then we must find ways to extend advanced education to individuals and 

communities long disenfranchised from mainstream institutions.  As the revised federal 

TANF guidelines dramatize, however, many of our most influential current “solutions” to 

this dilemma continue to be structured in ways that reflect and reiterate the divide 

between “functional” and “critical” literacies I saw operating in my own development of 

the Free Minds Project. 

It is not hard to understand why.   
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I recognize how easy it is to promulgate the functional/critical literacy divide, 

especially when we are dealing, in contemporary debates, with the kind of simplified 

version of functional literacy I ascribed to the group of administrators I imagined 

assessing the adult basic education classes I visited in my anecdote above.  That is an 

understanding of literacy based on a deficit model, one that identifies those “basic skills” 

that learners lack in order to perform specific, often job-related responsibilities.  These 

are skills that, as Glynda Hull points out, are understood to be “simple and fundamental, 

involving the decoding or encoding of brief texts within a structured task” (663).  

Emphasizing such skills in a literacy program conjures up alarming images, in Richard 

Venezky’s words, “of reading lessons built around bus schedules, pie charts, and 

medicine labels” (74), and of programs that emphasize “readying people for the 

necessities of daily life—writing checks, reading sets of instructions—as well as for the 

professional tasks of a complex technological society” (Knoblauch 76).  As one analyst 

of adult literacy programs asserted in the mid-1960s, a functional literacy approach aims 

“to bring the illiterate to a level where they can make profitable use of vocational and 

technical training” (quoted in Levine 1994: 257).   

It’s no wonder that, with the specter of such trivialized and vocationalized 

curricula looming, literacy educators, and academic humanists more broadly, have tended 

to look skeptically on functional approaches to literacy education, often linking them, as 

has Henry Giroux, with an “entrepreneurial” approach to higher education that 

emphasizes “commercial training” rather than “civic education” (“Critical” 4, 2).  

Literacy programs adopting a functional approach outside institutions of higher education 

have also been blasted by scholars, who have accused them, in Stuart Selber’s summary 

of such critiques, of “supporting and maintaining the economic, cultural, and political 
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status quo and…domesticating and dehumanizing students” (32).  As Colin Lankshear 

put it, functional literacy, to many of us, “comprises an ethically reprehensible ideal” (7).   

The case studies I explore in this dissertation offer important challenges to these 

understandings of functional literacy, and encourage us, as teachers of writing, literature, 

and communication, to rethink our knee-jerk distrust.  But I certainly recognize that the 

consequences of a narrowly functional approach to literacy are neither imagined nor 

exaggerated; they are, rather, real, drastic, and evident all around us.   

According to Kenneth Levine, functional literacy, a concept first introduced to an 

international audience in 1956 via a survey conducted by William Scott Gray for 

UNESCO (which, as Selber notes, was the “principal organization for international 

literacy efforts after World War II” (33)), was not initially linked to work.  Instead, 

Gray’s survey defined a person as functionally literate “when he has acquired the 

knowledge and skills in reading and writing which enable him to engage in all those 

activities in which literacy is normally assumed in his culture or group” (as quoted in 

Levine 1994: 253).  As Levine observes, this was a definition that emphasized the “needs 

and motivations of the groups served,” rather than the agendas of the instructor or the 

literacy program (253).  It was, in other words, a definition notably lacking a prescriptive 

dimension, and one that did not specifically link literacy to work.  This, though, would 

not last.  By 1964, UNESCO was itself linking literacy instruction to economic 

development, and “functional literacy became synonymous with literacy for work” 

(Levine 1994: 254).  This term, and this approach, was soon taken up by adult literacy 

campaigns in the United States and in Britain, campaigns that used functional literacy—

linked especially to “concrete training in technological skills”—to  “justify the expense of 

adult training programs” (Levine 1994: 256, Selber 34).  What Joseph Kretovics calls 

“technocratic rationality,” an emphasis within educational theory on procedural, 
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“technical-administrative” matters over “higher-order conceptual skills,” has dominated 

mainstream practices of adult literacy education in the years since (53, 56).  A report 

released by the National Center for Research in Vocational Education in 1993 summed 

up the historical trend with respect to vocational education in particular this way: 

“[V]ocational teachers emphasized job-specific skills to the almost complete exclusion of 

theoretical content” (quoted in Rose 170).   

We can certainly see that push towards a functional literacy playing out in some 

of our more draconian educational reforms of recent years, like No Child Left Behind’s 

insistence on assessment via standardized testing.  In my home state of Texas, the 

dominance of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) test at the secondary 

and high-school levels has led to, as UT-Austin Professor of Education Angela 

Valenzuela puts it, “test-prep activities…usurping a substantive curriculum” (31).  As 

Valenzuela points out, in terms of writing instruction this means that the schools 

emphasize almost exclusively the five-paragraph essay model, the kind of writing 

required on the TAAS, though that is by and large not the kind of writing students will 

actually be doing in college.  This is a narrowly functional approach to literacy because it 

means teaching students to perform the set of skills demanded by the test, with little 

regard for the value of writing to specific, particular groups of learners or beyond the 

particular circumstance of the test itself.   

When this approach dominates, more exploratory, analytical, and critical 

literacies—the kinds of reading, writing, and thinking traditionally encouraged in liberal 

arts classes—tend to be undervalued and subordinated to what are deemed more pressing 

concerns.  The head of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board’s 2000 task force 

on Technology Workforce Development, for example, described a key problem facing 

industry and business in Texas as the proliferation of English majors: “With all due 
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respect to the English departments across the state, we’re producing way too many 

graduates with English degrees, who then come to the employer community and say, ‘I 

want to work’…[W]e’re not doing a good job of educating students and parents about 

what’s available, what the future is in technology careers” (quoted in Seale 32).  The 

literacy skills demanded by real jobs, this thinking goes, must be taught in a context that 

ties them directly to industry—and cannot or are not being taught by English professors. 

Consider as well reports like that put out in 2004 by the National Endowment for 

the Arts, finding that Americans across all divisions of age, race, gender, region, income, 

and educational levels read less literature than they did two decades ago.7  Despite the 

familiar jeremiad form of such proclamations, in this context it is not hard to understand 

why scholars concerned about the future of letters and literacy in America are so often 

skeptical of functional approaches to literacy education, or any approach that appears to 

circumscribe learning within an industry-oriented model.  That is a skepticism expressed, 

sometimes, in hostile ways; we have perhaps all heard first or second hand about the 

humanities professor who argues that humanities classes and requirements are necessary 

in order to “protect students” from the Engineering (or Business, or Marketing, etc.) 

departments.  In this context, programs both within and outside the university that value 

reading on its own terms, and encourage analytical and critical thinking regardless of 

students’ particular professional aspirations—programs like Free Minds—seem to 

provide a crucial alternative to what is perceived to be a severely delimited and de-

intellectualized educational landscape.   

I share the concerns outlined above, and clearly, as a prime instigator of the Free 

Minds Project, I see the value in creating, preserving, and inserting space for critical 

                                                 
7 See “Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America.”  The report defines literature as 
“fiction, poetry, and drama, without regard to genre or quality” (McLemee). 
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literacies in contexts where functional, vocational, workforce-development models 

otherwise reign.  I believe in access to liberal arts education, and I believe that providing 

access can itself be a supremely radical act.  But I do not think our most innovative and 

potentially influential solutions to the “problem” of functional literacy—or technocratic 

rationality—lie in throwing up the barricades and flying the flag over what UT-Austin 

Humanities Institute Director and Professor of English Evan Carton and I have 

characterized as “the restricted domain” of humanistic enterprise—especially when it is 

set against the “field of direct and productive activity” (38).  Rather, in the context of a 

decidedly entrepreneurial, market-driven “university in ruins,” to use Bill Readings’ 

term, and in an environment in which educational policy is so often governed by 

instrumentalism, I have come to think that our hopes lie in tilling, or at least in sifting, the 

ground between those camps.   

Privileging Critical Literacy, Favoring Resistance: An Historiographical 

Dilemma 

I opened this dissertation with my recruitment presentation for the Free Minds 

Project and with a consideration of literacy education within contemporary policies and 

practices because my main motivations for the historical research these scenarios frame is 

pragmatic and presentist.  I intend these case studies to contribute to an expansion in our 

sense of the possibilities available to us in community-based8 adult literacy programs 

today, and to help us to imagine some new bricks we might lay in our routes out of our 

despair regarding the contemporary literacy crisis.  These historical studies blur the 

notions of functional and critical literacies that continue to shape adult literacy initiatives 

today.  As such, together, Moor’s Indian Charity School and Tuskegee Institute allow 

                                                 
8 I use this term here broadly, to denote literacy programs operating outside of institutions of higher 
education. 
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us—indeed, require us—to complicate what is meant by “functional literacy” and to 

contemplate the tensions that arise when the ground between the functional and the 

critical is muddied.  

But I am also motivated by an historiographical problem.  Another key reason that 

Moor’s and Tuskegee contribute to our understanding of the contemporary consequences 

of our privileging one literacy framework over another is that the scholarship about these 

schools itself embodies that problem.  Both Moor’s and Tuskegee have been dismissed—

and not simply overlooked—by scholars invested in the education of marginalized 

populations because they do not fit the frameworks we currently prefer for that education.  

In more pointed terms, because literacy education at Moor’s and at Tuskegee does not 

suit or reinforce a “critical” or “activist” literacy framework, these institutions have been 

treated within disciplinary and specialized histories as uninteresting at best, and flatly 

paternalistic and colonizing at worst.  

In fact, the lingering divide between “functional” and “critical” literacies has had 

profound implications for disciplinary histories of English Studies more broadly, 

rendering largely invisible the manifestations of literacy education in educational 

contexts that adopted a vocational orientation and/or embraced an explicitly functional 

approach to literacy education.  In part, this has meant that literacy education within 

vocational contexts has largely been excised from historical narratives about the 

development of English Studies.  As part of her study of the emergence of specialized 

writing in college, for example, Katherine Adams noted of the nineteenth-century high- 

school English classes that were part of new vocational business tracks only that they 

“usually involved some literary study along with units on spelling, punctuation, and letter 

writing” (127).  This was not, though Adams does not say this, drastically unlike non-

vocational classes of the same period.  Arthur Applebee’s book-length study of the 
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development of high-school English contains only one page about English and vocational 

education, concluding that “literature yielded before the demands for practical skills” 

(60).  Arthur Wirth explained, in slightly more detail as part of his brief history of the 

“vocational-liberal studies controversy in the early twentieth century,” that within the 

context of vocational education as it emerged in the years leading up to the passage of the 

Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, which would for the first time allocate federal aid to 

vocational training programs, the liberal arts were seen as valuable to the extent that they 

promoted self-discipline and made students more capable of utilizing the resources 

around them (153-159).  Such generalizing statements are a far cry from actual insight 

into the ways liberal arts study functioned within particular vocational contexts, and they 

certainly do not help us to understand how vocational students themselves may have 

experienced their literacy education.    

Furthermore, when historians have considered sites where we might expect 

functional literacies to have dominated, sites engaged in educating workers and in 

education for work, they have tended to privilege institutions and/or literacy activities 

that fit a critical or activist lens.  A striking example of this is Susan Kates’ (2001) 

exploration of rhetorical education at three sites that taught students who had mastered 

basic literacy but were marginalized from mainstream institutions of higher education in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Smith College, Wilberforce University, 

and Brookwood Labor College.  The curricula at these three schools, she argues, unlike 

instruction elsewhere, attended to the social contexts of students’ lives, emphasized 

serving others, and acknowledged the written and spoken language conventions students 

brought to their institutions over and above the conventional emphasis on correctness.  

These were, in other words, sites where an explicitly “activist rhetoric” was implemented, 

in which students were taught to confront various isms and to explore their place in 
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society—establishing a lineage, as Kates argues, for what we now call “critical 

consciousness.” 

Kates’ study is an insightful, detailed look at the pedagogies implemented at 

institutions where diverse student bodies were welcomed, precisely the kinds of sites 

previously overlooked by our foundational disciplinary histories.  But in the hunt for 

activist rhetorics, Kates sets her history against the contemporaneous trends towards 

vocational training, trends accelerated in the wake of the Morrill Land Grant of 1862.  

The implication of her study is that “marginalized” institutions are useful for our 

discipline’s self-understanding to the extent that they exhibit a lineage of critical 

pedagogies, and not when they offer up skills-based pedagogies within a more 

conventional vocational framework.   

This favoring of critical pedagogies is an ideological bias reinforced by other 

recent historical case studies as well.  Kathryn Conway’s (1995) consideration of 

rhetorical instruction at the Seven Sister’s colleges (1865 to 1919) documents a tradition 

in which we find, she claims, “the first women in the United States who were 

purposefully educated to be full political persons” (222).  Conway delineates a set of 

curricula that were actively political in that teachers and administrators encouraged 

students to make overt connections to suffrage and/or in that they supported the education 

of future suffrage activists.  Likewise, Karyn Hollis’s (2004) study of the Bryn Mawr 

Summer School for Women, an eight-week program geared towards working-class 

women in the 1920s and 30s, emphasizes the ways that what she calls the school’s 

“materialist writing pedagogy” was explicitly radical, in that it aimed to teach women 

how to organize and how to implement their skills in the service of improving their 

communities.  Building directly on Kates and Hollis, Stephen Schneider (2006) pursued 

the project of establishing the lineage of critical rhetorical education by documenting 
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Stokely Carmichael’s pedagogy in one Freedom School classroom in the mid 1960s, 

where, he found, students were provided with the tools with which to challenge the 

frames and myths handed to them by mainstream society.  Most recently, Jessica Enoch 

(2008) finds, in her study of five female educators who “taught black, Indian, and 

Mexican students at the turn of the twentieth century,” that these teachers “argued for 

culture-based educations that enabled their students to enter into and change dominant 

society.”  In other words, they invented activist pedagogies in the face of “apolitical roles 

and expectations” (4).   

I do not mean to suggest that these scholars have gotten the stories of the sites 

they study “wrong” or that they are necessarily overlooking evidence that would undercut 

their narratives.  Such detailed historical research is part of a larger, crucial turn within 

English Studies away from an emphasis on developments at elite eastern or mid-western 

research universities in order to narrate a history of the profession or field more generally 

and towards what David Gold calls the kinds of “finely-grained local and institutional 

microhistories” (7) that help to challenge and enlarge our notions about what constitutes 

literary and rhetorical activity, who does it, and where it occurs.9  This is a body of 

research with which I proudly align my own historical investigation, all the more so 

because many of the scholars I’ve named above cast their work in the service of better 

                                                 
9 While Kates, Conway, Hollis, Gold and Scott Zaluda have explored the history of writing instruction at 
“alternative,” non-mainstream institutions, others have mapped the literary and/or rhetorical activity outside 
the boundaries of not only traditionally studied institutions but outside conventional classrooms as well—
in, for example, the lectures and meetings of the early American lyceum societies (Ray), in the literary 
societies formed by and for African-American women and free blacks in the late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century north (McHenry), and in the literacy practices of largely unknown (in our times) 
nineteenth-century African-American women rhetors and activists (Royster, Bacon, Logan).  This work is, 
in turn, complemented by studies in the history of literacy and in book history, where scholars have long 
tried to understand patterns of literacy outside institutional contexts.  See, for example, Carl Kaestle’s 
edited collection Literacy in the United States: Readers and Reading since 1880 (1991). 
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meeting the contemporary challenges raised by teaching to increasingly diverse student 

bodies, a concern I share.   

And yet, our continued pairing of functional and critical literacy helps to explain 

why we enter certain kinds of institutions into our disciplinary lineage and ignore others.  

Privileging critical kinds of literacy education has led us to focus on recognizably 

“activist” sites like those illuminated by the scholars named above—and to minimize 

“functional” literacy sites or activities that do not seem sufficiently “critical” to be 

relevant to our interests today.  Even when we acknowledge that this is our bias, the 

cumulative result is that we naturalize the critical literacy narrative, making it the story of 

our field.10 

Privileging the critical literacy lens carries another risk as well, one evident even 

among historians of rhetorical education outside mainstream institutional sites of 

instruction: to prefer and highlight what I think of as “narratives of resistance”—

narratives that emphasize the ways marginalized students appropriate and re-deploy 

dominant discourse forms, often for purposes of resistance and even subversion.   In her 

case studies of literacy education in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century lives of 

“ordinary Americans,” for example, Deborah Brandt highlights the ways that people 

divert their literacy resources to what she calls “ulterior projects,” ends that can be quite 

different from, and in tension with, the ends desired and intended by the institutions and 

individuals who “sponsor,” to use Brandt’s term, literacy acquisition (179).  Similarly, in 

her investigations of rhetorical instruction in colonial Mexico, Susan Romano has 

                                                 
10 Historians of technical and professional writing have, not surprisingly, not shied away from 
instrumentalism (see Bernadette Longo, Teresa Kynell, Robert Connors “Rise,” and Katherine Adams).  
There is much to be learned from this literature, and many more connections to be made with my inquiry in 
this dissertation.  These histories, however, tend to focus on developments within professional departments 
(like Engineering) inside major, largely elite, college-level institutions, and not on the kind of education “at 
the margins” I highlight in this dissertation.  



 28 

explored the potential that kind of appropriation has for disrupting the dominant narrative 

in a specific historical encounter.  In her study of the “Historical Catalina Hernandez,” for 

example, Romano considers how Hernandez, one of six Spanish women recruited to 

“educate and indoctrinate Mexico’s indigenous girls” in 1530, alarmed and threatened the 

civic council when she wrote to protest restrictions placed on the teachers by their 

overseeing friars (3).   

I choose these two examples from among many possibilities because I admire, 

and have been influenced by, both Brandt’s and Romano’s scholarship a great deal.  My 

point is not that finding evidence of resistance is bad or reductive; for one thing, it is 

certainly preferable to the assimilationist models for understanding literacy acquisition 

that predominated in earlier eras.  But I do want to suggest that our squeamishness about 

functional literacies is one of the reasons that narratives like Brandt’s and Romano’s (or 

Kates’, Hollis’, Schneider’s, Enoch’s, etc.) are appealing.  In telling these stories, what 

stories have we left out?  What would it look like to value narratives in which (an 

unabashedly, unapologetically) functional literacy dominates? How can we best 

understand literacy practices among historically marginalized populations when they do 

not look resistant? 

Moor’s Indian Charity School and Tuskegee Institute provide fruitful 

opportunities for considering these questions precisely because they do not easily or 

primarily bear witness to the acts of resistance and appropriation we favor.  Both are sites 

where literacy education was considered crucial to the “uplift” of students officially 

disenfranchised from mainstream institutions, and both intended to fill that gap by 

providing a kind of education not yet available, in their founders’ views, enough or at all.  

But what makes both Moor’s and Tuskegee especially relevant today—and what binds 

them together here—is not that they catered to marginalized students but that they allow 
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us to see how “functional” and “critical” literacies merged—and also clashed—in the 

nexus of academic and vocational approaches to education.  

Disrupting the Functional-Critical Divide in Literacy Scholarship 

If historians of English Studies have tended to reify the long-entrenched binaries 

between “functional” and “critical” literacies, I am certainly not alone in calling for us to 

complicate that binary.  Scholars and teachers of adult literacy have set forward 

numerous arguments for why and how the functional-critical divide neither serves nor 

reflects real literacy practice.  As part of his extended critique of an adult basic education 

program that adopts a classic functional literacy model, for example, Jeffrey Grabill urges 

scholars and teachers who align ourselves with critical or community literacy models to 

reconsider the value of work and work-related institutions as a framework for literacy 

education.  This “focus on work and institutions” (xii), derived from his own background 

in professional writing, leads Grabill to imagine adult literacy programs that cease to treat 

functional literacy as necessarily “basic,” instead reflecting the values of both 

students/workers, teachers, and the “institutional players” (102) that often direct and 

sponsor their literacy education.  He calls this approach one that emphasizes “critical 

functional literacy” (112), an approach that treats “seriously the needs and experiences” 

of people enrolled in adult basic education classes, needs which are often pragmatic and 

“functional,” and also incorporates a “critical literacy that helps avoid continuing or 

imposing social stratification” (114).   

Glynda Hull makes a similar plea in her powerful analysis of the literacy myths 

that dominate popular views of literacy and workers—first, the myth that “workers are 

illiterate,” and second, that their illiteracy is to blame for a slow economy.  What we 

need, she argues, is neither an approach that values “basic skills” or “advanced skills,” 
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but instead one that pays more attention to the “literate events—the situated writing, 

reading, talking, and reasoning activities—that characterize the work people do in 

particular job and job-training settings” (672), rather than assuming that literacy is “a 

neutral, portable technique” (673).  That need for an attention to individual needs and 

practices is echoed by Michael Pennell, who, in a profile of literacy education sponsored 

by several “labor market intermediaries,” argues that in order to engage with and evaluate 

worker literacy programs we need to understand literacy not as generalizable and 

“functional” but rather as “emerging from its context” (349).  Change, Pennell says, “will 

not come through the handing out of ‘skills,’” but through an attention to the actual 

“institutions and economies” available to “workers looking for reskilling” (370).  

In critiquing pedagogies that treat literacy skills as generalizable and “neutral,” 

Grabill, Penell, and Hull all advocate literacy education that merges functional and 

critical approaches.  This is a balance Stuart Selber has advocated more recently as well, 

in his useful parsing of functional and critical approaches to teaching computer literacy.  

Though he writes about computer literacy in the undergraduate context, specifically, 

Selber’s distinctions between the two approaches, and his advocacy of pedagogies that 

draw on both, resonate with the observations of adult literacy theorists.  Selber 

acknowledges that functional literacy, in a technological context, has frequently implied a 

“focus on highly specific, stabilized skill sets detached from particular social contexts” 

(33), an approach that, if implemented alone, does not “prod students to focus on biases 

and implications nor on what is happening with them and to them in technological 

environments” (73).  Selber’s proposal is not to dismiss functionalism, but to adopt a 

“more productive approach to functional literacy” (40), one that acknowledges that there 

are certain “knowledge[s], skills, and attitudes that students need to learn” in order to use 

computers well but that prizes “exploration and communication over strict vocational 
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preparation” (72).  Computer literacy is even better served, Selber elaborates, when 

functional approaches are not only refocused in this way but also “counterbalanced” with 

a critical literacy model that adopts “lenses and methods that help illuminate the 

production and distribution of ideology as it works to naturalize the interests of certain 

groups and not others” (82)—approaches that ask students to examine the “biases, power 

moves, and human implications” bound up in technological innovation (86). 

Scholars working at the intersections of Composition Studies and Working-Class 

Studies have also been actively concerned with the question of how best to make 

instrumental concerns and realities visible within the university writing classroom, 

specifically.  David Seitz and others have challenged the institutionalization of critical 

literacy as the optimal model in such classes, pointing out that those advocating critical 

pedagogy have too “frequently complained” about students who resist cultural critique in 

favor of instrumentalist motives (see Linkon, Belanger and Strom, Borkowski).  Rather 

than rejecting instrumentalism, these scholars advocate pedagogies that take students’ 

motives and preferences for instrumentalist behavior and belief into account.  Functional 

literacies, they maintain, don’t have to be a reductive “means to an end”; they can be 

pathways to “a questioning and consequent reconsidering of those ends” (Seitz 211). 

Beneath these calls for pedagogies that balance the functional and critical is what 

David Barton has called a “social view” of literacy, an approach that involves a highly 

contingent and contextualized attention to literacy practices and needs within specific, 

local circumstances and populations.  In this social view, as Barton explains, “literacy is 

not just about whether or not people can read or write at a basic level.”  Rather, literacy is 

defined much as it was in Gray’s UNESCO survey in 1956: as, in Barton’s terms, the 

ability to “operate confidently and effectively in the literate worlds you want to belong 

to” (194).  This approach demands “detailed examination of how adults use reading and 
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writing in their everyday lives” (185), an approach borne out by many ethnographic 

studies of literacy in a variety of cultural contexts.  As Kenneth Levine observes, these 

studies of what Barton and others have called “everyday literacies” often “highlight the 

limitations of functionality as an objective” for literacy education (1994: 122). 

Ethnographic studies, far from suggesting that literacy is universal, show instead that 

literacy “takes up the forms and serves the functions that its local setting and history 

permit” (122).  This “contextually sensitive conception” of literacy has, in Levine’s 

analysis, significant benefits.   Namely, it allows us as researchers and evaluators of 

literacy programs and activities to be skeptical of “some of the blanket presumptions that 

have sustained literacy efforts and budgets in the face of fierce competition from rival 

causes,” presumptions like, for example, “that the acquisition of literacy always leads to a 

degree of intellectual and social empowerment” (1994: 122).11 

Levine points to the ways that contextualized conceptions of literacy challenge 

the virtues of both functional and critical approaches to literacy education.  On one hand, 

contextualized approaches expose the limitations of functionality; on the other hand, they 

suggest that literacy education often does not serve the critical aims we want it to.  The 

kinds of ethnographic studies of literacy Levine seems to have in mind, however, also 

demonstrate the ways that the distinctions between those approaches dissolve in practice.  

This is certainly true, for example, of Ellen Cushman’s ten-year-old study of oral and 

written literacies in an inner-city African-American community, The Struggle and the 

Tools (1998).  Focusing on literate practices at work in residents’ “daily power relations 

                                                 
11 This trend towards honoring discourses that emerge out of a set of activities and then attending to how 
language serves those activities in multiple ways is exemplified by what has become known as the “new 
literacy studies,” which encompasses a range of work that views literacy “as a social practice” and seeks to 
investigate “lived practices” (Barton, Hamilton, Ivanic 1).  See, for example, the edited collection Situated 
Literacies (2000) featuring scholarship by members of the Literacy Research Group at Lancaster 
University. 
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with institutions” and their representatives (xiv)—for example, welfare administrators, 

housing agencies, various philanthropic organizations, social workers, and university 

gatekeepers like admissions officers and EOP counselors—Cushman found numerous 

examples of community members using “critical literacy competencies…with texts [like 

job applications and forms] that many believe require only functional literate skills” 

(234).  Her point, notably, was not simply to celebrate those “critical competencies” but 

to illustrate the ways that examining the uses of literacy within these interactions 

“collapse[s] literacy scholars’ dichotomies between instrumental and critical literacies” 

(235).  In contextualizing their literate practices, Cushman observes, we can no longer 

label community members’ “literate skills as merely functional, basic, or rudimentary” 

(xviii).  By letting go of that label, she continues, we let go of a tendency among scholars 

identifying with critical pedagogies, to “define individuals by what they do not have, do 

not do, do not measure up to,” and then to claim, “as critical scholars and teachers…to 

have the theories to liberate them” (xix). 

*  *  * 

Cushman’s analysis returns us to the scene with which I opened this introduction, 

my recruitment presentation for the Free Minds Project.  In many ways, my approach to 

marketing Free Minds exemplified the stance Cushman critiques.  In (implicitly and 

explicitly) denigrating functional literacy approaches, and assuming that these were the 

dominant forms of literacy with which my audience was familiar, I implied that the 

students in the adult basic education classrooms I entered were disempowered in some 

way.  Offering them the beacon of Free Minds, I invited them to move from darkness to 

light, to move, in the words of the Wallace Stevens poem I quoted for them, from night’s 

“final no” to “this present sun.”  Potential students read on the cover of the program 

brochure I handed them: “Begin your journey to college and confidence”—a statement 
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that implied that students had not already begun such a journey, and that the Free Minds 

Project held the keys to this uncharted territory of education and empowerment (“The 

Free Minds Project”).  This approach, though reminiscent of Hirsch’s “cultural literacy,” 

has of course a much longer and deeper history, one we might locate, for example, in 

what Gerald Graff characterizes as the late nineteenth-century “generalist” (Arnoldian 

humanist) preference for “pure literature” as a means of opposing the forces of 

professionalization and specialization then sweeping the university. 

This is not the time or place either to reiterate or interrogate that particular 

historical narrative.  We should, however, be equipped now to see how the literacy 

theorists I’ve aligned myself with in the literature review above, theorists who challenge 

and complicate the functional/critical literacy binary, would respond to the impulses 

underlying programs like the Free Minds Project.  Whether or not we are praising or 

dismissing functional literacy, considering literacy “in light of social practice” (Levine 

1982: 263) means that claiming that literacy is either “functional” or “critical,” 

“oppressive” or “liberatory,” should invite a host of questions, such as: functional/critical 

for what? To whom?  In what way?12   

Such questions lead us out of a framework in which we conceive of literacy as a 

hierarchy—a movement from basic to advanced literacies—and towards viewing it as an 

“array” (Levine 1982: 264).  David Barton spells out the implications of this “social 

view” of literacy for literacy programs most explicitly:  “The starting-point for any 

literacy work,” he asserts, “has to be people’s needs…The assessment of needs has to be 

ongoing as needs change.  Inevitably, people’s stated needs exist in relation to the 

possibilities; access to education gives people different possibilities and people’s 

                                                 
12 Colin Lankshear asks these questions about functional literacy in particular; see page 14. 
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demands will change accordingly” (195).  In fact, as I will explore when I return to the 

implications of a social view of literacy in the conclusion to this dissertation, I don’t think 

that Barton’s approach necessarily resolves the tensions embedded in Free Minds or 

exposed in the sites I explore in this dissertation.  But I do think that view can and should 

inform both our contemporary practice and our historical investigation into literacy 

practices of the past. 

This dissertation pursues that historical investigation in two parts.  In Part One, 

consisting of Chapters Two and Three, I focus on Moor’s Indian Charity School, and in 

Part Two, consisting of Chapters Four and Five, on Tuskegee Institute.  In both Parts One 

and Two, I build a specific argument about how to understand the value of literacy 

education at these particular institutions, and each part begins with an introduction of its 

own, contextualizing the site and its scholarship in its own rite.  In the dissertation 

overall, as this chapter has established, I am also forming an argument about how to 

understand present practices in literacy education outside universities.  I return to this 

framework in Chapter Six.  My argument in these framing chapters is directed to scholars 

and practitioners who engage in literacy education “at the margins.”  It is, in other words, 

an argument I have often had over the past several years with myself. 
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Notes on Terminology and Methodology 

 

As a teacher, administrator, and scholar trained in Rhetoric and Composition 

within a Department of English, my interests lie in teaching writing, in the institutional 

structures that give rise to various writing pedagogies, and in the history of writing 

instruction.  In the two historical case studies at the heart of this dissertation, Moor’s 

Indian Charity School in eighteenth-century Connecticut (Part One) and Tuskegee 

Normal and Industrial Institute in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Alabama (Part 

Two), my aim is not to construct comprehensive institutional histories of writing 

instruction.  Nor is it to prove that these are paradigmatic sites of instruction.  Rather, 

these sites provide opportunities for what Jeffrey Grabill calls “reasoning practices,” 

opportunities to think through a set of ideas with the help of “concrete, empirical 

examples” (xiii)—ideas that were relevant then and continue to be relevant now.  The 

ideas I reason through in this dissertation center on the past:  How, to what extent, and 

with what consequences have academic and vocational philosophies of education, and 

critical and functional approaches to literacy education, overlapped at instructional sites 

that served populations traditionally “marginalized” from higher education? 

Terminology 

In thinking through that inquiry, the following clusters of terms have proven 

especially important and problematic: 

Rhetoric and Composition:  It may be surprising, given my training, that these 
terms do not appear more frequently in this dissertation.  Rhetoric, though a term I 
employ infrequently, in many ways provides the framework for this study as a 
whole.  I am interested here in situating and contextualizing the literacy activities 
I describe, as I would situate and contextualize any technique I introduce in my 
own classes of rhetoric and writing.  Rhetoric, though, is a highly contested term.  
For some, rhetoric is everything and everywhere, what Jeffrey Grabill calls a 
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“master term encompassing all discursive practice” (xi).  I consider rhetoric to be 
linked with advocacy, and thus “rhetorical education” implies an education in the 
techniques and tools to be used for advocacy.  Initially, I set out to construct a 
history of rhetorical education at Moor’s Indian Charity School and Tuskegee 
Institute, but soon found that that term did not capture the range of activity I 
discovered.  For this reason, I use “literacy” as the umbrella term to describe 
language-learning practices in this dissertation.  Certainly, there were rhetorical 
aspects of the instruction at both these sites, as well as rhetorical sensibilities we 
would do well to foreground in our contemporary practice.  However, the extent 
to which the education I describe here is “rhetorical” is, I think, more a question 
than an answer. 

Composition is a term that has come to signal a concern with first-year writing at 
colleges and universities.  Since I am primarily interested in writing instruction 
outside the formal college structure, I rarely use the term in this dissertation.  I do 
use it to discuss scholarly trends in Composition Studies.   

 

Literacy:  I use the terms “literacy” and “literacy education” to describe the 
network of language-learning practices in which students at these sites were 
engaged.  Literacy is an appropriate term here because it is an umbrella concept 
that invokes access to education in reading, writing, and communication rather 
than instruction in specific technologies or techniques.  When I describe “literacy 
education” at the two schools I study, I am characterizing the general context in 
which students developed and practiced their skills in reading, writing, and 
communication.  Literacy is a slippery term, and its meaning shifts within and 
between these case studies; like literacy education, “literacy” acquires meaning in 
context.  

I also employ the terminology of literacy in this dissertation because this is the 
language used today to describe activity outside educational institutions; we speak 
of “literacy campaigns” and “adult literacy initiatives,” and the many American 
organizations devoted to helping people access reading and writing skills 
emphasize teaching, learning, and tutoring “literacy.”  I use the language of 
literacy, then, to signal my interest in spaces outside mainstream institutions of 
higher education, and in the hope of making clear the relevance of my argument 
to practitioners and scholars who orient themselves towards community-based 
programs.  

I recognize as well that there are subcategories of literacy, including those 
discussed in Chapter One: cultural literacy, community literacy, and most 
importantly for this dissertation, critical literacy and functional literacy.  Since 
reframing and re-contextualizing these terms is a central aim of this dissertation, I 
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will not define them perfunctorily here.  Instead, I attempt to clarify and 
contextualize their particular usage throughout this dissertation.  I do recognize, 
however, that these terms carry particular associations.  We often define 
“functional literacy” in the ways discussed previously—as a set of isolated skills 
linked to particular jobs and/or particular outcomes.  “Critical literacy” tends to be 
a shiftier term, one that stands in for both the kinds of analytical, inquiry-based 
thinking traditionally valued in liberal arts classes and for a literacy education that 
seeks to enact personal and political transformation by bringing critical thinking 
to bear on systemic and structural injustices.  This dissertation works with and 
against those definitions in order to ask us to re-imagine the terrain they describe. 

 

Literacy Sponsors:  This is a metaphor I borrow from Deborah Brandt, who uses 
it to look beyond individual personal or institutional acquisitions of literacy, 
focusing us instead on the larger and complex intersecting forces that give literacy 
meaning, value, and form in any given context.  As Brandt explains, “literacy as a 
resource becomes available to ordinary people largely through the mediations of 
more powerful sponsors. These sponsors are engaged in ceaseless processes of 
positioning and repositioning, seizing and relinquishing control over meanings 
and materials of literacy as part of their participation in economic and political 
competition” (“Sponsors” 173).   Literacy sponsors, then, are in Brandt’s 
definition “any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, 
teach, model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy—and gain 
advantage by it in some way” (166).  In examining the ways that literacy was 
recruited (as well as regulated, suppressed, enabled, and supported) at Moor’s and 
at Tuskegee, I keep in mind here both how literacy education was enacted at these 
sites—the “delivery systems” through which students encountered it—as well as 
the causes for which literacy was offered and acquired.  The result is curricular 
reconstruction with an eye towards not only “what happened” in these schools’ 
language arts classrooms but also towards the kinds of meaning and value 
assigned to literacy by sponsors, educators, and students alike.  

 

Language Arts:  I use the terms “language arts” and “language arts instruction” 
when I am describing the particular, though shifting, practices students at these 
sites encountered.  Typically a term writing educators today associate with 
secondary- and high-school education, I choose it to characterize instruction at 
these sites because it signals a spectrum of activity, from composition, to 
grammar, to literature, to practicing speaking and listening.  I consider these 
specific components when and how they are found at each particular institution. 
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Vocational education: I use this term as it is popularly used today, to evoke a 
skills-oriented curriculum that aims at readying students for a particular job 
sphere.  In general, “vocational” is a term reserved for programs that do not lead 
to “professional” degrees, though they may lead to certificates and 
apprenticeships, and may help students to gain access to desirable trade unions.  
This distinction between “vocational” and “professional” is a legacy of what 
Burton Bledstein has called the “culture of professionalism,” which emerged, in 
tandem with academic specialization, as the driving force in higher education in 
the late nineteenth century and involved defining a “professional” as someone 
who had not only earned a degree but who was also considered to be a “self-
governing individual exercising his trained judgment in an open society” (87).  I 
am aware that in reiterating this definition of vocational education as opposed to 
professional education I am relying on one of the central binaries this dissertation 
aims to challenge—the association of vocational education, and the pedagogies 
and practitioners it produces, with non-academic, non-intellectual pursuits.  For 
this reason, “vocational” is one of the most slippery terms I employ.  On one 
hand, I use it to characterize a limited approach to education, one that fits students 
into specific job tracks.  On the other, I intend for this investigation as a whole to 
call that characterization into question.  I hope that the chapters that follow 
convey this tension. 

Methodology 

This dissertation uses conventional archival methods to craft what Clifford Geertz 

called “thick descriptions” of literacy education at Moor’s Indian Charity School and at 

Tuskegee Institute.  Beneath this attention to local history is an assumption I share with 

Jacqueline Jones Royster: “that we gain in an understanding of literacy in general from 

views of literacy in its particulars, from placing the ‘thick descriptions’ of the literate 

practices of a particular group in the company of similar descriptions of other groups” 

(Traces 6).  By describing language arts activity at two institutional sites that have been 

under-represented in our disciplinary histories, I hope to contribute to our understanding 

of both “marginalized” and more mainstream academic sites of instruction.  In the 

process, I certainly aim for my historical work to be as accurate as possible.  However, I 

am not so naïve as to think that I can capture activity at these sites with any finality.  The 
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conclusions I draw are necessarily provisional, and in forming my arguments I have faced 

two particular, if predictable, challenges.   

First, as any historian who has studied curricula can attest, our abilities to 

reconstruct classroom activity in days past are hindered by the inevitable gap between 

“lip and cup”— the space between what teachers and administrators might have wanted 

or expected to happen, and what actually did happen.  A syllabus may well reflect an 

institution’s or a teacher’s aims and intent, but it certainly cannot be taken as equivalent 

to classroom activity.   I attend to this gap by drawing distinctions between evidence that 

speaks to the institutional motivations behind a curriculum (syllabi, course catalogues, 

textbooks, institutional positioning statements—founding documents, mission statements, 

correspondence of main sponsors, founders, and educators—and testimonials from 

visitors, especially when they are packaged within an institution’s own publicity efforts) 

and the kinds of evidence that might speak to its implementation and, perhaps, even its 

reception (primarily, student writing).   

In addition, because the sets of evidence available to me in each case study are 

very different, the particular methodologies I employ to read this evidence shift between 

chapters.  For example, the relatively small archive in which are preserved records of 

Moor’s Indian Charity School contains only a few fragments of direct curricular evidence 

and almost no student writing done within the school itself.  “Reconstructing” this 

curriculum thus involved inference, speculation, and imagination—and uncovering 

“student writing” meant considering writing former students did years after leaving the 

school.  In contrast, the immense archive housing Tuskegee’s records contains a wealth 

of data potentially relevant to the formation of the school’s curriculum; in this case, 

choosing where and how to focus my investigation was crucial.  I discuss these particular 
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problems, and the methodological decisions I’ve made in response, in the chapters 

themselves.  

One final note:  In both parts of this dissertation, I have departed from the 

convention of using sic to denote “mistakes” in a writer’s original text.  Though certainly 

useful in signaling scholarly integrity to readers, the convention can also cast aspersions 

on the writers quoted.  When excerpting the writings of students, teachers, and observers 

of the two sites I study, I have preserved all original spellings and grammatical 

constructions, without comment.  This is, I believe, an approach more consistent with the 

overall thrust of this dissertation: that we must take seriously the practices, writings, and 

voices of those participating in educational endeavors we have tended to dismiss. 
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PART ONE 

“NO MORE LEARNING THAN TO READ AND WRITE”: 

MOOR’S INDIAN CHARITY SCHOOL, 1750-1790 

 

On November 19, 1759, eleven-year-old Hezekiah Calvin, a Delaware student at 

Moor’s Indian Charity School in Lebanon, Connecticut, inscribed two Latin mottoes on a 

sheet of lined copy-book paper, signing and dating his work in a neat and even hand.  Just 

over a decade later, Calvin’s school, founded by New Light Congregationalist preacher 

and Yale graduate Eleazar Wheelock, would move to New Hampshire, abandon its 

orientation to Native students, and become Dartmouth College.  But in 1759, Wheelock 

was paying close attention to the work of his young Indian students.  Perhaps in response 

to a request from the evangelist George Whitefield for writing samples that would help to 

make the case in England for the school’s charter, Wheelock carefully folded Calvin’s 

mottoes inside another page, and labeled the package “Indian Writing.”  On the wrapper, 

he wrote:  “The within is the writing of a Delaware aged 11 Years and is now reading 

Virgil and Tully.  his Father was Interpreter to Rev. Mr David Brainerd & now serves the 

Rev. Mr. John Brainerd in that Capacity. This Boy has been with me three years last 

Spring” (EWP 759619).13 

Wheelock’s explanation of Calvin’s work replicates a trope familiar in the context 

of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Anglo missionary projects in North America: the 

use of examples of writing by Native students to showcase Indian “educability” and 

“civility”—and to demonstrate the worth and viability of English presence in America 

                                                 
13 The archival material I draw on in this introduction and in the following two chapters is drawn from the 
Papers of Eleazar Wheelock, a collection housed at Dartmouth College.  These papers will be cited as 
“EWP” together with manuscript numbers. 
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more generally.  In 1658, for example, in the earliest days of Harvard’s ill-fated “Indian 

college,” Harvard’s president sent the New England Society’s Massachusetts 

Commissioners a certificate attesting to the school’s first Native students’ abilities to 

translate parts of Isaiah into Latin.  Under continued pressure to demonstrate the progress 

of Indian education at the College, five years later then Governor of Connecticut John 

Winthrop sent two Latin letters written by the same students to the Royal Society.  Only 

four students were housed in the College in its lifetime, and only one graduated; 

Harvard’s Indian College was dissolved, and the building torn down, in 1698.14  Proof of 

Indian literacy and, particularly, of Indian accomplishment in the markers of a classical 

English education, was considered evidence that the paternalistic project of “civilizing” 

Indians was underway, no matter what actual hardships or disappointments the colonists 

were encountering. 

But Wheelock’s packaging of Hezekiah Calvin’s Latin mottoes also hints at an 

important discrepancy between Wheelock’s and his contemporaries’ conceptions of what 

literacy education was for, and why and how it mattered for Native students.  Ultimately, 

Wheelock’s aim was to further the broader effort to establish missions among the Six 

Nations of the Iroquois, an often-coveted area for colonists because the Iroquois occupied 

strategic positions along the waterways in northern New York, an important buffer 

between the British colonies and the French provinces in Canada (Murray Writings 54; 

Taylor 3-4).  Like so many of his peers and predecessors, Wheelock presumed that 

Christianized Indians would necessarily be Anglicized Indians, and would therefore pave 

the way for harmonious Anglo-Indian relations, including the concession of valuable 

lands.  On one hand, Wheelock’s labeling of Calvin’s mottoes insinuated Calvin’s 

                                                 
14 See B. Wright 5-7, Kellaway 111-113. 
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contribution to this greater endeavor, establishing his lineage as the son of an interpreter 

who had worked closely with two prominent missionaries.15  In linking Calvin to the 

Brainerd name Wheelock was affirming Calvin’s importance (and thus the value of 

tutoring him) and also mapping a vocational path for Calvin himself, by suggesting that 

he would follow in his father’s footsteps.  Yet, in proclaiming Calvin’s accomplishments 

in Virgil and Tully, Wheelock was also indicating that Calvin’s education at Moor’s 

stretched beyond the requirements for a good interpreter—proficiency in English and 

familiarity with English customs.   

In fact, Wheelock’s self-proclaimed “grand design” depended on producing 

Indian missionaries who were, as he explained in his first published fundraising narrative, 

“equally qualified” for their roles as were English missionaries (1763: 4).  In this, his 

plan broke with those of his contemporaries, who preferred to instruct Indians in English 

language learning but leave the ministering to mostly college-educated whites.16 

Wheelock arrived at his plan after witnessing the success of his first Indian student, 

Samson Occom, who in 1743, at the age of twenty, traveled to Lebanon from his home at 

nearby Mohegan, Connecticut to join a handful of white students already studying 

privately with Wheelock.  Occom, who was ordained as a Presbyterian minister in 1759, 

followed and excelled at a curriculum under Wheelock’s direction that included the study 

of Greek, Latin, and Hebrew and extensive practice in translation, a program that 

mirrored the requirements for admission to Yale.  Later Native students at Wheelock’s 

school continued to study Latin and Greek, as well as scripture, and engaged in classroom 

                                                 
15 See page sixty-four for more on the Brainerds.  It was John Brainerd who sent Calvin to Wheelock’s 
school in response to Wheelock’s request for “promising students” (Murray Writings 50). 
 
16 Experience Mayhew, for example, who carried on his family’s ministry to the Wampanoag Indians on 
Martha’s Vineyard for more than sixty years in the eighteenth century, measured his progress in 
conversions, and not in the production of Indian ministers (Kellaway 240-245). 
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practices of recitation, parsing, prosody, and disputation.  In the context of eighteenth-

century education, as I will explore in more detail in Chapter Two, such techniques were 

intended to prepare students for college and to cultivate a precision with language 

appropriate and necessary for those joining the ministry. 

Hezekiah Calvin’s Latin mottoes, and other fragments of the Moor’s curriculum, 

then, are certainly evidence of Wheelock’s penchant for impressing donors with tales of 

his “educated Indians.”  However, I argue in the chapters that follow that they are also 

evidence of Wheelock’s adherence, at least in the first two decades of his school’s life, to 

a classically inflected language arts education, a curriculum indicative of Wheelock’s 

initial plan to produce Indian missionaries.  It was this approach to literacy education that 

brought Wheelock under attack and suspicion from his sponsors, who pressured him to 

focus instead on the basic literacy education they deemed necessary to train interpreters 

and assistants to English missionaries.  As Wheelock acceded to his sponsors’ desires, 

Native students who attended the school in turn chastised him for succumbing to a 

restricted and constricted view of Native intellectual and vocational capacity, and set 

forth their own visions for literacy education—visions that were not necessarily 

oppositional to Wheelock’s original plan. 

That is the argument I will elaborate in the history that follows, and it is one that 

runs counter to characterizations of Moor’s Indian Charity School available to this point, 

which tend to cast the school’s curriculum as a monolithic and unified phenomenon 

articulated to consistently oppressive political purposes.  The first wave of scholars to 

look critically at the school in the context of the history of American Indian education, 

for example, condemned Wheelock’s curriculum as disastrously inappropriate and self-

serving.  James Axtell succinctly captured this view when he wrote:  “English classical 

schooling for Indians fresh from the forest was, in short, the wrong method for the wrong 
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people at the wrong time” (217).  In a similar vein, Margaret Szasz pointed out that the 

classical training Wheelock provided his students was virtually useless once they headed 

out to start their own schools among the tribes, where, although they themselves “had 

once pondered over recitations of Horace or Cicero, their pupils struggled to master 

spelling books, occasionally progressing to the New Testament” (244).  More recently, 

scholars have concurred that Wheelock’s curriculum was narrow and limiting but have 

attended to the numerous ways that, despite that curriculum, students at Moor’s resisted 

and subverted the unequal power relationships imposed by the school.  Focusing on 

Wheelock’s correspondence with students, and on the sermons and diaries of former 

Moor’s students, critics like Bernd Peyer, Laura Murray, Dana Nelson, Jay Jordan, and 

Hillary Wyss have offered readings of the texts produced by Indians associated with the 

school as reactions to, and critiques of, white missionary activity in general, and of 

Wheelock in particular.17  

Much of the scholarship in that more recent strand is vital work, and contributes 

to the larger project within American Indian Studies of illuminating the ways that early 

Native writers established what Robert Warrior (Osage) calls “intellectual sovereignty”:  

“self-determined Native engagement” with the realities of Indian lives, a process of 

critical self-reflection about the questions and issues that affect the future of American 

Indian communities (Tribal 44).  To consider, as the scholars named above have done, 

the ways that Native learners at Moor’s re-deployed the discourses circulating around 

                                                 
17 Of particular note are Murray, Nelson, and Wyss.  Murray’s close reading (“Pray”) of the letters written 
to Wheelock by Calvin and student David Fowler (Montauk), turns up “strategies of resistance” to the 
paternalistic control that Wheelock sought to exert over all aspects of his students’ lives, while Nelson’s 
careful attention to Occom’s autobiographical  “Short Narrative of My Life” points to the subtle ways 
Occom’s writing resists and disrupts white missionary activity, and the larger project of colonization. 
Hilary Wyss has described the ways that the founders of Brotherton, in their language surrounding the 
community, “rejected the language of native inferiority; in the process, they declared their independence 
from Anglo-American missionaries” (131). 
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them is to provide a lens through which to view the ways that they not only negotiated 

the material realities presented to them, but also entered and theorized about conflicts 

among colonial ideologies.  It is, in other words, to carve a space in which we can witness 

Native intellectual and literary authority. 

This study carves such space as well.  My aim, though, is to build on prior 

approaches to Moor’s and its environs by rethinking the generalizations about the 

school’s curriculum on which previous scholars have relied.  I do this by attending to the 

specifics of the literacy curriculum at the school (Chapter Two) and to the later literacy 

practices of two former students who were teachers, ministers, and leaders in their work 

after Moor’s (Chapter Three).  In constructing this two-part narrative, I am responding to 

the tendency I discussed in Chapter One with respect to histories of rhetorical education 

outside mainstream institutional sites of instruction:  the tendency to emphasize the ways 

that marginalized students appropriate and re-deploy dominant discourse forms.  Scholars 

writing about colonial education within American Indian Studies have also tended to 

favor this “resistance narrative.”18  Given the particular and devastating consequences of 

colonial white-Indian contact, and the shameful history of nineteenth- and twentieth-

century American Indian boarding school education in particular, this is an extremely 

valuable narrative.  As Scott Lyons (Ojibwe/Mdewakanton Dakota) puts it, moments in 

which Native writers appropriate dominant discourse patterns to their own uses are 

moments in which they “assert their right to determine their own communicative needs 

and desires in the pursuit of self-determination” (462).  

                                                 
18 Malea Powell, for example, highlights the ways that nineteenth-century authors Sarah Winnemucca 
(Northern Paiute) and Charles Eastman (Santee Sioux) use “discourses of imperialism,” translating 
dominant white beliefs about Indians and about Euroamerican culture in order to imagine “new possibilities 
for Native resistance and survival in the face of violent assimilation strategies” (404).    
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The Moor’s archive certainly provides ample evidence of such appropriation, but 

a careful consideration of the literacy education encountered and encouraged by early 

Native writers associated with Moor’s also expands the narratives available at this site.  

There is no question that Wheelock’s institution, to use Deborah Brandt’s terms, was a 

“sponsor of literacy.”  The school aimed to recruit students into a literacy that would 

serve the cause(s) of English colonization.  It is also clear that Moor’s students 

themselves “sponsored” literacy beyond the school, teaching, and modeling, as I will 

argue below, a literacy that they believed would directly serve Native communities.  And 

what also emerges in the former students’ writing I consider here is that those 

communities were themselves sponsors of literacy education, enabling and supporting the 

literacies—and those educators—they found promising, and suppressing and preventing 

those they did not.  Brandt’s concept of literacy sponsors is especially useful here 

because it draws attention to the ways that literacy education in and around Moor’s 

Indian Charity School developed in a sedimented nexus of sometimes competing, 

sometimes aligned desires and expectations about literacy itself.  Rather than focusing us 

on the literacy development of individuals or within individual institutions, Brandt’s 

concept allows us to place the training Moor’s students received and in turn delivered in 

the complex intersections of what Brandt calls a larger “literacy economy.”  

In the two chapters that follow, I examine the competing forms of literacy 

sponsorship that operated within and around Moor’s Indian Charity School. I ask: What 

kind of literacy is valued here?  By whom? How are these various literacy values 

announced and contested?  How does this site—and how does its network of sponsors 

and former students—give literacy meaning?  Attending to these “[a]ccumulated layers 

of sponsoring influences” (Brandt 178) gives rise to an understanding of the “strategic 

maneuvering” that in fact produces curricula in imperial contexts (Viswanathan 169).  In 
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her own study of British educational policies in India, for example, and of the 

development of English literary studies in particular, Gauri Viswanathan argues against 

the notion that the “British literary curriculum” implemented in India was an 

“unmediated assertion of cultural power,” demonstrating instead that it “evolved out of a 

position of vulnerability, not of strength” (169, 168).  One aim of the two chapters that 

follow is to show that “vulnerability” at work at Moor’s, by exposing the contentious 

landscape in which the Moor’s curriculum emerged, developed, and ultimately dissolved.   

In Chapter Two, I reconstruct the literacy education at Moor’s itself by examining 

the curricular strands in the Moor’s archive.  These strands are, admittedly, quite thin; the 

vast archive preserved by Dartmouth College does not contain what Susan Wells calls the 

“ideal, absent, and desired document”—in this case, those imaginary syllabi, student 

compositions, or teacher notes that might allow me to draw more decisive conclusions 

about “what happened” in the classroom at Moor’s.  What’s more, those representations 

of the curriculum that do exist are often divergent and contradictory.  These absences and 

discontinuities have led me to focus more on reactions to the perceived literacy 

curriculum than on reconstituting that curriculum in depth.19  This involves treating the 

“textual exchanges” contained in the Moor’s archive as “eminently rhetorical” on all 

sides: “arguments motivated by highly ideological conflations and intertwinings of 

motives, beliefs, and assumptions that do not lend themselves to a sense of consensually 

derived conclusions” (Lyons 453).  In other words, my strategy in this chapter is not to 

offer a seamless historical narrative about a Moor’s education, but rather to highlight the 

ways that the extant representations of that education intersect and interrupt one another.  

By placing evidence like Calvin’s mottoes in the context of a larger body of letters, 

                                                 
19 Susan Romano adopts a similar method in “Tlatelolco: The Grammatical-Rhetorical Indios of Colonial 
Mexico.” 
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published fundraising narratives describing activities at the school, and receipts and 

requests for books, I explore the divergent ways that the school’s founder and sponsors 

conceived of an appropriate literacy education at Moor’s.  My analysis upturns key 

similarities and crucial differences. For both Wheelock and his funders, literacy 

education was inextricably linked to vocational aspiration; to “sponsor” literacy meant to 

encourage and recruit a form of literacy appropriate to a specific and pre-determined 

station.  At the same time, because their visions of appropriate Indian vocation were so 

different, so too were the kinds of literacy education they were willing to sponsor.  While 

a more limited version of “functional literacy” prevailed at the school, we cannot ignore 

the fact that Wheelock’s pretensions to reproduce a classical humanist model of literacy 

education allowed him to teach, if only briefly, a range of analytical, even critical, skills.  

In Chapter Three, I look beyond Moor’s boundaries in order to examine more 

closely the meanings that literacy and literacy education had in the lives of some of the 

Native missionaries, teachers, and leaders who attended the school.  I focus on the 

writings of Samson Occom and Joseph Johnson, also Mohegan and Occom’s son-in-law, 

who attended Moor’s in the late 1750s.  Their recently and separately published letters, 

diaries, and petitions constitute the two largest bodies of early Native-authored texts 

currently available.  First considering how each writer frames his work as a literacy 

educator within specific Native communities, I then examine in detail some of the 

literacy practices Occom and Johnson model in their diverse writings.  These strategies 

point to an important revision and expansion of the functionalist, vocationalist 

understanding of literacy circulating at Moor’s.  Both Samson Occom and Joseph 

Johnson made clear that they considered their own responsibility as literacy teachers and 

as leaders to be rooted in the desires, needs, and expectations of the communities they 

served.  The textual practices they used and encouraged suggest that they considered 
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English language literacy to be effective and “functional” when it helped to further the 

interests of specific Native communities and to the extent that it cultivated and 

encouraged various forms of Native authority.  In revising the “functional” model of 

literacy circulating at Moor’s, they ascribed to a model of literacy education that looks 

more like what David Barton calls the “social view” of literacy.   At the same time, 

however, and even more significantly in the context of this dissertation, my analysis of 

Occom’s and Johnson’s writings and of the value they placed on the kinds of analytical 

and interpretative skills they encountered at Moor’s indicates the limitations of 

“resistance” and “appropriation” as categories with which to understand the shape and 

impact of literacy education at this particular site—and, by extension, at others where 

literacy education was and is entangled with sponsors’ vocationalist concerns. 
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Chapter 2 

(Re)Constructing Wheelock’s “Great Design”: Literacy Instruction at 

Moor’s Indian Charity School  

When Hezekiah Calvin copied his Latin mottoes in 1759, Wheelock’s school was 

in its fifth year of operation under the name Moor’s Indian Charity School.  But the seed 

for Moor’s was actually sown sixteen years earlier, when twenty-year-old Samson 

Occom traveled from Mohegan to nearby Lebanon, Connecticut to become a private 

student in Wheelock’s home, where Wheelock was already tutoring several English 

students.  Occom studied with Wheelock for four years, and went on to become a 

schoolteacher, ordained minister, hymn composer and editor, fundraiser for Wheelock’s 

institution, and a leader in the Brotherton movement, the successful effort to found a pan-

Indian settlement of southern New England Christian Indians in Iroquois country in 

upstate New York.20  Currently recognized as the first Native writer to publish in English, 

Occom recounted in the short autobiographical narrative he wrote as a diary entry in 

September 1768, that it was his own desire “to Learn to read the Word of god” and to be 

“Capable of Instructing my poor Kindred” that first drew him to study with Wheelock 

(Collected 54).21   

                                                 
20 In the wake of the disruption and seizure of traditional lands by the Colony of Connecticut, 
representatives of the Montaukett, Mohegan, Pequot, Narragansett, Niantic, and Farmington communities 
met in 1773 to begin planning “a new pantribal settlement, to be called ‘Brotherton,’ united around 
principles of self-determination and Christian worship” (Brooks Collected 24).  Samson Occom and Joseph 
Johnson, who I will discuss in more detail in Chapter Three and who was also a former Moor’s student, 
were central to the Brotherton movement.  The Oneida granted land in upstate New York to the Brotherton 
settlers in 1774. Emigration was disrupted by the Revolutionary War, but resumed afterwards.  According 
to Joanna Brooks, “[b]y 1785, the population of Brotherton reached 200” (Collected 25).  Following more 
land disputes and factionalism, the Brotherton settlers were among other people from Iroquoia to emigrate 
to Wisconsin in 1818 (see Collected 24-28 for more on the history of Brotherton).    
 
21 All quotations from Samson Occom in this chapter are taken from Joanna Brooks’ comprehensive and 
meticulously edited collection of Samson Occom’s writings, The Collected Writings of Samson Occom, 
Mohegan.  This will be denoted in parenthetical citations as Collected.  Following Brooks’ conventions, I 
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But Occom also arrived already deeply immersed in his own community’s land 

negotiations with the Connecticut Colony.  In 1742, the year before he sought out study 

at Wheelock’s house, Occom was appointed to the Mohegan tribal council, on which his 

father served as well.  During this period, the Mohegan community was split by a battle 

over the sachemship between two factions with opposing positions on a protracted land 

dispute.  Known as the “Mason Case,” the dispute hinged on the Connecticut Colony’s 

right to lands entrusted by Mohegan sachem Uncas to English settler and Mohegan ally 

John Mason nearly a century earlier.  As Joanna Brooks explains, as “the colony of 

Connecticut adopted increasingly aggressive measures to advance the expropriation of 

Mohegan lands by individual white landowners,” the Mason-Mohegan trust eroded.  In 

the 1730s, with the colony’s support, the sachemship passed to Ben Uncas, who was 

willing to release the lands in question, but who was not in fact “the rightful heir 

according to traditional tribal rules of succession” (Collected 11).  Lisa Brooks (Abenaki) 

reports that Occom’s mark appears on a declaration renouncing Ben Uncas’ sachemship, 

and Occom attended a hearing about the Mason case in 1743, the same year he left for 

Lebanon.  At the hearing, William Bollan, lawyer for the Mohegans, argued explicitly 

that, as “a people unskilled in letters,” the Mohegans had been deceived by the English 

(Common 143).22 

That Occom began his study with Wheelock in this context suggests that he was, 

in Lisa Brooks’ words, certainly aware of “the consequences of illiteracy and the 

experience of dispossession,” and that he viewed English language literacy as an 

invaluable “tool to reclaim land and to reconstruct the ‘whole’ of Mohegan” (Common 

                                                                                                                                                 
use “letter-faithful” excerpts of Occom’s writing, including all crossed-out words, misspellings, and the 
original punctuation and capitalizations (xviii).   
 
22 The Mason Case was finally settled in 1773 by the Connecticut court, which found in favor of the colony 
For more on the Mason land case, see J. Brooks Collected 9-14; L. Brooks Common 122-145. 
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144-145).  The evidence of Occom’s activities at Moor’s indicate that he also understood 

the pursuit of literacy to mean more than achieving basic fluency in written and spoken 

English.  Having already learned some beginning reading at Mohegan from schoolteacher 

Jonathan Barber, who was appointed by the Colony of Connecticut in the 1730s, Occom 

arrived at Wheelock’s in December of 1743, and was writing short entries in Latin in his 

diary by February of 1744.23  The items preserved in Dartmouth’s collection of 

Wheelock’s papers suggest that Occom’s instruction included learning Greek, Hebrew, 

and some French, in addition to Latin, and was based on a combination of double 

translations (for example, translating a passage from English into Latin and then back 

into English) and composition in the classical and biblical languages.  Among the 

surviving pieces of Occom’s schoolwork are a “copy of the Lord’s Prayer in Greek, 

Latin, and French,” and “a number of Latin exercises and a poem” about English 

grammar, transcribed in the back pages of Occom’s well-used copy of Judah Monis’s A 

Grammar of the Hebrew Tongue (1735), which he bought on a trip to Boston (Blodgett 

34-35; see also Love 37).  Shalom Goldman infers that Occom “methodically worked his 

way through Monis’ Grammar and went on to read Biblical texts in Hebrew and 

Aramaic,” purchasing a “Hebrew Bible printed in Amsterdam” on his fundraising trip to 

London on the late 1760s (175, 176).   

This evidence indicates that, like the English students under Wheelock’s tutelage, 

Occom followed a curriculum that mirrored the requirements for admission to Yale, 

where Wheelock himself graduated with a Bishop Berkeley classics scholarship in 

                                                 
23 Occom’s somewhat awkward diary entry of February 23, 1744, re-printed in Blodgett, reads:  “Mater 
mea et Duo Libri Ejus Vinierunt ad Dominum Wheelock manere ibi Tempori” (“My mother and two of his 
books arrived at Wheelock’s house to stay there for a time”)(31). 
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1733.24  The college rules at Yale in the 1730s stated that students seeking admission to 

the college should be “found expert in both ye Greek and lattin Grammer, as also 

Grammatically Resolving both lattin and Greek authors and in making good and true 

lattin.”  Once attending Yale, students were to move on to a stronger emphasis on 

translation, translating “some part of ye old testament out of Hebrew into Greek in ye 

morning” and turning “some part of ye new testament out of ye english or lattin into ye 

Greek att evening” (quoted in Steiner 91).  Though, as Occom explains in his 

autobiographical narrative, eyestrain prevented him from going on to college, it is clear 

that he excelled at this curriculum.25  Commenting on his education in a letter prefacing a 

sermon delivered on the occasion of Occom’s ordination in 1759, the Reverend Samuel 

Buell noted that Occom had “made such Progress in Learning,” that, had he not ceased 

studying, he would not only have gone onto Yale, but “doubtless would have entered 

upon his second Year, at his first Admission” (vii).   

After Occom left his studies with Wheelock in 1747, he continued ministerial 

study with Wheelock’s brother-in-law, Benjamin Pomeroy in Hebron, Connecticut.  In 

1749, Occom established a school at Montauk, Long Island, where he met and married 

Mary Fowler (Montauk) and where he lived off-and-on for the next seventeen years, until 

                                                 
24 George Berkeley, an Irish Bishop in the Anglican Church, was an enthusiastic classicist and an early 
donor to Yale College.  After abandoning his own plans for founding a college that would educate the 
“American aborigines,” Berkeley donated ninety-six acres of land in Rhode Island to Yale in 1732, and 
specified that the annual earnings from renting the land should be awarded to three scholars especially 
adept in the classical languages (Steiner 92-95).  As James McCallum noted in his 1939 biography of 
Wheelock, Wheelock became one of Yale’s first Berkeley scholars after being examined for two hours 
each in Greek and Latin by the President of Yale College (Ezra Stiles) and the senior Episcopal minister in 
Connecticut (5).  Wheelock used the Berkeley donation to stay on at Yale for an additional year, studying 
theology and earning his license to preach. Less than a year after leaving Yale, he became a pastor in 
Lebanon, Connecticut, where he was ordained in 1735 (Dexter 493). 
 
25 Occom may have had other reasons for choosing not to attend college as well, but his eyestrain was a 
recurrent complaint.  In 1754 he recorded among an inventory of “Herbs & Roots” learned at Montauk one 
that was “good for Sore Eyes,” and in 1766 he ended a letter to Wheelock from London with “my Eyes are 
Weak I can’t ^rite^ much at this Time” (Collected 46, 77). 
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he and his family relocated first to Mohegan, and ultimately to the new settlement at 

Brotherton.  As Wheelock explained in the first of his seven published fundraising 

narratives about the school, it was Occom’s scholastic accomplishment, combined with 

his later success as a minister and teacher, which spurred what Wheelock called his 

“great and important design”:  to create a boarding school for the purpose of training 

promising, and preferably prominent, Indian students to be missionaries and teachers 

among the tribes (1763: 18).26  In 1754, Wheelock accepted his first two Native students 

after Occom into the school; after this, the school was rechristened “Moor’s Indian 

Charity School” after a generous donor, and by 1763 Wheelock reported serving “twenty-

five devoted to school as constantly as their health will allow” (12).27 

That the curriculum at Moor’s operated along the lines pursued by Occom for at 

least its first decade is suggested by Wheelock’s occasional mention of his students’ 

progress in his correspondence with funders and friends of the school.  In a letter to 

George Whitefield in 1756, Wheelock described the progress of his first two arrivals after 

Occom, John Pumshire and Jacob Wooley, both Delaware:  “They can read well, have 

                                                 
26 Wheelock’s Narrative of the Original Design, Rise, Progress, and present State of the Indian Charity-
School at Lebanon, in Connecticut was written in 1762 but published in 1763.  This was followed by six 
more such narratives:  A Continuation of the Narrative of the State [etc.] of the Indian Charity-School, from 
Nov. 27, 1762, to Sept. 3, 1765 (1765); A Continuation of the Narrative [etc., from 1765-1768] (1769); A 
Continuation of the Narrative [etc.]; from 1768 to the Incorporation of it with Dartmouth College, and 
Removal and Settlement of it in Hanover, New Hampshire, 1771 (1771); A Continuation of the Narrative 
[etc., from May 6, 1771 to Sept. 10, 1772] (1772); A Continuation of the Narrative [etc., from Sept. 26, 
1772 to Sept. 26, 1773] (1773); A Continuation of the Narrative [etc., from Sept. 26, 1773 to Feb. 20, 1775] 
(1775).  Wheelock is commonly credited with publishing nine school narratives, but the two missing from 
the list above are actually reprints of the 1765 Narrative, followed by compilations of supporting letters.  
These were published in 1766 and 1767 (See Dexter 498 for list). 
 
27 The number of Indian students who attended Moor’s before the school’s move to Hanover, New 
Hampshire in 1770 is contested.  Love says “over sixty,” McCallum lists sixty-four known and named 
students (see 293-298), and Murray speculates that the number is somewhere between “67 to 150” 
(Writings 50).  Among these students was Joseph Brant (Mohawk), recruited to the school by Occom, who 
would later translate a chapter of the New Testament into Mohawk and who, as a Mohawk Chief, served as 
a British military officer during the Revolution (see Taylor 168).   
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learned the Assemblies Shorter Catechism thro’ with the Proofs, & have made some 

Entrance in the lattin Tongue” (EWP 756201).  In 1759, the same year Hezekiah Calvin 

inscribed his Latin mottoes, Wheelock noted that three out of his four current students 

“will likely (if their Health will allow them a close Appreciation to their Books) be 

handsomely fitted for College by next fall” (EWP 759573).  Jacob Wooley, the only one 

of Wheelock’s Native students ever actually to enroll in college, did go on to Princeton 

(then the College of New Jersey) that same year; he stayed until his senior year, and then 

dropped out in mysterious circumstances of “disgrace” (Love 58; see also McCallum 

Letters 250).  Meanwhile, Wheelock ended another letter to Whitefield in 1761 by 

reporting that Jacob’s brother “Joseph Wooley and Hez. Calvin will now read Tully, 

Virgil & the Greek Testament very Handsomely,” a line he repeated in letters to other 

sponsors as well (EWP 761404, 758422).   

In scholarship about early American Indian education, these snippets have been 

treated as fodder for summary characterizations of the school, evidence that Wheelock 

perpetuated a presumably inappropriate, classically based curriculum while making no 

efforts to “adapt the curriculum to meet [his students’] special needs” (Rehyner and Eder 

33).  To be sure, Wheelock’s anecdotal reports suggest that he valued his students’ 

superficial exposure to classical texts more than they point to a thorough or systematic 

language arts program.  But from his boasts about his students’ classical learning we can 

also infer that Wheelock was aligning himself and his school with the kind of education 

associated with the grammar school—at a time when this education was increasingly 

under fire in the colonies.  
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Colonial New England Education 

Early reading laws in New England, which mandated that adults were responsible 

for teaching “any child living under their roof to read,” included stipulations that towns 

establish grammar schools as well (Monaghan 32), but these grammar-school laws were 

disputed almost as soon as they were established.28  Meyer Reinhold notes that satires of 

classical education were published in New England newspapers as early as 1735 (223), 

and E. Jennifer Monaghan has documented that, as boys arrived at their grammar schools 

more and more unprepared, and as the desire grew for a “practical, job-oriented 

education”—one focused on writing in English— grammar school-masters were asked to 

teach writing and reading on top of the ancient languages (367; see also 28-39).29   

Alongside the traditional grammar school, then, alternatives proliferated in the 

eighteenth-century colonies. “English schools” also called “town,” “common,” or “petty” 

schools, taught reading, writing, and “cyphering,” in English only.  “Academies” offered 

whatever “particular combinations of studies…suited particular American communities at 

particular times,” bringing “any or all of the subjects of the English school, the grammar 

school, and even the college, within its purview” (Cremin 1: 500, 506).  Private schools, 

in which college graduates like Wheelock tutored boys in their own homes, were found 

                                                 
28 In 1647, the Massachusetts Bay Colony passed the first such law, specifying that a Grammar School be 
established for every town of at least one hundred families, the “masters thereof being able to instruct youth 
so far as they may be fitted for the university,” and similar laws were soon passed by the other New 
England colonies (quoted in Small 6). In Connecticut in 1690, the legislature voted to abandon the 
hundred-family law in favor of a law requiring only four county towns to have grammar schools; the law 
was opposed by those who worried that it would mean shutting rural students off from the possibility of 
becoming ministers (Axtell School 180).  Likewise, in Massachusetts in the 1760s, widespread opposition 
to classical learning caused an attempted repeal of the grammar school law, in favor of the “English 
learning” students really needed (Axtell School 183). (For more, see Small 1-31 and Axtell School 176-
183.) 
 
29 In the Plymouth Colony, for example, the master appointed in 1672 “devoted himself so zealously to 
Latin and Greek that the public became dissatisfied” (Small 15). Two years later, the town voted that its 
children “be taught to write and cypher besides that which the country expects” (Quoted in Small 15).  
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“everywhere in the colonies” (Monaghan 30).  And charity schools, often run by 

missionary societies, aimed to teach poor students basic literacy alongside religious 

doctrine and instruction in manners.  In this jumble of options, the kind of education that 

colonial students, parents, and sponsors would increasingly support was not a classical 

Latin school curriculum.  Historian Walter Small, who surveyed New England town 

records for evidence of the duration of Latin schools, put it this way: the eighteenth-

century grammar school “existed not by popular will but by force of law” (36). 

In addition to local opposition, classical learning faced increasing skepticism from 

prominent colonial leaders and thinkers.  Benjamin Franklin argued for the virtues of a 

practically oriented education that would produce men with a sound “Foundation of 

Knowledge and Ability,” not poets or scholars (“Idea” 108).  Noah Webster, Benjamin 

Rush, and Thomas Paine all expressed similar skepticism, and in 1779, even Thomas 

Jefferson proposed that Latin and Greek be discontinued at the College of William and 

Mary in favor of the modern languages (Reinhold 226).  The proposal was dropped, but 

similar moves would soon follow at other institutions; the curriculum at Wheelock’s alma 

mater, for example, shifted away from its earlier focus on classical languages to an 

emphasis on the “English rhetoric, grammar, and literature” newly associated with 

genteel culture in the pre- and post-Revolutionary years (Longaker 116).   

Thinkers like Jefferson and Franklin by and large followed John Locke in 

opposing not learning the classical languages per se but rather unnecessarily learning 

those languages (Richard 196-7).  In Locke’s formulation, expressed in Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education (1693) and An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), 

the purpose of education was to expose students to observation and study of the world 

(and thus to more material with which to reason), not to indoctrinate them in particular 

methods or axioms.  The more abstract subjects of study like Greek and Latin should, in 
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Locke’s formulation, therefore be reserved for those who needed them due to their station 

in life or their vocation—namely, students of divinity, medicine, and law.   Drawing on 

these principles, the consensus forming in the eighteenth-century colonies and in the new 

Republic was that education should focus on, in Franklin’s words, the “things that are 

likely to be most useful and most ornamental” in the particular profession to which a 

student was headed –-and that English, not Latin, was paramount (“Proposals” 404).  As 

Noah Webster asked in his 1790 essay “On the Education of Youth in America,” “What 

advantage does a merchant, a mechanic, a farmer, derive from an acquaintance with the 

Greek and Roman tongue?” (4). 

Webster’s comment was years away in 1756, when Wheelock first reported on his 

students’ progress in the classics.  But it is significant that Wheelock chose to align a 

Moor’s education with some vestiges of a classical approach in the context of an already 

swirling controversy about classical learning and amidst abundant alternatives to Latin 

school education.  The grammar schools were by and large feeders for colonial colleges, 

and the point of a college education was largely to train ministers.30  As Yale President 

Thomas Clap explained in 1754, “Colleges are Societies of Ministers for training up 

Persons for the Work of the Ministry” (quoted in Tewksbury 55).  A grammar school 

education was therefore defined and distinguished by offering instruction in Latin 

language and literature, with an introduction to Greek and Hebrew as well.  Ideally, in 

addition to granting admission, the point of learning Greek, Latin, and (as we know 

Occom also studied) Hebrew was, as David Hall has noted, to allow students to “go 

behind the English text of the Bible to its predecessors” (“Readers” 132).  Learnedness, 

                                                 
30 The colonial colleges were indisputably denominational; they were founded “in direct response to the 
need of an educated ministry” in Congregational New England, and not as sites of “general learning” 
(Tewksbury 58, 81). Porter Perrin notes that between “1642 and 1725, from 50-75% of Harvard graduates 
became ministers,” and adds that the numbers were similar at Yale (5).   
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equated with familiarity with the classics, was considered “indispensable as a means of 

unraveling the ‘mysteries’ of the Bible” (138).   

In this context, learning the classical languages was much more than a marker of a 

gentleman’s education.  It was a key element in an education intended to provide access 

to positions of power.  Although literacy rates were high among white males in the New 

England colonies,31 college itself was an elite path—one that was tied to the production 

of ministers who, in colonial New England, were at the top of the “prestige order” (Main 

53).  We can get some sense of just how elite college was by considering population 

numbers versus numbers of college graduates.  In Connecticut, for example, the 

population was more than 200,000 in 1780 (Grasso 19); meanwhile, Yale—one of only 

nine colleges founded in the colonies before 1780—graduated classes of “twenty-odd 

after 1720, in the 30s after 1756, and over 50 only after the Revolution” (Perrin 27). 

That classical learning was synonymous with an elite, college-preparatory 

education is not to say that such an education was necessarily rigorous, even at college.  

As Samuel Johnson explained based on his own experience at Yale, studying the classics 

meant “no more than to construe five or six of Tully’s Orations and as many books of 

Virgil poorly and most of the Greek Testament and a very superficial knowledge of part 

of the Hebrew Psalter” (quoted in Perrin 59).  The curriculum Johnson describes doesn’t 

sound so far from that suggested by Samson Occom’s remnant exercises and by 

Wheelock’s descriptions of his students’ progress, and Johnson’s comment is a reminder 

that we can’t establish, based on such evidence, how consistently or thoroughly a 

classical education was implemented at Moor’s.  Histories of early New England 

                                                 
31 Ross Beales and E. Jennifer Monaghan report that literacy rates for white men in New England were 
seventy percent in 1710, eighty-five percent in 1760, and ninety percent in 1790 (“Literacy and 
Schoolbooks” 380).  These figures were, of course, much lower for women, blacks, and American Indians, 
and they are figures based on signature literacy rates, which, as David D. Hall notes, do not capture the fact 
that more people could read than write (Cultures 54).  
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education do not include Moor’s in their discussions of grammar schools, though they do 

recognize a grammar school run contemporaneously at Lebanon by Nathan Tisdale, who 

taught Latin and Greek to white students preparing for college (see Cremin 1: 508).  

“Moor’s Indian Charity School” was, as we’ll see, ultimately just that—a charity school 

with the intention of training Native students to serve English interests.  It was, however, 

as I will illustrate below, a charity school that self-consciously perpetuated at least some 

elements of a grammar-school education in its early years.  For this reason, we must view 

Wheelock’s desire to train his Native students in the classical languages not as 

necessarily empty markers of a colonizing education but as evidence of his attempt to 

perpetuate an education closely linked with ministerial training.  In the context of 

eighteenth-century Anglo education of American Indian students, this was a radical goal. 

Wheelock was certainly not the first to envision an educational initiative in the 

colonies that involved replicating English education with Indian students.  Less than a 

decade after settling Jamestown, the Virginia Company endowed a college upriver at 

Henrico, intended for “the Children of the Infidels,” an institution that never materialized 

(quoted in B. Wright 3; see also Slevin 100-117).  In New England, plans for Harvard’s 

doomed Indian College arose within twenty years of Harvard’s founding in 1636.  And in 

1725, Dean Bishop Berkeley, a London philosopher and Anglican clergyman who lived 

in the colonies for three years (and the same Berkeley who established the classics 

scholarship which funded part of Wheelock’s own education at Yale), circulated a 

proposal for a college which would educate “the planters’ children and…the young 

savages who might be trained as missionaries” in the new world (Pennington 22).  The 

college was granted a royal charter, but the promised funding never materialized (21-22). 

A century before Wheelock opened Moor’s, John Eliot undertook extensive 

educational projects among the Massachusett Indians.  Between 1651 and 1674, Eliot 
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founded fourteen “Praying Towns,” intended as settlements for New England Indian 

converts and serving as centers for Eliot’s massive translation efforts.  In 1663, working 

with at least two Natick Indian assistants, Eliot published an Algonquian translation of 

the entire Bible, and translations of catechisms, the Psalms, and various popular religious 

tracts followed (see Monaghan 60-61).  Eliot did not offer any instruction in Latin or 

other branches of higher learning.  Instead, he focused his efforts on furthering literacy in 

the Native language, teaching converts to, in his words, “spell, read, and write that they 

may be able to write for themselves such Scriptures as I have already, or hereafter may 

(by the blessing of God) translate for them” (quoted in Monaghan 52).  In this way, Eliot 

encouraged converts in his “Praying Towns” to “accept ministerial responsibilities”—a 

break, as Henry Bowden and James Ronda point out, with his predecessors who instead 

“subordinated Indians to continual dependence on white clergymen” (42).   

As we will see, Wheelock’s means differed widely from Eliot’s; Wheelock paid 

little attention to linguistic variety and made no effort to learn any of the languages 

spoken by his students himself.  But like Eliot, Wheelock hoped to produce Indian 

missionaries—and this was the goal that distinguished his approach from those of most of 

his contemporaries.  Certainly, the two Anglican sponsoring societies behind most 

eighteenth-century English missionary work in the New England colonies did not intend 

their funds to be devoted to ministerial education for Indians themselves; instead, they 

focused on teaching basic literacy.  The Anglican Society for the Propagation of the 

Gospel (SPG) began its first mission in New England in 1703, when Thoroughgood 

Moore set up a mission and school among the Mohawk of New York.  His mission lasted 

less than a year, but others soon followed (see Cremin 1: 349-351); the SPG sent “no 

fewer than three hundred missionaries to America between 1701 and 1783,” when the 

society dissolved (Mills 15).   The Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian 
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Knowledge (SSPCK), which launched missionary efforts in New England in the 1730s, 

funded several schools for Indians, and was a substantial supporter of Wheelock in the 

1760s and 1770s.  Most of the schools sponsored by these societies focused on, in 

Jennifer Monaghan’s words, “nothing fancier than the basic elements of literacy” (144).  

Certainly, the schools generally stopped far short of training students to themselves be 

ministers and missionaries.  The SPG’s rules for schoolmasters, for example, specified 

that they would teach students to read the Scriptures “and other pious and useful Books,” 

to write legibly so they could be ready for “Useful Employments,” and to be well-

mannered (quoted in Monaghan 145; see also Cremin 1: 344).  The SSPCK viewed the 

language barrier as the number one obstacle to missionary efforts in North America, and 

encouraged their missionaries to focus on facilitating language proficiency, both by 

teaching English and by learning Native languages (Mills 26).  

The influence of the SPG and the SSPCK is visible in the missionary work of 

Wheelock’s most prominent contemporaries, who all received funding of some sort from 

one or both of these societies.  In the mid-seventeenth century, Thomas Mayhew 

established and maintained a mission among the Wampanoag Indians on Martha’s 

Vineyard, a mission that was passed on to three subsequent generations of Mayhews:  

Thomas Mayhew Jr., John Mayhew, and Experience Mayhew, whose tenure lasted until 

his death in 1758.  Like John Eliot and earlier Anglicans, the Mayhews made efforts to 

learn and to translate texts into the Native language.  They also followed Eliot in hiring 

Indians as schoolmasters and interpreters, but these were assistants who worked in 

communities where the white missionaries themselves continued to practice.  They did 

not aim to give control over their missions to the Indians they trained and hired.  

David and John Brainerd and John Seargent oversaw similar missions.  David 

Brainerd, who was made famous when Jonathan Edwards published Brainerd’s diary 
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posthumously in 1749, served as a missionary to the Seneca and Delaware Indians of 

New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, and his brother John Brainerd took over his 

mission.  John Seargent was missionary to the Housatonic Indians at Stockbridge, 

Massachusetts from 1735 to 1749.  Seargent baptized many but did not train any of his 

Indian congregation to take up the ministry, focusing on conversion and on teaching basic 

literacy.  According to Alan Taylor, Seargent envisioned a network of “grammar schools 

dispersed among the Indian villages,” but these were to be schools that, “[f]orsaking the 

liberal arts…would teach rudimentary reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as farming 

or an artisanal trade” (369).  Jonathan Edwards, who took over Seargent’s post after 

Seargent died, had ideas about establishing a more advanced school at Stockbridge, but 

specified that it would be one where boys did not begin with “the Learned Languages,” 

but rather with “more Entertaining & Rational Studies, which will better suit the Genius 

of these People” (quoted in Kellaway 275).  Edwards’ plans were not realized; he 

resigned from Stockbridge in 1757 to become the president of the College of New 

Jersey.32  

It was in this context that Wheelock embarked on his own “design,” and his early 

fundraising narratives affirm his intentions to provide Indians with a missionary’s 

education on par with English education.  Wheelock proposed in 1763 that Indian 

missionaries would in fact be more useful than “any Englishman whatsoever”: “[A]n 

Indian  who speaks their language,” he writes, “it may reasonably be supposed, will be at 

least four times as serviceable among them, supposing he be otherwise equally qualified 

as one who can communicate to or receive nothing from them, but by an interpreter” 

(1763: 4, emphasis in original).  They would, he specified, be cheaper than their English 

                                                 
32 For overviews of missionary education to New England Indians in the eighteenth century, see Reyhner 
and Eder 1-39, B. Wright, Monaghan 46-80 and 143-190, Axtell Invasion 131-270, Cremin 1: 333-358, and 
Kellaway. 
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counterparts, better suited to the customs and languages of their own people, and more 

readily acquainted with one another, while of course remaining friendly and helpful to 

English missionaries.  This was a theme Wheelock struck often in earlier letters to 

individual funders as well.  In a letter to the Marquis of Lothian, the president of the 

SSPCK, for example, Wheelock explained that the most “fitting” way to “Spread the 

Gospel Thousands of Miles among vast Numbers in our American Wilderness” was to 

have their youth “come to us” in order that they “may be well instructed in Christianity 

themselves and perhaps fitted to preach to their own Nation in their own Language”—a 

method far preferable to having English youth “go among them” (EWP 761304.2).  That 

Wheelock’s intention was to train Indians to minister instead of Englishmen is also 

evident in Wheelock’s recurrent references in his first published narrative to the example 

of Samson Occom, who, Wheelock explains, as a result of his training, “took the place of 

the Rev. Mr. Horton, missionary” (also supported by the SSPCK) among the Montauk on 

Long Island (1763: 10, emphasis in original).   

If Wheelock was unusual in aiming to train Indian students in the same way he 

trained Englishmen, he seems also to have had a conception of American Indian 

intellectual capacity that distinguished him from his peers.  In 1756, Bishop Frederick 

Cornwallis asked in the SPG’s annual “anniversary sermon,” a high-profile sermon 

delivered at SPG headquarters in London and distributed in print in the Society’s annual 

reports, “[H]ow can it be expected that the untutored Mind of a poor Indian, should be 

capable of imbibing the Truths, or digesting the Precepts of the Gospel, however plainly 

proposed to him?” (quoted in Pennington 32).  Laura Murray describes the position of 

one of Wheelock’s neighbors, David Crosby, who, in a letter written in 1767, informed 

Wheelock that “Powder & Ball” was, as Murray paraphrases, “the best civilizing and 

Christianizing method” (Writings 50).  Though Wheelock apparently saw more promise 
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in educating Indian youth than in killing them, his motives were not necessarily any less 

paternalistic than those of his colleagues and neighbors.  Wheelock’s first fundraising 

narrative makes perfectly clear that his motives were mercenary and calculating; he casts 

his approach, in Alan Taylor’s words, “primarily as a benefit to the colonists and only 

secondarily as an act of charity to the natives” (49).  For example, Wheelock tallied the 

benefits that English youth who intended to be missionaries would derive from attending 

his school, noting in particular that English missionaries-in-training would have the 

unique opportunity to study “the pagan languages” and to gain an understanding of the 

Indians’ “tempers” and “customs” by living alongside Indian students (1763: 9). More 

importantly, overall, his narrative amounts to a chilling justification of the general idea of 

a boarding school.  Wheelock concluded his list of reasons his plan would work with the 

matter-of-fact observation that discipline could be exercised in a boarding school “as 

severe as shall be necessary, without opposition from, or offence taken, by any,” and by 

emphasizing the benefits of removing Indian youth from the pernicious influence of their 

families and tribes (1763: 9).  

These are more reasons that Wheelock’s school has been easily and dismissively 

labeled as further evidence of the ways that early English language education in the New 

World was implicated in the destructive project of what James Slevin calls “cultural 

conversion” (115).  I don’t disagree that Moor’s belongs in the long and dishonorable line 

of “experiments” in Indian education stretching from the Virginia Company’s never-

materialized designs for an Indian college at Henrico to the boarding schools run by 

churches and by the Bureau of Indian Affairs in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Nor do I seek to recuperate Wheelock’s project in the vein of his earliest, admiring 

biographers, who tended to view the school’s combination of classical languages, English 

grammar-school techniques, and Indian students as a remarkable reflection of 
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Wheelock’s own admirable “will” (Love 81).33 It is important to acknowledge that 

Wheelock’s school, like its more famous descendants, took a strictly assimilationist 

approach to Indian education, making no effort to integrate students’ traditional forms of 

knowing or learning into the institution’s aims or methods.  The point of this study 

though, with its emphasis on curricular reconstruction, is to make room for a 

consideration of the ways that literacy education at Moor’s was constructed and 

contested.  This involves acknowledging not only the ways in which Wheelock’s 

approach was deeply paternalistic but also the ways in which it was radical and 

innovative. 

Constructing and Contesting the Moor’s Curriculum 

What, then, did Wheelock’s approximation of a grammar-school, college-

preparatory education actually mean for the students who passed through Moor’s 

classrooms?  The most detailed extant depiction of a school day at Moor’s, written in 

1764 by John Smith, a Boston merchant and friend to Wheelock, helps to answer that 

question.  Smith’s account, included in a letter to a friend a week after visiting the school, 

is, not surprisingly, glowing.  Noting his surprise at the rigor of the curriculum he 

observed, Smith hesitated even to call Moor’s a “school,” explaining that he preferred 

instead to call it a “Colledge for I doubt whither in Colledges in General a better 

Education is to be expected” (McCallum Letters 74).  When considered in the larger 

context of eighteenth-century education, Smith’s description is valuable because it allows 

us to infer the range of discursive and interpretive strategies encouraged at Moor’s.   This 

in turn makes it possible to return to such fragmentary evidence as Hezekiah Calvin’s 

                                                 
33 See also M’Clure and Parish, Blodgett, Buell, Dexter, Chase and Richardson. Such admiring scholars 
also tended to view Wheelock’s students in a strictly proprietary role.  The volume of letters to and from 
Wheelock and his Indian students, published by Dartmouth College in 1932, is entitled, revealingly, Letters 
of Eleazar Wheelock’s Indians. 
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Latin mottoes with renewed insight into what such exercises suggest about the kinds of 

literacies students at Moor’s were exposed to and practiced.   

Skipping an account of Mr. Wheelock’s evening prayer in order to “pass to the 

Indians,” Smith observed that: 

in the morning when on Ringing the School house Bell they Assemble at Mr 
Wheelocks House about 5 oClock with their Master; who named the Chapter in 
Course for the Day & and called upon the near Indian who read 3 or 4 Verses till 
the Master said Proximus, & then the next Indian read some Verses & so on till 
all the Indians had read the whole chapter. After this, Mr Wheelock Prayes And 
then they each Indian perse a Verse or two of the Chapter they had read. After this 
they entered Successively on Prosodia & then on Disputations on some Questions 
propounded by themselves in some of the Arts & Sciences.  And it is really 
charming to see Indian Youths of Different Tribes & Languages in pure English 
reading the Word of God & speaking with Exactness & accuracy on points (either 
chosen by themselves or given out to them) in the Severall arts & Sciences, And 
especially to see this done with at Least a seeming Mixture of Obedience to God; 
a filial Love & Reverence to Mr Wheelock, & yet with great Ambition to Excell 
each other. And indeed in this Morning Exercies I saw a Youth Degraded one 
lower in the Class who before the Exercises were finished not only recovered his 
own place but was advanced two Higher.  (McCallum Letters 74) 

Smith’s rapture at the “charming” image of Indians mimicking Anglo behavior is 

evidence that he, like Wheelock, believed that Indians trained to speak, look, and act like 

Englishmen would, in Wheelock’s words, “shake off” the Indian (EWP 758422).  And 

with its emphasis on memorization, repetition, and imitation, the school day Smith 

describes carries the weight of obedience and discipline typical of Puritan education in 

general and prescient of the domineering structure that would characterize the Indian 

boarding schools of the nineteenth century, which strove to form Indians’ cultural 

identity to an assimilationist, Euro-American “norm.” 

These are significant resonances.  But it is worth pausing for a moment to 

consider the activities Smith actually describes. The main pedagogical practices John 

Smith notes are grammar-school practices that echo techniques for teaching the language 
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arts that stretch back at least into the medieval period.34  Parsing (also called 

“grammatical resolution,” and a skill stipulated by Yale’s admission requirements) 

consisted, in its simplest form, in reading out loud and then describing the parts of speech 

to which words belonged, and it was, according to historian Ian Michael, the most 

common form of exercise in grammar schools through the eighteenth century (337).35  

Prosody was the province of both elocutionists and grammarians, and so might have 

referred to pronunciation or to metrics (Michael 269).  Disputation, the third practice 

Smith lists, was one of the exercises that distinguished collegiate learning from 

“everyday writing and speaking” (Hall “Readers” 132).  In college settings, disputation 

typically entailed students’ offering oral arguments in turn and in a contest format, in 

which each student “set up to maintain a thesis chosen by his tutor, or by himself and 

approved by a tutor, against one or more opponents,” with the question being decided or 

“moderated” by “an older student, a tutor, or usually at Harvard and Yale, by the 

President” (Perrin 160).  We have, unfortunately, no evidence now of what questions 

students in Moor’s classroom asked and disputed.  Although Smith himself was most 

impressed by the students’ “obedience to God” and “fillial Love & Reverence to Mr 

Wheelock,” however, his description shows students engaging in analytical techniques 

associated with grammar-school training, and conveys the sense that the program allowed 

them to make choices as they proceeded in the communal and highly-directed activity of 

the classroom, disputing “questions propounded by themselves in the arts and sciences,” 

                                                 
34 Carol Lanham and Don Abbott both note a remarkable continuity between Latin schools of the Roman 
era and much later periods. 
 
35 Michael, whose analysis focuses on grammar schools in England but incorporates American sources, 
distinguishes two other levels of parsing as well. “Grammatical parsing” involved specifying more 
information about the “subdivision into which the word could be placed (proper noun; adverb of quantity), 
its number and gender.”  “Syntactical parsing” meant further stipulating the “function of the word in its 
sentence (‘subject of the verb…governed by the preposition…’)” (323). Smith’s description does not make 
clear at which level students at Moor’s were conducting this exercise. 
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and speaking to points “either chosen by themselves or given out to them” (emphasis 

mine).   

For these reasons, Moor’s classroom as described by Smith does not look like the 

language arts classroom more characteristic of eighteenth-century “English” or “town” 

schools, where students followed what Locke first described as the “ordinary road” to 

literacy in English by, as E. Jennifer Monaghan has documented, progressing from the 

hornbook, to the primer, to the spelling book, to the psalter, to the New Testament, and 

then to the entire Bible.  The students in Wheelock’s classroom may well have walked 

that road, but Smith’s description indicates that they did not do so at Moor’s.  It may well 

be that, like Samson Occom, many of Wheelock’s Native students arrived at his school 

already having had some exposure to beginning literacy instruction.  In fact, according to 

Smith, the students he observed parsing and disputing in 1764 were some of Wheelock’s 

more basic students; Smith notes later in his letter that “4 or 5” of Wheelock’s advanced 

students were absent from those exercises, being “Perfected in their Literature” and 

“ready to be sent among the Indians to keep Scools & occasionally to preach as doors 

open” (McCallum Letters 75). The curriculum Smith observed appears to have been 

devoted not to students engaged in their earliest relationship with English-language 

literacy but rather to what we might think of as a more “advanced” stage, in which they 

focused on becoming adept readers of the Bible and on exposure to other liberal arts.  

That students participated in activities like parsing, disputation, and the selection 

of quotations perhaps with an eye towards orations or compositions of their own does 

not, of course, in itself signal that their education was solid, systematic, or successful in 

any way we might recognize or celebrate today.  We know, for example, that studies at 

Oxford and Cambridge in the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were, as Linda 

Ferreira-Buckley and Winifred Horner write, often “unfocused, with the student dabbling 
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in Latin and Greek, never understanding the relevance of the classics” (191).  Porter 

Perrin critiques the disputation itself as a method contributing to “spotty learning,” since 

disputation theses were often memorized and “handed down from one college generation 

to another” (163).  And we know also that, at a time when a high value was placed on 

reading aloud correctly, issues of pronunciation and expression often trumped 

comprehension.  As Monaghan explains, “‘good’ reading” in many eighteenth-century 

classrooms was “accurate oral reading” (153).  That John Smith watched students reading 

the Bible out loud by turns, impressed by their “pure English,” may not actually indicate 

all that much about how well those students understood what they were reading, though 

reading clearly and correctly were certainly important skills for ministers.  

Even with such caveats in mind, Smith’s description of a school day provides a 

fruitful context in which to return to Calvin’s mottoes, copied in neat Roundhand in 1759.  

Unascribed and untranslated on the copy-book page, the mottoes read:  “Nemo mortalium 

omnibus Horis sapit” (“None among mortals is wise all the time,” Pliny’s Naturalis 

Historia 7.40.131) and “Donec eris faelix multos numerabis Amicos; Nullos ad amissas 

ibic Amicus Opes” (“So long as you are happy you will count many friends; No friend 

will approach when wealth is lost,” Ovid’s Tristia I.9.5 and 10). Where and how did 

Calvin get these, and how was he being asked to use them?   

It is not likely that Calvin picked these sentences out of the original Latin texts 

himself.  The quotations are abrupt excerpts from the original,36 and no works by Ovid or 

Pliny show up in the lists of books derived from Wheelock’s correspondence, or in the 

                                                 
36 The two Ovid quotations are separated by four lines in the original, and the missing lines fill out the 
proverbs with exempla illustrating the experience of loneliness.  The missing lines from Ovid’s Tristia read: 
“tempora si fuerint nubile, solus eris./ aspicis, ut veniant ad candida tects columbae,/ accipiat nullas 
sordida turris aves./ horrae formicae tendunt ad inania numquam” (“if your life becomes clouded you will 
be alone.  You see how the doves come to a white dwelling, how an unclean tower harbors no birds.  Ants 
seek a granary, but an empty one never”) (I.9.6-9). 
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earliest library list from Dartmouth College, dated 1775.37  Then, too, these would be 

long and unlikely reading assignments, even (assuming Calvin began to study Latin upon 

his arrival at Moor’s) for a third-year Latin student.  It is most likely that Calvin copied 

these lines from a compendium of eminent quotations, or from a Latin grammar or 

dictionary that included literary examples.  The use of these kinds of proverbs and “wise 

quotations” was common in the early American classroom, and, as David Hall has 

described, would often involve students’ copying excerpts from texts into a “special 

notebook,” usually called a commonplace book, and then using these excerpts as fuel for 

disputations (“Readers” 132).   

Of course, it could very well have been Wheelock who assigned Calvin these 

mottoes and demanded that he copy them, with the sole intention of impressing potential 

donors across the ocean.  And it is tempting to conflate the imitative Anglicization 

Wheelock hoped to inculcate in his students with their blind copying and imitation of 

Latin sentences.  But these particular quotations resonate keenly with Calvin’s own life.  

No other writing by Calvin in this period survives, but in letter after letter to Wheelock in 

later years, Calvin consistently, achingly pleaded to be allowed to go home, expressing 

his sense of disconnection with everything around him.  In May of 1768, for example, 

Calvin wrote to Wheelock: “when I am alone I am almost crazy I will catch my hair & 

pull & Cry, for to go Home” (McCallum Letters 64).  The lines from the Tristia, 

composed while Ovid was in exile, directly warn against the problems of friendlessness.  

                                                 
37 Some un-translated, classical literary texts do show up in Wheelock’s library list (“Doctr. Wheelock’s 
Library”), or in the collection of his books housed at Dartmouth.  Among those published early enough to 
have been available to students at Moor’s are: “Tully’s Epistles,” “Opus Erasmi” (probably John Clarke’s 
collection of the colloquies, with English translation), a “Hebrew, Greek + Latin Bible folio,” Homer’s 
Iliad in Latin and Greek, John Clarke’s Eutropius's Compendious history of Rome (with English 
translation), Petrus Ramus’s Dialecticae, Saint Justin’s philosophy (in Greek and Latin), multiple volumes 
of Cicero’s work (including De Oratore, De Officiis, and collections of speeches and orations translated 
into English), and several Latin and Greek testaments. 
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Rather than assuming that Calvin was dutifully copying words assigned to him, words he 

may not even have understood, we can just as well imagine him picking through a 

compendium and selecting the ironic quotation, “So long as you are happy you have 

many friends,” a quote which, on its flip side, expresses the alienation of a student 

geographically and culturally far from home.   

Did Calvin burn with boredom, or even anger, while he copied Ovid’s lines, or 

was this one of those all too rare moments of “privilege” in the school, moments, that, as 

we will see in the next chapter, Calvin would later chastise Wheelock for not providing 

more consistently?  Is this a glimpse at the kind of study that led students to chafe and 

rebel against Wheelock’s institution, or is it a hint of the curriculum that some students, 

including Occom, would later wish had prevailed at Moor’s?  Both readings are 

plausible, but each has very different pedagogical implications.  To infer that Calvin and 

others must have resented those sorts of exercises, or their classically inflected education 

more generally, is to see them as “resistant” to Moor’s curriculum, invested in goals that 

would serve their communities but that were not, in their eyes, served by an English 

grammar school approach to language arts education.  To suggest instead that there were 

aspects of their literacy education at the school that may have resonated with students is 

to view students as participants in that education—not “assimilating” or “absorbing” it 

but certainly engaging it and theorizing about its uses.  I will elaborate on what I see as 

the dangers of the first reading, the “resistance narrative,” in Chapter Three, where I 

consider the uses of literacy two former Moor’s students valued and encouraged in their 

work beyond the school.  Here, though, given the absences in the historical record, we 

must put questions of pedagogical reception and effectiveness aside.  What is significant 

about the curriculum inferred in Wheelock’s progress reports, in John Smith’s 

observation, and in Calvin’s exercises is that it reflects an understanding of literacy as 
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linked to the generative skills of analysis and invention.  In first reading, then dissecting 

and examining smaller portions of what they had read, and then engaging in some kind of 

set debate, the students Smith observed were being led through a curriculum designed to 

prepare potentially college-bound students for oral and written expression by way of a 

minute attention to the details of a text.  They were, more specifically, learning the skills 

they would need to locate and expound on biblical evidence.  In other words, the day 

Smith describes with its emphasis on recitation, dissection, and exposition of the Bible 

and on delivering arguments, looks and sounds very much like a day devoted to preparing 

students to become ministers—and not simply interpreters, farmers, or converted 

assistants to English missionaries.   

That Wheelock’s emphasis lay in literacy instruction for would-be missionaries is 

affirmed by the record of books circulating at the school in Moor’s early years.  

Wheelock did not buy, request, or catalogue primers; instead, he consistently sought out 

Greek and Latin dictionaries and grammars, as well as catechisms, Bibles, and Bible 

annotations.  In 1762, for example, Wheelock bought one “Hebrew Bible,” “2 Latin & 

English Dictionary by Young,” and a copy of “Guthries Latin Interest” from Jeremy 

Condy, his bookseller in New Haven (EWP 762364.1).  A year later, he purchased “1 

Coles Lat. Eng Dictionary sec hand” and “4 Greek Grammar” books, among other Latin 

texts, from Moses Peck, his Boston supplier (EWP 763358.2).  The earliest extant library 

list from Dartmouth College contains a host of un-translated Latin and Greek texts, 

sermon and hymn collections along with other religious tracts, and staples of a liberal arts 

curriculum (including Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding)—but no primers, 

spelling books, or other instructional English-language texts, all staples at other charity 

schools (see Monaghan 150-156).  In 1765, Wheelock complained to George Whitefield 

that Occom’s progress with the Montaukett people on Long Island was severely 
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hampered by his own “want of a Library, he has no Expositor of ye Bible, nor scarce any 

other Books but what he borrows,” and encouraged contributions, specifically, of “Mr 

Pool’s Annotns, or other Suitable Books” (EWP 756201).38  This request echoed 

missionary John Eliot’s complaint over a century earlier that missionary Thomas 

Mayhew, Jr., then beginning to preach to Native communities on Martha’s Vineyard, was 

in “extreme want of books,” especially “Commentaries and Common Places for the body 

of Divinity” (quoted in Hall “Readers” 137).  And, notably, it was a request that would be 

repeated years later by Occom himself, when, writing to the officers of the English Trust 

for Moor’s in 1773, he noted that sponsors had sent missionary and former Moor’s 

student Jacob Fowler (Montauk) several books at Occom’s specific request, and urged 

the same to be sent to another new Moor’s-educated missionary, Joseph Johnson 

(Mohegan), as well: “Mr Forfittt now Deceased Sent…Cruden’s Concordence, and Docr 

Gifford Sent [Jacob Fowler] Keach on Metaphors, Which are most needful Books for 

these young men…Expositors on the Bible are very Needful” (Collected 108).39  

The Bible annotations, concordances, and expositors Eliot, Wheelock, and Occom 

requested were tools designed to aid in the careful study, thorough understanding, and 

explanation and interpretation of the Bible to others.  They were, in other words, aids 

especially useful for those needing to navigate the Bible, to peel away its layers of 

                                                 
38 Poole, Matthew. Annotations Upon the Holy Bible. wherein the sacred text is inserted, and various 

readings annex'd, together with parallel scriptures, the more difficult terms in each verse are explained, 
seeming contradictions reconciled, questions and doubts resolved, and the whole text opened (London, 
Printed by John Richardson, for Thomas Parkhurst, Dorman Newman, Jonathan Robinson, Bradbazon 
Ailmer, Thomas Cockeril, and Benjamin Alsop, 1683; reprinted many times). Wheelock purchased a 
second hand copy of the Annotations in 1748 (EWP 748678). 
 
39 Occom is referring to: 1) Alexander Cruden, A Complete Concordance to the Holy Scriptures of the Old 
and New Testament, Containing I: The Appellative or Common Words; II: The Proper Names in the 
Scriptures, to which is Added a Concordance to the Apocypha (London, 1738; reprinted many times) and 
2) Benjamin Keach, Troplogia: A Key to Open Scripture Metaphors (London, J.R. & J.D. for Enoch 
Prosser, 1682. 
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meaning and to use the text in pointed and persuasive ways, a kind of textual facility 

crucial to those preaching and ministering, as Wheelock intended and hoped most of his 

Native students would eventually do.  A survey of the books mentioned in Wheelock’s 

correspondence and account books between the early days of Moor’s and the school’s 

move to Hanover in 1770 indicates that Wheelock continued to envision his school as a 

site for, to use Carol Lanham’s words with reference to a much earlier period, a 

“microanalytic approach to literature,” even as his sponsors had other ideas (106).  While 

Wheelock’s receipts from his suppliers in New Haven and in Boston are dominated by 

Bibles, Bible annotations, Greek and Latin grammar books, and catechisms, his 

sponsoring societies sent him Psalm books, New Testaments, catechisms, and a host of 

popular Christian tracts like Baxter’s Call to the Unconverted—but no books in Latin, no 

grammar books of any kind, and no annotations or concordances (see EWP 748678, 

756201, 762622, 763303, 763357.3, 763272 and 763360).   

Of course, requesting, buying, or even possessing a book says little of its use, and 

the inferences about the school’s curriculum I have drawn here are, admittedly, based on 

what small shreds of anecdotal and self-reported testimony about classroom activities at 

the school still exist.  There is more evidence, however, as to the kind of writing students 

at the school were asked to do.  Hezekiah Calvin’s inscribed Latin mottoes and Samson 

Occom’s translation exercises are the only direct pieces of classroom writing that survive, 

but the Dartmouth archive also includes a substantial number of letters students wrote to 

Wheelock, some while stationed at teaching posts and some while still at the school.  

Laura Murray notes that these letters, in which students often debase themselves and to 

which they rarely received replies from Wheelock, highlight the “imbalanced dialogue” 

of which students were a part (“Pray” 35).  Analyzing this body of writing in detail is 

beyond the scope of this study, but it is important to note here that as uncomfortable as 
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the students’ letters can feel to us now, they bear witness to the fact that Wheelock 

required students to generate and not only to receive texts.  At a time when the skills of 

reading and writing were treated distinctly and discretely, and when other charity schools 

stipulated that students should learn to read only, that is in itself significant.40  All 

ordained ministers certainly needed to acquire writing.  What’s more, in requiring 

students to exercise this particular formulaic and often self-deprecating approach to letter 

writing Wheelock was requiring not only that students adopt the posture of obedience he 

deemed appropriate for Indians but also that they learn the textual strategies acceptable 

for addressing white interlocutors—conventions common to eighteenth-century letter 

writers more generally as well.41  These were strategies that his students would certainly 

need as they took up their teaching and ministering positions beyond the school and 

sought funding on their own, particularly since, as they would learn over and over again, 

Wheelock would in reality do almost nothing to support them as they carried out their 

missions. 

What this cumulative evidence indicates is that literacy education at Moor’s was 

inextricably linked, in Wheelock’s view, with his students’ vocational goals—or rather, 

with the vocational goals at the heart of Wheelock’s “great design.”  In a letter to a 

Commissioner of Massachusetts Provincial Council in 1760, Wheelock cemented this 

connection between the vocation he had in mind and the education he aimed to deliver as 

he requested “further assistance in the Education of four Indian Boys which I have with 

                                                 
40 Jennifer Monaghan notes, for example, that, in the 1720s, Cotton Mather opened an “evening school for 
blacks and Indians” that taught reading but not writing (244).  Other eighteenth-century schools for free 
blacks, established by the SPG, emphasized reading and catechitical instruction (see Monaghan 248-258). 
 
41 Similarly humbling conventions are evident in several letters sent in 1741 to George Whitefield by white 
students at the Bethesda School for Orphans, which Whitefield founded on one of his tours of the colonies.  
Reporting on a religious awakening among the student body, for example, one little girl signed her letter 
“Your dutifull and unworthy child” (quoted in Monaghan 201).   
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me, devoted to the Lattin School, in order to their being fitted (if God shall smile upon 

the undertaking) for a Mission among their Savage Brethren” (EWP 760131.1).  In other 

words, because Wheelock intended to train Indians to be missionaries and ministers in 

their own right, he persisted, in the school’s first decade, in attempting to cultivate a 

literacy education that incorporated the fundamentals of a grammar school education.   

Not surprisingly, Wheelock’s efforts to train Indian missionaries in the stead of 

and on par with Englishmen were met with significant resistance.  This is nowhere more 

apparent than in his communication with the Boston Commissioners of the SSPCK, a 

board established to manage the Scottish Society’s American efforts.  At Wheelock’s 

request, the Commissioners agreed to fund three new Mohawk students, but not without 

first offering a pointed reminder about what, in their view, constituted a proper education 

for Indians.  In a letter dated February 15, 1762, Commissioner Charles Chauncy, a 

staunch Congregationalist minister and a vehement Old Light, informed Wheelock that 

the Society found his rates for instruction out of proportion with what they deemed 

comparable efforts. “Mr Hollis’s Indian boys and girls at Stockbridge,” Chauncy noted, 

“were both maintained and schoold at a vastly lower rate,” while “the expence of our 

boys, at the rate you charge, is little less yn it need be if they were at our college.”42  By 

invoking the Indian boarding school at Stockbridge, which focused on teaching basic 

English language literacy to Mohawk students, and disparaging any association of 

Wheelock’s endeavour with “college,” Chauncy and the Boston Commissioners were 

making it clear that they did not support Wheelock’s aim to produce Indian missionaries.  

Instead, the Society expected Wheelock to “take all proper pains…to instruct [the boys] 

fully in the principles of the Christian religion,” to teach them English, and to ensure that 

                                                 
42 Isaac Hollis underwrote the education of twenty-four Housatonic and Mohawk boys at Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts. See Axtell Invasion 196-204.   
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they retained “yr own language.”  Chauncy then went even further than this, specifying 

exactly what the sponsored students should, and should not, be taught: 

as to their education, we would have it intirely confined to yr learning English. To 
be more explicit, we would have none of yr time taken up in learning so much as 
the rudiments either of Latin or Greek.  We imagine it will turn to much better 
account, if they are taught to speak, read, spell and write english, as those who 
have a thorow understanding of the language…So far as the knowledge of Latin 
or Greek or Hebrew may be proper for a missionary to the Indians, we shd chuse 
to have it in the mind of one that is not himself an indian. If our boys are made 
master of the English tongue, they will be fitted for all the service we intend to 
employ ym in; nor shall we employ ym in any but under the direction and frequent 
inspection of some well qualified and well spirited white person. (EWP 762165, 
emphasis in original) 

In circumscribing the subjects “their” Mohawk students were entitled to learn at Moor’s, 

Chauncy and the Boston Commissioners were explicitly rejecting the kind of classically 

based education that was pursued by Occom and that Wheelock touted in his anecdotal 

reports about his students’ intimacy with Virgil and Tully.  Training students in the 

fundamentals of a ministerial education had no relevance to the SSPCK’s vision for 

Wheelock’s school, which they preferred to function as a clearing-house for assistants to 

English missionaries.   

 There are several possible reasons for the Boston Commissioners’ distrust of 

Wheelock’s plan.43  The first is suggested by scholars like Christopher Grasso and 

Michael Warner, who have described a shift in the rules and norms for participation in 

eighteenth-century public discourse, a shift characterized, in Grasso’s terms, by a loss (or 

dissemination) of the “broad authority” previously located firmly in the pulpit (15).  The 

                                                 
43 This was not, notably, the last time Charles Chauncy and Eleazar Wheelock would come into conflict.  
In 1768, Chauncy disapproved loudly of Wheelock’s fundraising efforts (via Samson Occom) in England, 
leading the SSPCK’s Boston Board in critiquing the thrust of Wheelock’s instruction and trying to discredit 
Samson Occom’s identity by raising questions about whether he was truly, as Wheelock claimed, “brought 
up in traditional Native ways and lately converted to Christianity” (J. Brooks Collected 19; see also Mills 
29). 
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greatest challenge to this authority was posed by the first Great Awakening, the series of 

religious revivals which swept Connecticut—and the rest of the Colonies—in the 1730s 

and 40s, shaking “the established Congregational hierarchy by promising a more 

democratic distribution of political power” (Longaker 89).  The Great Awakening “swept 

through all layers of society, urban and rural, mercantile and agricultural, upper class and 

lower,” and revivalist preachers, also called “enthusiasts,” emphasized direct, non-

rational access to the divine (Goodwin 345, 353).  “Old Light” Congregationalists like 

Chauncy despised the fervor of “New Light” revivalist preachers like Eleazar Wheelock, 

who they considered to be granting too much divine authority to untrained, unordained 

parishioners, thereby, in Harry Stout’s words, bringing about “a general weakening of 

clerical authority” (188).  And Old Lights tended, as Joanna Brooks observes, to see 

“black and Indian participants in the revivals as symptoms of New Light errancy and 

excess” (American 23).  For Charles Chauncy, then, specifying the kind of white person 

who would be a suitable overseer for an Indian assistant and insisting that the Indian 

students would retain a subordinate status in that relationship was especially important.   

Then, too, the eighteenth-century missionary efforts of both the SPG and the 

SSPCK among the tribes in North America were based in the assertion that it was 

desirable, prudent, and possible for English missionaries to convert indigenous 

Americans.  Reading the hundreds of letters sent from missionaries in the colonies to 

their home societies earlier in the eighteenth century, historian Carson Ritchie concluded 

that many more SPG missionaries were complaining about the dangers and difficulties of 

working among the Indians than were actually reporting successful conversion rates.  In 

the context of the Society’s mission, Ritchie notes, supporting the training of Indians “as 

missionaries to their fellow countrymen instead of sending white persons to them” was 

akin to “admitting defeat” (88).  Though the Boston Commissioners of the SSPCK 
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clearly remained committed to the project of educating Indians, asserting strict limitations 

on that education may have been one way to protect the motive at the heart of their 

Society’s activity. 

In restricting Indian education, and particularly in specifying that even traces of 

classical learning should be excised, the SSPCK Commissioners may also have been 

influenced by the larger social trend towards practical education.  Just six years after the 

Boston Board wrote to Wheelock about his Mohawk students, Benjamin Rush, one of the 

many noted thinkers who cautioned against the “common practice” of educating boys in 

the “learned languages and the arts and sciences too early in life” (18), was added to the 

SSPCK’s Board of Commissioners in Princeton, New Jersey.  The activities of the 

Princeton Board soon attracted the favorable attention of Benjamin Franklin, who, as 

Frederick Mills reports, advised the SSPCK’s “Edinburgh directors to be sure their 

missionaries had practical skills—agriculture, surgery, carpentry, and so forth—before 

they went to instruct the Indians” (29).  Though Franklin was offering advice about how 

white missionaries should be trained, there is no doubt that he would have scoffed at the 

notion of teaching Latin, Greek, and Hebrew to Indian students intended to serve as 

interpreters and assistants to English missionaries.  Such learning had a place, but its 

place was not, in the SSPCK’s view, in an Indian charity school.   

Emerging in the nexus of these concerns, the Boston Society’s mandate to 

Wheelock appears to be undergirded by a deep uneasiness about the purposes of a 

language arts curriculum intended for Indian students, and about the specific kind of 

literacy education that Wheelock was making available.  The Society’s suggestion was 

that missionary work was not appropriate for Indians—and, by extension, that an Indian 

educated along the lines Wheelock tended, an Indian educated as a missionary himself, 

would be somehow too autonomous or independent.  What the Commissioners’ 
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injunction implies is a fear that in making the tools for reading and dissecting the Bible as 

a minister might available to Indian students, Wheelock was extending an uncomfortably 

broad invitation to would-be gatekeepers of the kingdom.  For “all the service” the 

Boston Society had in mind for their young Mohawk students, what mattered was that 

they learn basic English and cement their relationship to Christianity.  Anything else lay 

somewhere beyond the students’ vocational horizons.   

While Wheelock’s sponsors critiqued his curriculum as intellectually 

inappropriate for Indian students, the school was also under fire from Native students and 

their parents for being neither academically nor spiritually rigorous enough.  In 1767, for 

example, the father of a Narragansett student wrote, probably via a third party, to 

complain that his son had not been advancing in “Christian Knowledge, which wear ye 

Chief motive that caus’d me to send my Son Charles to you,” but rather spending his time 

in hard labor:  “not that I’m anything against his Labouring some for You, when Business 

lies heavy on you: but to work two Years to learn to Farm it, is what I don’t consent to, 

when I can as well learn him that myself and have ye prophet of his Labour” (McCallum 

Letters 231).  In 1771, one of Wheelock’s few remaining Indian students complained 

similarly that Wheelock was working his charity students too hard, asking: “what good 

will the charity money do the Indians; which was given to them, if we poor Indians Shall 

work as much as to pay for our learning?” (221).  Such complaints highlight what Laura 

Murray calls an “alternate narrative” of life at Moor’s, in which students spent a high 

proportion of their time in manual labor and in which a general atmosphere of indenture 

and servitude prevailed (“Pray” 23, Writings 53).  This was especially true for female 

students, who only attended school one day a week, and spent the rest of their time 

working on neighboring farms, learning “the arts of good housewifery,” which, 

Wheelock averred, they would need in order to support the male students “in the business 
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of their mission” (1763: 13).  In this climate, it is no wonder that instances of 

“drunkenness, misbehavior, and running away” were, as Margaret Szasz has documented, 

part of daily life at the school (223). 

How did Wheelock respond to such critiques?  The curricular evidence I 

considered earlier in this chapter suggests that he did not immediately accede either to the 

Boston Society’s request that he abandon the classics or to the complaints and requests 

levied by parents and students.  His published fundraising narratives certainly indicate, 

however, that he heard both kinds of outcry.  For example, Wheelock opened his 1771 

narrative, the first written after the school’s removal to New Hampshire, with a lengthy 

discussion of the place for labor at the school, presenting it as a practice that would help 

“remove the deep prejudices, so universally in the minds of the Indians, against their 

men’s cultivating lands” (5).  This was hardly a rebuttal to parents’ requests that they be 

allowed to work their sons themselves, but Wheelock’s opening his narrative with this 

item demonstrates that he was aware labor was a touchy issue.  Likewise, Wheelock’s 

own description of a school day at Moor’s, included in his first fundraising narrative and 

published shortly after receiving the Boston SSPCK’s critique, reveals some 

prevarication about whether educating Indians at the level of English missionaries was 

possible, desirable, or wise to emphasize to potential sponsors.  Omitting any discussion 

of the school’s six hours of classroom instruction, Wheelock focused his description 

instead on his students’ discipline and on their relationship to the catechism and to daily 

prayer:   

[The students] are obliged to be clean, and decently dressed, and be ready to 
attend prayers before Sun-rise in the Fall and Winter, and at 6 o’clock in the 
Summer. A Portion of Scripture is read by several of the Seniors of them: And 
those who are able answer a Question in the Assembly’s Catechism, and have 
some questions asked them upon it, and an Answer expounded to them. After 
prayers, and a short time for their Diversion, the School begins with Prayer about 
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9, and ends at 12, and again at 2 and ends at 5 o’clock with Prayer. Evening 
Prayer is attended before the Daylight is gone &c. (1763: 14) 

It is not, of course, surprising to find Wheelock highlighting his students’ devotion in a 

narrative crafted to elicit funds from his fellow ministers and from missionary societies in 

England.  By depicting a school day dominated by catechism and prayer, Wheelock was 

clearly portraying his school as primarily a vehicle for Christianizing Indians.  In so 

doing, he aligned Moor’s with earlier and contemporaneous missionary projects, with his 

own experiences at Yale, and with colony laws, which ordered “any masters or mistresses 

of Indians to teach them to read English and also to instruct them in the principles of the 

Christian faith, by catechizing of them” (Steiner 32).  Wheelock was also demonstrating 

his compliance with the mandate of the SPG, which spelled out the importance of 

catechizing “Children, or other ignorant Persons” in its charter (Collection 13). 

If we can easily understand Wheelock’s focus on the catechism as a general 

appeal to the expectations and desires of his funders, however, his silence about the 

curricular details of a school day, and his omission here of the kind of evidence about his 

students’ progress in the classical languages that he used as currency in his 

correspondence with individual sponsors, might also indicate a more deliberate effort to 

avoid giving the public impression that his methods were akin to those found at a more 

rigorous English grammar school.  While John Smith’s account of a school day 

emphasized the students’ self-discipline and their generation of the academic exercises, 

Wheelock’s description cast his Native students in a predominantly passive, receptive 

role; they had answers “expounded to them,” and their day was punctuated by prayer led, 

presumably, by Wheelock.  Both Smith and Wheelock emphasized the students’ 

discipline and absorption of Anglo-Christian behavior, but Smith’s portrayal suggested 

that the students were enrolled in a language arts curriculum that demanded careful 
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attention to the Bible, while Wheelock indicated only that they were learning to 

memorize appropriate (and relatively simple) texts. 

That Wheelock overlooked his students’ progress in the classics in his published 

narratives suggests that he was aware that the education signaled by such anecdotes was 

controversial, and that the controversy had to do not only with the question of intellectual 

and literacy competency but, to use Jennifer Freebody and Peter Hammond’s terms, also 

with the issue of providing “access to influential discourses” (439).  A catalogue of 

students included in his first fundraising narrative points to the extent to which the 

school’s actual program was shaped by often competing expectations about which 

particular discourses were appropriate.  By Wheelock’s record, in 1762 he had twenty-

five students in residence, three of them “English youth” training to be missionaries, and 

the rest Indian students of various ages and tribes, sent and supported by several different 

societies and commissions.  After first describing the progress of his English students, 

one in college and two training to be missionaries, Wheelock summarized the activity of 

the Indian students, indicating at the same time that he was consciously negotiating the 

demands of the Boston SSPCK in particular:  

One of the Indian lads is Jacob Wooley, who is now in his last year at New-Jersey 
College, and is a good scholar; he is here by the leave and order of the President, 
designing to get some acquaintance with the Mohawk tongue.  Two others are sent 
here by the Rev. Mr. Brainerd, and are designed for trades; the one for a 
blacksmith (a trade much wanted among the Indians) and is to go to his 
apprenticeship as soon as a good place is ready for him; the other is designed for a 
carpenter and joiner, and is to go to an apprenticeship as soon as he has learned to 
read and write.  Another of the Indians is son to the sachem at Mohegan, and is 
heir-apparent; he is somewhat infirm as to his bodily health…Several of my 
scholars are considerably well accomplished for school-masters, and 7 or 8 will 
likely be well fitted for interpreters in a few years more…And six of them are 
Mohawks, obtained pursuant and according to the direction of the Honorable 
General Assembly of the Province of the Massachusetts-Bay, and are learning to 
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speak, write, and read English: And the most of them make good proficiency 
therein. (13) 

The last line of this list, written even while Wheelock continued to buy and request 

classical texts, annotations, and expositors, and while he elaborated and justified his plan 

to administer ministerial training to Indian students, literally reverberates with Charles 

Chauncy’s demand: that the SSPCK-supported Mohawk students be taught to “speak, 

read, spell and write English.”  Wheelock was perhaps making the point that he had heard 

and was carrying out the orders of the Boston Society with respect to their charges, but in 

the same inventory he made very clear that he had not necessarily adopted those limited 

aims for his students overall.  His “descending” list of student vocations (topped by Jacob 

Wooley, the only Native Moor’s student to attend college, and followed by tradesmen, 

schoolmasters, interpreters, and the Boston Commissioner’s assistants-to-be) indicates 

the intensely political climate in which Wheelock crafted both his Narrative and his 

curriculum.  Wheelock’s description of student activity implies that Moor’s functioned 

primarily as neither a rigorous grammar school nor a Christian training camp, but as a 

vocational match-maker, where students progressed on widely different tracks, according 

to the aims of their sponsors—and not necessarily according to Wheelock’s own grand 

design or with any regard for students’ own goals and talents. 

Juxtaposing the various extant representations of the school I have considered 

here—John Smith’s letter, Wheelock’s published and unpublished descriptions, the 

scraps of classroom evidence, parent and student complaints, and his sponsors’ 

requests—indicates that the curriculum at Moor’s was, to return to Gauri Viswanathan’s 

formulation, far from a monolithic and consistent enterprise.  Wheelock initially 

imagined the school as a training ground for Indian missionaries and ministers who 

would take the place of English missionaries among the tribes—a project that depended 
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on providing his students with at least the outlines of an elite education.  But this vision 

was subjected to intense negotiation, contested, fractured, and re-articulated by sponsors, 

students, and founder alike.  

Conclusion 

Seven years after Wheelock published his first fundraising narrative for Moor’s, 

he received a charter to found a college in New Hampshire.  The school moved to its new 

home and took the name of one of its most generous funders, the Earl of Dartmouth, in 

July of 1770.  Out of the thirty students who made the two-hundred mile journey from 

Connecticut with Wheelock, just three were Indian (Richardson 105).  When Samson 

Occom returned from his fundraising trip to England on behalf of Moor’s in 1768, where 

he and Reverend Nathaniel Whitaker raised nearly 12,000 pounds specifically for the 

education of Indian students, he found Wheelock’s new plans already underway.  Soon 

after, Occom distanced himself from Wheelock, blasting him for his disillusioning turn 

towards Anglo students and his dishonest use of the funds Occom had raised—

accusations I will consider in detail in the following chapter.  Wheelock himself 

explained his institution’s new direction as a result of his growing conviction that “a 

greater proportion of English youth, must be prepared for missionaries to take entirely the 

lead of the affairs in the wilderness…without any dependance upon their own sons, as 

leaders, in this matter, or any further, than they are employed under the immediate 

inspection and direction of Englishmen” (1771: 19).  Countering accusations that he was 

“perverting” the funds donated to the school, Wheelock insisted that he continued to keep 

his highest aim in view—that of “christianizing the pagans” (17).  Wheelock rooted his 

revised approach to this goal in his disappointment with the “bad conduct, and behavior” 

of his Indian students after they had left the school (19).  The problem, he maintained, lay 
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not in their training (which had successfully fitted them for “good, and reputable 

business”) but rather in their susceptibility to “the power of those fashionable vices which 

were rampant among all their tribes” (20).  Such vices, he continued, corrupted even 

those who held the most promise, “some who on account of their parts, and learning, bid 

the fairest for usefulness, are sunk down into as low, savage, and brutish a manner of 

living as they were before any endeavours were used with them to raise them up” (20).  

Wheelock’s switch has been understood by modern scholars in the same way that 

it was understood by some of his contemporaries—as evidence that Dartmouth was 

another in a string of manipulative ploys by entrepreneurial New Englanders, who raised 

money for educational institutions like Harvard on the pretense of Indian education only 

to redirect those resources primarily or exclusively to Anglos.  And in fact, only nineteen 

Native students were educated at Dartmouth until its return to an emphasis on Native 

American education in the 1970s (Garrod and Larimore 8).  Understanding the Moor’s 

curriculum to have been intensely contested opens up another way to view what sounds 

like an utter reversal of his prior philosophy: as an ultimate concession to the limited 

view of what constituted an appropriate Indian education implied by the SSPCK’s 

demand.  

Then again, whether cunningly premeditated or not, Wheelock’s “switch” was 

not, from the perspective of literacy education, actually a reversal at all.  Instead, it was 

the logical extension of a position he shared with Charles Chauncy:  that the shape of 

literacy education was inextricable from specific vocational goals.  Wheelock’s initial 

method, of providing promising Indian students an education befitting ministers and 

school teachers, collapsed under tension with vocational goals that did not require the 

same literacy markers.  To be clear, Wheelock’s emphasis on training missionaries did 

not collapse; two years after moving to Hanover, he reported that all twenty of his 
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English charity scholars were “fitting for missionaries” (1772: 6), and Dartmouth’s early 

curriculum closely followed Yale’s (Goldman 176).  It was not the object of a Dartmouth 

education that changed, but rather its subjects.  Because Wheelock was determined to 

provide an education suitable for future missionaries, the result of the conflict with his 

funders was not to sponsor literacy for Indian students at all. 

The conflict over literacy education at Moor’s, and the vocationalist model that 

prevailed at the school, is suggestive of the problems with “functional” literacy models 

today.  Like contemporary literacy programs seeking to impart a specific set of basic, 

isolatable skills for a particular end, literacy education at Moor’s was hooked to 

vocational goals.  Wheelock aimed to recruit students into a literacy that would serve 

them as ministers and teachers; his funders hoped to cultivate literacy skills suitable for 

interpreters and assistants.  At the same time, and again like functionalist literacy 

programs today, both Wheelock and his funders hoped that the education they sponsored 

would not only meet those specific job needs but would also be generalizable, ultimately 

helping to regulate English-Indian relations and bring Indian communities under English 

control.  In the attempt to realize those goals, Wheelock and his funders frequently 

ignored community realities—including such major factors as whether a would-be 

missionary spoke the same language as the people among whom he would work.  

With that said, there were important differences between the literacies Wheelock 

intended to sponsor and the literacies demanded by his funders.  Giving the curriculum in 

Moor’s early days due consideration, as I have done here, indicates that, as Wheelock 

envisioned it, this was an institution where access to discourses then recognized as 

“influential”—in this case, classical and biblical languages and facility with Scripture—

was intentionally granted (if fleetingly and haphazardly) to a group of people otherwise 

severely disenfranchised from available white-run educational institutions.  What I have 
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suggested here is that, without making unreasonable claims about its rigor or scope, the 

classically influenced curriculum at Moor’s featured an enlarged set of literacy skills, 

skills focused on generating and analyzing written and oral texts in the service of 

religious leadership, and not only on translating Native languages into English and vice 

versa in order to communicate the desires of an English missionary.  By an “enlarged” set 

of skills I mean one larger than those cultivated at other schools for American Indians at 

the time and larger than those demanded (or allowed) by the likes of Charles Chauncy.  If 

learning to “speak, read, spell, and write” English belongs to an understanding of “basic” 

literacy (and including writing in this list in the eighteenth century itself suggests a level 

of literacy more advanced than that taught at many charity schools), then I think we can 

say that learning several additional foreign languages and practicing the careful attention 

to minute levels of text belongs to a more “advanced” literacy. 

There are, of course, immediate problems with that taxonomy—and they help to 

make my ultimate point.  In providing access to influential discourses, Wheelock 

instituted a boarding school that intended to sever student’s connections with their home 

communities—an education for the “disenfranchised” that easily breeds more 

disenfranchisement.   We tend to want to associate “advanced”—generative, analytical, 

interpretative—literacies with “critical literacies,” and yet, with its ultimately colonizing 

ends, this is clearly not a site that can be labeled “critical” or “activist.”  We are left, then 

witnessing a host of conflicted aims and means.  And we are left wondering, inevitably, 

how did students respond? It is to that question that I turn in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Beyond Moor’s:  Valuing Literacy in Native Communities 

Twelve years after beginning his study at Moor’s Indian Charity School, 

Hezekiah Calvin levied some bitter accusations against the school’s founder.  A year 

earlier, Calvin had been approved as a schoolmaster by the Connecticut Board of 

Correspondents and sent to teach among the Mohawk in Fort Hunter, New York, where, 

as his letters to Wheelock from this period reflect, he felt isolated, unwanted, and 

frustrated by a lack of cooperation from Mohawk families, perhaps not least because he 

did not speak their language (see McCallum Letters 49-51).  In a hasty letter written soon 

after Calvin’s departure from Fort Hunter, Edward Deake, the white schoolmaster at 

Charlestown, Rhode Island and a friend to Wheelock, informed Wheelock that Calvin 

had been complaining about the school, accusing Wheelock of mismanagement of 

Moor’s and of maltreatment of his students. 

“I now acquaint you that Hezekiah Calvin has been some time among ye Indians 

in this place,” Deake wrote in the letter dated June 21, 1768, and he has “given ye School 

a bad Charracter.”  Specifically, Deake reported, Calvin complained that Wheelock had 

been working his students too hard physically, selling off food and clothing that had been 

donated to the school for the use of students, taking away personal valuables (including, 

from Calvin, a “Silver Watch. & Shoe-buckels with other things which his Father gave 

him”), and “not allowing [students] a proper Privelidge” in the school (McCallum 65).  In 

Deake’s words, Calvin continued to allege: 

That Mary Secutor, & Sarah Simon has been kept as close to work, as if they were 
your Slaves, & have had no privelidge in ye School Since last Fall, nor one 
Copper allow’d ym for their Labour…That Jeams Simon is to be Bound to a 
Farmer.—That you won’t give no more of yo Indians more learning than to Read, 
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& Write—‘twill make them Impudent; for which they are all about to leave you. 
So yt yo Indians are ready to conclude, that their Fellow-Indians will never receive 
any great Benefit of ye Large sums of Money contributed by good People, to 
promote so good a Caise.  (McCallum Letters 65) 

Like other students and their parents, Calvin was clearly frustrated by Wheelock’s 

reliance on his students for hard labor.  But he likely had more personal motivations for 

gossiping as well.  Having grown up in an environment of intense commerce in words by 

and about Indians, Calvin was surely aware of himself as subject to the watchful and 

curious gaze of Wheelock’s network of friends and sponsors, and he must have known 

that his words would make their way back to Wheelock.  It might well be that with this 

indirect attack Calvin was actually trying to sever his ties with Wheelock once and for all 

by getting himself banished.  He may also have been venting his particular frustrations 

with Wheelock’s treatment of Mary Secutor, whom Calvin courted while at the school 

but whose marriage Wheelock opposed (Szasz 228).   

Whatever his reasons for loosening his tongue in Deake’s presence, though, in 

spewing his “private” frustrations with Wheelock, Calvin was also entering, and 

leveraging, the ongoing conflict about what kind of education should be carried out at the 

school.  It is difficult to know precisely what Calvin meant by his lament that Wheelock 

“won’t give no more of yo Indians more learning than to Read, & Write,” yet this 

complaint does echo the SSPCK Boston Commissioners’ demand, issued and carried out 

during Calvin’s tenure at the school, that Wheelock confine certain of his students’ 

learning to the acquisition of basic spoken and written English language proficiency.  Set 

beside the constricted view of Indian intellectual and vocational capacity reflected in the 

SSPCK’s request, it is possible to hear in Calvin’s outrage an expression of his own 

vision for literacy education at the school.  What should be happening at Moor’s 

according to Calvin?  Students should be free to keep their belongings; they should be 
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given the items that donors intend for them; they should not be worked to the bone by 

Wheelock or anyone else, and they should have, as Calvin repeats twice, “privelidge in ye 

School,” which we might understand as some space for devotion to properly scholastic 

pursuits, beyond the acquisition of rudimentary literacy.   

Calvin’s complaint points to the fact that even as Eleazar Wheelock abandoned 

Indian education, his former students continued to comment on the literacy education 

they received there, and to theorize about the kind of literacy education that would be 

valuable to Native communities.  In the previous chapter, I examined the highly contested 

and continuously negotiated language arts curriculum at Moor’s, finding that a more 

limited “functionalist” view of literacy instruction—one in which literacy was tied to a 

reductive range of vocations—prevailed over the classical humanist model Wheelock 

initially set out to approximate, an education intended to train Indian students to be 

ministers.  In this chapter, I continue to pursue the question of how English language 

literacy education was constructed and negotiated at this site, but I do so by turning away 

from the institution of Moor’s itself in order to explore the ways that former students 

enacted, valued, and redefined that education in their lives and work beyond the school.  I 

do this by examining the literacy pedagogies and practices implemented by Samson 

Occom and Joseph Johnson, the two former Moor’s students who left the largest 

available written legacy in the form of letters, journals, and petitions produced in their 

extensive work after leaving Moor’s.   

Both Occom and Johnson actively sponsored English language literacy within the 

northeastern Native communities with which they had ties, and they did so in part by 

establishing schools that emphasized basic literacy—and not the kinds of “advanced” 

literacies they themselves had encountered at Moor’s.  As I will show here, in their 

representations of their work as educators, Occom and Johnson revised not only specific 
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pedagogies and practices but also the functionalist literacy model that prevailed at 

Moor’s.  Specifically, they encouraged and promoted literacy that was “functional” not 

because it served a specific vocational end but because it was useful to specific 

communities.  Of course, Eleazar Wheelock also thought he was providing his students 

with something of use to their communities—the tools with which they would convert, 

Anglicize, and pave the way for English settlement.  But this was a view of literacy 

imposed on the community, and based on Wheelock’s (and his sponsors’) own beliefs  

and desires.  In contrast, what we will see here of Samson Occom’s and Joseph Johnson’s 

writing indicates that, in their work beyond the school, they aligned themselves with 

literacy education that was responsive to community needs and desires, first and 

foremost.   

Extending my consideration of Moor’s to include the diffuse network of schools 

established and rhetorical performances enacted by the school’s former students thus 

expands the story available at this site.  If a status quo—i.e., limited and limiting—

functionalist literacy prevailed within Moor’s boundaries, the activities and strategies 

reflected and represented in Occom’s and Johnson’s writings cause us to rethink the 

shape and uses of functional literacy as it actually plays out in particular local contexts.  

In other words, glimpsing the specific literacy strategies that these two Native teachers, 

missionaries, and leaders in the eighteenth century deemed worthy of, to echo Deborah 

Brandt’s terms again, enabling, modeling, recruiting, and teaching has some of the same 

effects as does examining the “everyday literacies” in use in present-day communities 

marginalized from mainstream education: we see that what might seem like a flatly 

functional literacy has numerous valences and multiple ends.  

The evidence I will consider here, however, will not allow us to rest there.  The 

juxtaposition of white colonialist (oppressive) pedagogies with Native communitarian 
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(liberatory) pedagogies is a familiar and a reductive one.  It is a binary that does in 

significant ways resonate in the contrast between Wheelock’s pedagogy and that of his 

students—but it is not a binary that this site fully supports.  To be sure, and as we will 

see, Samson Occom and Joseph Johnson practiced and encouraged literacy strategies that 

enabled community survival, created space for oppositional realities and visions, and held 

colonial authorities accountable for their actions and inactions.  Occom and Johnson both 

clearly conceived of a relationship with English language literacy and literature as useful 

to counter, temper, or resist the effects of colonization.44  At the same time, however, as I 

will discuss further below, their own rhetorical performances as community advocates 

and missionaries illustrate that the two were also invested in at least some of the 

objectives of their white colonial sponsors.  “Resistance,” it turns out, is not an adequate 

lens with which to understand their literacy activities.  

My point here is not to critique Occom’s and Johnson’s motives or to engage in 

the absurd and fruitless obsession with Native “authenticity” that has distracted too many 

scholars for too long.  As Joanna Brooks notes, before what she calls the “indigenist turn 

in American Indian literary studies” (34), Occom scholarship, for example, tended to 

focus predominantly on Occom’s status between cultures, or on his contact with 

Europeans, and much of it conveyed a “quiet implication” that Occom “adopted English 

language literacy and Christianity at the expense of his own wholeness or at some cost to 

Mohegan oral tradition and culture” (Collected 31).  I align this study with the indigenist 

                                                 
44 In his co-authored petitions, for example, as Joanna Brooks notes, Occom “adopted the voice of ‘we,’” 
putting his own literate skills directly in service to the “collective authority of the tribe” (Collected 141).  
She observed that Lisa Brooks further situates these petitions as part of a “centuries-old tradition among 
Northeastern Native peoples of using writing to redress the shattering impacts of colonization and 
reconstitute Native communities in relationship to their homelands” (J. Brooks Collected 33).  Johnson’s 
letters to colonial authorities, in which he requests financial support for the Brotherton settlement, and his 
individually and co-authored negotiations with the Oneida for Brotherton land are also clearly a part of that 
tradition. 
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lens by recognizing the ways that Occom and Johnson operated within what Lisa Brooks 

calls “native space” (Common 107), even when they adopted and disseminated English 

language literacy.  With that said, a tribally specific reading of the evidence I consider 

here is beyond the scope of this project; such a project would entail a much more in-depth 

consideration of tribal history and culture, and a more focused analysis of each piece of 

evidence within that context, than is possible in a chapter aiming to consider the breadth 

of writing I take up here.  Whenever possible, I do strive to consider Occom’s and 

Johnson’s representations of their work as literacy educators in the context of their own 

biographies and in the cultural, political, and historical contexts of the main Native 

communities in which they worked.  In the process, what emerges is a fine and often 

blurry line between literacy “sponsors” and the “sponsored.”  What makes this extended 

consideration of literacy activity “beyond Moor’s” useful in the context of this 

dissertation is that it raises key questions about the limits of relying on “resistance” and 

“appropriation” as categories with which to understand the ways literacy education 

operates at sites of major social division. 

As will be immediately evident, extending my study of literacy education at 

Moor’s to include the activities of its former students demands a shift in methodology.  

Chapter Two focused on reconstructing the curriculum in operation in the earliest days at 

Moor’s, a fairly traditional approach to institutional history, if one that, given the scarcity 

of archival evidence available in this case, demanded a fair amount of speculation and 

inference.  In contrast, there is little concurring or denying evidence with which to 

construct any explicit comparison of Occom’s and Johnson’s literacy institutions with 

Moor’s.  Instead, I rely on Occom’s and Johnson’s self-representations of their work as 

literacy educators in this chapter; this means that I am concerned not with charting their 

pedagogies per se as much as with understanding how Occom and Johnson themselves 
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constructed and inhabited their roles as literacy sponsors.  Likewise, I adduce the kinds of 

literacies they valued from close readings of their own rhetorical performances on behalf 

of their communities, and not from explicit reflections or statements like those issued by 

Wheelock in his efforts to recruit funders and students.  I do this, most obviously, 

because the former materials are available and the latter are not.  This is also, however, a 

methodology that reflects the realities of the lives of eighteenth-century Native leaders 

like Occom and Johnson: they inhabited multiple and complex roles, whereas Wheelock 

and his sponsors imagined them in singular, circumscribed roles.  In extracting Occom’s 

and Johnson’s stances on literacy education from their writings I keep in mind both the 

ways that concerns about English language education permeated their lives as well as the 

ways these concerns were implicated in and subordinated to many, many others.  

Community-Sponsored Literacy, Community-Building Pedagogy 

Though Wheelock imagined his students and former students as his own ever-

willing, ever-available emissaries, his students were, of course, embedded in much more 

complex and autonomous community networks.  Even very brief biographical sketches of 

Samson Occom and Joseph Johnson help to dramatize this, affirming the complex web of 

motivations, experiences, and responsibilities with which Indian students entered and 

departed from Wheelock’s school and suggesting the range of reasons they might have 

sought out and perpetuated English language education. 

Occom’s letters and journals from the 1770s and 1780s, for example, reflect his 

popularity among both white and Native audiences, and attest to the multiple roles and 

commitments he sustained among Native communities in Connecticut and New York as 

well as to the physical and economic hardships he faced as an itinerant preacher.  After 

his infamous fundraising trip to England on behalf of Moor’s (where he also took the 
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opportunity to testify in a hearing for the Mason-Mohegan land case), and the numerous 

financial difficulties and disappointments he faced on his return, Occom “developed a 

new sense of his independent authority and public profile,” declining invitations to assist 

white missionaries and focusing instead on “spiritual revitalization closer to home, 

among the Native peoples of southern New England” (J. Brooks Collected 22).  In 1772, 

he delivered his best-selling “Sermon at the Execution of Moses Paul,” at the invitation 

of Paul, an Indian condemned to death for the murder of a white man; the sermon was 

reprinted nineteen times, “ranking Occom as the sixth leading author in the American 

colonies during the 1770s” (23).  In this same period, Occom co-authored the bulk of the 

thirteen petitions we now ascribe to him; these petitions were especially prevalent after 

the Revolutionary War, when Occom helped the Mohegan, Niantic, Brotherton, 

Montaukett, and Shinnecock communities petition the states of Connecticut and New 

York, and the United States Congress, for grievances stretching back to the early days of 

colonization.  In 1774 he became involved as an “elder statesman, advocate, and spiritual 

advisor” for the Brotherton movement (J. Brooks Collected 24).  Occom and his wife 

Mary finally emigrated to Brotherton in 1789, and Occom died in nearby New 

Stockbridge, also founded by Christian Indian emigrants, in 1792.  As Joanna Brooks 

notes, Occom continues to be remembered as an important ancestor and leader by 

Mohegan and Brotherton tribes today.45 

Joseph Johnson was seven years old when he arrived at Wheelock’s school in 

1758, just three months after his father, Joseph Johnson, Sr., was killed while in service 

as a scout leader for the British during the French and Indian War.  Two decades earlier, 

Johnson’s grandfather had traveled to England on behalf of Mohegan land claims during 

                                                 
45 As this sketch makes evident, I draw on Joanna Brooks’ The Collected Writings of Samson Occom, 
Mohegan for the biographical notes collected here.   
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the Mason land case.  At fifteen, Johnson embarked on a two-and-a-half year stint to the 

Oneida, where he served as an assistant schoolteacher and as an assistant to white 

missionaries Samuel Kirkland (also a student of Wheelock’s) and Ralph Wheelock, 

Wheelock’s son.  As apprentice, Johnson witnessed Kirkland’s and Wheelock’s efforts to 

carry out the elder Wheelock’s ultimate mission—to convert the Six Nations of the 

Iroquois.  Though somewhat successful in gaining acceptance at Oneida, where Kirkland 

would minister until his death in 1808, the missionaries’ attempts to reach out to other 

Iroquois nations failed miserably.  These tensions culminated in an angry meeting 

between Ralph Wheelock and the Onondagas (during which, Laura Murray suggests, 

Johnson may well have served as interpreter), at which the Onondagas criticized 

Wheelock’s school and admonished Ralph Wheelock to “[l]earn to understand the word 

of God, before you undertake to teach & govern others” (quoted in Murray 56).  In 1768, 

a group of Oneidas traveled to Lebanon and retrieved the children they had sent to 

Moor’s earlier that year, including several recruited by Occom when he was stationed at 

Oneida in 1761.   

At about the same time, Johnson left his post at Oneida in disgrace, confessing to 

“charges of drunkenness and misbehavior” (Murray Writings 1).  He then spent two years 

adventuring on his own, which included a brief tenure teaching in Providence, Rhode 

Island, and a stint at sea on a whaling ship.  This was a period in which he was out from 

under Wheelock’s direct control but also, as his letters in these years reflect, one during 

which he felt abandoned, adrift, and spiritually bereft.  In 1771, Johnson returned home to 

Mohegan, where he finally converted during a period of revival led by Occom.  Several 

months later, at the recommendation of Samson Occom, Johnson traveled to Farmington, 

Connecticut, where he opened a school among a group he called the “Farmington 

Indians,” where he remained for ten weeks, and then returned for another year after a 
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brief departure.46  His writings from this period are characterized by a marked increase in 

his confidence and self-esteem, as well as what Margaret Szasz called “pride in his 

Indianness” (252).  Between 1773 and 1776, Johnson, who became Occom’s son-in-law 

when he married Tabitha Occom in 1773, was the leader of the Brotherton movement.  

Johnson secured land for the settlement, and worked to persuade Indian and white 

audiences to support the cause; his correspondents during this period included the 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Crown, Sir William Johnson, Governor of 

Connecticut Jonathan Trumbull, and George Washington.  Johnson died in 1776 or 1777, 

under circumstances still unknown.47 

I recount these short biographies because they demonstrate that both Occom and 

Johnson had clear reasons to invest in their own and others’ English language education.  

Occom, already in a position of leadership at Mohegan, sought out training from 

Wheelock clearly aware of the drastic consequences of illiteracy on Native communities, 

as I discussed in the previous chapter.  Johnson, whose family was also involved in 

efforts to further Mohegan land claims during the Mason case, arrived at Moor’s in the 

wake of his father’s war-time service to the British, during which Joseph Johnson, Sr. 

wrote home about the “violence of the French and the cost to the Indians” (Murray 

Writings 26).  While Murray notes that Johnson’s mother had both “temporal and 

spiritual imperatives” (26) to send Johnson to Moor’s, now facing life without her 

family’s main financial provider, it is not unreasonable to imagine that she was also 

acutely aware of the complex cultural and linguistic world her son would have to 

negotiate.  Advanced proficiency in the English language would, perhaps, not hurt.   

                                                 
46 Laura Murray notes that this group included “people of Tunxis, Quinnipiac, and Mattabeeset or 
Wangunck descent” (Writings 89). 
 
47 For biographical information about Johnson I rely on Murray, unless otherwise noted. 
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That Occom and Johnson operated within “Native space” even or especially as 

they sought out and implemented their Moor’s education is also clear when we consider 

their self-representations as literacy educators. Consistently, in the autobiographical 

writings and journals in which the two wrote about their work after leaving Moor’s, they 

framed their own literacy activities as community-driven and community-supported, 

emphasizing that their schools were the products of community desire.  This is sharply 

evident, for example, in Occom’s recounting of his decision to open a school at Montauk.  

In his autobiographical narrative, long the only widely published Occom document 

available to modern scholars, Occom noted that upon leaving Wheelock’s 

I endeavoured to find some Employ among the Indians, went to Nahantuck, 
thinking they may Want a School Master, but they one; then went to Naroganset, 
and they were Indifferent about School, and went back to Mohegan, and heard a 
number of our Indians were going to Montauk, on Long Island,--and I went with 
them, and the Indians there were very desirous to have me keep a School amongst 
them, and I Consented, and went back a while to Mohegan and Some in 
November I went on the island, I think it is 17 years ago last Novr.  (Collected 55) 

Recounting these events nearly two decades later, amidst lingering accusations about his 

identity as a “real Indian” in the context of his return from his contentious fundraising 

trip in England, it is striking that Occom included the details about his initial attempts to 

find work at “Nahantuck” [Niantic] and at “Naroganset” [Narragansett].  As Bernd Peyer, 

who first anthologized Occom’s autobiography, notes, by elaborating on the 

circumstances surrounding his arrival at Montauk, Occom pointed out that he got his job 

not with help from his mentor Wheelock but through “the ancient sociolinguistic network 

among Coastal Algonquian Indian communities” (66). If Occom was affirming his 

kinship and community ties, however, he also positioned his own authority as a school 

teacher as coming “directly from the Montauk Indians” (McCarthy 359).  Taking his cues 

from the communities he visits and from “our Indians” at Mohegan, Occom waited to 
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establish himself until he found a community truly “desireous” of his efforts; once there, 

he stayed for seventeen years, with, he is careful to note in the next passage, the 

continued support and urging of Indians at Montauk and surrounding communities.  

Years later, at the far other end of the spectrum of his career, Occom described his 

involvement with Brotherton as again a matter of responding to community desire: “They 

desired me to be a Teacher amongst them, I consented to Spend Some of my remaining 

with them, and make this Town my Home and center—“ (Collected 309).   Now famous 

among both Indian and white southern New England audiences, and with an established 

reputation as a consultant for Indian affairs, Occom still subsumed his own authority to 

communal desire, making it clear that he would serve as a conduit for literacy education 

only when it was certain that the community itself considered that education to be 

valuable.  

Joseph Johnson framed his work as a literacy educator similarly, especially once 

he opened his school at Farmington.  Johnson’s diary from this period, in which he wrote 

almost daily, reflects a confidence and a pragmatism about his duties, which were 

permeated by literacy leadership.  He led and attended “Singing Meetings,” prayer 

sessions, and worship gatherings, at which he would often “hear them read the word of 

God….tend prayers, Sing, Converse, and read Some book for our Edification, & 

Exhortation….” (Writings 157).48  He also kept school, which he referred to as his 

“Calling” and described as consisting of days spent “reading, spelling, & Catachising, 

Exhorting,” praying, and singing (159, 163).  Reporting on what sounds like a parent’s 

visiting day, on which “Came the Indians for to see what Proficiency their Children made 

                                                 
48 All quotations from Joseph Johnson in this chapter are taken from Laura Murray’s collection of 
Johnson’s writings, To Do Good to My Indian Brethren: The Writings of Joseph Johnson, 1751-1776.  This 
will be denoted in parenthetical citations as Writings.  Murray does not include Johnson’s own corrections, 
though she does preserve his spelling, capitalization, and punctuation.  I follow her conventions in these 
excerpts.   
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in 10 Weeks Past” (164), Johnson conveyed his understanding of literacy as a 

community-driven and community-building activity:  

The Children look very Promising.  The Hearts of Parants were not litle Effected 
to See their Children Stand in order, like a row of willow young Tender, and fair, 
Beside a Pleasant fountain, or a living Stream.  Much Pleasing to See the Children 
Earnest to learn.  It is my meat and Drink to teach Such Children.  For my Part I 
never Saw Indians So much desireous of Learning.  (Writings 164) 

In Johnson’s school, as at Wheelock’s, teaching literacy and Christianizing were one.  He 

describes his students as the picture of innocence and potential, set to fulfill a natural plan 

as they stand beside the stream that feeds them.  But it is crucial to note the emphasis 

Johnson placed in this description on his students’ desire to learn.   To be sure, he was 

careful to portray his students as first and foremost obedient vessels ready for their 

schoolwork and for God’s word.  While white observers of Wheelock’s classrooms dwelt 

on that orderliness and on their surprise at finding Indian students replicating the norms 

of an English classroom, however, Johnson stressed the fact that his students delighted in 

their learning.  That Johnson noted the happiness of the parents is also significant, since 

the reluctance of parents to send their children away to English schools was something of 

which he was certainly aware, given his experiences at Oneida.  By emphasizing his 

students’ motivation and desire along with their parents’ satisfaction and involvement 

with the school, Johnson delineated his own efforts from other kinds of (white) 

missionary activity.  And he did so by consistently pointing to the extent to which he had 

been welcomed and his endeavor sanctioned by the Farmington community.   

In fact, Johnson opened his Farmington diary by recounting the circumstances of 

his arrival in terms reminiscent of Occom’s arrival at Montauk.  Though he set out from 

Mohegan originally intending to go to “the Mohawk Country,” Johnson wrote that he 

decided first to stop for a visit at Farmington, wanting “the Indians to meet together, that 
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I might read the Revd Samson Occoms Sermon,” preached at the Execution of Moses 

Paul. Unsure of the distance, he asked for directions from three men he met on the road, 

who assured him that Farmington was not far.  When he arrived:  

I read the Sermon…they heard with much Solmnity, after that we Sang, after that 
I spoke little of the goodness of God to all his Creatures, to us in a Perticular 
manner. Than I Acquainted them of a Proposal, which Mr Occom proposed 
Concerning my keeping a School amongst them if the School was void of a 
Teacher. They all rejoiced, to think of the Proposal.  They Continued asking me if 
I could Content myself with them, so after we had Prayed; we Concluded the 
ensueing Day to go their overseer; to get his Approbation and to Confirm all. 
(Writings 151-152) 

Johnson’s presentation of events emphasized the hand of Providence in his arrival at 

Farmington—had he not met the travelers, perhaps he would not have turned on to the 

Farmington road.  But it also made clear that Johnson’s mandate for opening a school 

came directly from those he would teach, not from Wheelock, his own will, or even from 

his mentor Occom.  And it was only after he gained the community’s approval that he 

sought approval from the “overseer,” who, after testing Johnson’s reading and writing the 

next day, concluded that Johnson was “Capable of the bussiness” (152).49  Johnson’s 

providential reading of events may actually have been his code for asserting an agenda 

over and above Wheelock’s, which involved sending him to Mohawk Country.  Instead, 

Johnson followed a plan driven by a community that accepted and welcomed him.   

Johnson may actually already have had a connection to Farmington, where, 

according to Laura Murray, a small community of mixed descent lived “in a bend of the 

Farmington River” (“Joseph Johnson’s Diary” 45).50  In his diary entry of a few days 

                                                 
49 The Reverend Timothy Pitkin was minister at Farmington from 1752-1785. 
 
50 Murray reports that the census of Farmington in 1774 “counted only twelve men, fourteen women, and 
seventeen children” (“Joseph Johnson’s Diary” 45). 
 



 106 

later, Johnson reiterated his acceptance by the Farmington community by recounting a 

conversation he had with “one of the chiefs,” who “told me, that he was very intimate 

with my father in time of war…and after all he acquainted me most freely the Special 

regards he had for me also, and assurd me that I had more that loved me now, truly than 

Ever I had my life time before.  He said that all was well pleased that I made a Stop here 

to Spend the winter with them…” (155).  This moment speaks to Johnson’s usual, 

profound loneliness as his status of “outsider” is temporarily exonerated and he is 

welcomed into the Farmington community.  But it also suggests that Johnson’s kinship 

ties, established by the Chief’s affirmation of his relationship with Johnson’s father, may 

have brought him to Farmington in the first place.  Either way, in reporting this 

encounter, Johnson asserted his position in “Native space,” distinguishing his endeavors 

from many of those sanctioned and supported by white authorities by locating his 

authority as a teacher and leader once again as stemming from within his new community 

itself, rather than something that was imposed from without. 

For both Occom and Johnson, emphasizing the ways that their communities 

recruited and encouraged their work as literacy educators extended into a portrayal of the 

literacy instruction they provided as itself a communal and community-building event, 

portrayals that both echo and emend the model of education they experienced at Moor’s.  

In his autobiographical narrative, for example, Occom described the pedagogy he 

developed at Montauk: 

My method in the School was, as Soon as the Children got together, and took 
their proper Seats, I Prayed with them, then began to hear them, I generally began 
(after Some of them Could Spell and Read) With those that were yet in their 
Alphabets, So around, as they were properly Seated, till I got through, and I 
obligd them to Study their Books, and to help one another, When they Coud not 
make out a hard word they Brought to me…Concluded with Prayer; I generally 
heard my Evening Scholars 3 Times Round, And as they go out the School, every 
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one, that Can Spell, is obligd to Spell a Word, and to go out Leisurely one after 
another,--I Catechised 3 or 4 Times a Week according to the Assembly’s Shorter 
Catechism, and many Times Proposed Questions of my own, and in my own 
Tonugue,--  (Collected 56) 

Like the school day at Moor’s that John Smith observed in 1764, Occom’s program 

included reading and recitation in the round, an individual focus on smaller pieces of text, 

prayer, and catechesis.  At the same time, we see in this description some of the ways that 

Occom was re-working the model of instruction he knew from his tutelage with 

Wheelock by emphasizing the communality of the classroom and his own efforts to make 

his instruction relevant and useful.  Occom’s students not only read successively, but they 

were explicitly asked to help one another, a practice that shifted the center of knowledge 

or power in the room from Occom to the students themselves.51  

Occom also presented his use of catechesis as a deliberate modification of the 

methodology and of the text itself: he began with the official text, and then extended that 

text by asking questions of his own, in his own language.  It is important to note that 

Occom was using the same catechism that Wheelock used, the Westminster Assembly’s 

Shorter Catechism, which spawned an industry of “methods” and explications from its 

inception in the mid-seventeenth century.52  Less doctrinal modifications than suggestions 

about how the catechism should be taught, such explanations reinforced the perception of 

the catechism as a special tool for the needy and weak-minded.  Those who did not learn 

                                                 
51 Occom’s description is somewhat reminiscent of Lancasterian education, a system of monitorial 
instruction popularized in the early and mid nineteenth century.  The Lancasterian system was 
characterized by a hierarchical program involving older students as “monitors,” assisting younger students.  
Ronald Rayman notes that Lancasterian education was seized upon by missionaries as a “solution” for 
Indian education in the early 1800s but, in Rayman’s analysis, in every case the system dissolved into an 
emphasis on manual instruction. 
 
52 The Westminster Assembly’s Shorter Catechism was commissioned by Parliament in 1647 for the 
purpose of preparing and issuing doctrinal statements that would encourage uniformity among the English, 
Scottish, and Irish churches.  It eventually became the dominant catechism in New England (See Littlefield 
109). 
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the catechism were destined, as Thomas Doolittle wrote, to “hear practical sermons as 

riddles which they cannot understand, because they were never taught catechitical 

doctrines and terms in a familiar way, adapted to their weak capacities” (quoted in 

Carruthers 8).53  Wheelock’s description of his own use of the Shorter Catechism 

suggests that he stuck closely with the script, holding students accountable to the 

particular questions and answers it specified: “[T]hose who are able answer a Question in 

the Assembly’s Catechism, and have some questions asked them upon it, and an Answer 

expounded to them.”  We can’t know what questions Occom asked of his students, or 

whether and how these questions were different from those students at Moor’s answered 

in their own daily catechesis.  Given this context, however, that Occom revised 

catechitical practice, asking his own questions “in my own Tonugue,” shows us that he 

was actively translating the pedagogical tools circulating around him into what he 

deemed more effective practices for his particular students.   

That kind of translation work is evident as well in Occom’s description of his 

method for teaching reading to those students he found “Some What Dull” in that they 

could “Distinguish the Sounds by the Ear, but their Eyes can’t Distinguish the Letters” 

(Collected 56).  In his short autobiography, Occom recounted a procedure he developed 

specifically for these students, which involved glueing letters of the alphabet onto cedar 

chips, and then asking his students to bring him particular letters: “When they Can bring 

any Letters, this way, then I Just Jumble them together, and bid them to Set them in 

Alphabetical order, and it is a Pleasure to them; and they soon Learn their Letters this 

way” (56).  Of course, we should be somewhat skeptical of any teacher’s profession of 

                                                 
53 Doolittle’s A plain method of catechizing with a prefatory catechism (1700) was sent to Wheelock by 
the SPCK in 1763 (EWP 763272) and is listed in Wheelock’s library list of 1775.  Doolittle’s “plain 
method” was typical of other expositions in its length (406 pages) and in its mass circulation among the 
poor (Carruthers 11). 
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his students’ joy in learning, but, the students’ pleasure aside, what emerges here is a 

picture of a teacher who pays acute attention to where his students are and to what they 

need, and who adapts and invents his pedagogy accordingly.54  This may be true of any 

student-centered classroom, but in light of the pedagogy Occom himself experienced as a 

student, and in the context of his strategic autobiographical representation, it is a 

powerful statement of his belief in the value of a literacy education that was responsive to 

and valuable to a specific community of learners.   

In the final lines of his narrative, Occom brings home the impact of this stance.  

After a forthright condemnation of his sponsoring societies for failing to compensate him 

a living wage during his work at Montauk, Occom concluded: “So I am ready to Say, 

they have usd thus, because I Can’t Instruct the Indians so well as other Missionaries, but 

I can asure them I have endeavourd to teach them as well as I how—” (58).  At the end of 

a narrative full of instances of white missionary inadequacy and failure, it is difficult to 

read these lines as anything other than pointedly ironic.  Occom had done more than 

teach as well as he knew how; he had developed a theory and practice that distinguished 

itself from colonial approaches by placing community need at the heart of literacy 

education. 

Joseph Johnson expressed a similar understanding of the close relationship 

between literacy and community in his focus on leading and encouraging singing, both in 

his school and in the Farmington community at large.55  Just a little over a week after 

                                                 
54 The alphabetic method was standard in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but Occom’s invention 
appears to have consisted in having students physically relate to the letters, rather than just pronounce them 
(see Monaghan 386-387).  For further discussions of Occom’s teaching methods, see Nelson 56-57, Peyer 
Tutor’d 66, Peyer “Betrayal,” McCarthy 361. 
 
55 Occom also embraced singing as a key to achieving a common literate and religious culture; he compiled 
and published a Collection of Hymns and Sacred Songs (1774), and many of his hymns were later 
“absorbed into the canon of American hymnody” (J. Brooks Collected 24).  See also J. Brooks American 
Lazarus 51-86.   



 110 

arriving in Farmington, Johnson reported on an evening gathering during which “we 

Concluded to have A singing Meeting twice in a week” (Writings 153).  A few days later, 

he noted that he spent the morning making “3 gamuts or Singing Books, that is, Cut them 

out, & sewed them together…the indians are all desireous of haveing Gamuts, but I am in 

Continual hurry. Nevertheless, I purpose to furnish them with Singing books as Soon as 

time will admit” (155).  Here, it is again the Farmington community’s desire for gamuts, 

or musical instruction books, that Johnson says drove his actions.  He clearly believed, 

though, that singing was a valuable methodology.  Two days later, he wrote in his diary 

of a very “solemn” evening “conferance” during which there were “many tears Shead. 

Some Said they valued Such meetings more than other, that is, the singing meetings” 

(157).  Despite this critique, there is no let up in the energy Johnson devotes to singing 

books and singing meetings after this, and singing continued to be a major part of his 

classroom activity.  This is evident in his diary entry about the Farmington parents’ 

visiting day, in which Johnson imagined how his scholars might look to an observer with 

enough worldly experience to compare them to students from other schools.  It was their 

singing, he imagined, that would bring the most praise:  

I have been Different Parts of this Continent, among different Tribes of the 
Natives, Scattered up and Down but I Challenge all Indian Schools and School 
masters, to Show me the order of their Schools, English or English or Indian. (I 
mean all […] I have been Acquainted as yet.)  My Challange is this, that they 
Excel this School in Manners, & Proficiency Considering the time, as well as the 
age of the Schollars, that they have been Under my Care. Also I challenge 
Schoolmasters to bring the Several Tribes among which, Perhaps, they have 
resided for, not only 10 weeks, but 10 Months and Perhaps 10 years, and more 
against this Tribe, with whome I have resided 10 weeks.  My Challenge is this 
that they Excell this Tribe in Singing, the Musical Art, if you tribes Can attend 
that Part of Solemn, worship with Deacency  (Writings 164-165)   

At this point Johnson’s entry ends, as Laura Murray notes, “abandoned.”  It’s tempting to 

speculate over Johnson’s reason for backing off from his enthusiastic moment of self-
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flattery, but the nature of his pride is telling in itself.  In bragging about his students’ skill 

at singing, Johnson was implying their religious fervor, since we can be sure they were 

singing religious hymns, to music most likely “pricked out” by Johnson himself.  Writing 

about Moor’s student David Fowler’s emphasis on singing in his service to the Oneidas, 

however, Margaret Szasz points out that singing was a “communitywide means of 

instruction that could be enjoyed by everyone, regardless of language barriers” (Indian 

244).  Though Johnson apparently did not face a language barrier in Farmington, by 

focusing on his students’ singing abilities, Johnson, too, was reflecting his response to the 

practical challenge of keeping students of various ages and degrees of literacy engaged.  

His enthusiastic boast implies that he was proud of his success at encouraging and 

integrating an appropriate fervor for literacy into this community. 

But could Johnson’s students read and write? How well did they know the Bible?  

Johnson’s brag about his students’ accomplishments does not, significantly, answer those 

questions.  Instead, he emphasized his students’ communal achievement—hinging his bet 

not on the performance of one or two stellar students and not even, as his final lines 

suggest, on the proficiency of his scholars alone, but rather on the singing abilities of 

“this Tribe,” together and as a whole.  This is a significant departure from the 

measurements in use at Wheelock’s school.  Wheelock reported carefully on his student’s 

individual textual prowess, noting their progress according to chapter, verse, and mastery 

of classical authors.  By not providing that kind of information, Johnson gives even more 

important information about the kind of literacy that he found valuable, successful, and 

embraced within the Farmington community: a literacy that gained power as it was 

expressed in community, and, simultaneously, that was useful in that it encouraged and 

furthered a sense of community.  Given that Johnson was engaged in leading and 

directing the negotiations for land on behalf of the pan-Indian Brotherton movement—a 



 112 

movement of which the Farmington Indians were a part—while he was “keeping school” 

at Farmington, this is a particularly resonant stance. 

In their own representations of their roles as literacy educators, then, Occom and 

Johnson re-worked the functionalist approach to literacy education operative at Moor’s in 

key ways.  They continually cast themselves as responsive to community desires, and 

they downplayed individual literacy accomplishment in favor of community impacts.  As 

we have seen, both Occom and Johnson represented English language education as 

deeply desired by, and useful for, the communities they worked within, and they both 

attended to the specific needs of those communities as they crafted their pedagogies.  

This is a sharp contrast with the approaches advocated by Wheelock and by his funders, 

who wanted certain kinds of literacies to be taught for specific ends—to train students for 

specific vocations, with, they hoped, predictable effects.   

It is also the case, however, that Occom and Johnson distinguished their 

approaches from the kind of education they themselves experienced at Wheelock’s 

school in another significant way: all the schools Occom and Johnson established can 

fairly be called “basic” literacy schools, schools that more closely approximated the 

English or town school model of education than the grammar-school approach favored by 

Wheelock during their own time at Moor’s, and the same is true of the other schools 

operated by former Moor’s students as well.  There is no indication, at least in the 

surviving records, that Wheelock’s former students intended their scholars to go on to 

college or engaged in the double, triple, and even quadruple foreign language 

education—i.e., training in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew as well as English—they 

themselves underwent at Moor’s.  Is there, then, some truth to Margaret Szasz’s 

characterization of the gap between Wheelock’s methods and his students’ efforts, that, 

though they themselves “had once pondered over recitations of Horace or Cicero, their 
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pupils struggled to master spelling books, occasionally progressing to the New 

Testament” (244)?  In distinguishing themselves from and even overtly countering the 

aims underlying Moor’s, were Occom and Johnson critiquing and countering the methods 

and substance of a Moor’s literacy education itself? 

Literacy in Practice 

In this section, I depart from my focus on Occom’s and Johnson’s explicit 

representations of their work as literacy educators in order to address those questions. 

Conducting a close reading of a broader sample of the Occom and Johnson archives, I 

focus on the literacy practices they implemented in their own rhetorical performances, 

often on behalf of the communities in which they worked.  In calling these “literacy 

practices” I draw on those scholars within literacy studies who have long argued for an 

understanding of literacy not as what Brian Street calls a “neutral technology” but rather 

within an “ideological model,” in which technical skills are understood “as they are 

encapsulated within cultural wholes and within structures of power” (435).  In the 

analysis that follows, I am interested in documents that are not about education per se, 

but that help to illustrate the uses of English language literacy within the complex cultural 

and political nexus within which Occom and Johnson lived, worked, and wrote once they 

left Moor’s and began to teach, minister, and travel among the New England tribes.  I 

find that the critical practices key to their advocacies rest on a deep attention to text and 

the generation of interpretative analyses—practices that owe a significant debt to their 

own ministerial education.  The accumulation of this evidence suggests, I will argue 

below, that Occom and Johnson were not “resisting” or even “appropriating” their white 

colonial education as much as they were negotiating and even advocating its role within 

their communities.   
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With that said, there are many compelling examples within Occom’s and 

Johnson’s body of writings of the ways that the two strategically exercised English 

language literacy in order to critique dominant power structures and to put forward an 

oppositional vision of those methodologies and goals that in their view would truly 

benefit Native communities.  Many of these instances center on an insistence on textual 

accuracy in response to white-authored documents, an insistence that seems motivated by 

a sense of historical responsibility to insert Indian lives and experience into the “official” 

narrative.  In December 1765, for example, just days before sailing for his fundraising 

trip to England, Occom wrote to Wheelock in part to correct a mistake in Wheelock’s 

second and just-published narrative about Moor’s.  Wheelock had reported that the white 

Reverend Samuel Kirkland, formerly also a student at Moor’s, had recently brought 

thirteen Seneca boys with him on a 200-mile journey to re-supply his mission to the 

Oneida, a journey on which, according to Wheelock, four boys died.  In fact, Occom 

corrected Wheelock, “it was the Chief Sachem his wife and 3 of their Children and ten or 

11 others Came Down with Mr Kirkland, and it was the Sachem’s Wife 2 of his Children 

and one more Died while they were down.”  It is not a stretch to hear in this correction a 

critique of Wheelock’s lack of sensitivity to tribal relationships, a suggestion accentuated 

by Occom’s next line, in which he noted that “I was at the Burying of the Sachems Wife, 

and the Nex Day Sir William [Johnson] Condoled the Death of the Queen in a Solemn 

Manner according to the Indian Custom” (Collected 74-75).  By stressing Sir Johnson’s 

appropriate behavior, Occom certainly seems to have been chastising Wheelock for his 

oversight and negligence in failing to acknowledge such an important event.56  Beyond 

asserting that Wheelock should be more attentive to the political and social relationships 

                                                 
56 We can also read this an example of what Kimberly Roppolo calls “indirect discourse,” a convention of 
Native American discourse that involves politely and subtly pointing out someone’s mistakes via 
“implication, rather than explication” (316). 
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within the tribes with which he interacted, however, Occom’s corrections also established 

his sense of the kind of historical information that mattered.  Accurately noting the 

movements and deaths of Indian peoples was important to Occom, while for Wheelock, 

who ignored the presence of the sachem and his family entirely, simply recording the fact 

that Kirkland traveled with a contingency of Seneca sufficed, perhaps because it 

suggested that the missionary was making successful inroads with the tribe.  

That impulse to intervene, via written language, in the pattern of 

misrepresentation and obfuscation of Indian lives by colonial authorities was the impetus 

as well for Occom’s short autobiography.  The prefatory lines to both of the two 

surviving drafts of his narrative, written in November 1765, and September 1768, make 

clear that he was writing not, as Joanna Brooks puts it, as a “voluntary or creative 

expression of his personhood, not even as a dutiful record of his conversion,” but as a 

direct response to the accusations levied against his character before and after his 

fundraising trip to England (Collected 20).  “Having Seen and heard Several 

Representations, in England and Scotland, made wrote by Some Several gentlemen in 

America, Concerning me” he wrote in 1768, “and finding many miss representations and 

gross Mistakes in their Account, —I thought it my Duty to give a Short Plain and Honest 

Account of myself, that those who may See my Account hereafter see it, may know the 

Truth Concerning me.— ” (Collected 52).  Occom could probably not have imagined 

how widely circulated, anthologized, and scrutinized his “Short Plain and Honest 

Account” would become in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, but he 

apparently understood that insisting on textual accuracy, and setting the written record 

straight, was the first step in holding authorities accountable to “the Truth”—to a vision 

of Indian lives and experience not dictated by colonizing agendas.   
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This was a strategy Occom implemented for more targeted reasons as well, often 

with the aim of correcting the wildly disparate allocation of money to Indian and white 

missionaries by their sponsoring societies.  In his autobiographical narrative, for example, 

after reporting the salary granted a single white missionary by a society also supporting 

Occom, Occom wrote: “Now You See What difference they made between me and other 

Missionaries; they gave me 180 Pounds for 12 years Service, which they gave for one 

years Service in another Mission” (Collected 58).  In a letter to Connecticut Governor 

Trumbull, Joseph Johnson pointed out similar discrepancies between the salaries of his 

“fellow labourers, both English, & Indians…Methinks I see some receiving 30 Pounds 

[…] 24 Pounds & others 22 Pounds, &c.”  He went on to ask: “If an Indian is Capable, & 

is faithfull, & is Serviceable as and English man in the business, and answers the End as 

well? Why […] reasonable that an Indian Should meet with the same Encouragement? 

And be made Equal Shearer of the bounty with the English man” (Writings 188-189).  

Both Occom and Johnson were clear, here and elsewhere, that the cause of such 

disparities was deep prejudice, or, as Occom put it, “I believe it is because I am poor 

Indian” (Collected 58).  The device which allowed them to bring these prejudices to light 

in their writing, again and again, was the careful use of written language as a tool for 

establishing and correcting the written historical record and for inserting truths English 

authorities might have preferred to overlook.   

These are pointed examples of the ways that Occom and Johnson used English 

language literacy to further what Cherokee scholar Jace Weaver calls “communitism,” a 

melding of community and activism, consisting of “proactive commitment to Native 

community” (43).  But Occom’s and Johnson’s writings indicate more than that the two 

conceived of and utilized English language education on behalf of Native concerns and 

communities, often in ways that directly opposed and confronted colonial authorities and 
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visions.  Their writings also suggest that the two valued, and sought to encourage, some 

of the specific literacy strategies they were trained in at Moor’s.  They may have co-

opted, appropriated, and strategically utilized their English language training in the 

service of what Deborah Brandt would call “ulterior projects,” but they were also 

invested and implicated in the institutional literacies in which they were educated.  This 

is the more difficult and elusive dynamic I will tease out of their writings in the 

remainder of this section.  

The duality I am pointing to—the use of literacy sponsored by the institution to 

counter the institution and the larger structures in which it was embedded, and a 

simultaneous investment in that institutional literacy—is evident in Occom’s sharpest 

complaint about Wheelock’s school, captured in a letter he wrote Wheelock in 1771.  In 

part, the letter demonstrates again Occom’s use of textual accuracy to correct Wheelock 

and to hold him accountable to facts he would apparently rather forget.  Responding both 

to a personal letter and to his latest school narrative, in which Wheelock reported on 

Moor’s removal to New Hampshire, Occom took issue with several of Wheelock’s 

statements, including Wheelock’s accusation that Occom and David Fowler had been 

reluctant to travel again into Iroquois country.  Occom explained: “as to my [word 

crossed out] being under a Mistake about my and Davids going into the Wilderness I am 

not, I would have gone up and David too, the Spring after I got Home from England, but 

you Said, you had no money to Assist me with, and you yourself Discouraged David 

from going” (Collected 98).   Holding Wheelock accountable to his own words in this 

case meant holding him responsible for his own failure to support the very missions he 

supposedly encouraged.  It meant, in other words, pointing out the contradiction Occom 

had witnessed to be at the heart of Wheelock’s and other white sponsors’ relationships 
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with Indian missionaries: in words, they supported the missionaries’ work, but in practice 

they often underfinanced those missions to the point of total discouragement. 

As Occom’s letter continued, his critique shifted to the school’s larger turn 

towards white students, revealing both his disgust with Wheelock’s betrayal and 

Occom’s own investment in Moor’s itself:  

I am very Jealous that instead of your Semenary Becoming alma Mater, she will 
be too alba mater to Suckle the Tawnees, for She is already aDorn’d up too much 
like the Popish Virgin Mary. She’ll be Naturally asham’d to Suckle the Tawnees 
for She is already equal in Power, Honor and Authority to and any College in 
Europe, I think your College has too much Worldly Grandeur for the Poor Indians 
they’ll never have much benefet of it, —In So Saying I Speak the general 
Sentiment of Indians and English too in these parts… your having So many White 
Scholars and So few or no Indian Scholars, gives me great Discouragement—I 
verily thought once that your Institution was Intended Purely for the poor Indians 
(Collected 99)  

Occom’s use of the “poor Indian” trope here is certainly an example of his adoption of 

the dominant discourse about Indians in order to critique white authority while furthering 

what he sees to be the goals of Native communities.  In his assertion that he speaks “the 

general sentiment of Indians and English” around Mohegan he also, characteristically, 

sublimated his authority within a larger communal voice, in this case speaking for the 

communities Wheelock had abandoned by moving to Hanover.  And as others have 

noted, Occom’s “Popish Mary” accusation reverses the standard, denigrating association 

of Indian ritual with Catholic practice, suggesting that Wheelock’s school was out of 

control and out of the bounds of appropriate Christian behavior (Axtell Invasion 215, 

Gustafson 92).   

But Occom’s clever alma mater (“soul mother”) / alba mater (“white mother”) 

pun twists even more deeply.  Using the Latin language he mastered in Wheelock’s 

school, Occom positioned Wheelock as the errant student and himself as the knowing 
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teacher.  As Occom himself pointed out years later, he was actually revising language 

that Wheelock had written to Occom several months earlier.  In a letter to a friend in 

1784, Occom recounted the reasons for his break with Wheelock, remembering: “he 

wrote me a Letter, in Which I found this Sentense, I hope You Will live to See Scores of 

your Tawney Brethren Nourish’d by By This Alma Mater, —in answere to it, I Wrote 

This Sentense”—at which point Occom repeated almost exactly the first lines from his 

1771 letter.  Clearly, Occom considered his pun to be strategic and significant, worth 

recounting verbatim years later as a marker of his frustrations with Wheelock’s school.  

On one level, Occom’s adoption of Wheelock’s words served to point up the emptiness 

of Wheelock’s language by establishing the impossibility of “nourishing” Indians in a 

school that did not support Indian students, and which had even departed from the Native 

territory within which it promised to operate.  Yet Occom’s pun in itself reminded 

Wheelock of what was at the heart of his original design:  to educate Indians to be 

missionaries among their own tribes.  As we’ve seen, and as Occom well knew, that 

design entailed, in the school’s earlier years, carrying out the elements of a ministerial 

education, including training in Latin and in Greek.  More than simply denouncing the 

absence of Indian students, in recycling Wheelock’s language and in demonstrating 

Occom’s own competence in the classical tongues he learned from Wheelock, Occom 

was holding Wheelock accountable to the dimensions and scope of his own plan.  

That Wheelock erred specifically by straying from his design to educate Indian 

ministers is a position to which Occom held firm over the course of his lifetime.  Two 

years later, Occom reiterated this view in a brief and curt letter informing Wheelock that 

“in my apprehentions, your present Plan is not Calculated to Benefit the poor 

Indians…unless there is an alteration Sutable to the Minds of the Indians, you will never 

do much more good among the Indians, your First Plan was much better than the last, and 
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you did much good in it” (Collected 105).  Nearly fifteen years later, after Wheelock’s 

death and with his son John Wheelock now in charge of Dartmouth, Occom explained in 

the same letter in which he recalled his original exchange with Wheelock about the 

school’s move, that “the Indians in general who have been acquainted with Dr Wheelocks 

management with his Indian Schollars in his Day, and the present managers, are not 

pleased with them,  (they do not know how to Use the Indians)—” (Collected 123).  

Consistently, Occom did not disparage the school’s original aim or intention itself but 

rather the ways the school had changed and strayed.  

But why? What, specifically, did Occom value about the literacy education he 

received at Moor’s? What had he hoped to further through his extensive fundraising 

activities?  What was at stake for him in longing to see the school’s original mission 

sustained?  These are, of course, questions we cannot answer definitively.  My reading of 

Occom’s own rhetorical performances, however, leads me to venture that the literacy 

practices Occom valued most were those rooted in careful attention to text, most often 

Scripture, and the extension of interpretative analysis—the very skills that were the thrust 

of Wheelock’s (momentarily) classical humanist approach to literacy education at 

Moor’s.   

Consider, for example, Occom’s reflection upon his return from England in 1768, 

on what “I honestly and soberly think of the Bishops, Lord Bishops, and Archbishops of 

England,” who refused to grant Occom “one single brass farthing” for evangelizing 

Indians in America.  In a letter to an unidentified recipient, he wrote: 

In my view, they don’t look like Gospel Bishops or ministers of Christ. I can’t 
find them in the Bible.  I think they a good deal resemble the Anti-Christian 
Popes.  I find the Gospel Bishops resemble, in some good measure, their good 
Master…They discover meekness and humility; are gentle and kind unto all 
men—ready to do good unto all—they are compassionate and merciful unto the 
miserable, and charitable to the poor. But I did not find the Bishops of England 
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so…It seems to me that they are very indifferent whether the poor Indians go to 
Heaven or Hell...I am apt to think they don’t want the Indians to go to Heaven 
with them.  (Collected 86) 

In this passage, Occom held the English Bishops accountable to his understanding of 

what Bishops should do and be, based on his own reading of the Bishops in the Gospel.  

That Occom’s comparison hinged in part on his skill at textual analysis and his attention 

to textual accuracy is evident in his use of biblical phrasing and vocabulary.  Adding that 

he “can’t find them in the Bible” was one way of suggesting that he knew the stories 

better than they did—or more specifically, that he grasped the intention and message of 

the Gospel where they did not.  Starting with the Gospel allowed Occom to levy a 

powerful critique, one that again involved pointing out the contradictions and 

discrepancies in his world but that depended specifically on an assertion of Occom’s own 

scriptural analysis and interpretation.  

Utilizing close readings of specific Bible stories in order to hold other Christians 

accountable to their professed beliefs and to guide them towards a specific interpretation 

of real-world events is the strategy at the heart of several of the most powerful rhetorical 

performances in Joseph Johnson’s writings as well.  In 1773, for example, Johnson wrote 

to Connecticut Governor Trumbull largely to request a dependable and fair salary for his 

continued work keeping school at Farmington.  Already immersed in the effort to acquire 

land from the Oneida for Brotherton, however, Johnson also made reference to a previous 

visit to the Governor, apparently to seek support for the Brotherton settlement.  In his 

recollection of this visit, Johnson likened his appearance before Trumbull to Nehemiah’s 

appearance before the King in the Old Testament, when he requested permission and 

support to go help rebuild the destroyed city of Jerusalem (Neh 1-2): 

Most Noble Governor, when I was admited into thy Presence, and stood before 
thee my Mind turned upon Nehemiah of old, who once was the king’s Cup-
bearer, and I considered of the time when he took up the wine, and gave it unto 
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the king, being Sad; and I reflected upon these words of king Artaxerxes unto 
him, for what dost thou make request? & I remembered that Nehemiah the Son of 
Hachaliah, made an Ejaculatory Prayer to the great god of heaven & Earth, and 
found favour both from the King of Heaven, and of Artaxerxes the king. And thus 
O Governor was my Soul Exercised, before I Sat out from home, and while I was 
by the way, before I arrived to the Place of your residence, also while I stood 
before thee. And I humbly hope that I, the Indians, and the children which the 
Lord hath given them, Shall likewise find favour in his gracious sight, and in the 
Eyes & hearts of his Servants to whom we made our wants known in our Petition.  
(Writings 186-187) 

It is not surprising that both Occom and Joseph Johnson found parallels between the 

wanderings, trials, and rebuilding of the Israelites in the Old Testament and the 

migrations, obstacles, and reconciliation of the communities they worked within, 

especially those involved with the settlement at Brotherton (see Murray Writings 173, J. 

Brooks Collected 246).  As Laura Murray notes, underlying Johnson’s anecdote is a 

powerful parallel between Jerusalem and Brotherton; Johnson implied that the Christian 

Indians seeking refuge “are also a ‘nation’ like the children of Israel. They too may be 

capable of banding together to build a city, to assemble a genealogy, and to relearn 

ancient laws”  (Writings 18-19).  By extension, if Johnson was offering a typological 

interpretation of the Nehemiah story, suggesting that the Israelites prefigured the 

Christian Indians, he was doing so in order to imply a model for the actions of colonial 

authorities regulating and restricting the Brotherton land negotiations.  After all, the 

thrust of Johnson’s retelling lies on the King’s actions, and not on the Israelites. In the 

Old Testament story, Nehemiah departs not only with permission to rebuild Jerusalem, 

but also with letters of support granting him passage for his journey and materials for 

rebuilding, and with an army escort.  In closing his retelling with a directive 

interpretation—“And I humbly hope that I, the Indians, and the children which the Lord 

hath given them, Shall likewise find favour in his gracious sight”—Johnson invited the 

Governor to “likewise” grant him such support. 



 123 

In referencing Nehemiah in his supplication to the Governor, and setting forth his 

own symbolic understanding of the story, Johnson was recalling Trumbull to a larger set 

of commitments and interests.  On one hand, these interests were political.  This is the 

suggestion behind Johnson’s complaint, two years later, about the thwarting of the first 

attempts to remove to Brotherton.  “[I]t seemed to me Matter of great Surprize,” Johnson 

noted in a letter to the Superintendent of Indian Affairs who replaced Sir William 

Johnson, “that as the People of New England had got almost all our Lands from us, and 

thereby Oblig’d us to go else where, Shoul’d want to Stop us now, when a year ago they 

wanted to get rid of us” (Writings 255).  Impeding the efforts of the communities 

involved in removing to Brotherton did not make political sense, Johnson argued, given 

that Indian removal had long been the goal of colonial policy.  That is a direct enough 

statement of the illogic and inconsistency underlying colonial treatment of New England 

tribes.  But Johnson’s interpretation of Nehemiah implied another, perhaps even more 

powerful argument against colonial intervention in the plans for resettlement: rebuilding 

the community was the authentically Christian thing to do.  Not to treat the Christian 

Indians as the Israelites were treated, he asserts, was not to live up to the model 

established in the sacred books. 

That Johnson and Occom both relied on biblical analysis and interpretation in 

order to set forward a vision of what should be, even or especially when it was out of step 

with what was, is perhaps one of the reasons Wheelock’s funders found his initial 

educational scheme at Moor’s so troubling.  To teach Indians the tools at the heart of the 

ministerial profession—translation, exegesis, application—was to relinquish, or at least to 

extend, the power of interpretation.  That anxiety about who should have the right and 

authority to interpret Scripture was of course central to the fears stirred among more 

traditional Congregationalists during the Great Awakening in response to the activities of 
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untrained enthusiasts.  Johnson, officially qualified only as a schoolteacher, came closer 

than the ordained Occom to being a “lay exhorter.”  But both men, trained by one of the 

most formidable preachers among New England’s own New Lights, were perhaps 

testament to the creation, in Harry Stout’s words about the effect of the Great 

Awakening, to the creation of a “popular culture of the Word in which ordinary men and 

women were able to formulate theological positions, defend them from Scripture, record 

them in their own words, and express them publicly” (210).  What Occom did in his 

reflection on the English Bishops and what Johnson did in calling upon the story of 

Nehemiah was to frame the terms of their disagreement (in Occom’s case, with the 

decision of the English Bishops not to fund Moor’s, and in Johnson’s case, with the 

Governor’s failure to support the Brotherton settlement) as a scriptural disagreement.  In 

including his version of Nehemiah in his letter to the Governor, Johnson didn’t only 

insert himself and his communities into biblical history; he in effect enrolled the 

Governor in a scriptural discourse.  Here is my interpretation, he seems to say—an 

interpretation that carries with it the weight of particular action and application; what’s 

yours?  The implication of Johnson’s implementation of this interpretation is that not to 

respond—not to see these parallels and not to take up the Brotherton cause—was not to 

subscribe to God. 

In the two examples described above, scriptural interpretation was wielded to 

critique and influence Anglo authority, but this was a strategy Johnson used to model 

actions within his Indian communities as well.  Soon after he arrived at Farmington, and 

in the same entry in which he reported the Farmington chief’s acceptance and 

encouragement of him, for example, Johnson described an incident in which he was 

asked to examine a “Stragling man” by the chief and one of Farmington’s “young men.”  

The visitor, who “Seem’d to be somewhat delirious, or in other words Crazy” turned out 
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to be what Johnson called a “Spanish Indian,” and a servant banished by an abusive 

master.57   Though initially reluctant to lead the examination, thinking himself “not 

capable, not knowing the Customs of People Enough,” Johnson finally agreed, and 

compeled the two Farmington Indians to treat the man humanely by recalling biblical 

parallels:   

I did my uttermost Endeavour that he should not be abused, as it seemed to me 
that all there design, was to make a sport of him. But I remembered Joseph & his 
brethren, how Joseph Said, for I fear God, do this. And I remembered Our 
Saviour, when he was brought before Pilate, he answered not a word. My heart 
was arous’d with Compassion towards the Pitifull Object, and as I had 
Considerable Influence in this Place I endeavour’d to use it, for his safety…I 
spoke boldly, on his behalf, and desired them to require no further Inteligence 
from him, and use him as becoming rational Creatures or Christians…I went out, 
& they Said they would not abuse him, and would harken to all my advice, & 
words.  (Writings 154) 

Though it is not clear whether Johnson vocalized the biblical examples he had in mind as 

he examined the “Spanish Indian,” his description of the encounter shows him choosing 

and exposing biblical passages and applying their lesson to a specific time and place—as 

any good minister might.  Specifically, the parallels he chose asked that he and the 

Farmington Indians, initially inclined to interrogate and threaten the visitor, instead 

identify him with the divine.  Joseph, upon a visit from his brothers who are desperate to 

buy corn in a time of famine, eventually forgives them their drastic mistreatment of him 

and invites them to live with him—and he does this, as Johnson noted, not because of his 

own desire to forgive them but for fear of God (Gen 42-47).  Jesus, brought before Pilate 

after his betrayal, refuses to answer any of the charges brought against him, though this 

costs him his life (Mat 27).  Both stories tell of outsiders—Joseph, Jesus—whose actions 

(forgiving the brothers who did their best to kill him; refusing to say the words that would 

                                                 
57 This is the only mention of this or any other “Spanish Indian” in Johnson’s writings, and it is unclear 
what he means by this label.  
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save him) might seem crazy, mad, even delirious—if not interpreted as God’s will.  Both 

men were acting contrary to the expectations of their human communities because they 

were obeying a higher power.  These examples steer Johnson, and his audience, to put 

aside their impulse towards divisiveness and interrogation and instead embrace 

brotherhood and reconciliation, treating the stranger as they would treat the Son of God, 

or a member of their own family or community.  Just as when he recounted the story of 

Nehemiah to the Governor, Johnson’s recollection of these biblical incidents amounts to 

an assertion of what it means to be Christian—what it means, in his own words, to 

behave as “becoming rational Creatures or Christians.”   

In other words, in calling upon Scripture in order to advocate and impel the 

Farmington Indians to act “as Christians,” Johnson was doing exactly what Wheelock 

envisioned “his” Indian missionaries would do.  In fact, in many ways, we might read 

Johnson’s anecdote as a replay of another trope popular in the literature of colonization—

the willing Indian ripe for conversion.  By describing the Farmington men’s easy and 

immediate adoption of his warning, Johnson implies that their process of becoming 

Christians will be effortless—indeed, has already begun.  Johnson’s representation of the 

event emphasized the clear connection between modeling and impelling Christian action; 

he concluded the passage by noting that, upon leaving, he was assured that the man 

would not be harmed, and that they would “harken to all my advice, & words.”  Such 

portrayals of the eager, curious, and ready-to-adapt Indian were central to a long-popular 

catechistical genre of English tracts like John Eliot’s Indian Dialogues (1671), Roger 

Williams’s A Key Into the Language of America (1643), and Thomas Wilson’s An Essay 

Towards an Instruction for the Indians (1740), which offered imaginative (or entirely 

imaginary) reports of conversations about God with easily persuaded natives.  Within this 

context, Johnson’s report resonates in some ways as an assessment of the fruitful grounds 
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in which he’d landed. Unlike those earlier writers, however, Johnson placed this 

encounter in the context of his own insecurity about his role in his new community and 

his efforts to gain acceptance. His description opened with his shaky response to the 

man’s initial appearance (“I thought myself not Capable [of examining him], not 

knowing the Customs of People Enough”) and closed with his moving account of his 

acceptance by the Farmington Chief, described earlier.  And if Johnson’s use of scripture 

served the general aim of modeling Christian behavior, it also helped to move the 

Farmington men towards the kind of pan-tribal identification Johnson would soon 

advocate in his numerous negotiations on behalf of the formation of the Brotherton 

community.  

The point is not to differentiate between “Wheelock’s goals” and “Johnson’s 

goals.”  In modeling and urging what he considered appropriate Christian behavior 

Johnson was advancing a vision of a Christian Indian community that involved adopting 

and adapting the tools of European Christianity to autonomous means and ends—while 

seeing himself and his peers as very much “Christian Indians.”  In other words, in line 

with the perspective of scholars of early American Studies who have recognized the 

numerous and complex stances from which Native peoples asserted their sovereignty, I 

affirm that there was no necessary contradiction between Johnson’s advocacy for his 

vision of a pan-Indian community and his advocacy for Christian brotherhood.  By 

extension, just as we need, in Joanna Brooks’ words, to “reimagine American Indian 

conversion as something other than assimilation, hybridization, or cultural extinction,” 

Johnson’s interpretative strategies suggest that we need also to reimagine American 

Indian English language education as leading to something other than resistance and 

appropriation (Lazarus 62).  Indeed, what Johnson’s and Occom’s exercise of scriptural 

interpretation in their own rhetorical performances implies is that we cannot separate 



 128 

“community literacies”—the kinds of community-building literacy education their 

representations of their work as educators show that they valued—from the 

“institutional” literacies that were sponsored by Moor’s. 

This blurry line between literacies serving the interests of community sponsors 

and literacies serving the interest of institutional sponsors is evident in another instance 

in Occom’s autobiographical narrative, in which Occom described the aftermath of the 

white missionary who preceded him at Montauk, Azariah Horton.  As Joanna Brooks 

notes, Horton was supported by the Society for Propagating Christian Knowledge and 

was in conflict with the New Lights.  Under Horton, many Montauk parishioners left 

Horton’s church, under the influence of New Light “Enthusiasts.”  In fact, it was, 

according to Occom, Horton’s discouragement with so many departures that caused him 

to seek a dismissal from his post, creating the vacancy Occom then filled.  In Horton’s 

place, Occom writes that he took advantage of his acquaintance with both the Enthusiasts 

and the “make and the Dispositions of the Indians,”  and “took a mild way to reclaim” the 

Montaukett.  He wrote:   

I opposd them not openly but let them go on in their way, and When ever I had an 
opportunity, I would read Such passages of the Scriptures, as I thought would 
confound their Notions, and I woud come to them with all Authority, Saying, thus 
Saith the Lord, and by this means, the Lord was pleased to Bless my poor 
Endeavours, and they were reclaimd, and Brought to hear most any of the 
ministers.— (Collected 56)  

Clearly, Occom considered a rhetorical consciousness, and great facility with the Bible, 

to be invaluable to the project of conversion, and his description of his efforts 

demonstrates, not so subtly, the superiority of his techniques versus those of his white 

(and higher paid) predecessor.  Significantly, the success of his efforts hinges on his 

ability to match the most effective text with his particular audience.  In framing his 

intervention in the community as an interpretative intervention, Occom does not only 
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garner more evidence for his own efficacy (a project in keeping with his autobiography’s 

underlying critique of the missionary societies for not sufficiently supporting Indian 

missionaries); he also makes an argument for Indian ministerial education.  After all, the 

literary role he shows himself engaged in far exceeds the role allowed by the vision for 

literacy education set forth by Charles Chauncy and the Boston Commissioners of the 

SSPCK.  Had Occom been educated according to their desires, taught only to “speak, 

read, spell and write English,” he would have been suited for the kinds of employment 

the Society favored: serving as an interpreter or assistant to an English missionary.  I 

have no doubt that, had Occom attended Moor’s when that particular functionalist view 

of literacy education dominated, and had he played out the role of assistant to Azariah 

Horton, he would have found ways to amend, extend, and critique the minister’s actions.  

But what matters is that in Occom’s representation of his work at Montauk the effective 

exercise of literacy inheres in his ability to wield the Bible—an ability rooted not in his 

mastery of basic English language literacy but in the textual analysis and scriptural 

facility critical to ministerial education.  

Occom implemented interpretative analyses in his writings that were not 

scripturally based as well, frequently in order to conduct comparative analyses of English 

and Indian ways that served to pick apart a dominant narrative that cast Englishmen as 

better, different, and necessarily “other” than Indian.  In an ethnographic “Account of the 

Montauk Indians, on Long Island,” for example, which Occom wrote in 1761, Occom 

ended a description of Montauk “powaw” poisoning practices with the observation, “And 

I don’t see for my part, why it is not as true, as the English or other nation’s witchcraft, 

but is a great mystery of darkness, &c.” (Collected 49).  In a narrative apparently meant 

to chronicle Montauk ways of life before their religious reformation, it is striking that 

Occom made this special comparison with “English or other nation’s witchcraft.”  While 
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presenting pre-Christian Montauk spiritual practices as, in Occom’s language, 

“heathenish idolatry and superstition,” he also made the point that they were no different 

than ancient English practices (50).  This is a theme Occom hit again much later in his 

life, in a journal entry written in 1786, when describing four Oneida men on a visit to 

Stockbridge, who were all “drest Compleat in Indian way,” one of them as “White as any 

white man and gray Eyes, his appearance made me think of the old Britons in their 

Heathe[n]ism” (Collected 339). By way of such comparisons, Occom established 

common ground precisely where the English would have liked to have none (323).  Just 

as in Johnson’s use of Nehemiah or Occom’s riff on the Gospel Bishops, the power in 

this critique lies in the way Occom used his interpretative lens to establish, and rewrite, 

the terms of the discourse in which he was immersed.  

Clearly, interpretation was central to both Occom’s and Johnson’s rhetorical 

performances, and it was a strategy they exercised on behalf of their communities.  But 

that it is not a strategy that fits neatly within a resistance narrative is brought home by 

one final example from Occom’s writings, a petition likely dating from 1785 and written 

on behalf of the Montaukett Indians, in which Occom appealed to the State of New York 

for relief from the State’s infringement on traditional Montauk lands and rights.  Using a 

strategy he implemented in several petitions written on behalf of other tribes in this 

period, Occom opened with best wishes and congratulations on having “at last got your 

Freedom Liberty and Independence” from England, and then went on to recount the story 

of how “our Fore Fathers” and “Your Fathers” came into relationship (Collected 150, 

151).  He began the story by painting a picture of a pre-contact time of great abundance, 

when the “Great and good Spirit above…fill’d this Indian World” with everything needed 

to survive.  When the English arrived, “With all the Learning, Knowledge, and 

Understanding, that was necessary for mankind to make them happy,” they found the 
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Indians with “not a Letter known amongst them all in this Boundless Continent.”  The 

English began to settle, cultivate, and buy the land, often “almost for nothing.”  Before 

cataloguing the hardships of the present day, Occom asked his audience to reflect on the 

root cause of those bad agreements and unfair land deals:  

Pray gentlemen take good Notice, dont this discover a profound Ignorance in our 
fore Fathers, indeed we Suspect, Some Times, that what little understanding they 
had was Drowned with hott Waters before they made these Shameful agreements, 
and on the other hand, don’t this Show, that the English took advantage of the 
Ignorance of our Fore fathers Would they be Willing to be Servd so by us?  (151) 

Like Joseph Johnson recounting the story of Nehemiah in his letter to Governor 

Trumbull, Occom here instructed his readers how to interpret the history he had just 

narrated.  What is especially striking about his interpretation, however, is that it depends 

on a double reading.  On one hand, Occom implied, we can conclude from this history 

that our ancestors were at fault; on the other, we can conclude that the English were at 

fault.   

Occom surely wanted the weight of his analyses to fall on that second reading. 

The point of the petition was to solicit the New York government’s compassion and 

willingness to repair past wrongs, especially at a historic moment when the States had 

overthrown their own unjust ruler.  That implicit parallel between the situation of the 

colonists under the English and the situation of the Indians under the colonists is the 

larger comparison at work in this petition, perhaps meant to elicit some gubernatorial 

guilt.  But Occom strummed that chord with a strategic nod to the dominant narrative 

about how and why Indians had come to be in such straits: they were weak, they were 

drunk, they were overpowered by the knowledge, efficiency, and malevolent intentions of 

the English.  By acknowledging that reading of events, and setting it alongside an 

alternative reading, the petition actually called both narratives into question.  In asking, 
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“Would they be Willing to be Servd so by us?” Occom implied that the tables might well 

have been turned, and compelled his readers to consider a world in which they might seek 

solace and relief from their Indian neighbors.  At the same time, he acknowledged the 

grave consequences of the “profound Ignorance in our fore Fathers.”  Had they better 

understood what they were agreeing to, he suggests, had they then better use of the 

“Learning, Knowledge, and Understanding brought by the English,” they would not have 

signed their lands away. 

Occom could argue this way because he had inhabited, and long wrestled with, 

the world that insisted on seeing Indians as “profoundly ignorant.”  Recall, for example, 

the reasons Occom composed his now famous short autobiography: facing challenges to 

his own and Wheelock’s representation of his life while on his fundraising tour in 

England, Occom wrote to defend his own authenticity.  He wrote, in other words, against 

accusers who doubted that he was an Indian because they thought impossible Wheelock’s 

claims that the articulate and sophisticated Occom had come to him with virtually no 

learning—accusers who did not have room in their worldview for the category “educated 

Indian.”  The petition seeks redress for ill-gotten lands by urging the new Americans to 

see the parallels between their own previous oppression and the oppression of the 

Montaukett, yes, and it does so by strategically presenting the Indians as prior and 

primary inhabitants of this country.  But the petition also implies that the time of 

“profound ignorance” is, and must be, at an end.  It is at an end because here, in this 

petition, the Montaukett are framing the terms of their disagreement in a way their 

forefathers did not.  If they still did not have the political authority they needed to reclaim 

the lands in question, they did have the interpretative authority, via Occom, to theorize 

about, question, and remake the narratives circulating in their world.  In other words, as 

Joanna Brooks puts it, “Occom and the Montauketts designed this petition to change the 
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balance of power in land disputes between the tribe and the colonists through an act of 

storytelling: narrating the history of Long Island from a Montaukett point of view” 

(“‘This Indian World’” 218-219, emphasis mine).  It is through that act of storytelling 

that Occom and the Montaukett both intervene in the colonial origin story and 

acknowledge it.  

The double reading encouraged by the Montaukett petition parallels the blurry 

position occupied by Occom and Johnson as Indian missionaries, teachers, and leaders 

educated in an English grammar school tradition.  By “blurry” I do not mean “hybrid” or 

“between cultures.”  Rather, what Occom’s and Johnson’s interpretative interventions 

demonstrate is that “this Indian world” Occom names in the Montaukett petition is 

implicated in the English world with which it collided, and vice versa.  In grounding the 

petition in an origin story that justifies Montaukett demands by recalling the new 

Republicans to their political commitments—their own recent stand against unjust 

occupation by the English—Occom certainly cast the government as oppressors and 

critiqued their historical amnesia.  That he did so by recourse to one of the fundamental 

tools at the heart of his own ministerial education, a tool both he and Johnson used 

frequently and presented as central to their own rhetorical advocacies, might lead us to 

conclude that he “appropriated” that education to his own and his communities’ resistant 

ends.  While that reading is supportable by the evidence I have considered here, 

“appropriation” and “resistance” suggest a distance between education and practice that 

does not adequately signal the roles Occom and Johnson played as literacy educators and 

advocates within their communities.  The two did invent and prize pedagogies that 

recentered basic English literacy within communitarian contexts and they argued 

implicitly and explicitly for the value of Indian—instead of Anglo—teachers and 

missionaries.  But they also saw a role within their communities for more formal, 
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“advanced” English language education, the kind of education Wheelock aimed to offer, 

for a brief time, at Moor’s. 

Conclusion 

That Occom valued the English grammar school education he received, and that 

he imagined a role this education might play within his communities, is affirmed in his 

later writings.  Almost fifty years after first seeking out instruction at Wheelock’s home, 

while in the midst of renewed land disputes for the settlement at Brotherton, in the 

aftermath of the Revolutionary War, which caused an exodus of white missionaries from 

Native communities, and very close to his own death, Occom recounted his sense of the 

promise he once saw at Moor’s.  Writing to the proprietor of the Orange Dale Academy 

in New Jersey to recommend two young men from Stockbridge, another pan-tribal 

settlement six miles from Brotherton,58 Occom noted the Stockbridge Indians’ gratitude 

“that there was such Benevolent opening, for the Instruction of Indian Youth.”  He then 

added: “When Docr Wheelocks Institution for Indians was going on, I thought we were 

about to be rais’d from our Misery, but that has intirely Faild” (Collected 130-131).  The 

following year, Occom described the new school as a thing that “revives my Soul”: “I 

was at Mr Chapmans in the N Jersey,” he wrote, “he has the oversight and Care of 

Academy in Newark Mountains; and was Conversing with about our Indians, and told 

him we wanted to find a Place, Where we may send our Sons he readily Said, Send them 

to him, and he would Instruct them in Literature” (134).   

                                                 
58 During the Revolutionary War, Brotherton settlers took shelter among the Stockbridge Indians at 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts.  When they returned, some settlers from Stockbridge joined them, establishing 
New Stockbridge; the settlement grew to over 400, larger than Brotherton, by 1785 (Collected 25).  Occom 
moved from Brotherton to New Stockbridge in 1791 due to factionalism over leasing Brotherton lands to 
white settlers, a practice Occom vehemently opposed. 
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I have been unable to find any more information about Jedediah Chapman’s 

institution, and so cannot elaborate on what “instruction in Literature” might have meant 

at Orange Dale.  What is clear is that it was a path Occom considered consonant with his 

conviction, expressed in the same letter, “that the Indians must have Teach[ers] of their 

own Coular or Nation.”  “They have very great and reveted Prejudice against the White 

People,” he continued, “and they have too much good reason for it—they have been 

imposed upon, too much, and they have been, between Contending Nations [a long] 

Time” (Collected 133).  The accumulation of the evidence I have considered in this 

chapter suggests that Occom believed that an education that would prepare students to 

perform the kinds of critical and interpretative analyses that he modeled and practiced in 

his own writings was crucial to preparing Indians for autonomy within a colonial context 

in which there was perpetual force directed against self-governance. 

That Occom once thought this was the kind of education Eleazar Wheelock 

intended to provide at Moor’s does not indicate that he considered an English boarding- 

school education to be “the answer” to Indian education.  English language literacy was 

not the only intellectual tool Samson Occom valued, and it certainly was not the only tool 

that Native peoples used to gain leverage in the eighteenth century as they strove to 

regain lands and reverse the disruption wrought by European arrivals.59  And while 

Occom persisted, despite the school’s drastic shortcomings, in wanting what he 

considered a “good English education” to be among the range of options available to 

Indian youth, certainly not everyone who came into contact with English education felt 

the same way (Collected 79).  Explaining their decision to withdraw their children from 

                                                 
59 In 1763, for example, after the collapse of New France at the end of the Seven Year’s War and hoping to 
get the French back into North America, a medley of tribes “surprised and captured most of the British forts 
around the Great Lakes and in the Ohio Valley” during what is commonly called “Pontiac’s Rebellion.”  
They didn’t succeed in that effort—but they did succeed in getting the British to better copy the French’s 
gift-giving habits (Taylor 435). 
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Moor’s, for example, the Oneida offered a clear rebuke to the project of Anglo, and 

especially Christian, education, explaining that:  “we are dispised by our brethren, on 

account of our Christian profession, “ and that “almost all those who have been instructed 

in English are a reproach to us” (quoted in Murray Writings 55-56).  Writing to 

Wheelock from the College of New Jersey in 1761, Jacob Wooley expressed his own 

sense of the limitations of a college education, complaining that college was  “too much 

confinement, because I want to travel somewhere or other and get acquainted with 

Mankind. For I don’t see as I am likely ever to learn anything else, but the Languages and 

Sciences” (EWP 761644.1).   

Of course, even if we don’t generalize from their experiences and desires to those 

of all Moor’s students, it would still be reductive of their multiple skills and contexts, and 

dangerously arrogant, to draw a direct line between Wheelock’s school and its former 

students’ literary activities as teachers, ministers, and leaders.  However, taking the 

rhetorical performances in Occom’s and Johnson’s writings as examples of the kinds of 

literacy practices they considered valuable for their communities suggests that Occom 

and Johnson valued a literacy education that was more rhetorical than vocational.  There 

are clear problems with making such a distinction in the context of eighteenth-century 

education, when a classical humanist model of education, the model lingering at the 

traditional grammar school and at the colonial college, was a “vocational” education in 

that it involved training students for specific arenas: the ministry, the courtroom, and 

civic governance.  My point, though, is that Occom and Johnson modeled rhetorical uses 

of literacy in their own writings—practices, specifically, that treated literacy as a 

“participatory and transformative activity”—and not as a tool to be received and 
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implemented for a given vocational end.60  As I have discussed, they considered their 

own communities to be the sponsors of the literacy education they provided, and they 

sought ways to make that education valuable within the local contexts in which they 

taught.  In so doing, they placed community specificity and community responsibility at 

the heart of their own work as educators and leaders, a highly rhetorical approach to 

literacy education that is, notably, consonant with present trends within American Indian 

Studies concerning the uses of literary criticism.61  Occom and Johnson were acutely 

aware of the demands and consequences of addressing particular audiences, and they 

carried the weight of both the education they received and of the social history of the 

communities they served into their own literacy practice and teaching.  In this way, we 

can see at work in their efforts what we would now call a “social view” of literacy, in 

which literacy is understood as a “place-bound activity” (Pennell 346) and one that must 

not be “abstracted from the local community” (Grabill 102).  

More significantly than this, however, is that recognizing the value Occom and 

Johnson placed on the skills associated with ministerial education allows us to see that 

they were entering their contemporary conversation about why an education then 

considered elite mattered and who it was for.62  When Occom wrote somewhat 

                                                 
60 The language here belongs to Lisa Brooks, who asked recently about early Native writing:  “What 
models for writing as a participatory and transformative activity exist within this literary tradition?” 
(“Digging” 244). 
 
61 Both Craig Womack (Creek) and Lisa Brooks call this an “ethical” approach to literary criticism.  
Urging American Indian scholars and scholars of American Indian literature to imagine how our writing 
affects the people and communities about which we write, Womack asks that we ask ourselves: “What is 
the specific work that intellectual work can do for Native communities?” (“Keynote”).  This is precisely the 
question that Occom and Johnson raised and answered numerous times, as they sought ways to connect 
their own English language education with the needs and realities of Indian lives around them.   
 
62 They were also, specifically, engaging in and initiating a discourse about higher education for Indian 
people, work that Robert Warrior describes as crucial to “improving the intellectual health of Native 
America, its people, and its communities” today (People xiv).  Calling Native discourse about higher 
education in particular “distressingly underdeveloped,” Warrior envisions the development among 
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nostalgically about Moor’s in 1790 and longed for a place to “send our Sons” that they 

might be instructed “in Literature,” the view that education should be above all practical 

was, as I discussed in Chapter Two, widely and prominently circulating.  In representing 

the benefits of a ministerial education for Indians, Occom and Johnson were, as was 

Wheelock himself, certainly extending the subjects of an elite eighteenth-century 

education, arguing that, contrary to much public opinion, Indians would make—did 

make—appropriate missionaries.  Furthermore, though, in applying the skills of exegesis, 

application, and exhortation beyond biblical texts (for example, to colonial origin stories 

as well) and in using those skills to insert Indian communities and concerns into 

scriptural discourse, Occom and Johnson were also extending the objects of such an 

education.  Seventeen-ninety was, after all, the year that Noah Webster asked, and 

skeptically answered, “What advantage does a merchant, a mechanic, a farmer, derive 

from an acquaintance with the Greek and Roman tongue?”  (4).  While certainly not a 

direct response to this question, Occom’s and Johnson’s writings do implicitly and 

explicitly argue for the power of an “advanced” education even when that education is 

apparently unnecessary or incidental to the profession or station of the group at hand.  At 

the same time, they enlarged the purview of “advanced” education, recognizing that it 

depended not on learning Greek or Latin per se but on being invited into the influential 

discourses in which interpretive narratives—and decisions—are made.  To be sure, 

neither Occom nor Johnson taught Latin, Greek, or Hebrew in the communities in which 

they worked, and they did not intend to send their scholars to Yale or to see them 

                                                                                                                                                 
contemporary Native intellectuals of the kind of discourse about education “that was common among 
African American writers a century ago” (People 139, 135).  The often indirect criticisms like Occom’s, 
Johnson’s, and Calvin’s do not in themselves make up the kind of sustained engagement with a vision for 
Native education that, for example, W.E.B. Du Bois launched in his numerous critiques of industrially 
oriented education for blacks in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but their words are roots 
of such a tradition, roots that point towards “conversations [about Native higher education] never 
completed and alternative realities not yet explored” (Warrior People 141). 
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scattered among distant tribes.  But their rhetorical performances challenge the notion 

prevailing in their time and in our own, that the content of a literacy education should be 

linked to a set of identifiable needs and responsibilities imposed from without. 

In this way, Occom’s and Johnson’s work and the literacy practices evident in 

their writings entangle the notions of literacy “sponsors” and those “sponsored.”  Recall 

that in Deborah Brandt’s terms literacy sponsors are those individuals or institutions who 

“enable, support, teach, and model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold 

literacy – and gain advantage by it in some way.”  They are, in other words, those who 

“set the terms for access to literacy and wield powerful incentives for compliance and 

loyalty” (Literacy 19).   Brandt recognizes that literacy sponsors and those they sponsor 

are deeply intertwined; as she puts it, sponsors enter “a reciprocal relationship with those 

they underwrite,” lending “their resources or credibility to the sponsored but also 

stand[ing] to gain benefits from their success, whether by direct repayment or, indirectly, 

by credit of association” (19).  Even the most benevolent of literacy sponsors, in other 

words, are, in Brandt’s analysis, those with the power, recruiting, enabling, coercing, etc. 

others into literacy for specific and—whatever else they may also be—self-serving 

reasons.  Though she is certainly critical of those more coercive literacy sponsors, Brandt 

doesn’t present this as a problem; rather it’s a descriptive and long-standing fact about the 

dynamics of literacy acquisition. “[P]eople throughout history,” she says, “have acquired 

literacy pragmatically under the banner of others’ causes” (20).   

It is easy for us to see how Wheelock and his sponsoring societies, and the 

institution of Moor’s more generally, served as literacy sponsors of the more “coercive” 

variety.  I hope we can also recognize, after my analysis in the first part of this chapter, 

how the communities Occom and Johnson worked in after leaving Moor’s were literacy 

sponsors—or at least, how Occom and Johnson positioned those communities as 
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supporters and recruiters of literacy education.  But if we are mapping figures from this 

site onto the literacy sponsor spectrum then of course we have to locate Occom and 

Johnson there as well.  What literacy were they enabling, supporting, teaching and 

modeling?  Were they also recruiting, regulating, suppressing, or withholding literacy?  

To what—or to whose—ends?  The easiest answers here are those that position Occom 

and Johnson (and Hezekiah Calvin, Jacob Wooley, and other Moor’s students who left a 

written legacy, however minute) in ways oppositional to the literacies sponsored by 

Moor’s.  That “resistance narrative” is appealing, at least in part, because it redeems our 

interest in sites (or in actions and agents at sites) that otherwise look appallingly 

oppressive.  In other words, the resistance narrative allows us to shift the literacy lens so 

that in place of dominating, often functionalist activities we find critical, even activist 

activities.  We find, in other words, a story we love to tell. 

But if we recognize the very powerful ways that Occom and Johnson used their 

own literacy education in order to resist and criticize dominant institutions (including 

those complicit in the sponsorship of their education), and to rework—or “appropriate”—

that education itself, we also need to acknowledge the ways they valued those institutions 

and their tools.  Resistance is not the right framework for understanding their literacy 

activity because their own literacy practices suggest that they did not separate the goal of 

self-governance and autonomy from white mainstream education.  They simultaneously 

valued the fruits of that institutional and institutionalizing education—the critical, 

analytical practices they exhibit in their texts—and worked to reframe those practices 

within the contexts of community sponsorship.   

This is why, aside from expanding our historical understanding, this site matters 

to us today.  The challenge for those of us who are invested in literacy theories and 

literacy institutions that attend to local, “everyday” literacy realities is to do so while also 
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acknowledging that community literacies are not separate from or “uncontaminated” by 

the (usually functional) “literacies necessary to be successful in more structured social 

institutions like workplaces and schools” (Grabill 3).  What we need to do in order to 

counter the functional/critical binary that continues to shape literacy initiatives is, to 

reiterate David Barton’s language, to start by understanding literacy as the ability to 

“operate confidently and effectively in the literate worlds you want to belong to” (194, 

emphasis mine).  What this examination of Occom’s and Johnson’s writings contributes 

to that effort is the awareness that for the sponsored this means operating in, and drawing 

on, worlds you have no choice but to belong to as well.  Occom and Johnson demonstrate 

the danger of asserting that there is such a thing as “community literacy” separate from 

the institutional literacies in which that community is embedded.  Paired with the 

reconstruction of the Moor’s curriculum in Chapter Two, this consideration of literacy 

activity “beyond Moor’s” raises difficult questions about what literacy education 

exercised at “the margins” is for.  Whose needs define it?  And who defines the 

community’s needs? 

These are questions we will follow—150 years later and hundreds of miles 

away—in Part Two of this dissertation. 
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PART TWO 

“THE TRADE AND THE CULTURE AND INSPIRATION 

THAT WOULD COME FROM SUCH A SCHOOL AS YOURS”: 

TUSKEGEE NORMAL AND INDUSTRIAL INSTITUTE, 

1881-1915 

 

On the morning of October 24, 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt stepped out 

of a carriage built by students at the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute and 

mounted an elaborately decorated viewing platform erected in front of the office building 

on the Institute’s grounds in Tuskegee, Alabama.   From there, flanked by dignitaries and 

amidst what the school’s official press release would call “great crowds of country 

people, white and black,” the president watched as a carefully orchestrated parade passed 

below him on its way to the school’s chapel, where Roosevelt would finish off his short 

visit with an address to the student body in celebration of the school’s twenty-fifth 

anniversary (Harlan 8: 421).63   

The parade that threaded its way past the president’s grandstand was the 

culmination of weeks of intensive planning by students, faculty, and school 

administrators alike, a process overseen by the Institute’s principal and founder, Booker 

T. Washington.  Following the school’s marching band came most of Tuskegee’s nearly 

1500 students, all finely dressed in uniforms sewn at the school, the men in “blue suits, 

                                                 
63 The archival material I draw on in this introduction and in the two following chapters is from the Booker 
T.  Washington Papers (BTWP), housed at the Library of Congress.   This collection, which was donated to 
the Library of Congress from Tuskegee between 1943 and 1945, consists of 1074 boxes, now reproduced 
on 762 reels of microfilm.   Louis Harlan published a small percentage of this collection in his thirteen-
volume series, The Booker T. Washington Papers.   Material published by Harlan will be cited as “Harlan,” 
followed by volume and page number.   Unpublished material will be cited by reel number, as “BTWP 
Reel X.”  I have silently removed crossed-out words from manuscript quotations, except when these bear 
directly on the meaning of the evidence under discussion. 
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with brass buttons, white gloves, and cadet caps,” the women in “blue dresses trimmed 

with white braid,” each carrying a stalk of student-raised sugar cane “tipped with a cotton 

boll” (Harlan 8: 422).  Finally there were the student-built floats—a procession of sixty-

one floats, to be exact, representing the school’s thirty-seven industrial divisions, its 

academic departments, and various other school-sponsored initiatives.  The press release 

for the event, prepared by Washington’s secretary Emmett J. Scott two days before the 

president’s visit and describing some of the “most striking” floats in the parade, made it 

clear that no level of detail had gone unconsidered for this important display of the 

school’s accomplishments: 

The MILLINERY float showed the making of uniform hats used by the girls in the 
school; four girls were at work, trimming, draping, and trying on hats.  The new 
shade of silk, the “Alice” blue was exhibited made up into a girdle and collar.  A 
large arch of autumn leaves with the word “Millinery” woven in foliage erected 
on the float was a striking feature. 

On the BLACKSMITHS’ float there were in operation, a heating forge, a large drill 
press, and a thread cutter.   Four boys were at work heating and forging, and 
bending tires.   The float was decorated with specimens of shop work consisting 
of forgings, horse shoes, and fancy designed iron railings, etc.   (Harlan 8: 423) 

Not highlighted in the press release, but included in the faculty planning committee’s 

notes in preparation for the event, was a description of the “Grammer Float,” paraded, 

along with those from the other academic departments, in advance of the industrial floats.  

The description read: 

Subject-Corn.   Outline upon the plant as a whole; drawings on the board of parts 
of the plant and grain.  Students writing sentences, outlines and compositions on 
the board; others doing illustrative work, drawing.  – Exhibition of corn plants, 
and corn products, -chops, meal, grits, bran, and feed for stock.   (BTWP Reel 
448) 

Grammar is, to be fair, a difficult subject to represent discretely.  But beside the school’s 

industrial floats, and even beside the other academic floats, which depicted students 
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engaged in activities like dissecting a rabbit (physiology), delivering recitations on 

important national events of the past (history), and measuring the number of bricks 

required for a construction project (arithmetic), the grammar float looks somewhat 

absurd.  What did the display of corn products—the “chops, meal, grits, bran, and feed,” 

presumably all produced at the school—have to do with learning grammar?  Would a 

knowledge of grammar enhance students’ understanding of corn? Would a knowledge of 

corn enhance students’ understanding of grammar?   

A few years earlier, in one of his first autobiographies, Washington himself posed 

a similar question: would “a knowledge of grammar or of Greek convert our coal, our 

iron and our timber into wealth, or make our fields bountiful with the harvest?”  His 

answer was a decided “no.” “The plain truth,” he wrote, “is that much of the learning 

obtained in our schools is wasted erudition” (Story of My Life 66).  The twenty-fifth 

anniversary parade, with its floats, pageantry, and student-built everything, demonstrates 

Washington’s resounding alternative to that erudite “waste.”  It was in the production of 

goods that students at Tuskegee earned their stripes, and the school staked its reputation 

on being able to display the utilitarian fruits of students’ labor.  To be worth their salt, to 

earn or justify their place in the school’s procession, the academic departments had to do 

something to indicate that they served the school’s industrial and agricultural ends.  This 

was, as the description of floats makes painfully clear, easier to carry off in some 

academic subjects than others.  Students measuring bricks and pacing off foundations in 

their math classes were clearly operating in tandem with the construction trades, while, 

conveniently, building the school’s impressive infrastructure as well.   Students 

diagramming corn plants in their grammar classes were part of another—more 

contentious, more ambiguous, and for my purposes more telling—story.  That is the story 

I will tell in the following two chapters.  It is a story that highlights the deep conflicts at 
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the school between functional and critical approaches to literacy education, and the ways 

these conflicts were stirred by the Principal’s efforts to merge vocational and liberal 

education. 

In fact, although we are generally more familiar with Washington’s philosophies 

about hygiene and labor, the integration of academic and industrial studies operated as an 

explicit pedagogical guideline at Tuskegee.  In the preface to Working With the Hands 

(1904), his autobiographical sequel to Up From Slavery (1901), Washington declared: 

“Mere hand training, without thorough moral, religious, and mental education, counts for 

very little.  The hands, the head, and the heart together, as the essential elements of 

educational need, should be so correlated that one may be made to help the others.  At the 

Tuskegee Institute we find constantly that we can make our industrial work assist in the 

academic training, and vice versa” (v).   Repeatedly, visitors to Tuskegee praised this 

correlation of activity, which Washington also liked to call, with deference to joinery, 

“dovetailing.”  According to one Superintendent of Schools in New Jersey who visited 

Tuskegee in 1911, Washington had successfully and definitively solved “the problem of 

blending the academic and the industrial into one educational whole in a way we have all 

dreamed and talked about, but have never before seen accomplished” (Opinions 44).  A 

high-school principal from Ohio on the same visit described Washington’s “solution” as a 

triumph of “practical utility”:  “Every problem that I heard in the arithmetic classes 

today, every sentence that I heard in the English classes, seemed to have that idea in 

view.   You are throwing away all those things that are of no service, and are giving 

yourselves the things that are useful and practical” (Opinions 13). 

Today, those of us who seek to develop pedagogies that stimulate advanced and 

critical literacies while also acknowledging and accommodating students’ “practical” 

goals and their desires for socioeconomic success may well be inclined to dismiss the 
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fruits of that philosophy.   “Throwing away” all that is not immediately and obviously “of 

service” is a classically, reductively functional approach to literacy education—and one 

reminiscent of the narrowly vocational emphasis that characterizes conventional 

workforce development programming.   But we should be cautious here.  What is missing 

in such dismissals is what was missing from the school’s contemporary visitors’ glowing 

reports—a recognition of the complexities of Tuskegee’s curriculum, and of the 

adaptation and negotiation in which it emerged.  Tuskegee was an “industrial institute”—

but it was not only an industrial school.  Students at Tuskegee were enrolled in parallel 

(and, as we’ll see, competing) academic and industrial tracks; they worked in the 

industrial or agricultural shops part of the day, and they attended academic classes the 

rest.  Students and families who sought out a Tuskegee education recognized this dual 

education.  As one parent wrote in an impassioned plea to Washington in 1915, urging 

Washington to admit his son, “He wants the Trade and the Culture and Inspiration that 

would come from such a school as yours” (18 Oct 1915, BTWP Reel 686, emphasis in 

original).  Washington’s theory of correlation evolved out of his efforts to meet those 

hybrid expectations, and to contextualize a Tuskegee education in his students’ lives and 

in the realities faced by their communities while also fulfilling significant internal and 

external pressures on the school, including the pressure to turn out “polite” and “well-

cultured” representatives of the race.  Correlation of the academic and industrial subjects 

did involve, as the visitors in 1911 observed, “throwing away” much that was not deemed 

immediately practical.  But it is also involved, especially when it came to those subjects 

that were not immediately adaptable to work in the school’s fields and shops, efforts to 

integrate literacies we might now label as “functional” and “critical.”    

In the following two chapters, I consider the ways that the integration of academic 

and vocational education, and of functional and critical approaches to literacy education 
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more particularly, was enacted and challenged at Tuskegee in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, paying particular attention to its language arts classrooms.  

Doing so will demonstrate, on one hand, the difficulties inherent in integrating academic 

with explicitly skills-based, vocationally oriented approaches to education, and the 

restrictive and limiting functionalist language arts pedagogies that can emerge at the 

crossroads of those efforts.  It will also, though, challenge our contemporary 

understanding of functional literacy, especially when linked to work, as necessarily 

restrictive, reductive, and limiting.  Ultimately, mapping the tensions that both drove and 

attended Washington’s attempts to develop an integrated pedagogy demonstrates that the 

functional/critical dichotomy is an inadequate lens through which to understand the 

actual practices of literacy at Tuskegee—despite the ways that observers of and actors in 

the curricular dramas that unfolded at the school insisted on privileging one of these 

frameworks over the other. 

* * * 

That a Tuskegee education was (ostensibly) relentlessly utilitarian is precisely 

what dismayed many black intellectuals of Washington’s day.  Most famous among them 

was W.E.B.  Du Bois, who, in The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903, directly 

accused Washington of stressing what Du Bois called a “gospel of Work and Money” 

that would “overshadow the higher aims of life” (Souls 87).  For Du Bois, accessing 

those “higher aims” depended, at least in part, on a liberal arts education that 

encompassed the great and timeless works—Shakespeare, Balzac, Dumas, Aristotle, 

Aurelius—authors who, as Du Bois explained, allowed him to move with them “arm in 

arm across the color line” (102).  In 1906, in an incendiary speech delivered at 

Washington’s alma mater and inspiration, Hampton Institute, Du Bois called the 

educational philosophy at work at Hampton “educational heresy,” urging instead the kind 
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of training “which is devoted specifically and peculiarly into bringing the man into the 

fullest and roundest development of his power as a human being” (Education 10).  That 

training, as Du Bois made pointedly clear in The Souls of Black Folk, was the province 

of colleges, not of industrial institutes, and it was the kind of education that would 

ultimately serve to create black men of “broad culture” and high ideals, men who would 

enhance and advance black culture (88).  Howard University Professor Kelly Miller 

likewise argued that it was higher education, not industrial training, which would turn out 

leaders, by tending to “develop superior individuals who may be expected to exercise a 

controlling influence over the multitude” (quoted in Gaines 34).  By teaching black 

students what admirers like Emmett Scott called “the dignity of labor” Washington was, 

these and other critics said, actually re-enslaving students by inscribing them within the 

framework of a southern agricultural economy (quoted in Thrasher 53). 

The conflict between Washington and Du Bois’s educational philosophies has 

long been seen as emblematic of the much larger and longer tension between academic 

and vocational approaches to education.  Yet the two leaders’ positions on higher 

education were not actually in extreme opposition.  Du Bois, who sent Washington a 

congratulatory telegram after Washington’s famously accommodationist speech at the 

Atlanta Exposition in 1895, acknowledged the contribution industrial training made 

towards the economic independence of southern blacks, even once he had grown more 

skeptical of Washington’s political stances.  Du Bois noted in The Souls of Black Folk 

that “the closer knitting of the Negro to the great industrial possibilities of the South” was 

“one wise method” (though, notably, only one) of working towards a “larger, juster, and 

fuller future” (101).   Louis Harlan has observed that Washington, like Du Bois, did 

believe in higher education for the “talented tenth”—Du Bois’s term for the educated 

black elite, the ten percent who could and should be expected to provide crucial black 
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leadership—and that he funneled large sums of money to black educational institutions of 

all kinds, not only his own.  In fact, Washington served as a trustee of both Howard and 

Fisk universities, and he sent his own son and daughter to Fisk and Wellesley, 

respectively.  What’s more, Washington regularly hired graduates of liberal arts colleges 

to teach in Tuskegee’s academic department, giving a talk at Fisk every year as a 

recruitment tool for new teachers (Harlan Making 145).  Tuskegee was “a leading 

employer of black college graduates” by the 1890s (Moore 29); as Du Bois put it, 

Tuskegee could not “remain open a day were it not for teachers trained in Negro colleges, 

or trained by their graduates” (Souls 68).  As we will see in the course of the following 

two chapters, the middle-class, black liberal arts graduates Washington hired as faculty 

did not always respond favorably to his increasingly industrialized education.  But 

clearly, Booker T. Washington was not “against” higher education, and Du Bois saw a 

reason and a place for black industrial education as well. 

Nevertheless, the contrast of Washington’s instrumentalist approach to education 

with a more liberal ideal has continued to characterize modern criticism of Washington, 

especially in scholarship emerging in the post-Civil Rights era.  Writing in the early 

1980s, historian James Anderson accused Washington of aiming “primarily at instilling 

‘proper’ work attitudes, especially among the masses of unskilled black workers”   

(“Historical” 186).  In the same period, Donald Spivey likened Washington to “the black 

overseer during slavery, who, given the position of authority over his fellow slaves, 

worked diligently to keep intact the very system under which they both were enslaved”—

a role that precluded “black intellectualism” (66, 50).   Carrying on this line of critique 

more recently, Houston Baker has called Washington an “imperialist educator,” more 

concerned with limiting his students’ mobility and training them for a circumscribed 

realm than with launching them “into the national public sphere with citizenship rights, 
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critical intellectual skills par excellence, [and] technological abilities suited to 

opportunities of ‘Progress’” (63).  In her study of educational curricula offered to 

Americans new to public schooling in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

Tova Cooper described Washington’s philosophy as one which “discouraged students 

from freeing themselves from material cares so as to gain perspective on the social 

machine” (162).  And Kevin Gaines characterized Tuskegee’s “rudimentary education” 

as in service to the production of “the class distinctions necessary for the tutelage and 

uplift of a race of thrifty agricultural toilers who had little use for organized labor or 

political activity” (34).64 

Meanwhile, others have found these kinds of accusations distinctly unfair, finding 

in Washington’s educational model an example instead of training for independence and 

even of a distinctly progressive curriculum.  Jacqueline Moore wrote that “[U]nder the 

guise of maintaining the social hierarchy, Washington was able to create a strong, 

independent, black-run institution that went far beyond Hampton’s manual training 

programs and drills, even though he continued to emphasize proper appearance and the 

toothbrush” (28).  Don Quinn Kelley, writing at the height of the black nationalist 

movement of the 1970s, acknowledged Washington’s accommodationism, but saw in his 

“doctrine of black self-help” a “doctrine of racial pride” (156, 158).  In her dissertation 

on Washington’s educational programming in communities surrounding the school, 

Martha Small Jones celebrated Washington’s efforts to teach “blacks to excel, in 

whatever they attempted to do” (73).  Considering the school from the perspective of 

curriculum development and reform, Donald Generals took that line of argument further, 

rejecting earlier characterizations of a Tuskegee education as one that prepared students 

                                                 
64 This is, in Gaines’ analysis, a problem of racial uplift ideology itself, which, while “by no means 
incompatible with social protest against racism,” in “its orientation toward self-help implicitly faulted 
African Americans for their lowly status” (4). 
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“for a life of subservience and physical labor while suppressing literacy and intelligence” 

(219).  Instead, Generals heralded  Washington as a progressive educator, noting that he 

integrated theory and practice, emphasized “object learning,” and aimed to position 

students to ameliorate social conditions, all in ways that pre-dated John Dewey.    

In an important sense, Generals is right.  Literacy and intelligence were not 

“suppressed” at Tuskegee.  To be sure, students at Tuskegee did not receive the kind of 

advanced literary education offered at the black liberal arts colleges, which 

simultaneously prospered in the South.65  Washington, in fact, insisted that Tuskegee 

remain a secondary school in his lifetime, sticking to his philosophy that the education of 

the masses must precede the education of the elite, and also continually placating 

sponsors like the one who, in 1897, sent Washington along with his hundred dollar 

donation a reminder that there should be at the school “no studies beyond the common 

school range” (Harlan 4: 304).  But this did not mean that English studies were excised 

from Tuskegee’s curriculum.  From the “C Preparatory” class (roughly equivalent to third 

grade and the school’s most remedial level, available for entrance only to night school 

students) to the senior year (roughly equivalent to the ninth grade), Tuskegee students 

progressed through a program in grammar, composition, and literature.  In fact, language 

arts classes were the only classes required for students at every level in the school and on 

both the day and night school tracks; by 1901, there was no point in his or her career at 

Tuskegee that a student would not be enrolled in at least one language arts class.66  

                                                 
65 As David Gold notes, in the wake of the Civil War “dozens of private black colleges were started 
throughout the South,” often by religious organizations.   These colleges were “commonly established as 
classically based liberal arts colleges, in contrast to the industrial model for black education” exemplified 
by Tuskegee and by Hampton (18).   The Hampton-Tuskegee model of education is further explained in 
Chapter Four of this dissertation. 
66 The same was true for the high school course of study recommended by the Committee of Ten in 1892 
(Applebee 33). 
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As Generals and others who want to redeem Washington’s stature as an educator 

have pointed out, claims that Washington was a paternalistic educator training students 

for subservience to whites rely on a flattened understanding of his educational goals and 

of his curriculum itself.  Washington cared deeply about his students’ economic survival, 

about the future of black public schooling in the South, and about crafting an education 

that would directly improve his students’ and their communities’ living conditions; his 

educational approach, and especially his emphasis on “dovetailing,” bears witness to 

these concerns as much as it may bear out his accommodationist stance.  And that 

accommodationism, and the elementary education that accompanied it, was itself a result 

of Washington’s well-placed fear that appearing to over-reach would only increase racist 

repercussions and spur white backlash against his students, his school, and his larger 

causes.  This was, notably, a concern Du Bois shared; in “The Coming of John,” an essay 

in The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois chronicled the fictional but presumably 

representative tragedy of a black student at a northern liberal arts college who, upon 

returning home to Georgia after graduation, is unable to communicate with his family and 

friends and is deemed dangerously uppity by whites.  

Despite the complexities of literacy education at Tuskegee, then, and the 

significant and telling pressures that were exerted on it, scholars have not yet sufficiently 

attended to the details of the school’s curriculum itself.  That is not to say that scholars in 

Composition Studies and historians of rhetorical education have not begun the crucial 

project of inserting Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) into our 

disciplinary histories.  They certainly have.  In his history of rhetorical education at 

women’s and black colleges in Texas from 1873-1948, for example, David Gold found 

that the implementation and reception of classical and current-traditional approaches was, 

at such “alternative” sites, a much more progressive and even radical pedagogy than it 
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was when implemented at elite eastern institutions.  Scott Zaluda has documented the 

history of writing instruction at Howard University during the Harlem Renaissance, 

exploring the ways that faculty members and students generated an “African-American 

academic discourse” even in the context of an officially remedial (and conventionally 

current-traditional) writing curriculum (233).   Susan Kates explored the ways that 

African-American educator and elocutionist Hallie Quinn Brown developed what Kates 

calls an “embodied rhetoric,” one “located within, and generated for, the African-

American community,” while teaching in various institutions in the 1880s through 1920s 

(59; see also note seventy on page 165 of this dissertation). Such projects serve to 

acknowledge important contributions made by African-American teachers and rhetors to 

the discipline’s lineage while also expanding and re-shaping our sense of the field itself.  

And yet, by privileging sites where activist or critical literacies prevailed—even if in the 

guise of more conventional pedagogies—they also rely on and reify the dichotomy 

between functional and critical literacies. 

This is especially true of those few composition histories that have explicitly 

considered Tuskegee Institute.  For example, in their effort to show that African-

American students participated in higher education long before the open admissions 

policies of the 1960s, and therefore to intervene in the long-held association of African-

American writers as “basic writers,” Jacqueline Jones Royster and Jean Williams claim 

“Tuskegee University” among a lineage of HBCUs established in the nineteenth century, 

including Howard, Atlanta, and Fisk.  These institutions, they argue, “served as beacons 

of light for academic excellence and for the nurturing of talents and abilities across a full 

range of academic experience and potential” (575).  By linking Tuskegee with colleges 

and universities that furthered the kind of “broad” education Du Bois admired, Royster 

and Williams imply that Tuskegee, which did not actually become a college until 1927 
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and became a University in 1985, held academic ideals at its center from the start.  It is, 

we are encouraged to imagine, like its peers, a place where the critical literacies attending 

liberal arts education were fostered.  Keith Gilyard, on the other hand, overtly excluded 

Tuskegee from his own history of “African American contributions to composition 

studies” because it “opposed the concept of a critical liberal arts education,” and therefore 

did not fit Gilyard’s fully disclosed intention to “trace a line of thought from early rhetors 

and scholars to contemporary researchers, thinkers, and practitioners that both 

emphasizes critical pedagogy and values Black culture” (629, 626).  Such 

characterizations, though they contribute to the critical purpose of correcting a record that 

had otherwise virtually ignored the role historically black institutions and black educators 

played in the field’s development, depend upon misleading generalizations about 

Tuskegee itself, generalizations that depend upon the functional-critical divide.  Because 

they privilege a critical lens, and do not look more closely at the Tuskegee curriculum, 

both the Royster/Williams and Gilyard narratives about Tuskegee suggest that sites 

where functional literacy prevailed are not worth studying. 

In fact, though they have led us to very different conclusions, descriptions of 

Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum by compositionists and by historians of education 

alike have tended to rely on the comfortable and familiar assumption that certain kinds of 

literacy are liberating while others are not.  Washington’s detractors have emphasized the 

rudimentary nature of language arts education at the school, linking the school’s 

subservient orientation with its rejection of advanced or critical literacy education—and 

thereby reinforcing the idea that the school’s failure to offer students a liberal arts 

education is synonymous with its failure to offer them a “real” education.  On the other 

side of the spectrum, Washington’s admirers have emphasized his focus on practical and 

experiential education, implying that a language arts curriculum rooted in real-world 
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experience is necessarily liberating.  Donald Generals, for example, wrote: “The students’ 

recitations about their trades were examples of how the instruction in English was used to 

empower the students with the ability to formulate and articulate an idea.  The 

opportunity to deliver a speech in front of a large audience gave them confidence and 

prepared them to take leadership positions” (225).   It is not hard to see the ways that both 

sets of assumptions play into the lingering and popular narrative I traced in the 

introduction to this dissertation—that critical literacy liberates and functional literacy 

oppresses.   I have found that understanding more deeply what literacy training at 

Tuskegee actually entailed leads us beyond this binary.  

In the following two chapters, I investigate the ways that industrial education at 

Tuskegee was integrated into the school’s language arts curriculum during Booker T. 

Washington’s tenure at the school.  In themselves, and in their nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century contexts, neither strand of education is particularly surprising.  But it is 

the forced interaction between these strands that makes Tuskegee a valuable site to 

consider today.   In Chapter Four, I provide a rich historical context in which to examine 

Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum, considering nineteenth-century black industrial 

education, normal school education, and larger trends in language arts instruction, as well 

as Booker T. Washington’s own educational philosophies.  I conclude this chapter by 

characterizing the curriculum at Tuskegee before Washington’s mandate to integrate the 

school’s academic and industrial strands, issued in 1895, took hold.  The context 

provided in this chapter allows us to treat the curriculum at the school as both rhetorically 

constructed and locally situated, and it also highlights the significant constraints and 

challenges Washington faced as he attempted to construct a curriculum that would 

directly impact his students’ lives.  Acknowledging these constraints reminds us to be 

cautious both of blaming Tuskegee students for their bad grammar and of blaming 



 156 

Washington for implementing a traditionalist curriculum.  In Washington’s view, 

studying the language arts at Tuskegee was intended, like a Tuskegee education overall, 

to prepare students to, as Washington put it in Up From Slavery, “assist in the elevation 

of an unfortunate race” (73).  It needed to prepare them to live and work as model 

citizens, yet not over-prepare them to the point that they could no longer connect with 

their still uneducated families and friends—or to the point where their “uppity-ness” 

would piss off whites, a concern, again, that Du Bois acknowledged and shared.    

In Chapter Five, I extend my consideration of the school’s language arts 

curriculum, examining the ways that curriculum was contested and reworked as the drive 

towards correlation came increasingly to dominant Tuskegee’s academic departments.  In 

this chapter, I examine material used and produced between 1905 and Washington’s 

death in 1915 (including textbooks, assigned readings, letters and memos between 

Washington and his teachers, and student writing), a period during which interest in 

correlation renewed and intensified.  On the whole, the still-traditionalist language arts 

curriculum in these years was increasingly pushed towards the kind of simplified, 

illustrative relationship with the trades exemplified in the grammar float displayed for 

President Roosevelt in 1905.  At the same time, Washington developed an increasingly 

complicated theory of correlation that involved asking academic and industrial teachers 

alike to privilege the problem-solving capacities of their disciplines, in some ways a 

proto-Deweyan approach.  Some of the curricular changes enacted in this period were 

“progressive,” others seem overwhelmingly “restrictive.” Yet the student writing I 

consider in the final portion of this chapter suggests that those labels don’t adequately 

account for the ways that students applied their language arts training in order to claim 

significant kinds of authority within and beyond the school’s boundaries.  Instead, the 

portrait of literacy education that emerges in this chapter complicates what we 
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understand—historically and today—to be the shape, meaning, and outcome of 

functionalist literacies.   

As the chapter overviews above indicate, what follows is not a comprehensive 

analysis of Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum between the school’s founding in 1881 

and Washington’s death in 1915.  The Booker T. Washington archive is immense and, 

though indexed, curricular materials are scattered throughout and often only obliquely 

referenced, if at all.  A thorough consideration of all the transformations to this 

curriculum in these years is beyond the scope of this study.  In deciding where to focus 

my archival investigation, I took my cues first from published primary and secondary 

sources about the school, looking for the crises and flashpoints that would indicate key 

moments when correlation was an especially hot topic for faculty and administrators, and 

then digging into the archival materials surrounding those years in order better to 

understand and depict the implications of correlation for language arts instruction.  I am 

aware that, in this process, many stones have remained unturned.  In particular, I 

acknowledge from the start that a more thorough analysis of even the periods I study here 

would need to look beyond the language arts classroom per se in order to acknowledge 

and account for language arts activity occurring in other sectors of the curriculum and 

extra-curriculum.  For example, what would we learn about literacy education at 

Tuskegee from the recitations students on the “History Float” performed for President 

Roosevelt’s parade in 1905?  Or from the exams students took in their “Ethics” classes in 

1894?  I do extend my lens beyond the language arts classroom to some extent in Chapter 

Five, when I consider the ways language arts instruction occurred within the industrial 

“theory” classes, and I have certainly considered materials that would shed light on 

language arts activity across the curriculum whenever possible.  But again, implementing 

such a consistently expansive lens is beyond the scope of this analysis.   
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My aim here has been to set the stage for such an extended study by highlighting 

the negotiations that took place within and surrounding Tuskegee’s language arts classes 

even as visitors praised Washington for “solving the educational problems of our day.”  

Teachers resigned and were fired.  Students went on strike.  Textbooks were dropped and 

replaced.   Literature reading lists changed drastically.  In tracking the tensions that 

accompanied those changes, a new story of Tuskegee emerges, one in which the language 

arts curriculum, intertwined in multiple ways with the pursuit of the industrial and 

mechanical arts, is seen to be a site of deep conflict and contention, a site in which 

practice and theory, the academic and the vocational, the functional and the critical, met, 

struggled, and continually disagreed. 
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Chapter 4 

Tradition and Reform:  Language Arts Instruction                                     

at Tuskegee Institute, 1881-1895 

In his emphasis on an industrial education, Washington was replicating the 

educational model he inherited from his mentor Samuel G.  Armstrong, founder of 

Hampton Institute in Hampton, Virginia.  Washington, who was born in 1856, first 

attended Hampton in 1872, and graduated in 1875.  After a brief stint teaching school in 

Virginia and then a year studying at Wayland Seminary in Washington, D.C., 

Washington returned to Hampton at Armstrong’s invitation to become a housefather in 

the Indian boys’ dormitory and later a teacher in the school’s Night School for students 

who were working their way through Hampton to pay tuition, as Washington himself had 

done.  In 1881, Armstrong was asked to recommend a principal for a new normal school 

to be established in Macon County, Alabama.  He recommended Washington, who then 

opened the school on July 4, 1881, in, as Washington described it, “a rather dilapidated 

shanty” (Up 110) and with no money for appropriating land and buildings and with 

thirty-seven students (Harlan Making 122).  Thanks in large part to Washington’s 

fundraising skills, which would serve the school throughout his lifetime, and with the 

help of a personal loan from the treasurer of Hampton Institute, Tuskegee had its own 

land, the first school buildings in progress, and eighty-eight students by the following 

November (Harlan Making 125).  Ten years later, the school enrolled more than 500 

students (“Tuskegee School” 30), and by Washington’s death in 1915 it enrolled more 

than 1500 (“Catalogue 1914-15).67 

                                                 
67 Unless otherwise noted, for biographical information about Washington I rely on the two-volume series 
by his preeminent biographer (and cataloguer of the Booker T.  Washington Papers at the Library of 
Congress), Louis R.  Harlan:  Booker T. Washington, The Making of a Black Leader, 1856-1901 (referred 
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Like Armstrong, Washington believed that the key to prosperity and success was 

for blacks to make themselves indispensable to whites—via labor (Spivey 47).  As he 

told Tuskegee students in a talk titled “What Is To Be Our Future?” if blacks could prove 

their usefulness to whites and to themselves, the other problems of inequality would fade 

away: “We cannot talk our way into our rights; we must work our way, think our way, 

into them.  And you will find that just in proportion as we do this, we are going to get all 

we deserve” (Character 172).  This emphasis on the willing worker as the key to a 

successful black identity was at the centerpiece of what came to be called the “Hampton-

Tuskegee model” of education.  Hampton and Tuskegee did not invent the notion of 

black industrial education; such programs existed as early as the eighteenth century 

(Kliebard 13), and were championed most prominently by Frederick Douglass before the 

Civil War (Anderson “Historical” 182).  But with the support of white businessmen—

both northern and southern—who saw training blacks for participation in the agrarian 

labor market as an essential element of Reconstruction, Hampton and Tuskegee 

established the dominant pattern for the industrial schools that sprung up in the rural 

South.   

To be sure, industrial education was not the only alternative for blacks in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  James Anderson makes the important 

distinction that, while Hampton and Tuskegee established the model for black industrial 

education, that model did not become the “ascendant form of education in black normal 

schools and colleges.”  Rather, in Anderson’s words, “most black colleges relegated 

industrial education to a subordinate role,” and the “traditional liberal or classical 

curriculum remained dominant throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” 

                                                                                                                                                 
to here as Making) and Booker T. Washington, The Wizard of Tuskegee, 1901-1915 (referred to here as 
Wizard). 



 161 

(“Hampton” 66).  Other normal schools for blacks founded in Alabama around the same 

time as Tuskegee, like the Snow Hill Normal and Industrial Institute and Huntsville 

Normal School, emphasized academic development (see Kelley 153).  The mission 

societies, churches, and secular organizations sponsoring freedmen’s schools during 

Reconstruction, though they advocated uplift values of “piety, thrift, self-control, 

temperance, and the work ethic,” did so via a much more recognizably liberal education, 

positing an advanced literacy education as a key to citizenship training (Gaines 33, see 

also Anderson Schooling 30).   According to James Anderson, black educators involved 

with these and earlier initiatives tended to adopt the “New England classical liberal 

curriculum,” a curriculum they saw “as providing access to the best intellectual traditions 

of their era and the best means to understanding their own historical development and 

sociological uniqueness” (Schooling 29).  When the YMCA took over the Freedmen’s 

Bureau’s educational programs in 1870, they continued to promote “literacy in the whole 

population” (Moore 103).68   Then, too, many southern blacks moved north in the 1890s, 

seeking “freedom, jobs, education, leisure, and citizenship” outside the sharecropping 

system that still dominated the South (Gaines 11).    

By the 1880s, however, there was significant financial pressure behind the drive 

towards industrial education.  Two of Washington’s major early funders, for example, the 

John F.  Slater Fund and the Peabody Fund, explicitly advocated industrial education.  

Pressures from such private funders and from state legislatures caused even some of 

those schools with an academic focus to switch to industrial education—a switch 

historian Don Quinn Kelley says was prompted by the need for money and not 

                                                 
68 Congress created the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (known as the Freedmen’s 
Bureau) in 1865, and charged it with the task of resettling, administering aid for, and educating freedmen.  
Originally intended to function for only one year, and inadequately funded given its immense mission, the 
Bureau was dissolved in 1870. 
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necessarily “from a conviction of its merits as a teaching program” (153).  According to 

Anderson, although alternatives existed, by “the early twentieth century the majority of 

southern rural black students attended elementary and secondary schools based on the 

Hampton-Tuskegee manual labor idea” (“Historical” 188).    

The move towards black industrial education was part of a larger education 

reform that stressed the benefits of manual training.  Driven by a belief in the moral 

virtue of work and by a desire to “heal” a society fragmented by industrialism and 

modernity, manual training advocates of the 1870s and 80s argued that skills-based 

training would help to instill badly needed values while also helping to make public 

schools more relevant to students’ lives.  At the same time, in the wake of the Morrill 

Land Grant Act of 1862, newly founded land grant universities were training college 

students for specialized industrial and agricultural work.  Though the manual training 

advocates were primarily concerned with secondary school education, these reformers 

sowed the seeds for the broader vocational education movement of the early twentieth 

century, which placed an increasing emphasis on shaping educational institutions in 

response to industry’s needs and desires, trends which would affect higher education as 

well.  Proponents of vocational education, including educators, industry lobbyists, labor 

representatives, and progressive reformers, would see their efforts pay off in the passage 

of the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, which would for the first time allocate federal aid to 

vocational training programs—and specifically to programs in schools of “less than 

college grade” (Lazerson and Grubb 29).    

From the beginning, manual training proponents had a special interest in  helping 

the disadvantaged and the poor improve themselves both economically and morally.  But 

at both Hampton and Tuskegee, the industrial education of blacks (and, at Hampton, of 

American Indian students as well) fit into a larger ideology of racial uplift, an ideology 
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Kevin Gaines has described as comprising “an emphasis on self-help, racial solidarity, 

temperance, thrift, chastity, social purity, patriarchal authority, and the accumulation of 

wealth” (2).  For Armstrong, the major problem blacks faced in the post-Reconstruction 

era was “deficiency of character,” a problem his school aimed to correct by having 

students undergo vigorous moral training  (Harlan 1: 58).  Such moral training, which 

took place largely through an inculcation in a rigorous work ethic, was in Armstrong’s 

view “much more important than [students’] intellectual instruction,” since they had to 

first learn self-discipline before they could move on to higher things (Harlan Making 64).  

As Washington’s preeminent biographer Louis Harlan put it, “Armstrong saw in 

industrial education a quasi-religious principle, for the temporal salvation of the Negro 

race” (64).  A Hampton education, then, had room only for basic reading, writing, and 

math skills; in Anderson’s words, Armstrong’s “idealized student was a hard worker with 

elementary education and industrial training” (“Hampton” 71).    

What did not have a place in the Hampton-Tuskegee model was a classical 

literary education.  To be sure, a larger debate about the place of the classical languages 

within American higher education was swirling in this period; in 1869, Harvard’s 

President Charles Eliot stirred up controversy when he introduced an elective system at 

the College, making advanced study of Latin and Greek optional (Brubacher and Rudy 

111-116).  But classical studies were excluded from Hampton not by virtue of 

Armstrong’s skepticism of those studies themselves but rather because, as Anderson 

notes, Armstrong “believed that such training stimulated ‘vanity’ in black students, which 

propelled them toward high-flown notions of politics and professional life” (“Hampton” 

72).69  Even more, Armstrong did not believe that blacks were intellectually capable of 

                                                 
69 Jeremy Wells argues, further, that Armstrong excluded Greek and Latin from the Hampton curriculum 
because these subjects were important markers of class and culture—markers Armstrong wanted to 
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handling such advanced material.  Not only Greek and Latin but a liberal arts curriculum 

in general was, in his view, thus not only potentially dangerous, but also an impractical 

waste of time.  He explained: 

An English course embracing reading and elocution, geography and mathematics, 
history, the sciences, the study of the mother-tongue and its literature, the leading 
principles of mental and moral science, and of political economy, would, I think, 
make a curriculum that would exhaust the best powers of nineteen-twentieths of 
those who would for years to come enter the Institute.  (quoted in Spivey 26) 

Washington did not share this view of black intellectual capacity, but he did reject the 

liberal arts curriculum as the basis for black improvement and advancement.  Reflecting 

on the hunger for education among newly freed blacks during Reconstruction, 

Washington condemned what he called their “craze for Greek and Latin learning” (Up 

77).  He took this as a sign that ex-slaves were pursuing the idea of education more than 

its substance, and blamed this on the prevalent delusion that “as soon as one secured a 

little education, in some unexplainable way he would be free from most of the hardships 

of the world, and, at any rate, could live without manual labor” (Up 77).  “One of the 

saddest things I ever saw,” he famously recollected in Up From Slavery that “was a 

young man, who had attended some high school, sitting down in a one-room cabin, with 

grease on his clothing, filth all around him, and weeds in the yard and garden, engaged in 

studying a French grammar” (96).    

The classical and modern languages were not the only forbidden subjects in the 

Hampton-Tuskegee model.  Also absent were assignments that might have invited 

students to explore the social and political contexts of their lives in the post-

Reconstruction South, or, more personally, to use writing as a way to “explore their own 

identities and generate community” by focusing on the “shared exposition of familiar 

                                                                                                                                                 
preserve as characteristics of educated whites: “In short, [Armstrong] did not graduate young men and 
women who might compete with whites over claims to cultural supremacy” (60). 
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experience” as African Americans—the kinds of writing assignments that we recognize 

today as “activist” or “critical,” and that Scott Zaluda has shown circulated at Howard 

University in the 1920s (245).   Much earlier than this, Du Bois found room for that kind 

of writing at Harvard—even at a time when disappointment with freshman writing was 

prompting increased emphasis on correctness and form.  As Du Bois tells it, as a student 

in English A in 1889, his first theme—a “bitter, angry, and intemperate” response to 

Senator Morgan of Alabama’s recently published “scathing attack” on blacks—was 

roundly rejected.  Du Bois cleaned up his style, having “no doubt but what my instructors 

were fair in judging my English technically even if they did not understand the Negro 

problem,” but he did not abandon his political content; many of his daily themes were 

published in the Courant, a Boston-based weekly African-American paper 

(Autobiography 144).   

Seniors at Tuskegee in the early twentieth century might have taken a class on the 

“Negro in American History,” with “especial emphasis…placed on the Negro’s life as a 

freeman, and upon his place in American life; his achievements, his mistakes, and his 

service to his country” (“Catalogue 1909-10” 33).  But nothing I have seen in Tuskegee’s 

college catalogues or in the published descriptions of curricular life at the school suggests 

that at any point in his or her career would a Tuskegee student during Washington’s 

tenure have been invited, or perhaps even allowed, to compose a meditation like Du 

Bois’.70  The catalogues explicitly forbid any student, “while in school, to take part in any 

                                                 
70 An exception to this might be found in the brief tenure of Hallie Quinn Brown, educator and elocutionist, 
who served as Tuskegee’s Dean of Women (also called the “Lady Principal”) from 1892 to 1893 and then 
left the school for a professorship at her alma mater, Wilberforce University (1893 to 1923).   Brown 
developed what Susan Kates calls “politicized instructional materials” based in an effort to respond to the 
particular needs of African Americans, including their navigation of a climate and educational culture that 
“opposed the use of African-American English Vernacular” (“Embodied” 61, 63).   Brown’s reciter, Bits 
and Odds: A Choice Selection of Recitations (1880), for example, included passages in AAVE alongside 
more traditional selections.   This volume was not used en masse at Tuskegee (though Brown may have 
used it in her own classes), and Brown was chastised by Washington in the fall of 1893 for not exhibiting a 
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political mass meeting or convention” (“1909-10” 21).   Similarly, Washington “ruled out 

of order” any discussion of “outrages against black people or denial of their political 

rights” during the annual Negro Conference hosted by Tuskegee for farmers and other 

workers in communities surrounding the school (Harlan Making 200).71  Washington 

declared publicly that it was the school’s policy to “remain free from politics and the 

discussion of race questions that tend to stir up strife between the races” (Harlan Making 

165).  Instead, he held out his manual and moral training as the answer for the depravity 

and crime others associated with blacks, positing that “of the hundreds of colored men 

who have been educated in the higher institutions of the south not one has been guilty of 

the crime of assaulting a woman” (quoted in Harlan Making 263).  His ban on political 

activity extended firmly beyond the college’s walls; when a Tuskegee grad started 

publishing a newspaper in Tuskegee that included “incendiary articles” against whites, 

Washington asked him to stop publication (Harlan Making 164).  There was no room, in 

Washington’s realm, for putting literacy to overtly political purposes. 

Washington’s careful positioning of his school as non-political, and especially as 

a site where racial politics would not be engaged, was, of course, itself an intentional and 

intensely political move, and his preference for an apolitical, functional literacy education 

must be seen in light of the larger racial and social pressures under which he operated.  

As Jacqueline Moore puts it, because he stuck generally to discussing “the virtues of an 

                                                                                                                                                 
“thorough acquaintance with all branches of your work,” for failing to “command the confidence and 
respect” of her fellow teachers, and for allowing students to witness her own “personal and disgraceful 
wrangles” with others at the school; Brown left the school soon after (Harlan 3:  369).   

 
71 The Tuskegee Negro Conference, begun in 1892, was just one of the outreach activities sponsored by 
Tuskegee.    The school also sponsored teachers’ institutes, clubs for Tuskegee townswomen, magazines 
and newspapers intended for farmers, and a series of initiatives intended to help black farmers buy their 
farms and houses and end the cycle of tenancy (see Harlan Wizard 213-215).   Agricultural and school 
extension activities like these were part of the school’s landscape almost from its founding.   For more on 
Washington’s adult education initiatives beyond the school, see Martha Small Jones.  
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industrial education as the best approach for blacks to improve themselves,” and did not 

advocate “universal voting rights or social intermingling,” he was able to remain friendly 

with “even the most conservative white Southerners” (30, 24).  This positioning brought 

him into relationship with powerful and prestigious leaders—including President 

Roosevelt, who considered Washington an informal but crucial advisor on racial matters.  

Catapulted by his famous address to the Atlanta Exposition in 1895, and by the 

publication of Up from Slavery in 1901, Washington was at the turn of the century 

“easily the most powerful black man in America” (Moore 35).  In this position he 

established what came to be known as the “Tuskegee Machine,” what Louis Harlan 

called “an intricate, nation-wide web of institutions in the black community that were 

conducted, dominated, or strongly influenced” by Washington (Making 254).  Using 

“patronage politics,” Washington influenced elections, lobbied for special interests, and 

controlled the black press (255).   

Not surprisingly, the same force of will that ran the Machine ran Tuskegee 

Institute.  Although Washington spent “nearly half of every year” on the road delivering 

speeches, politicking, and fundraising for the school, his domineering personality reigned 

at Tuskegee even in his absence (Harlan Wizard 143).  The principal demanded complete 

devotion to the Institute from his teachers and staff, micromanaging their work, treating 

disagreements with the school’s aims and policies as instances of insurrection, and even 

paying teachers less than market rate in order to insure that the school retained, as Harlan 

notes, “only teachers so dedicated to Tuskegee’s ideals and mission that they would work 

there at a lower salary than they could command elsewhere” (Harlan Wizard 152).  This 

did not insure, a conflict-free relationship with his faculty, and as we will see, 

Washignton’s disagreements with his academic teachers in particular were often quite 
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directly conflicts about what kind of education should prevail at the school, and to what 

extent the academic curriculum should be “vocationalized.” 

Washington’s Educational Philosophy  

Washington’s aim, following the Hampton model, was that Tuskegee should 

produce “the high-souled, useful, productive, patriotic, law-loving, public-spirited citizen, 

of whom any nation might well be proud”—but who would, importantly, do much for the 

“image, reputation, and actual conditions of the black race in particular ” (Tuskegee 7).  

That notion of larger influence was key to Washington’s belief in racial uplift.  

Washington was fond of describing the impact of Tuskegee students, graduates, and 

“former students”72 in their home communities, families, workplaces, and indeed with 

anyone they might find themselves in contact.  Tuskegee’s goal, Washington wrote in Up 

from Slavery, was to educate students to return to their homes “and show the people there 

how to put new energy and new ideas into farming, as well as into the intellectual and 

moral and religious life of the people” (127).  If his students’ abilities to so “raise the 

level” of those around them depended in part on the actual skills and knowledge they 

acquired at Tuskegee, it depended in Washington’s view at least as much if not more on 

“the spirit of unselfishness and a willingness to sacrifice themselves for others instilled 

into them at Tuskegee” (Successful n.p.).    

To encounter that Tuskegee “spirit” was, ideally, to experience a “mental, 

spiritual, and bodily awakening” (Successful n.p.) akin to the kind of awakening 

Washington depicted for himself in his popular account of his arrival and schooling at 

Hampton, a story he told first in Up from Slavery:  

                                                 
72This was an important category, since, as Washington himself acknowledged, many Tuskegee students 
left the school before earning a certificate or diploma in order to put their skills to work in the job market 
instead.   According to Louis Harlan, the school produced only “one graduate for every ten ex-students” 
(Wizard 170).   
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[T]he first sight of the large, three-story, brick school building seemed to have 
rewarded me for all that I had undergone in order to reach the place…It seemed to 
me to be the largest and most beautiful building I had ever seen.  The sight of it 
seemed to give me new life.  I felt that a new kind of existence had now begun—
that life would now have a new meaning.   I felt that I had reached the promised 
land, and I resolved to let no obstacle prevent me from putting forth the highest 
effort to fit myself to accomplish the most good in the world.   (Up 51)  

That feeling grew as Washington took the “entrance exam” from Hampton’s head 

teacher, Miss Mary F. Mackie, who assigned him to sweep the school’s recitation room, 

and as he met Hampton’s headmaster, Samuel Armstrong, whom he described as 

“superhuman” (55).  But at Tuskegee (as, to be fair, at Hampton), students’ indoctrination 

in the spirit of uplift depended not simply on coming into the estimable presence of the 

school’s grounds and faculty, but rather on a persistent exposure to key tenets of the 

school’s philosophy: that labor was “dignified and beautiful” and that the most dignified 

work was that which was truly of value to others, work that enabled students to “meet the 

conditions as they exist now, in the part of the South where he lives” (Up 312).  That 

would be the kind of work that prepared students to carry out Washington’s famously 

accommodationist stance as expressed in his address at the Atlanta Exposition in 1895: 

“cast down your bucket where you are” and “learn to dignify and glorify common labour 

and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life” (Up 220).73   

While they were being trained in trades valuable to the southern agrarian 

economy and being encouraged to return to their home communities and make 

themselves useful, both by providing useful services and by modeling exemplary 

behavior and professional success, Tuskegee students were also undergoing an intensive 

course in what Washington saw as “character building.”  In a book of essays by that 

                                                 
73 Whether they entered Tuskegee’s day or night school, students were assigned a trade and were placed in 
an academic track according to their level of preparation.   The school’s catalogues claimed that trades 
were assigned to students according to their wishes and to “their mental ability to comprehend and physical 
ability to perform the duties required” (“Catalogue 1909-1910” 18).   Student recollections attest, however, 
that students were often simply assigned where the school had vacant positions (Miller 177). 
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name, published versions of talks Washington delivered in regular Sunday evening 

addresses to the student body in the Tuskegee chapel (which were printed in the weekly 

Tuskegee Student newspaper and mailed to graduates as well), Washington repeatedly 

explained that the key to being “strong, influential and useful” was to have a strong 

character (Character 91).  Having character meant, in a general sense, being a good 

person, being a good worker, and being the kind of person who would show concern for 

others.  But his Sunday talks reveal Washington’s more specific ideas about how to build 

a strong character as well, ideas that were reflected in Tuskegee’s organization and 

curriculum—namely, that students should constantly strive to overcome difficulties, and 

should see themselves—more than their circumstances—as their own worst impediment 

when in came to facing challenges.  In one Sunday talk, he urged students tellingly: 

“Analyze yourself.  Get rid, as it were, of all the weights that have been holding you 

back, and resolve at the end of each week that you will walk upon your dead selves of the 

week before” (Character 179).   

In his provocative essay about the colonialist underpinnings of the Hampton-

Tuskegee model, Jeremy Wells argues that this emphasis on self-reflection underscored 

“the notion that black Southerners were above all else barbaric,” and that what they 

needed, therefore, was to be “civilized” (66).  Certainly, Washington linked this habit of 

self-reflection and self-scrutiny to the kind of transformation students needed to undergo 

in order to be—and to appear—at all times useful and successful.  Praising the formula he 

patterned his own life story on in Up from Slavery, Washington urged students in another 

of his Sunday evening talks to see “that having a hard time, running up against 

difficulties here and there, helps to make an individual strong, helps to make him 

powerful” (24).  In response to this fact, Washington commanded students to:  
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Make up your minds that you are not going to allow anything to discourage you.   
Make up your minds that poor lessons, scoldings on the part of your teachers, 
want of money, want of books—that none of these shall discourage you.   Make 
up your mind that in spite of race and colour, in spite of all the obstacles that 
surround you, in spite of everything, you are going to succeed in your school life, 
and you are going to prepare yourself for usefulness hereafter.  (Character 55) 

Students who practiced self-scrutiny and embraced this determined outlook and 

commitment to perseverance would be well positioned to remedy their deficiencies.  In 

another Sunday talk, Washington asked students:  “Have you grown to the point where 

you are dissatisfied and all out of sorts when your hair is not combed, your fingernails 

dirty, and your body not in the condition it should be in?”  And then warned them: “If 

you have not reached that point, when you come to graduate, then there will be 

something wrong with your education, and you are not ready to go out from this 

institution, whether you are in the senior class or the preparatory class” (176). 

It is not hard to see how students trained to welcome adversity and to be their own 

relentless monitors would suit Washington’s philosophy of racial uplift and 

accommodation.   Such students would not complain (or protest, strike, or rebel) in the 

face of “discouraging” disappointments like racist employers, unjust economic systems, 

or the like.  They would, no matter what, present to the (white) world a pleasant, 

scrubbed, and combed exterior.  They would diligently earn remarks like that made by 

the proprietor of a shoemaking shop in Montgomery, Alabama, who had taken to hiring 

Tuskegee students, and was reported by Washington to have said of one: “He is as steady 

as a clock” (Successful n.p.).    

Such traits speak directly to the principle that underlay Tuskegee’s academic 

curriculum—that the primary purpose of a Tuskegee education should be to prepare 

students for participation in the “real world” awaiting them beyond the school’s 

boundaries.  And yet, despite his symbolic observation of the dirty boy with the French 
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grammar and his skepticism of what he elsewhere called “mere book education,” 

Washington did recognize, as we will see below, the role books could play in cultivating 

the habits of self-reflection and analysis upon which the development of the Tuskegee 

character depended.  To be sure, in general, in his public and published statements about 

Tuskegee’s curriculum, Washington presented the school’s academic training as 

subordinate to the school’s larger purpose: “Can you master algebra, or literature?” he 

asked students in a Sunday evening talk, continuing: “We know you can do that.  We 

know you can master the sciences.  The general problem we have to work out here, and 

work it out with fear and trembling, is:--Can we educate the individual conscience?” 

(222).  “Educating the conscience” did not mean, as we can infer from Washington’s 

condemnation of student involvement in any overtly political activities, the kind of 

liberatory pedagogy with which we might associate that phrase today.  This was certainly 

not a coming into critical consciousness á la Freire.  Instead, it involved what Washington 

liked to call “original thinking” or “putting the brains into work” (Character 129)—the 

application of ideas to problems students faced in the real world (and, most immediately, 

in the world surrounding them at the school).   

Aligning himself with several contemporary schools of pedagogical reform, as I 

will discuss below, Washington explained this emphasis on practical application as a 

departure from long-standing educational practice: 

We are very apt to get the idea that education means the memorizing of a number 
of dates, of being able to state when a certain battle took place, of being able to 
recall with accuracy this or that event.  We are likely to get the impression that 
education consists in being able to commit to memory a certain number of rules in 
grammar, a certain number of rules in arithmetic, and in being able to locate 
correctly on the earth’s surface this mountain or that river, and to name this lake 
and that gulf.   (Character 112) 
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That kind of education was nothing without application to real-world situations and 

dilemmas (Up 118).  The education Washington valued was one that was instead 

responsive to local situations and needs and to the “everyday affairs of life” (Up 122), 

one that consisted of problem-solving in place of empty memorization, and one that took 

place as much as possible not via “mere teaching in the class-room, in the old-fashioned 

manner” but outside in Tuskegee’s shops and fields (Character 158).  At the same time, it 

was an education that stressed the development of self-reflection, analysis, and self-

scrutiny.  Though when applied to messy hair and dirty fingernails these are not habits we 

are wont to see as “critical literacies,” they are habits, we might argue, that are a crucial 

part of the liberal arts experience—and they were habits that Washington cultivated, in 

part, via Tuskegee’s literacy curriculum. 

Normal Schools 

In its emphasis on practical and “real world” education, Tuskegee was influenced 

just as much by the tradition of normal, or teacher-training, schools as it was by the late 

nineteenth-century trend towards industrial education.  Understanding normal school 

history and philosophy helps to contextualize Washington’s own goals, as well as the 

constraints in which he operated.   Emerging in the 1830s as a response to the rise of 

public schooling and to the scarcity of qualified elementary school (also called common 

school) teachers, normal schools defined themselves as an alternative to colleges, 

seminaries, and even high schools.  As Jurgen Herbst has documented, they tended to 

focus on the “common school subjects of spelling, reading, writing, grammar, geography, 

and arithmetic,” and only occasionally to include or offer more advanced subjects like 

“rhetoric, logic, geometry, bookkeeping, navigation, surveying, history, physiology, 

mental and natural philosophy” (62).  Academic requirements were “kept low” because 
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the main goal of the school was to produce teachers equipped to staff rural common 

schools, and, as Herbst points out, because the new normal school students were 

generally lacking in academic preparation (63).  Though the students were themselves 

graduates of the elementary schools, instructors in the normal schools soon found that 

their students had not necessarily absorbed the common-school curriculum and needed to 

spend significant time reviewing remedial education (Herbst 69).    

The first normal school was founded in 1839 in Lexington, Massachusetts, but it 

did not take long for them to become what David Gold calls a “mass phenomenon” (118).  

Generally cheaper than seminaries and colleges (often offering free tuition in exchange 

for a commitment to teach in the common schools upon graduation), the normal schools 

tended to attract students from farming families (Rothermel 36, Herbst 77).  School terms 

were flexible and short in order to accommodate students who needed to be available for 

farm work, and normal schools generally offered a one- to two-year program that resulted 

in a certification, not in a B.A. degree (Herbst 74, Rothermel 36).  Many normal school 

students were women, most were white, and students tended to be younger than those 

attending colleges and seminaries.74 

As Kathryn Fitzgerald has observed in her study of Midwestern normal schools of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, language arts teachers in normal schools 

drew on a distinct intellectual and curricular tradition.  Unlike compositionists in the 

nineteenth-century university, who rooted their pedagogies in Scottish and American 

rhetorical traditions, normal school teachers looked to “German systems of teacher 

training and European pedagogical theories” (231).  Most influential was Swiss educator 

Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, who established, as Lucille Schultz puts it, “that children 

                                                 
74 In 1870, for example, 88% of students attending one Massachusetts normal school were women (Herbst 
75).   Normal school students generally had to be at least 16 years old (62). 
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learned differently from adults and that the starting place for a child’s education was not 

with abstract principles but with concrete experiences” (Composers 63).  Specifically, 

Pestalozzian theory involved starting with a child’s “interest in a subject” and moving 

outward from that towards more abstract concepts (Fitzgerald 231).  Applying this 

philosophy to the normal schools meant emphasizing what Pestalozzi called “object 

learning,” which was also referred to as “learning by doing” (Gold 119).   In Kathryn 

Fitzgeralds’s analysis, the normal school ideal thus involved the “active integration of 

theory and practice,” in which academic subjects were “embedded” in the “professional 

context of preparing others to teach the subject matter” (244, 240).  On one hand, this 

meant that the normal school faculty felt especially responsible for teaching the 

“mechanics and structure of English,” since their students would be instructing others 

(Gold 147).  But normal school philosophy also gave rise to innovative, student-centered 

practices, like, as Fitzgerald points out, viewing grammatical errors as the result of prior 

“inadequate teaching and incomplete learning,” and not as a sign that students were “bad” 

or “vulgar” people—characterizations applied to shoddy-grammared Harvard students in 

the same period (235).    

With their low tuition costs, relatively modest admission standards, and mission 

to prepare students from humble backgrounds to be teachers, the early normal schools  

“democratized and expanded educational and vocational opportunities far beyond any 

existing institutions” in the nineteenth century (Fitzgerald 228).  But as normal schools 

spread around the country, they morphed from elementary-school teacher preparation 

programs into more professionalized teacher-training institutes.  Beginning in the 1870s, 

normal schools began to expand their curricula beyond the elementary school level, 

aiming to prepare high-school teachers and school administrators as well (87).  The result 

of this trend towards professionalization, in Herbst’s analysis, was that normal schools, 



 176 

now more closely resembling colleges, no longer wanted to focus on the “remedial 

education of common school graduates” (98).    

As normal schools of the late nineteenth century became more like colleges, with 

a more recognizably liberal-arts curriculum “winning out” over vocational education, 

Tuskegee Institute, as we will see in the next chapter, moved in the opposite direction, 

with its academic curriculum in general becoming more elementary and it’s approach to 

literacy education in particular, now explicitly rooted in the school’s industrial and 

technical trades, becoming more functionalist.  But like the early normal school 

educators, Washington aimed to address the dire need for elementary school teachers in 

rural settings in particular and, as for his predecessors, for Washington responding to 

community needs in this way meant teaching drastically under-prepared students.75  In 

distinguishing a Tuskegee education from a college education, Washington was aligning 

himself with the early normal school tradition of serving common school, and not high 

school, graduates.  This meant that students and faculty at Tuskegee, like those at other 

normal schools, were going against the grain established by the college preparatory 

schools and academies for which most available published curricular material was 

oriented.  As David Gold explains, “progressive-minded teachers in the normal school 

                                                 
75  Washington did not require common school graduation as a prerequisite for entrance into Tuskegee.    
Instead, applicants were asked to write a letter of interest to Washington attesting to their ability to pass the 
examination for entrance into either the C Preparatory Class (the school’s lowest grade, available to night 
school students) or B Preparatory Class (the lowest grade available to day school students).   C Preparatory 
students were required to meet basic literacy requirements before entrance—in other words, they needed to 
be able to “read, write, and understand addition, subtraction, multiplication and division” (“Catalogue 
1909-1910”).   The school’s admission requirements also stipulated that applicants “must be of good moral 
character” (as attested by two letters of recommendation by “reliable persons in their community”), must be 
at least 14 years old, and “of good physique” (“Catalogue 1909-1910” 17-18).   Aside from the entrance 
examinations, which applicants were given upon arrival, Washington used the letters of interest as initial 
screening tools, often refusing admission to potential students or parents at this stage, on the basis of 
students’ age, their inability to pay, or the school’s being “too crowded.”  Washington may also have used 
the student-written letters, some of which are so crudely written that their meaning is difficult to make out, 
to assess applicants’ literacy levels before asking them to travel to the school for the entrance examination.   
(For student letters of application, see BTWP Reels 683 to 688).    
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movement…objected to the drill-and-grill methods and the one-size-fits-all approach to 

reading and writing that the textbooks engendered,” and to “what they saw as a distinct 

urban bias” in the textbook content (139).  At Tuskegee the normal school ideal of 

preparing students to serve the needs of rural communities was paramount, finding, 

adapting, and creating, curricular and pedagogical materials relevant to his own students’ 

lives would be a constant theme in Washington’s tenure at the school. 

Nineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century Language Arts Instruction 

Characterizing the language arts curricula at Tuskegee before and after correlation 

was declared paramount is a central aim of this and the next chapter.  In very general 

terms, however, the pedagogy reflected in Washington’s own writings and in Tuskegee’s 

published reports and descriptions of the school fits our standard understanding of what 

has come to be known as “current-traditional rhetoric.”76  Students at Tuskegee 

progressed towards the direct, practically minded manipulation of discourse by way of a 

building-block approach to language.  A student in the school’s entering “C Preparatory” 

class near the turn of the century began the study of language by being taught to “express 

simple ideas gathered from his own experience or suggested by pictures or stories.”  He 

would learn the “simple forms of grammar, the use of capitals, punctuation, and 

abbreviation” and would practice oral and written “narration of daily experience in 

simple sentences” (“Catalogue 1909-1910” 24).  “B Preparatory” students progressed to 

                                                 
76 According to David Gold, Daniel Fogarty (Roots for a New Rhetoric, 1959) was the first to use the term 
“current-traditional rhetoric” to refer to the rhetorical pedagogy emergent in the nineteenth century, when 
composition was included within the purview of rhetorical instruction.    The terms was adopted by Richard 
E.  Young (“Problems and Paradigms: Needed Research in Rhetorical Invention,” 1978) and then 
popularized by James Berlin in Writing Instruction in Nineteenth-Century American Colleges (1984).   
Several scholars of Composition Studies (especially Berlin, Crowley, and Connors) have, for varying 
reasons, characterized this period as one in which rhetorical instruction “declined” under the weight of a 
reductive, narrow, and overly mechanical pedagogy.   Noting that it was the inclusion of writing that 
distinguished this from earlier periods, Robert Connors prefers the term “composition-rhetoric.”   
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the “[w]riting of paragraphs,” “short themes,” and “letter writing,” and  “A Preparatory” 

students entered the “real study of grammar,” learning “the formulation and application 

of rules and definitions concerning the grammatical structure of the sentence” and 

practicing the “development of the isolated paragraph from a given topic sentence” (24-

25).  The Junior Class advanced in the study of grammar and also practiced writing 

“frequent descriptions and narrations of scenes and incidents from the daily life of the 

student.”  The A and B Middle Classes made “careful study” of the “essential qualities of 

the theme” and practiced “frequent oral and written exercises in exposition and 

argumentation” as well (25).  Their writing was, the Catalogue specifies, “rigidly marked 

for grammatical correctness and literary form” (26).   With that progression under their 

belts, the Senior Class tried their hands at “essays and debates based upon the work in 

literature” they were reading in their “best books” class (26).  Throughout the program, 

students studied and practiced all kinds of correspondence, including “familiar and 

business; letters of application; invitations, formal and informal, etc.” (25).77 

None of the emphases reflected in this description are particularly surprising.  The 

modal progression depicted here, from narration and description in the earlier classes to 

exposition and argumentation in the middle and later classes, the emphasis on letter-

writing, and the introduction of themes about literature in the final year together reflect 

                                                 
77 Tuskegee’s class system was complicated, and is worth parsing.   All students had to be at least 14 to 
begin school at the Institute (16 for night school); the night school was considered a passage to the day 
school, and students there performed more “common labor” than day school students (Bruce 62).   The 
lowest day school class was the “B Preparatory Class,” roughly equivalent to fourth grade.  The lowest 
night school class was the “C Preparatory Class,” roughly equivalent to third grade.   After these classes, 
students progressed to the “A Preparatory Class,” and then entered the school’s final five years: the “Junior 
Class,” the “Middle Class” (divided into “A”—higher—and “B”—lower), and finally the “Senior Class,” 
which Roscoe Bruce claimed was equivalent to “the first or the second year (barring the foreign languages) 
in a Northern high school” (64).    Seniors chose between either a “normal or trades’ course” (Thrasher 55).   
The course described in the passage above is most likely the “normal course”; trades’ seniors studied 
“advanced chemistry, mechanical drawing, geometry, physics and trades’ work” (Thrasher 55).   It is 
important to note, though, that many Tuskegee students never graduated.  According to Louis Harlan, in 
fact, the majority of students “was always in the lower classes” (Wizard 144).    
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the current-traditional understanding of discourse as, in Sharon Crowley’s words, a 

“perfect representation of events that occur in the physical world” (105).  Current-

traditional rhetoric, especially as characterized by Sharon Crowley and James Berlin, 

focused on, in Berlin’s words, “managing discourse, not on inventing it; on reporting, not 

interpreting” (63).  The job of the writer was, in this schema, simply to “find the language 

that corresponds to the observed phenomena” (Berlin 63).    Exposition, what Berlin 

called “‘setting forth’ what is inductively discovered” thus became the central concern of 

writing classes” (63).   

Berlin’s and Crowley’s highly critical understandings of current-traditional 

rhetoric do not, as we will see in the next chapter, adequately explain what students at 

Tuskegee wrote within their traditionalist curriculum, in part because of the school’s 

emphasis on having students analyze and address problems they encountered in the “real 

world” circumscribed by the school and by their trades-based training.  That focus on 

experience-based writing was also not in itself unusual for the time.  In focusing student 

writing on the physical and material aspects of their work at the school, Tuskegee’s 

curriculum was in line with a shift from the abstract theme topics of the classical college 

to more concrete, tangible subjects.  That shift, influenced by Pestalozzi, resulted in part 

from the increasing diversification of the student body in the wake of the Civil War and 

the Morrill Act, and with the effort to reach students “whose needs for literacy would be 

located exclusively in the activities of daily life” (Schultz in Archives 187).  Robert 

Connors aptly described this trend by charting the rise of “personal” writing assignments 

in the nineteenth-century classroom, a move intended to give students—who, unlike 

those in the classical liberal arts college, could not be counted on to have read the same 

things or to understand the same cultural and literary references—something to say.  In 

this context, according to Connors, invention shifted purposes:  “Before the Civil War, 
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invention methods had meant to find and discover things to say, ways to approach a given 

subject.”  With the rise of personal writing assignments, “from the vast raft of their 

personal experiences students had to choose something, narrow it to a workable theme 

topic, and develop it in some way” (“Personal” 174).    

Along with the nineteenth-century moves toward exposition and observation 

came a heightened emphasis on mechanical correctness, a focus evident in that most 

nineteenth-century of developments in the language arts classroom, the sentence 

diagram.78  Of course, correctness was a concern in the eighteenth century as well, but the 

newly intensified culture of correctness had profound implications for nineteenth-century 

(and later) college composition instruction.  In the 1890s, spurred by the sloppy themes 

produced by Harvard undergraduates, Harvard’s Committee on Composition and 

Rhetoric issued four reports to the College’s Board and Overseers, blasting undergraduate 

essays for being “full of loose, meaningless talk” (Adams 122).   For the Harvard 

Committee, the solution was clear—raise the standards of admission to the College so 

that secondary schools would need to return to teaching “the elements and rudiments of 

written expression,” namely, “facile, clear penmanship, correct spelling, simple 

grammatical construction, and neat, workmanlike, mechanical execution” (123).  Though 

presented with an air of fresh outrage and shock, these were findings in keeping with 

Harvard President Charles W. Eliot’s long-standing ambition to improve the secondary 

schools (Brereton 27).   Washington, of course, had no intention of qualifying his 

students for entrance to Harvard, but he did share the Committee’s, and Eliot’s, concern 

for ensuring that secondary-school students learn “good English.”  In 1909, for example, 

                                                 
78 According to Kitty Burns Florey’s entertaining history on the subject, sentence diagramming first 
appeared in Alonzo Reed and Brainerd Kellogg’s Higher Lessons in English (1877), a textbook assigned at 
Tuskegee in the 1890s.   
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he wrote to then director of the Academic Department John Robert E. Lee to express his 

frustration with “our present methods of teaching rhetoric, etc.”: 

It means little to spend a lot of time teaching definitions, including figures of 
speech and what not, such as the average text book on rhetoric is full of before the 
student has actually learned to express himself or write in a simple, direct way….  
Above all things, what our students want to learn is how to write, and no amount 
of talk or committing of terms or what not to memory will accomplish this.  After 
they have actually learned to write good, simple, direct English, then time can be 
spent if necessary learning rhetorical definitions, etc.   (Harlan 10: 188) 

“Simple, direct English” was precisely what Harvard instructor Barrett Wendell 

complimented Washington himself on after reading Washington’s rhetorically effective 

Up From Slavery.79  But Washington was doing more than requiring students to imitate 

his own prose; he was responding to the tension between wanting students to “fit” white 

middle-class linguistic standards without being seen as so educated that they endangered 

social norms.  In the process, he privileged the mechanical correctness we have come to 

associate with nineteenth-century current-traditional rhetoric and with a modes-based 

approach to composition, aligning his school with contemporary trends even as he and 

others declared his institution’s approach to be a fresh alternative to conventional 

educational programs.   

At the same time, a more “liberal” sense of what the language arts were for also 

existed at Tuskegee.  As suspicious as he was of “mere book learning,” Washington 

encouraged students to be sure, in their lives beyond school, to read and study every day, 

even if for “not more than four or five minutes,” and urged them specifically to read 

“books of travel, history and biography” (Character 178).  He explained this habit by 

                                                 
79 Wendell wrote in a letter to Washington in 1901: “It is hard to remember when a book, casually taken 
up, has proved, in this respect, so satisfactory as yours.  No style could be more simple, more 
unobtrusive…On almost any of your pages, you say as much again as most of men would say in the space; 
yet you say it so simply and easily that one has no effort in reading.   One is only surprised at the quiet 
power which can so make words do their work” (Harlan 6: 87).   Another critic praised Washington’s 
published talks because in them “[n]othing is stated abstractly” (Gottschalk 391). 
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linking reading to the larger project of moral uplift: “Any individual who has learned to 

love good books, to love the best newspapers, the best magazines, and has learned to 

spend some portion of his day in communication with them, is a happy individual” (143).  

In Up from Slavery, he connected the absence of book reading to the kind of narrow 

thinking that perpetuated racial prejudice (229).  In 1906, Tuskegee’s Academic Director 

Roscoe C. Bruce expounded on the expansive influence of English studies, declaring: 

“English serves to represent the group of studies that exert a liberalizing influence upon 

the student, that possess a cultural rather than a technical value” (65).   Even while, as we 

will see in the period under study in these two chapters, English came to be assigned an 

increasingly “technical” value and to be treated as a subject in which the school’s 

industrial orientation could be made manifest, this belief in literature’s moralist or 

humanist capacity persisted at Tuskegee.  In other words, what Gerald Graff has 

described as the “generalist” endorsement of reading, a position staked out by college 

literature professors of the 1890s who believed in literature’s “redemptive” power and 

who resisted the increasingly specialized, scientific efforts of their philologically oriented 

colleagues (85), still had a confirmed place in Tuskegee’s instrumentalist philosophy of 

education.    

In general, then, and certainly in the earlier years considered in the next section of 

this chapter, Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum suited and reflected the trends of its 

time.  In exploring the details of this traditionalist curriculum, I align myself with others 

who have questioned the often-assumed emptiness of a “standard” current-traditional 

approach to language arts instruction.  As David Gold explains, “[w]hat we have 

dismissed as current-traditional rhetoric often represents a complex of interwoven 

practices, both conservative and radical, liberatory and disciplining, and subject to wide-
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ranging local and institutional variations” (5).80  We will certainly see that multiplicity at 

work at Tuskegee.   But setting Tuskegee in its current-traditional context does more than 

allow me to question our condemnation of the tradition in general; it helps us to 

understand the constraints in which Washington operated, a crucial undertaking if we are 

to set aside the kinds of generalizing characterizations of the school’s literacy curriculum 

we’ve made to this point, as “oppressive” and reductive, or “liberatory” and progressive. 

For one thing, Washington’s students had real difficulties with grammar and 

usage.   As nearly all the student writing considered in this chapter and the next will 

reflect, many Tuskegee students arrived at the school as do many students in today’s 

increasingly diverse classrooms, with significant real-world experience but with little 

mastery of the conventions of Standard American Written English.  This did not go 

unnoticed by the school’s funders.  In 1897, Washington received the complaints of 

Henry Villard, who wrote after reading a letter from a Tuskegee student who, “evidently 

not only has an insufficient knowledge of English grammar and is even unable to spell 

correctly, and yet writes me that her last studies have been in ‘Natural Philosophy.  

Ancient History, Algebra, and Grammar,’ and that in the next quarter there will be added 

to them ‘Civil Government and Rhetoric’” (Harlan 4: 304).  In response, Washington 

reassured Villard that Tuskegee’s curriculum was indeed focused on basic and not on 

advanced literacy: “The fact is there is no rhetoric as a text book taught at Tuskegee.  It 

was in the course a number of years ago, but I found that the students needed the time in 

the study of simple English grammar and so took rhetoric out of the course” (Harlan 4: 

311).     

                                                 
80 Robin Varnum, Charles Paine, Nan Johnson, Lucille Schultz and Carr, and Susan Kates also challenge 
the notion that what we have labeled “current-traditional” pedagogies were necessarily reductive.   
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This was certainly not the first time Washington had heard critiques like Villard’s.   

Several years earlier, Washington received a similar complaint from the Superintendent 

of Education in Greene County, Alabama, who wrote to report that that very morning he 

had had occasion to “test the scholarship” of a recent graduate from Tuskegee, H.L. 

Goins, who appeared in his office seeking a teaching position:  

I handed him the 3rd grade [teaching certification examination] paper on 
Grammar, & requested him to parse the sentence, ‘John killed a rabbit.’ John, he 
said, was a noun of the 2nd person—then 1st person—& finally the 3rd.  It was in 
the objective case.  I then told him to parse rabbit.   After a good deal of 
hesitation, he said it was in the objective case.  I reminded him that he had said 
John was in the objective case.  He concluded then that John must be in the Nom.  
Case.  I asked what it was nom.  to? He replied, to the word killed.  What part of 
speech is killed? I asked.  An adjective, he replied.  When I told him he was 
wrong, he said, It is an adverb, then!  And so on, to the end of the chapter…Your 
Institution has some reputation, I understand: but how it could issue a Diploma to 
a student so utterly incompetent to teach the elementary studies of the 3rd grade in 
the public schools in the State, seems very strange.   (Harlan 3: 20) 

Despite the Superintendent’s dismay, the most striking aspect of this report is not that it 

confirms Goins’ weak grasp on grammatical principles; rather, it demonstrates a larger 

problem faced by Goins, his peers, their teachers, and Tuskegee’s principal: the 

dominance of a prescriptive and Latinate approach to grammar instruction.  In asking 

Goins to identify the parts of speech and the cases of words in the passage, the 

Superintendent evidently subscribed to what linguist David Crystal identifies as the 

lingering need to force English to “live up to the standards illustrated by Latin,” despite 

the gulf between Latin and English grammar (2).  The kind of parsing Goins so miserably 

failed at executing paid what some would call “excessive attention” to grammatical 

categories “based on Latin paradigms” (Finegan 51).81  For Washington, who wanted 

                                                 
81 As the exams and textbooks considered later in this chapter indicate, students at Tuskegee did not parse 
in the old-fashioned method that the Superintendent used to test Goins—pointing to words and asking that 
their parts of speech be identified.  Rather, Tuskegee teachers favored the pattern of providing a principle, 
and then illustrating that principle with a sentence. 
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above all for a Tuskegee education to matter to his students and to their communities, we 

can imagine that it might have been the exercise of requiring students to learn Latin 

inflections of English words—let alone to teach such things to third graders attending 

rural Alabaman schools—that in fact appeared “very strange.”   

That is not to say that Washington did not care about his students’ grammar and 

about maintaining “correctness” in the discourse of those representing Tuskegee—

students and faculty alike.  As we have already seen, he certainly did.  One white visitor 

to the school reported being told, “Mr.  Washington would not let anyone stay there who 

used slang” (quoted in Coleman 26).   In 1910, Washington sent Academic Director Lee 

a letter by a recent graduate, noting, “I thought you might care to call the grammatical 

defects to the attention of your teachers” (BTWP Reel 476).82  Correctness was a 

persistent concern for others affiliated with the school as well.   In 1904, Academic 

Director Roscoe Bruce chastised a teacher whom he felt had marked a poor spelling 

student too leniently.  “Simmons is the man who spells ‘poltry’ when he should spell 

poultry,” he wrote, reminding her that “[t]he policy of the departments is not to mark a 

student upon subject matter until his spelling and grammar and rhetoric have reached a 

reasonable standard of excellence” (BTWP Reel 446).  In the first few months of what 

would be a nine-year tenure as academic director, Bruce’s successor John Lee called into 

question the status of one student who had been promoted to the B preparatory class by 

the faculty after inspecting her “paper in Grammar”: “She made by ‘special grace’ 10% 

on the scale of 100%.  I do not think, from her paper, that she could make the A Prep.  

Class…She has not the least idea of grammar” (BTWP Reel 453).  In 1913, a committee 

                                                 
82 In the same year, ironically, a natural science faculty member complained bitterly to Washington about 
Lee’s own grammar, noting displeasure with “His mistakes, such as ‘it ain’t,’ ‘has got to be,’ and ‘hadn’t 
ought to be,’ ‘Bavarian Method’ for Batavian method, all made in speaking to teachers, are calculated to 
lower him in their regard, it seems to me” (3 Jan 1909, BTWP Reel 466). 
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including Lee, George Bridgeforth (director of the Department of Agricultural 

Industries), and registrar John Palmer asked the Faculty Council to raise the entrance 

standards for Tuskegee students, so that “In English, there shall be the ability to write 

well simple sentences, and to write a good letter…being about what is required to enter 

the B Preparatory class at present” (BTWP Reel 509).  Parents, too, shared the concern 

that their children learn correct speech and writing.  In February 1915, one of Tuskegee’s 

more educated parents responded to his son’s complaint that “you cannot see what you 

are learning.” Opening the letter with a paragraph of corrections of his son’s letter (“it is 

‘due,’ not it is dued; did not,’ not didnot…“English’ not Inglish”), the father assured his 

son that “I can see advancement in you and so can others….You must do plenty of 

reading in good books and study grammar so as to advance yourself in composition and 

spelling, and if you are writing and are in doubt of the correctness of a word, why look it 

up in the dictionary” (BTWP Reel 687). 

There was certainly a racially motivated class divide underlying these anxieties 

about correctness, as is especially evident in teacher concerns about students’ 

pronunciation.   Teacher Helen Porter commented in early January 1914 “the articulation 

and pronunciation of the students are not correct,” and suggested that “vigorous vocal 

exercises in the reading and English classes would improve this” (BTWP Reel 528).  The 

same week, another observer noted after visiting classes in the Bible Training School that 

“the only criticism I can offer here is poor pronunciation on the part of nearly all the 

students.  I think more stress should be put on their English and their pronunciation” (3 

Jan 1914, BTWP Reel 528).  Much earlier, in a grammar exam given to the school’s three 

highest classes at the end of the spring term in 1894, students were asked to “[w]rite 

correctly the following sentence: I seen them there boys which was playing ball at the 

park whom Mr.  Jones selled to the Misses Lelands.  Says I to them how long is you boys 
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been here boys” (BTWP Reel 698).  Notably, this is the only example of explicit dialect 

correction I have found in the records of class work in any of the years under study in this 

and the next chapter.  Yet this exam sentence, like the other concerns about pronunciation 

circulating at the school, is evidence of the class divide at Tuskegee; teachers, especially 

those in the academic departments, were mostly middle class, while students by and large 

came from poor families (see Harlan Wizard 156).  The desire to refine students’ speech, 

like the need to exert control over the social environment of the school, was a 

manifestation of the school’s overall aim to “uplift” students by reforming what looked to 

teachers and administrators like rough behavior, customs, and language usage into white, 

middle-class, largely northeastern norms. 

In assuring funders that Tuskegee stressed “basic literacy,” and in wanting to turn 

out students capable of using standard (white) American English in speech and writing, 

Washington was holding up a “functional” literacy pedagogy above anything we might 

easily recognize as critical or activist.  I have certainly seen no evidence, for example, 

that Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum actively affirmed the use of African American 

Vernacular English, though former Tuskegee teacher Hallie Quinn Brown published a 

reciter that did just that as early as 1880 (see note seventy in this chapter).  Like 

progressive educators today who are concerned that students not be alienated from their 

home language, however, Washington was concerned that his students not lose the ability 

to communicate with those less educated.  In 1910, Washington responded to a set of 

sample student essays sent to him by English teacher J.C. Wright by noting that his “only 

adverse criticism” was that the students were not writing clearly and plainly enough: 

There are too many big words in some of them.  The sentences are too long and 
involved.   Nothing is stronger in the teaching of English than to teach the 
students to use the smallest words possible, and the shortest and most simple 
sentences.  Let them use the same kind of language in writing that they do in 



 188 

talking.   For example, I find this sentence in one of the compositions: “The 
pressed steel wheel has arrived and at one of the psychological moments when the 
uses of timber have begun to realize that the products of the forests have been 
wastefully misused and that they are face to face with an irreparable timber 
shortage.” I know of no student who uses this kind of language in general 
conversation.  There are other sentences running through the compositions that 
are equally faulty.   (Harlan 10: 311).    

As this comment indicates, Washington’s concern for correct, clear speech was bound up 

with his desire to produce students able to fit in to his students’ own common speech, 

what he calls here “general conversation.”  Few writing teachers, of course, would 

applaud the kind of haphazard wordiness evidenced by the student Washington quotes 

above.  But Washington’s larger body of writings suggest that he was concerned not only 

with his students’ usage but also with how his newly educated students would be received 

in their home communities.  In a talk originally delivered to students at Tuskegee and 

published in 1906, Washington urged them to commit to putting their education to work 

in ways that would be recognizable and useful to others.  Some people, he cautioned, 

“bring their education into play when they are in the company of others, commit a few 

quotations and use big words which have no working place in their 

vocabulary…Education must be digested and assimilated in order to make it significant” 

(Putting 7).  The traditionalist concern for correctness was alive and well at Tuskegee.  At 

the same time, speaking and writing correctly and clearly meant more at Tuskegee than 

(only) meeting the grammatical and rhetorical norms of the late nineteenth century, and it 

certainly meant more than being able to pinpoint a word’s case.  A truly functional 

literacy education was one that allowed Tuskegee students to get by in both black and 

white worlds.  
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The Early Years: Tuskegee’s Curriculum 1881-1895 

The evidence considered in the previous section indicates that Tuskegee’s 

language arts curriculum was generally in keeping with nineteenth-century trends.  

Indeed, the interest of this site for historians of language arts education and for 

contemporary educators does not lie in its break from tradition, but rather in the ways an 

industrially and vocationally oriented curriculum took hold within and impacted that 

traditionalist curriculum.  To set the stage for those insights, I will devote the remainder 

of this chapter to a more through characterization of the language arts at Tuskegee in the 

years before correlation of the industrial and academic was established as the school’s 

guiding philosophy.   

Soon after arriving at Tuskegee, Booker T. Washington wrote to Hampton 

headmaster Samuel G. Armstrong to ask him for the addresses of the publishers of 

textbooks used at Hampton (Harlan Making 116).  Not surprisingly, when the Tuskegee 

Normal and Industrial Institute held its first classes on July 4, 1881, its curriculum closely 

resembled the Hampton program, with a combination of “mental and manual training” 

and a focus on producing elementary school teachers who would go out into rural 

southern placements to teach academic subjects and/or the trades, which began to be 

taught as early as 1883-1884.  In a letter written in 1890 to William LeRoy Broun, who 

was then president of Alabama Polytechnic Institute in Auburn, Alabama, Washington 

described the “mental work” undertaken at Tuskegee by outlining a course of study that 

included “Reading, Spelling, Grammar, Rhetoric, History ancient and modern, 

Constitution and School laws of Alabama, Botany, Physical Geography, Physiology, 

Civil Government, Political Economy, Mental Philosophy, mental and Moral Science, 

Book-keeping, Penmanship, Freehand Drawing, Methods of Teaching, Vocal and 

Instrumental Music” (Harlan 3: 87).  While certainly not equivalent to the list of 
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recommended subjects for secondary schools set forth by the Committee of Ten a few 

years later (a list which emphasized Latin, Greek, and other foreign languages alongside 

European history) this is hardly a narrow curriculum.  It is, rather, the kind of broad 

education indicative of Washington’s early aspirations to educate common school 

teachers, and it suggests some attention, in those early years, to the kind of “advanced” 

language arts education Washington would soon openly repudiate.83 

The normal school emphasis held at Tuskegee for several years.  In his 1895 

annual financial report, Washington bragged, “[n]early all of the 194 graduates of the 

school have engaged in teaching in the public schools of Alabama, and have given 

general satisfaction wherever they have worked” (BTWP Reel 740).  In the same report, 

however, he explained that “[m]anual labor of some kind is required for every student for 

the purpose of discipline and instruction, and of teaching the dignity of labor”—plus, for 

some students, as a way of working off their debts to the school (BTWP Reel 740).   At 

this stage, normal school education and manual training existed side by side at Tuskegee.  

Both kinds of education were intended to support the school’s mission to “educate head, 

hand, and heart” but there was little active theorizing yet being done about how the 

academic and industrial strands were actually to intertwine curricularly or pedagogically 

(“Tuskegee School” 7).   

                                                 
83 Not reflected in this list is the fact that what to teach in black Alabaman common schools was an issue of 
much contention post-Reconstruction.   According to Horace Mann Bond, between 1874 and 1888, the 
number of black children enrolled in common schools in Alabama increased from 54,595 to 98,919 (in the 
same period, the number of white children enrolled increased from 91,202 to 159,671).   The influx was 
accompanied by rabid discussions about what kind of education black versus white children should receive, 
and who should pay for it.   In 1891, Washington testified before the Alabama Senate against an 
appropriations bill that allowed local officials to disseminate school funds on a case by case (i.e., 
segregated) basis, allotting money to schools not necessarily on an equal basis but according to their 
“need.”  The early normal school curriculum at Tuskegee may reflect Washington’s interest in producing 
teachers equipped to teach black common school children a curriculum equivalent to that taught to white 
children.  (For more on disputes over common school education in Alabama, see Bond 111-163).    
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By the turn of the century, the school’s emphasis had shifted from educating 

elementary school teachers to industrial training, with a strong focus on agriculture.  In 

his annual report for 1901, Washington explained that, of the school’s 498 graduates, “a 

very large proportion follow the trade or industry learned at this institution during the 

whole of the time.  Others combine their industrial knowledge with teaching, while still 

others teach a portion of the year and work at their trade the remainder of the time” 

(BTWP Reel 740).  The following year, Washington dedicated a portion of his report to 

reviewing the growth of the then thirty-four industries taught at Tuskegee, including 

Harnessmaking, Carriage Trimming, Plastering, Dairying, Horticulture, and Stock 

Raising.  He concluded his report, which says nothing in detail of the school’s academic 

subjects, with this brief description of the school’s additional foci: “Along with the 

gradual growth in numbers and importance of the industries has gone the development of 

academic and religious education.  The spiritual training of our students is in no sense 

neglected” (“Twenty-First Annual Report” 12, BTWP Reel 740).  Compared to his list of 

subjects sent to William Broun just twelve years earlier, this is a striking de-emphasis on 

academic (and therefore, on normal school) education. 

Tuskegee’s shift towards industrial education occurred in the larger context of the 

growing interest in vocational education, discussed earlier.  As early as 1885, the school 

had begun to receive money designated for industrial education in particular (see Harlan 

Making 141).   In 1890, the Mohonk Conference on the Negro Question, which met in 

upstate New York (without a single black educator or other representative invited or 

present) featured several resounding testimonials about the virtues of industrial education 

as the answer to the problems of the post-Reconstruction era, all generally in agreement 

with Samuel Armstrong, who ended his conference remarks with the declaration: “We 

are convinced that the Negro needs physical as well as mental and Christian training.  He 
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needs the ten hours’ drudgery which he gets in the shops to put him in shape for the 

struggle of life”  (Barrows 15).84  At Tuskegee, putting students “in shape” for life 

primarily via work increasingly involved framing the school’s academic education as not 

just existing alongside the industrial—but as existing in support of (and only in support 

of) the industrial.  In 1893, Washington received a query from Wilson H.  Reynolds, then 

president of Alcorn A & M College in Mississippi, who had written to ask “just how you 

regulate your literary and industrial classes so as to keep them from coming in conflict, 

and yet do the greatest good” (Harlan 3: 357).  Washington responded by explaining the 

school’s practice of assigning students to divisions, and then rotating those divisions 

between academic class days and work days.  The same year, writing in request of a 

larger apportionment from the Slater Fund, Washington explained that “[t]he literary 

course of study at Tuskegee is confined to a plain English education—going far enough 

into the sciences mathematics  and general literature to enable the students to understand 

the principles of the industries and to form the habit and love of study” (Harlan 3: 316).  

Emphasizing industrial education—something Washington was convinced was essential 

if the school was to “hold our own” in soliciting donations from the North (Harlan 3: 

308)—meant “confining” literacy education to the basics. 

We might view Washington’s public shift towards industrial education and the 

school’s attendant orientation around functional literacy as just one more manifestation of 

his political savvy and his talent for, as Kevin Gaines puts it, “speaking simultaneously to 

multiple audiences” (39).  According to Jacqueline Moore, while Washington continued 

to envision a “progressive form of industrial education,” which would educate blacks for 

                                                 
84 Though soundly endorsed, industrial education for blacks was not unanimously advocated at the 
conference.   Joseph Roy, the secretary of the American Missionary Association, for example, argued for 
higher education instead, asking, “Why did the Creator give these people intellects, if they were not to be 
developed, some of them, to the full?” (Barrows 86). 
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economic independence, “whites heard only that he wanted to educate blacks for menial 

positions” (63).  But as smoothly as Washington embraced industrial education in public, 

his efforts to turn Tuskegee into what Roscoe Bruce would later call a “first class 

industrial school rather than a second class academic” did not happen without significant 

and awkward curricular maneuvering, and the question of how this transition should 

affect literacy education at the school was front and center (quoted in Harlan Wizard 

148). 

On November 1, 1895, Washington wrote a brief and pointed memo to Nathan 

Young, then Head of Tuskegee’s Academic Department.  Quoted here in full, the memo 

establishes for the first time the theory by which Washington wanted the academic and 

industrial strands of the school to relate to one another: 

Mr.  Young: From now on I wish an especial effort made to have a more direct 
connection made between the class-room and industrial work, that is, I wish the 
one dovetailed into the other.  I wish you to be very careful to see that this is done 
throughout the year.  I do not attempt now to lay down the rules by which this can 
be done, I only repeat the instances mentioned in one of the teachers meetings.  
The students in their composition work can go to the brick yard and write 
compositions about the manner of making brick or harnessing horses.  Many of 
the examples in arithmetic can be gotten out of actual problems in the blacksmith 
shop, tin shop, or farm.  The physics I think could be made to bear more on the 
industrial work.  I wish as early as possible you would have a consultation with 
Mr.  J.H.  Washington85 on this subject and come to an understanding as far as 
possible as to the best methods of carrying out this plan. 

Booker T. Washington 

 (Harlan 4: 68-69) 

                                                 
85 John H. Washington, Washington’s older brother, helped fund Booker T.’s education at Hampton, and 
then, with his younger brother’s support, attended Hampton himself, graduating in 1897.   J.H. Washington 
began working at Tuskegee in 1885, and was responsible for establishing training in the trades and for 
maintaining the buildings and grounds.   He served as Superintendent of Industries from 1902 to 1919.    



 194 

This memo emerged out of a larger struggle at the school to discern a way to relate the 

two halves of Tuskegee’s divided curriculum in some meaningful way, even as those 

halves were deliberately divided in public representations of the school’s work.  In the 

weekly faculty meeting notes for January 15, 1894, the secretary noted cryptically: 

“Night School to have their concept but not to be given any school time for practice.”  

(BTWP Reel 694).  The notes for a faculty meeting held almost a year later record that 

several industrial departments were to have their classes reduced from five to four—“in 

order that the teachers may have time to prepare their lesson” (5 Jan 1895, BTWP Reel 

694).  Additional meeting notes from this period indicate that students and teachers alike 

chafed against the double academic-trade workload.  On December 29, 1894, for 

example, the faculty took up the application of student Luther Floyd, who asked to take 

on more trades work at the school in place of academics, complaining that “he is losing 

time in his classes” (BTWP Reel 764).  And on May 6, 1895, the faculty considered the 

request of Mrs. Bond, who asked for a “mapping out of the work that she will be required 

to do next year.”  The faculty council’s decision not to grant this request, on the grounds 

that “no teacher’s work is ever so much limited” speaks to the administration’s desire to 

incorporate all aspects of the school into every teacher’s job.  The suggestion of this 

string of evidence is that, in the months leading up to Washington’s proclamation to 

Young, the question of how and to what extent to marry the academic with the industrial 

had been very much alive and very much contested.  Beneath this question, and beneath 

the tensions between academic faculty and administrators at Tuskegee more generally, 

was the issue of whether the school should embrace a liberal or a vocational philosophy 

of education—and whether and how the two might be successfully intermingled. 

 When Washington requested that Young oversee the “dovetailing” of the 

academic and the industrial, he seemed to have in mind simply importing the content 
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from the shop into the academic classes.  Students should be encouraged to take the 

processes of the trades in operation at the school as the subjects of their academic work, 

whether that was a written composition or a math problem.  That this was a departure 

from established practice at the school, at least for the language arts classes, is indicated 

by exams students of several classes took in May 1894 and May 1895—exams that 

Nathan Young collected samples of, organized, and bound.86  The exams, given 

separately for classes in Grammar, Reading, Composition, and Rhetoric, reflect, in 

general, a curriculum based on a building-block approach to language, with the sentence 

as the unit of focus.  In their Grammar exams, for example, students were asked to define 

various parts of speech and principles of grammar (for example, “define Gender, 

Number, Case, and Voice”), to conjugate verbs, to provide sentences illustrating various 

rules, to diagram sentences, to copy dictated passages, to write sample letters and notes in 

response to various situations, and to write “picture stories” about visual prompts (BTWP 

Reel 698).    

Students’ responses on these exams make clear that a large part of their classroom 

work involved memorizing and reciting rules, not an unusual classroom practice for the 

nineteenth century.  In 1894, students in the night school’s entering class recited on their 

grammar exams, in varying degrees verbatim, rules from Alonzo Reed and Brainerd 

Kellogg’s Graded Lessons in English, the textbook in use by several classes at the school.  

The same month, students in the Junior Class, the school’s fourth year, churned out Reed 

and Kellogg’s definitions of noun classes and verb treatments and wrote out their 

                                                 
86 The Booker T. Washington Papers contain 16 bound volumes of student examinations in academic 
classes at Tuskegee in the years 1894 and 1895 (BTWP Reels 698-701).   These include exams given in 
Grammar, Arithmetic, Civil Government and Political Economy, Reading, Algebra, Orthography, 
American History, Music, Geography, Rhetoric, Composition, Psychology, Physics, Ethics, and Pedagogy.  
The exams span all grades at the school and are generally unmarked, though some are graded.   Though I 
surveyed all the exam questions, I focused my attention here on the student writing produced in the 
language arts classes specifically.   Unfortunately, I have found no comparable exams from later periods. 
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conjugated verbs exactly as Reed and Kellogg specified, in charts spanning from first 

person present singular to the past perfect participle (BTWP Reel 698).  In their 

formulation of exam questions and answers, students and teachers alike stuck closely 

with Reed and Kellogg’s pattern of providing the rule or definition and then the example 

sentence, as well as the textbook’s approach to the “logical analysis” of the sentence as 

the primary vehicle for teaching correct grammar and the “laws of discourse” (Graded 4).    

Robert Connors has noted that another of Reed and Kellogg’s textbooks, Higher 

Lessons in English, which was also taught at Tuskegee and is essentially a more 

advanced version of Graded, was one of the first textbooks to reject abstract subjects and 

encourage students to learn to write instead via their own observation of more familiar 

and tangible things and experiences (“Personal” 174).  In their preface to Graded 

Lessons, also reprinted in Higher Lessons, Reed and Kellogg positioned their textbook as 

an alternative to the “long-endured, unfruitful, old-time method” that would have 

students learn via a course in “technical grammar” alone—books that “give large space to 

grammatical Etymology, and demand much memorizing of definitions, rules, 

declensions, and conjugations, and much formal word parsing” (3).  Instead, they aimed 

to present grammar in a more familiar context, by encouraging students to notice the 

rules of grammar as they were at work in various sentences, and by getting beginning 

students to, as they put it, “discover rules for themselves, and to state them informally” 

(163).    

Although the textbooks support the school’s orientation towards practical, lived 

experience, however, and its imminent move towards integrating students’ shop 

experiences into the academic classroom, student writing at the time appears still to have 

tended toward the abstract.  In what is clearly a review of “Lesson 84,” the Graded 

Lessons unit on “Possessive Forms,” for example, Tuskegee’s Night School students 
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were asked to state the rule by which nouns might become possessive and then to 

illustrate the rule with sentences using four provided words: women, calf, buffaloes, 

fairies (see Graded 110).  Luther A. Vanhoose, apparently one of the class’s strongest 

students, composed these sentences: “(a) The women’s hats are trimmed.  (b) The calf’s 

shed is comfortable.  (c) The buffaloes den is narrow.  (d) The fairies dress was 

beautiful.”  His classmate Isaac L.  Ferguson took a different approach, writing: “The 

saillars lost their women.  The boy ran his calf.  The boys were hunting their buffaloes.  

The forest fairies died” (BTWP Reel 698).  The point is not only that, as in any class, 

students enter and leave a unit with varying degrees of skill and success, but that in both 

cases the students’ sentences illustrate concepts and objects that it seems fair to say didn’t 

have much currency in the boys’ actual lives.  Reed and Kellogg did not ask students to 

focus in particular on their lives at school or their lives as budding tradesmen, and 

neither, apparently, did their classroom teachers.   Of the fifty-one spelling words the A 

and B Middle and Senior Classes were asked to prepare for their “General English 

Examination” in May 1894, only three related to the trades taught at Tuskegee 

(“wheelwrighting,” “sewing machine,” and “typewriter”), though several more related to 

their lives as students, including “writing,” “grammar,” “choir,” and “library” (BTWP 

Reel 698). 

That is not to say that students did not write from their own experiences.  When 

asked to illustrate the use of various punctuation marks on his Grammar exam in May 

1894, B Middle Class (the fifth of the school’s seven years) student Pat Foster exercised 

the age-old strategy of inventing from the situation of the exam itself: “(d) A boy said to 

Miss Lain, ‘Must I make a sentence for each mark,’ she said, ‘Don’t you see the 

question?’”  His classmate J.J. Nicholson illustrated the same principle with the possibly 

despondent “(d) She said ‘I [it?] is all over with us’” (BTWP Reel 698).  The next year, 
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Ida Bozeman, a Junior Grammar student, wrote and then analyzed the following 

sentence—though in response to what question is unclear:  “In the sewing room we have 

a show-case, forms, tables, fashion-plate + we have two systams known as the Magic + 

Garment systems” (BTWP Reel 699).  And on his Rhetoric exam in 1895, Thomas Hunt, 

a student in the A Middle Class, the class just below the senior class, illustrated various 

prepositions with the variously hopeful and morose sentences: “I am a graduate from 

Tuskegee,” “May I be comfortable with tools,” and “I am disappointed on my going 

home” (BTWP Reel 699).    

Of course, it is unwise, if tempting, to read students’ exam sentences as 

reflections of their emotional states.  But the point is that such moments, in which 

Tuskegee students composed sentences that were directly or even indirectly about their 

own experiences, were rare in these exams of the mid-1890s.  Far more often, students 

invented sentences using imagined topics (the sailors with their women, the dead fairies), 

cookie-cutter subjects (featuring characters like James, John, and Mary), sentences that 

quoted proverbs or other nuggets of morally sound advice (as in, “He, who will steal, will 

kill” or “Do not talk much, but when you do, talk cheerly”) (BTWP Reel 699, 698), or 

quotations from authors included in the students’ readers (as when a senior in 1894 

illustrated the use of quotes with “Patrick Henry said, ‘Give me liberty or give me death’” 

(BTWP Reel 698)).  The closest thing to asking students to invent directly from the 

landscape of the school is found at the end of the Night School students’ grammar exam 

in 1894, when students were apparently asked to practice their basic letter-writing skills 

by composing a note to a teacher.  Isaac Ferguson, the student who struggled to master 

possessive modifiers, wrote, haltingly but earnestly: “Dear Teacher:--I would like to 

know how you come on in getting your school land.  you spoke to me about” and signed 

the note, “your schollar, I.L.  Ferguson.”  His classmate Luther Vanhoose took the chance 
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to carry on some business with Mr.  Washington directly, writing: “Mr.  Washington:--

The bolts that I ordered this morning for that wheel, will not do and there is not any more 

in the supply room, Give me an order to C.A. Patterson for some” (BTWP Reel 698).    

If such writing, focused explicitly within the context of the school, was the 

exception at this point in Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum, the student work captured 

in these exams does certainly reflect the larger ethic of the school.  Apparently presented 

with a picture of a young girl looking at photographs collected in a box, for example, 

1895 Junior grammar student Ellen Clopton invented an imaginative, nearly four-page 

long story about an industrious little girl nick-named “Sunshine,” who came from a poor 

family, was a hard worker, and wanted nothing more than to attend school.  Ellen’s 

classmate, Charles J. Williams, wrote a more succinct and narratively clumsy tale 

featuring an orphan whose “greatest object in life was to live a true christian life and 

make other people happy,” and who was “very bright in her class” (BTWP Reel 700).  

Though the students’ story-telling techniques differed vastly, what is striking is that they 

both created a character who fell on hard luck and then overcame her challenges, in part 

through hard work and in part through excelling in school—all attitudes certainly 

endorsed by Booker T. Washington and actively encouraged at Tuskegee. 

That studying language at Tuskegee involved being encouraged to adopt a 

particular set of attitudes and beliefs is implied by the literary selections students read as 

well.  The Tuskegee college catalogue for 1897-1898, the earliest catalogue I have been 

able to examine, specifies that students were to progress through Stickney’s Third, 

Fourth, and Fifth Readers, a series with an elocutionary focus, intended to help students 

develop the capacity for the “artistic and truthful reading of a beautiful piece of 

literature” (ix) in part by training them in the habits of pronunciation in use by people of 

the “highest social and intellectual culture” (Fifth xi).  Reading, and especially reading 
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aloud, was certainly presented in the Stickney readers as a highly public event and a 

central communal activity, one that allowed readers to perform their cultural authority for 

others.  The Stickney selections students would have encountered in their Junior year, for 

example, tend towards the historical (D.H. Montgomery on “The American Indians,” 

Nathaniel Hawthorne on “Oliver Cromwell”) and the didactic (Charles Kingsley on the 

art of learning, C.C. Everett on “Fun,” both selections that students copied from dictation 

during their exams in 1895) (BTWP Reel 699).  But the readers’ selections also indicate 

that reading was, just as the Tuskegee catalogue specified, not only about acquiring 

knowledge but also about becoming a better person—through acquaintance with 

literature that was “good” both stylistically and morally.  The readers’ framing materials 

invite students to cultivate a particular, right kind of response to these readings.  For 

example, after reading Wordsworth’s “Fidelity,” students are encouraged to “compare the 

meanings of faithfulness, loyalty, devotion, fidelity” (Stickney 349).  Such exercises were 

perhaps precursors to argument in that they asked students to compare various definitions 

and meanings, but they also clearly reinforced the readers’ message that we read in order 

to cultivate a certain stance in the world, one in which we are contemplating the good, 

exercising noble character traits, and continually improving ourselves.   

Notably, why to read, and not only how, was an active topic of conversation in 

Miss J.M.  Greene’s Junior Grammar class in 1895.  In between exam questions that 

asked students to define and provide the “requisites of correct pronunciation” (in 

response to which students provided explanations straight from Stickney’s Fifth Reader), 

and to “give quotations” from authors read that semester, Miss Greene’s students were 

asked to “Give two good reasons for learning to read well.”  Students’ answers make it 

clear that they had absorbed (or at least learned to regurgitate) the Stickney line, 

reinforced by Tuskegee’s approach to literature more largely, that reading was a tool for 
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acquiring knowledge and for turning students towards appropriate pursuits.  “One of the 

most important of good reading is this,” wrote Augustus J. Brower in a characteristic 

response, “if we read well we will like to read and we will always be reading by doing 

this we will broaden our minds.  Another is by reading we will become good speakers.”   

Iterated his classmate Minnie Strosher, “One reason we should learn to read well is that 

we aught to read so as to be understood.  And we should learn to read well, so as to gain 

thought from reading.”  These understandings of what reading was for were reinforced by 

the ways that students quoted literature in exams that did not directly ask them to do so.  

In 1894, for example, A Middle Class student Thomas Wallace illustrated the use of 

quotation marks with: “Shakespeare sayst, ‘O thou invisible spirit of wine,/Hast thou not 

a name to call thee by,/Let us call the Devil’” (BTWP Reel 698).  This only slightly 

muddled quote from Othello is typical of students’ use of literature on their exams, where 

the quotation served to demonstrate some cultural authority (via familiarity with 

Shakespeare) and to buttress an acceptable moral stance (in this case, the evils of alcohol) 

more than it actually indicated students’ levels of engagement with the reading.  In fact, 

students at Tuskegee that year most likely had not read Othello—though Julius Caesar 

began to be assigned to the senior class by 1901 (“Catalogue, 1901-1902” BTWP Reel 

425). 

Some students did depart from the Stickney formula.  Fred G. Fairchild wrote, 

“To hold any position you must know how to read.”  His classmate Edinburgh Mahone 

was more explicit:  “(1) Why we learn to read we want to know the science of industries.  

(2) We want to know about our School and our government.”  And Wesley Johnson 

explained that in his view “The reason for learning to read well is to tell what you have 

read and to explained it so that other will enjoy it too” (BTWP Reel 699).  These answers 

hint at students’ larger motivations for attending the school, and suggest that in the 
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context of their own ambitions and commitments (to family, to their community) at least 

some students at Tuskegee in the school’s first two decades understood reading to be a 

tool for professional success as much as a general means of acquiring cultural capital.  

They saw themselves, as readers, cultivating a skill that would be of direct use to their 

entire communities and families—not only one that would sharpen their individual minds 

and characters. 

Of course, practicing literacy as a practical skill was perfectly in keeping with 

Tuskegee’s higher purpose, even before correlation became a driving curricular and 

pedagogical force at the school.  According to the 1897-1898 catalogue, students at the 

school were introduced to letter writing practices as early as the B Preparatory class, the 

school’s second year (BTWP Reel 425).  Yet the extant exams suggest that even this 

decidedly skill-based practice was framed by an interest in cultivating the habits of polite 

society and in developing students’ character more than by the drive to practice and hone 

particular trades- or business-related skills.  Practicing the functional skill of letter-

writing was another opportunity for students to exhibit their moral development; this was, 

in other words functional literacy in the service of the school’s larger uplift philosophy.  

This is evident on the Junior class’s 1895 grammar exams, which asked students to 

compose practice letters in response to an imagined scenario in which they were 

responding to a “found” ad for a purse they had recently lost.  Though supposedly in their 

third year of practicing letter writing, not many of the samples hold to the standard letter 

format outlined in their textbook, Graded Lessons, perhaps indicating that that hadn’t yet 

been a focus of their lessons.  What is most interesting about this task, however, is the 

way that it asked the students to negotiate a tricky ethical and rhetorical situation: they 

were to respond to a good citizen who had found their property, yet to claim it, they 

needed to prove that they too were good citizens—and the rightful owners of the purse.  
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Student Calvin Waller handled this by emphasizing his own financial success (and 

therefore, his industry): 

Dear Sir, 

I saw an account in the Atlanta News, saying that you have found a purse, Sir: I 
lost my on 10th St, and it had in it $125 in paper, two $10 gold peices, and $15 in 
silver, if you will return it, I will give you $25 reward, and pay the cost of 
advertising  

  Yours Truly, 

Calvin Waller, 

    Normal School, 

     Tuskegee Ala. 

(BTWP Reel 700) 

Solving the problem of self-representation in this scenario demanded a very different 

kind of skill and practice than solving a problem involving, for example, a response to a 

potential customer or employer, easily exercises that might have been assigned in a 

classroom more distinctly oriented towards supporting and enhancing the trades work at 

the school, a classroom where literacy skills were explicitly understood and presented in 

the context of work.  But Tuskegee was not, in 1894, yet such a school. 

Conclusion 

It was against the background described above that Washington issued his 

mandate that all the industrial and academic work should “from here on” be dovetailed.  

Once issued, the call clearly had an effect on the school’s academic faculty.  In general, 

the notes from faculty meetings in Tuskegee’s earlier years reflect teachers’ discussions 

about student performance and behavior and about the general upkeep of the school.  

After November 1895, the notes reflect a heightened oversight of department or school 
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curricular policies and of teachers themselves.  This was not a shift lost on Academic 

Director Nathan Young, who, a few months after Washington’s call for dovetailing, 

received a brusque note from the principal chastising Mr. Young for not exerting more 

control over his teachers.  “You must have noticed in the meeting this week,” 

Washington’s letter began, “that one teacher said that he did not know it was the custom 

of the school to take into account the matter of correcting spelling and grammar in 

connection with the ordinary class room work, and another teacher said that he did not 

know the matter of spelling, grammar, etc., entered into the matter of marking the 

students.” Though obviously worried that correctness was not being given a prominent 

place in the academic curriculum, Washington seems to have been even more annoyed 

that Young did not catch these problems himself.  He continued: “Such defects can only 

be remedied by you looking in detail into the work of each teacher, going into their 

classes, often looking into their papers, etc.” (Harlan 4: 133, emphasis in original).  In his 

defense, Young explained that in fact the school had “no such regulation regarding 

grammar” (though he conceded that the teachers should know of the school’s policy on 

spelling) but spent the bulk of his meaty reply objecting to Washington’s penchant for 

what Young deemed to be excessive oversight and inspection of his teachers’ work.  

“The question of supervision, raised in your note,” he retorted, “is yet an open question.  

How far shall a supervisor direct the work of the teacher.  Shall he go into the minutiae of 

showing a teacher how to grade examination papers, how to conduct this or that 

recitation, and such questions of detail, which doubtless, if entered, will destroy all 

freedom, all personality on part of the teacher” (134).    

Though disagreeing overtly about supervision styles and about the fundamental 

freedoms that should be afforded the Tuskegee—or any—faculty, correlation was 

implicitly at the heart of the Washington-Young conflict, as it would continue to be at the 



 205 

heart of conflicts with other teachers at the school throughout Washington’s lifetime.  

Just two weeks after their exchange about supervision, Washington sent Young a long 

letter detailing Young’s failure to “respect authority,” and threatening to fire Young at the 

end of the school year should this defect not be improved.  One of the major complaints 

he held against Young was his reluctance, over the past five months, to “put into 

operation the correlating of the literary and industrial work to a larger extent.”  What’s 

more, Washington said, “as many as four different teachers told me in person that you 

went so far in an academic meeting as to ridicule the use of the term ‘dove tail’ which I 

had used.  Of course, this gave the teachers to understand that your heart was not in the 

matter” (Harlan 4: 146-7).   Apparently, Young decided not to put it there.  He left the 

school in 1897.  Four years later, Leonora Love Kenniebrew (who taught Composition 

and Rhetoric from 1894 to 1895, served as “Lady Principal” from 1895 to 1899, and then 

taught again from 1899 to 1901) lodged a complaint against Washington’s interference in 

her methods and choices as a teacher: “I object to your or any body’s else treating me as 

if I were a mere machine or parrot,” she wrote.   “If you or ‘the school’ is to lay down 

plans and make outlines for us to follow, then…‘the school’ will do the studying and 

planning which we are supposed to do for ourselves” (Harlan 6: 297).  In the same letter, 

she warned Washington:  “I could name you nearly a dozen people who are dissatisfied 

to the extent that they say they do not mean to return here another year” (Harlan 6: 298). 

Part of the academic faculty’s dissatisfaction had to do with their increasing 

workload.   In 1900, John R. Lee, a graduate of Bishop College at Marshall, Texas who 

taught math at Tuskegee from 1899 to 1904 (and returned in 1906 to direct the academic 

department until 1915), complained about being assigned eight classes a day—six in the 

daytime and two at night.   “I can ‘keep’ 8 classes a day but no man can teach them well,” 

he wrote to Washington (Harlan 5: 398).  Certainly, such feelings could have been a 
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reaction to Washington’s generally dictatorial nature and his need to know and influence 

everything going on at the school on a minute level.  But the evidence suggests that 

Tuskegee’s academic teachers experienced his increasing desire for a “correlated” 

curriculum—one of Washington’s terms for bridging academics and industry—as 

especially constraining.  Keeping with the school’s policy meant more than, as 

Washington had written earlier to Nathan Young, making a “more direct connection” 

between the academic classroom and the school’s industrial work.  It meant policing 

teachers’ outlines and course plans, monitoring their exams, and asking them to perform 

duties not, as Mrs. Kenniebrew put in 1899, “within the province of their work” (BTWP 

Reel 438).  What’s more, correlation, at this stage in the game, meant simplification of 

the academic curriculum, something Washington confirmed when he urged a faculty 

committee he’d appointed to overhaul the course of study in 1896 to make “still more 

decided changes…in the direction of giving the students fewer studies so that they can 

concentrate more of their time and strength upon the studies that are more fundamental” 

(Harlan 4: 155).  In 1894, Washington reassured a worried funder that, contrary to rumor, 

the school had no intention of adding Latin into the Tuskegee program.  Rather, he 

promised, “whatever improvements we make, are likely to be in the line of the Sciences 

and Industries, not in the introduction of languages” (Harlan 3: 395).    

The conflict between Tuskegee’s academic teachers and their principal was the 

conflict between liberal and vocational philosophies of education.  But his teachers were 

not the only ones dissatisfied with Washington’s de-centering of the academic 

curriculum.  In 1901, James Earl Russell, then Dean of Teachers College at Columbia 

University, warned Washington that his “academic work is certainly considerably behind 

the industrial…because of a lack of coordination and of adaptability to the needs of your 

pupils” (Harlan 6: 104).  It is not clear what “needs” Russell had in mind, but Washington 
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had his own ideas about what Tuskegee students needed, and writing did have an 

important place in his vision.  In his plea to reduce the school’s studies, he also agitated 

for writing to have an increasingly prominent role in the curriculum, advising the faculty, 

“Writing wants to be given a prominent place, also spelling with a regular text book” 

(Harlan 4: 155).  Apparently in response to a reminder from Washington in October of 

1902, Academic Director Roscoe C. Bruce, newly graduated from Harvard, assured 

Washington that he was “constantly urging upon all our teachers and particularly our 

teachers of English, to give the students practice in putting their thoughts into writing.  I 

shall watch the effect of this urging as carefully as possible” (BTWP Reel 438).    

Meanwhile, the public face of the school continued to be ever more increasingly 

one in which academics were secondary to industrial education, and this meant 

downplaying the level of literacy education that students received.  This is nowhere 

clearer than in Washington’s thinking about how to represent the school to his trustees, as 

evident in his draft work for the “22nd annual report of the principal,” his report to the 

trustees in 1903, the year that Du Bois published his scathing attack on Washington and 

his method in The Souls of Black Folk.  In the draft, Washington included what I assume 

is the whole of a letter from the manager of the Dimmick Pipe Works Company, “a large 

manufacturing firm of Birmingham, Alabama” and an employer of Tuskegee students 

during their summer vacations.  The letter praises the students’ work ethic, expresses the 

company’s interest in hiring Tuskegee grads permanently, and then ends with this: “We 

have a letter before us now which would reflect credit upon the masters of Harvard and 

Yale.  Please accept our best wishes for the success of the grand work you have 

undertaken” (BTWP Reel 692).  In the final report, Washington removed those last lines.    

Affirming Tuskegee’s production of efficient workers was one thing, but Washington did 
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not want to encourage the suggestion that he was providing students with an “advanced” 

literacy education. 

 

In Tuskegee’s earliest years, Washington envisioned a normal school curriculum 

existing alongside a program in manual training, a method in which both strands of 

education supported the school’s overall aim to produce students who would directly 

contribute to the health and economy of their communities. Even as the school shifted 

more and more towards an industrial orientation, its academic subjects remained separate 

endeavors from the trades.  Students in these years, as their exams from the mid-1890s 

suggest, were following a fairly standard current-traditional language arts curriculum, one 

that involved an emphasis on the modes, on correctness, and on memorizing and reciting 

rules.  At the same time, Tuskegee’s literature curriculum reflected a moralist stance: 

students were introduced to books, and to ways of reading them that would contribute to 

their character development.  “Functional” literacy reigned, in the sense that literacy was 

understood as the acquisition of a set of fairly basic skills, but it was a functional literacy 

connected to the school’s overall purpose of uplifting students, and not to their vocational 

training in particular. 

This began to change with Washington’s introduction of “dovetailing” in 1895.  

Correlation, in its earliest formulation at the school, meant a subordination of the 

academic curriculum, and a downplaying (and downgrading) of the school’s language 

arts curriculum, an orientation that suited Washington’s funders.  But, ordered to import 

shop content into their classrooms and increasingly monitored for compliance, many 

faculty members chafed.  Publicly, labor was everything at Tuskegee; correlation was 

intended to insure that all academic classes would directly support students’ development 

as workers.  But beneath this public face was a great internal struggle about the value of 
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academic subjects, and especially the language arts, in an increasingly industrialized 

curriculum.   Which literacy discourses should students be exposed to?  Which would be 

most influential for them and for their communities?  In negotiating the tensions between 

teachers and funders, between basic and advanced literacy education, between theory and 

practice, Washington was walking a line that would only get trickier to navigate in the 

years to come. 
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Chapter 5 

“Blotting out differences between the literary department and the 

industrial department”:                                                                    

Correlation and the Language Arts at Tuskegee, 1905-1915 

In his report to Tuskegee’s Board of Trustees in 1905, Booker T. Washington 

ushered in a new wave of active negotiation about the interaction between the school’s 

academic and industrial curricula.   Looking back on the school year, Washington 

declared that “dovetailing,” which he now more often called “correlation,” now underlay 

all the activities students undertook in their academic classes.   “Serious effort has been 

made, “ he wrote, “to render the Academic Department more effective for the special 

purpose of the institution.   Thoroughness in book studies, rather than scope, is sought.   

The student arrives at general principles after and through ordered observation and 

painstaking analysis of concrete cases” (BTWP Reel 692).   Though Washington had 

proclaimed dovetailing the school’s guiding pedagogical principle ten years earlier, little 

sustained attention had yet been devoted to, as he put it in 1905, “rendering” that 

philosophy across the academic curriculum.   Instead, in his trustee reports and other 

public documents, Washington had continued to represent the academic classes at 

Tuskegee Institute as divided from, and wholly secondary to, the school’s industrial 

education. 

But in the 1904 to 1905 school year Washington had good reason to renew his 

interest in correlation.   The previous fall, Tuskegee students had gone on strike for two 

days while Washington was away from the school, refusing, as Louis Harlan tells it, to 

“work or study until changes were made” in the school’s new schedule (Wizard 147).   

The schedule in question increased the amount of time all students spent in industrial 
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work, while not decreasing in any way their academic class time or preparation.   The 

result, as Washington himself observed after the strike, was that students felt that they 

“were crowded pretty hard both in their studies and in their industrial work…between the 

two, the students had little time left” (quoted in Harlan Wizard 146).   Though the strike 

was soon crushed, Washington returned to campus impressed with the need to address the 

gulf between the school’s divided halves.   Noting that the schedule change prompting 

the strike was itself a result of the long-standing rivalry between the academic and 

industrial departments, and reflected the efforts of the heads of each department to “get as 

much out of the students as possible,” Washington, in conjunction with newly appointed 

Academic Director Roscoe C. Bruce, ushered in changes that aimed at unifying the 

curriculum (quoted in Harlan Wizard 146).   For one thing, to avoid canceling subjects 

altogether, academic teachers were commanded to demand less preparation of their 

students between classes.   Furthermore, Washington initiated a co-grading system, which 

would allow students to receive credit in the academic division for work they had 

completed in the industrial division.   As Washington explained, for example, “when a 

student in one of the shops is required to write a composition for his industrial instructor, 

this instructor examines the paper and marks it as to its technical correctness; the paper is 

then sent to the English Division of the Academic Department where it is examined and 

marked upon the grammar, etc., used” (quoted in Harlan Wizard 150-151).     

This is an approach reminiscent of the developments that accompanied the 

emergence of “Engineering English” classes at M.I.T.  and at the University of Michigan 

post World War Two, when, in an effort to coordinate writing instruction with the content 

of engineering courses in order to improve professional standards for engineers, English 

teachers sat in on Engineering classes and commented on Engineering coursework (see 

Russell 122-123).  But at the heart of the curricular reforms Washington announced and 
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at least attempted to enact at Tuskegee was a desire not only for the two strands of 

education to complement one another, but actually to find ways for them to be mutually 

and reciprocally beneficial.  The more “effective” academic department, Washington 

elaborated in the 1905 trustee’s Report, was one in which students were encouraged to 

apply and deepen their experiential knowledge, acquired in the school’s industrial wing.   

He explained: 

The academic studies have been more closely and systematically correlated with 
the industries and the practical interests of the students.   A class-room teacher is 
required to know in what industry every one of his students is engaged, to make 
clear to each student the special significance of the study to his industry, and to 
have the student actually apply the principles of the study to some current 

problem in the industry.   Interest in Physics is aroused and sustained when the 
class-room teacher takes his class into the machine shop to see the industrial 
applications, the specific utility of the science; a lesson in Chemistry is fixed by a 
study of bread-making in the kitchen.  In short, our teaching of the book studies 
has a certain vividness and reality and a practical value that accord more closely 

with the spirit and purpose of our central work.   (BTWP Reel 692, emphasis 
mine) 

In some ways, this is simply a rearticulation of the idea Washington first proposed in his 

memo to Nathan Young ten years earlier, in which he introduced the idea of 

“dovetailing.”  “Correlating” the school’s dual modes of training in the “new” curricular 

model apparently still primarily meant importing trades-based content into the academic 

classroom, and the primary responsibility for enacting this correlation still lay with the 

academic teacher, who was required to know what her students were doing in the shop, 

and to make sure that her lessons were compatible.   For these reasons, it is easy to see 

how the correlation explicated in Washington’s 1905 report constrained Tuskegee’s 

academic teachers, just as Young and Leonora Kenniebrew experienced and feared 

several years earlier.    
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Indeed, Washington would press his academic faculty to prove their attention to 

correlation until the very end of his life, often by urging them to bring what he called 

“illustrative material” into their classrooms.   Washington’s secretary, Emmett J. Scott, 

recalled in his biography of Washington the principal’s habit of “leisurely strolling about 

day and night into shop, classroom, or laboratory with a stenographer at his elbow.   If he 

thus came upon a recitation in which no illustrative material was used, that teacher would 

receive within the next few hours” a note of warning (275).   In 1914, grammar teacher 

Wilbert R. Howell received one such memo, informing him that his “work yesterday was 

very far from satisfactory, not based upon a single human experience or human activity,” 

and suggesting that he consult teachers in other divisions for advice about “our methods 

of teaching” (8 Dec, BTWP Reel 519).   Industrial teacher Frank L. West, appointed to 

observe academic classes the same year, came away gushing because “in every case the 

teachers were taking advantage of the things which we have right here around us…I 

visited…the classes of Messrs Tull [algebra teacher], Richardson [head of the division of 

English] and Taylor [grammar teacher] and in most every instance I found references 

made to some of our own things down at the Trades Building” (5 Jan 1914, BTWP Reel 

528).   Washington, not surprisingly, took the supervision of correlation to extremes, 

creating committees charged with the special “purpose of going into every division of the 

Academic Department and finding out to what extent the policy of articulating the 

academic work into the industrial operations is actually being followed in the class room” 

(16 Nov 1910, BTWP Reel 483), and committees assigned to inspect the academic 

building and classrooms commented if “illustrative materials” were absent or “carelessly 

arranged” (to Lee, 28 Oct 1914, BTWP Reel 519).87  

                                                 
87 Similar committees, including both academic and industrial teachers, were formed again in 1913 and in 
1915, when Washington elaborated the charge to stipulate that they let him know “to what extent you think 
the industrial work is being properly dove-tailed into the Academic work and meeting the needs of our 
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The observations made by such committees could be, as Scott put it, “fatal” to a 

Tuskegee teacher’s career, and so teachers made efforts to demonstrate their willingness 

to make concrete matter a part of their lessons (275).   In response to the critique from a 

committee in the fall of 1914, for example, Academic Director John Lee started 

peppering Washington with evidence of his teachers’ diligence in illustration.   In one 

memo, he wrote to tell Washington that: “Isaac Williamson one of the Bible school 

students… was on program for rhetoricals last week having for his subject ‘Gardening in 

Tuskegee.’ He had products raised by himself in his garden illustrating his topic” (7 Dec 

1914, BTWP Reel 519).   In another, he sent Washington a list of the locations around 

school visited by academic classes “in the month of October,” so that Washington would 

“know that classes are being taken outside, always of course with a specific purpose and 

a definite end” (6 Nov 1914, BTWP Reel 519).   A couple of years earlier, in an 

unsuccessful protest of her release from the school under accusations of “weak 

scholarship,” grammar teacher F.F. Hawkins catalogued what she deemed her numerous 

and successful efforts at correlation, including taking her “classes out very often” to visit 

“all the shops and even the hot bed at the farm.”  “I repeat,” she explained, “I have 

succeeded.  I have not taught a class without some illustrated material.  I sent over a mile 

to get an oaken bucket to teach the poem entitled, ‘The Old Oaken Bucket’” (5 May 

1912, BTWP Reel 502). 

It is easy to ridicule this simplistic version of correlation today.   Insisting that 

academic teachers make some illustrative use of shop- or field-related content, or even 

                                                                                                                                                 
people and conditions in this part of the country” (12 Feb 1915, BTWP Reel 543, emphasis mine).   This 
concern extended beyond Tuskegee, to the offshoot schools founded by Tuskegee graduates and often 
mentioned in Washington’s reports and speeches as proof of Tuskegee’s broader influence.   In November 
of 1914, for example, Washington asked one of his staff members to visit “Solomon’s Chapel School” in 
order, specifically, to “note to what extent, if any, the literary work is being dovetailed into the industries 
about the school-room and in the community: that is whether or not the school is really reaching the life of 
the people in the way we plan to have it reached” (to Mr. Roberts, 16 Nov 1914, BTWP Reel 520).    
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simply that such content be present in the classroom, did not necessarily do anything for 

the quality or rigor of Tuskegee’s academic departments.   Instead, like modern cries that 

all academic work must be “relevant” to students’ ultimate goals, the correlation standard 

could be used as a cover-up for academic teaching compromised by the burden of 

monitoring the industrial departments.   This is certainly what Louis Harlan concluded, 

when he described Tuskegee’s newly (re)correlated curriculum as a “blow to the heart of 

academic teaching and learning at Tuskegee,” a practice that meant that, in Harlan’s 

view, Tuskegee students did not learn “the King’s English,” among other academic basics 

(Wizard 148, 151).      

Many of Washington’s academic teachers would have agreed with Harlan.   But 

we cannot dismiss correlation at the school so easily.  If Washington’s reorientation 

around correlation resulted in a “sacrifice” of the academic to the industrial, his 1905 

report to the trustees also marked the beginning of an era in which Washington’s 

articulations of what correlation should mean for the school on a pedagogical level 

matured.   Certainly, his explanation of correlation in 1905, which entailed asking 

students in their academic classes to engage in problem-based thinking, whereby the 

knowledge base of the academic classroom would help to “fix” and also to deepen a 

student’s understanding of their industrial work (and vice versa), was far more developed 

than his request in 1895 that teachers “make a more direct connection” between their 

classrooms and the shop.   Washington’s new approach was certainly not “problem 

solving education” á la Paolo Freire, in which students were to be engaged in the process 

of transforming themselves and their material conditions via critical reflection on their 

realities.  But Washington’s emphasis on practical, problem-based pedagogy was radical 

in its own way, as it indicated his desire to unite the academic and industrial strands of 

education such that the school’s industrial classrooms and shops should actually be the 
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site of academic education.  Hinting at his new co-grading initiative in his report to 

trustees in 1906, Washington explained that: 

Within the past year we have made progress and plan for still more in the 
direction of blotting out differences between the literary department and the 
industrial department.  The plan is to so unite the two that in the training on the 
farm, in the blacksmith shop, the cooking division, the student will be given due 
credit in the academic department for all work in arithmetic and English that he 
does in those departments, and that the industrial processes shall be made the 
basis in the academic department wherever possible for the lessons in the 
academic department.   Each year of experience strengthens my conviction that 
there is great mental drill in industrial training and I believe that more and more 
each year the educational world will realize this to be true.  (BTWP Reel 692, 
emphasis mine) 

“Blotting out differences” is a significantly different metaphor from “dovetailing.”  

Whereas “dovetailing” suggests that two separate materials will be seamlessly joined to 

one purpose, it does not suggest that the differences between the materials themselves 

will be changed or erased.  Not so with Washington’s new proclamation that differences 

between the academic and industrial departments should be “blotted out.”  What the new 

metaphor suggests, and what Washington’s own published and unpublished writings 

indicate, is that in his last decade at Tuskegee he was increasingly envisioning correlation 

as a principle by which the two divided halves of the school’s curriculum might actually 

be united in a common intellectual purpose, and not only as tools to be joined in carrying 

out the school’s broader social function.    

This was an approach initially endorsed by the English department, or at least by 

the faculty committee appointed by Washington to investigate “the method of organizing 

and extending the English work into the industrial departments of the school under one 

head.”  In May 1906, the committee issued an optimistic memo to the General Faculty 

concluding that “(1) they think this organization and extension of English work entirely 

practicable; (2) that it will require the closest supervision, time for which will have to be 
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arranged” (BTWP Reel 452).   The committee further suggested that one of its members, 

Mr.  David Houston, then Head of the Division of English, should spend some of his 

summer vacation at the school, “working out, with industrial instructors, details of 

method.”  Until that kind of careful and collaborative study should take place, the 

Committee deferred any discussion of such “details,” but they concluded by stating that 

the principle underlying their recommendations was “solely that of adapting the English 

work at every stage to the actual life needs of the student” (BTWP Reel 452, emphasis 

mine).    

Of course, “organizing and extending the English work” into the industrial 

departments, incorporating the industrial work into the academic departments, and 

making sure that every subject pursued at the school was responsive to students’ “actual 

life needs” was no simple endeavor.   The materials I consider in this chapter indicate that 

the rosy ideal imagined by Washington and sometimes optimistically endorsed by his 

faculty committees never materialized at Tuskegee; instead, the academic and industrial 

departments, like their faculties, remained separate and competing entities.   In the 

industrial department’s “theory” classes, the practice of correlation was predominantly 

measured not by the presence of the kind of active problem-solving that Washington and 

other administrators envisioned occurring as the two strands of education at the school 

intertwined, but rather by whether teachers were creating time for academic skills within 

their industrial classes at all.   In this context, the success of correlation, at least as far as 

language study was concerned, was determined in terms of baselines like correct usage 

and posture.   Meanwhile, in the academic department, and especially in the language arts 

classes, the drive towards correlation most often dissolved into the kind of illustration 

that teacher F.F. Hawkins so diligently pursued.   In  both cases, Washington’s rhetorical 
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efforts to merge the academic and the vocational dissolved into a reductively functional 

approach to academic education. 

No matter how misguided these efforts to correlate the curriculum may look to us 

now, however, we must recognize that in advocating correlation Washington was 

attempting to reconcile the long-standing tensions between not only his school’s divided 

departments but those (longer, deeper) tensions separating academic and vocational 

approaches to education, and “functional” and “critical” literacies, as well.   The period 

between Washington’s renewed declaration of correlation in 1905 and his death in 1915 

is an especially fruitful place for inquiry into the division of those strands because it was 

a time when the entire school was consumed by the project of negotiating, reconciling, 

and integrating industrial, trades-based pursuits with conventionally more abstract 

academic study.   In this chapter, I examine the failure of those efforts, focusing on the 

consequences for language arts instruction in particular.   I do this by considering 

curricular developments in, and faculty responses to, the newly correlated “theory 

classes” (portions of the industrial classes given over to academic subjects), and in the 

language arts classes themselves, as well as by exploring the enactments of these 

curricula in both unpublished and published student writing produced during this period.  

Though Washington articulated a theory of correlation that aimed to merge the academic 

and the vocational, a theory that might have led to the integration of “functional” and 

“critical” literacies at the school, in actuality this theory played out in very limited and 

restrictive ways.   What prevailed in Tuskegee’s language arts classes, by and large, was 

a reductively functional approach to literacy education, in which literacy was tied to 

highly specific vocational ends.  This collapse was due at least in part to the fact that 

sponsors of literacy at Tuskegee—faculty, funders, and Washington himself—could not 

or at least did not let go of the very binaries that they sometimes, in some ways, aspired 



 219 

to surmount.  Ultimately, what the student writing suggests is that those categories 

themselves—academic-vocational, critical-functional—do not work as a framework in 

which to understand the actual practice of literacy at the school. 

 

Before beginning to investigate “what happened” in Tuskegee’s correlated 

classrooms in this period in earnest, it is important to consider further what correlation as 

a forum for intellectual and mental drill—the correlation envisioned by Washington in 

this later period—looked like.   That correlation entailed viewing industrial education as 

what Washington called “a medium for mind training” (trustee report 1904, BTWP Reel 

692) is the suggestion in Washington’s description of his visit to a carpentry shop, 

published in Working With the Hands (1904): 

[I]n a small room in one corner, having a hard time to be heard above the din of 
the steam saws, is an instructor with a class of students, who are learning to draw 
up contracts for jobs in carpentry or building….Their classroom work in spelling, 
mathematics, and English composition comes effectively into play.   They find 
out that a carpenter has small chance of getting ahead unless he can use his head 
intelligently.  He writes out a contract, for example, to put up a four-room house, 
on a basis of three cash payments—when he takes the job; when the roof is on; 
and when the house is turned over to the owner.  This contract is then read aloud 
by the instructor, who asks the other members of the class to criticize it.  One of 
them points out a flaw which would allow the owner to ‘crawl out’ of his bargain 
on a technicality.  Another is pleased to discover that the arithmetic is so faulty 
that the estimates of the cost of material would land the contractor in the poor-
house.  Then the student begins to see that his so-called academic teaching is as 
important in his calling as his skill with the plane, the saw and the miter-box, and 
that he cannot hope to become a good carpenter unless he is also a diligent 
scholar.   (71-72) 

Though Washington described the moral of this class to be that the carpentry students’ 

commitment to academics was renewed by seeing the practical application of their 

studies, what is striking about the scene is the very deep level of correlation the method 

he describes entails.   The success of this lesson depends on a fluidity between the 
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academic and industrial subjects that exceeds simply bringing objects from the shop into 

the academic class or escorting an academic class out into the fields.   In the service of 

the lesson at hand—learning to draw up business contracts—and literally in the midst of 

the carpentry shop, students find that they must call upon their spelling, grammar, and 

writing skills, as well as their math.   The philosophy underlying this classroom 

experience is not only that academic study helps or supports industrial study, a classic 

argument for the value of a liberal arts education.  Instead, this anecdote indicates that in 

Washington’s ideal industrial education should itself be a forum for intellectual activity.   

To Washington, stimulating “mind training” within, and not just alongside, 

physical, skills-based training was a key to distinguishing manual training from industrial 

education.   In the same chapter of Working With the Hands, Washington explained, 

“The student blacksmith is not a mere labourer.   He is taught how to run a shop of his 

own” (78).    According to Washington, industrial education sought to produce a class of 

independent black businessmen and craftsmen—whereas manual training was content to 

send out a fleet of trained domestic servants and employees.   In fact, Washington 

received “scores of letters each year” from whites seeking domestic help, who wrote to 

ask if Washington might recommend a Tuskegee student to their service (Harlan Wizard 

172).   Almost always declining such requests, Harlan notes, Washington would explain 

in response that the point of a Tuskegee education was to “prepare [students] to be of 

service to their own people in the South” (172).   What made the lesson he witnessed in 

the carpentry shop an example of education for independence, and not for “mere labor,” 

appears to be that the student was treated as a future shop-owner, taught not only the 

formulas and formats necessary to conduct his business—a recognizably functional 

literacy approach as we have come to understand it today—but also “to use his head 



 221 

intelligently.”88  This involved learning to apply the skills and modes of analysis taught in 

the school’s various academic classes to problem-solve real-world situations on their 

own, a kind of “learning by doing” approach to education reminiscent of John Dewey’s 

belief in what he called in The School and Society (1899) “instrumental intelligence.”   

I am not suggesting that Washington had necessarily read Dewey or was 

replicating or foreshadowing Deweyan thought, though others have done just that.89  

While both men endorsed a pedagogy rooted in practical application, there are crucial 

differences between the “learning by doing” advocated by Washington and that theorized 

by Dewey.   Most crucially, Dewey opposed the notion that this approach would be put to 

use in the service of a particular, vocational end, instead seeing instrumental 

intelligence—intelligence applied to a practical, strategic problem—as a way of 

activating more general skills (for example, “continual training of observation, of 

ingenuity, constructive imagination, of logical thought, and of the sense of reality 

acquired through first-hand contact with actualities” (School 7-8).   Still, the comparison 

with Dewey helps clarify what it is important to recognize here:  that the ideal 

correlation, the kind of correlation Washington endorsed and praised in his last decade, 

involved asking students to engage in actual problem-solving and not only making sure 

they were focused on the physical and material landscape of the school.  Again, though, 

we should be cautious of connecting Washington’s with liberatory pedagogies that lay 

claim to the same problem-solving language.  Though it did not only serve the purpose of 

                                                 
88 The focus on contracts in this lesson is particularly striking given the proliferation of mis-leading 
contracts signed by ex-slaves post-Emancipation.  As James Anderson explains, “Frequently, planters 
designed labor contracts in ways that would confuse and entrap the ex-slaves” (Education 18). 
 
89 According to Donald Generals, for example, “By viewing the things of life as the source for developing 
the habits of critical thinking rather than the classic literary courses, Washington was practicing a method 
of education that came to be recognized as foundational for progressive thought”—all “well before John 
Dewey’s influence was felt in American education” (215, 224).    
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restricting students’ intellectual ad physical activity, focusing students on the practical 

application of their studies to problems at the school and in their trades did insure that 

they were not agitating about social or political ills beyond the school’s boundaries.    

We glimpse the actualization of Washington’s particular problem-solving ideal in 

the praise an inspection committee lavished on the Mechanical Drawing curriculum in 

1910.   The instructors, the committee observed, were “very honest in their efforts to 

develop a course that will mean something to the student”; in place of having the students 

copy drawings from a textbook they developed their own course materials, consisting of 

“[o]ver twenty-five plates having problems for solution.”  This insured that students were 

working on problems with real relevance and real application, and the committee seized 

the opportunity to make the dual suggestion, that “all students who are taking third year 

drawing be allowed to work on drawings connected with their respective trades; that each 

industrial instructor be requested to furnish work or problems in his respective trade for 

his students” (Palmer et al to Washington, 16 May 1910, BTWP Reel 483).   That the 

thoroughness of these particular instructors in ensuring that their students were dealing 

only with the most relevant problems was so praiseworthy suggests that it was unusual, 

but it was this ideal that Washington continued to encourage.    

This is one way to understand his own instructions to Lillian Mack, teacher of 

Geography, English, Writing, and Free-hand Drawing, who Washington urged, in one of 

his famous (and no doubt dreaded) post-observation memos, to avoid simply turning to 

illustrative material “kept on hand for that purpose,” material that “had been on hand for 

a good while.”  Instead, he recommended, “You will find your work much more 

interesting, if in the future you would ask pupils to bring in themselves fresh material and 

let them see it and handle it freely.  You would be surprised at the amount of material the 

students can gather and the amount of originality they can exhibit in doing so” (27 Nov 
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1914, BTWP Reel 520).   Repeating the same message to the music teacher, Mrs. Jennie 

C. Lee, Washington added, “This is the best kind of teaching for them, much better than 

having the teacher gather the material herself” (30 Nov 1914, BTWP Reel 519).   The 

difference lay in prompting students towards “original thinking,” a phrase Washington 

liked to use, and which, based on these recommendations, seems to have meant getting 

students to use their immediate environment as a way to help them think through their 

studies—or vice versa.   This is a much different pedagogy than one that relies simply on 

making objects connected to the students’ trades the center of a lesson, the kinds of 

pedagogies that, as this chapter will suggest, seem actually to have predominated at 

Tuskegee.   Ideally, if not actually, correlating the academic and the industrial entailed 

the use of illustrative material in order to encourage students to think about and see their 

world, and to train them to think through problems on their own, using the materials 

available to them.    Integrating the two strands of education at the school—“blotting out” 

the differences between them in the service of strategic problem-solving—was central to 

this ideal.    

This was the standard that Washington held up to those who worried that the 

industrial training at Tuskegee was overshadowing the school’s normal school 

curriculum.   In April 1906, just before he left Tuskegee for a job in Washington, D.C. as 

a supervising principal in the city’s black public school system (a job for which Du Bois 

was also considered), Academic Director Roscoe Bruce, who had helped to craft 

Washington’s vision for integrating the divisions, expressed his own concerns in a long 

letter to Washington.   Observing that the drive for “productive labor” was consuming 

academic and industrial studies alike, he noted that “[T]he trades and industries, despite 

‘theory classes,’ are really taught by apprenticeship and not by the instructional 

plan…The apprenticeship plan seeks to establish automatic facility in a few operations of 
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immediate commercial value, whereas the instructional plan seeks to invest the pupil with 

constantly growing power in his trade or industry by an ordered series of exercises.”  

Such an instructional plan, in Bruce’s view, could not be carried out while students were 

spending most of their time working, nor while they were promoted from grade to grade 

for things like “productive labor and goodness of heart” despite poor performance in 

academic studies, nor while Tuskegee students intending to be teachers had “not one 

minute more for academic studies than the pupils who plan to make horse-shoes or to 

paint houses,” nor while the school insisted on employing what Bruce termed “cheap 

teachers” in the Academic Department (BTWP Reel 449).   In urging the school instead 

to take students through “an ordered series of exercises” that would invest them with not 

only practice in the trade but also with “constantly growing power,” Bruce, who would 

go on to emphasize vocational and industrial education in the D.C. public school system, 

suggested that what was needed was a more academic approach to industrial education 

itself. 

That was exactly what Washington’s renewed system of correlation claimed to 

offer.   In a surprisingly candid response to Bruce, which he began by admitting that he 

was “often puzzled as to just what is the correct policy to pursue,” Washington 

essentially side-stepped the accusation that Tuskegee relied on an apprenticeship model 

by asserting once again that the school aimed to reject the very idea of a divided 

academic/industrial curriculum:   

I believe that there is a vast deal of education in any kind of systematic, 
progressive work with the hand; and further, I believe most emphatically that the 
emphasis placed upon the academic side of industrial production, in the present 
poverty-stricken condition of the masses of our people, possesses an educational 
and civilizing value that no amount of mere manual training will accomplish.  
(BTWP Reel 449, emphasis mine) 
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By stressing the reciprocal benefits of intellectual and manual work, Washington avoided 

what seems to be the brunt of Bruce’s critique—that the school in fact erred on the side 

of manual training instead of industrial education because it did not correlate the 

academic and the industrial enough.  Instead, Washington accused Bruce of believing in 

an old-fashioned model of education: “Much of what you say, I think,” he wrote, “is 

based, naturally, upon the idea that there is an education only in going through certain 

literary processes, or certain stated steps in manual training” (BTWP Reel 449).   In 

contrast, he once again asserted his ideal, he believed in the value of an industrially 

oriented education that managed to unite the “manual” and the “literary.” 

To see why this ideal failed to translate into action, we need to look beyond 

Booker T. Washington’s own articulations of the school’s work and even beyond his 

correspondence with faculty, to the ways correlation was practiced in the school’s 

industrial and academic classrooms.  Before doing so, I should note that, although I have 

used words like “developed” and “matured” to describe the theory of correlation 

Washington articulated in these later years, and though I consider the language arts 

curriculum at the school in more or less chronological order in this chapter, this is neither 

a narrative of a progression towards some transformed or idealized version of correlation 

nor a narrative about a declension into some degraded, failed curricular state.  Instead, it 

is an exploration of an ongoing dialectic at the school, between the desire to integrate the 

academic and industrial divisions of the school’s instruction and an often simultaneous 

and competing desire to preserve what one Tuskegee administrator would call their 

“special ends.”  As readers of this narrative, it is tempting to want to resolve the issue. 

Was this functional literacy?  Was it critical literacy?  Was it successful integration of the 

two, or an utter failure?  Was it good or bad, oppressive or liberatory?  It is that desire for 

resolution that has led to misleading generalizations in scholarship about Tuskegee and 
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about sites like it, generalizations I discussed in Chapter One and in the introduction to 

Part Two of this dissertation.  I invite readers to set aside that desire for resolution as this 

history unfolds.  In doing so, we are better able to see the complications of the categories 

that existed in Washington’s day—and that persist in our own. 

Correlation in Practice 

Industrial Theory Classes 

Translating Washington’s evolving theory of correlation into action was not only 

the province of the school’s academic teachers; the industrial faculty was also under 

pressure to demonstrate their attention to the academic content of the industrial classes.   

Early on, Washington introduced the practice of holding “theory classes” in the industrial 

departments, special sessions devoted to teaching more than the specific how to of the 

trades in practice.   Max Thrasher, Washington’s ghostwriter for Up from Slavery and the 

author of his own glowing portrait of the school, Tuskegee: Its Story and Its Work 

(1901), described these as sessions devoted to “the answering of questions which may 

arise during the day’s work” (77).   In 1904, as part of a long, type-written report to 

Washington summarizing his “criticism of theory classes in women’s industries” at 

Tuskegee, Roscoe Bruce stipulated, much more specifically than Thrasher, that 

successful theory classes should encompass “(a) the principles that underlie the various 

trades, (b) the processes of manufacture applied to the raw material used in the trades, (c) 

the business methods necessary for successful management of such industrial enterprises 

as those for which the girls are being prepared, and (d) the conduct of the trades by alien 

peoples” (BTWP Reel 446).   As is suggested in this definition, and as we’ll see more 

clearly below, Bruce’s vision for the kind of theory that should be happening in the 

industrial classes did not specify a particularly rich role for the language arts.   
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Furthermore, it certainly fell short of the kind of interdisciplinary curriculum that John 

Dewey envisioned—one in which history, science, economics, civics, and politics would 

all be called upon to increase students’ understanding of the “various forms of 

occupation” and to “bring out their intellectual and moral content” (Democracy 315).   

But we do not need to measure the theory classes at Tuskegee against Dewey’s later 

ideal; the evidence suggests that even Bruce’s and Thrasher’s relatively limited 

understandings of theory were not systematically or thoroughly carried out as correlation 

at the school intensified. 

In part, the theory classes failed to manifest the union of the academic and the 

industrial because the facilities provided to industrial teachers were themselves 

inadequate.   As Bruce pointed out in his report, teachers were “hampered by the fact that 

the shops are not fitted up with specific references to teaching.”  As an example of this, 

Bruce cited his visit to the laundry, where, he explained, “I witnessed an almost ludicrous 

attempt…to teach a handful of girls something about machinery; of course, the 

machinery could not stop to be examined because of the pressure of production and there 

were no models to examine.   In consequence, this young man from the machinery 

division simply talked to the class in about the same way that the foreman of a laundry 

might talk to a casual visitor!” In a more reserved moment of his report, Bruce also 

suggested the “inadvisability of continuing to hold the cooking class in the Assembly 

room of the Carnegie Library, where there are absolutely no facilities for the proper 

teaching of this subject” (BTWP Reel 446).   Concerns like these persisted.   In 1908, 

John Washington, then Superintendent of Industries at Tuskegee, wrote to his brother to 

complain that “[t]he work of teaching Industrial classes in the different class rooms of the 

Agricultural Building, has been greatly hampered from the fact that there are no lights 

and it is too dark to hold classes on dark afternoons” (BTWP Reel 463).   A few weeks 
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later, a committee to investigate the plumbing division reported, “We found no special 

place for holding INDUSTRIAL CLASSES, and the black-board was rather small for 

effective drawing or written work” (BTWP Reel 463).   In 1910, committees inspecting 

the industrial classes again found cause for worry, noting that the industrial classrooms 

continued to lack basic equipment like blackboards and notebooks, that classes were not 

following the course outlined in the catalogue, and that “there was a general looseness 

through out the Department” (C.W.  Greene et al to Washington, 27 May 1910, BTWP 

Reel 483; Chas G. Kelley et al to Washington, 26 Jan 1914, BTWP Reel 528; J.N.  

Cowen et al to Washington, 21 Mar 1910, BTWP Reel 483).   

Not all of the difficulties that attended efforts to incorporate academic “theory” 

lessons into the industrial classrooms could be blamed on inadequate facilities.   Though 

Roscoe Bruce acknowledged that theory was generally difficult for industrial department 

teachers to prioritize because the focus of the departments was on production of goods 

(and, as Bruce put it delicately, “each teacher is held strictly responsible for a certain 

amount of production”), in his 1904 report Bruce took the industrial teachers themselves 

to task for by and large not carrying out the key aspects of theory as he understood them.   

A collection of handwritten reports from women’s industries teachers in the same year 

helps to explain Bruce’s disappointment.   The reports, which are summaries of subjects 

covered during the just-ended school year, reflect the teachers’ awareness of the 

administration’s increasing desire that they emphasize “Theory” on top of the 

department’s skills-based program, as well as their confusion about what teaching theory 

included or entailed.   In the “Report of Laundry Division, 1903-04,” for example, the 

teacher listed under “theory classes” only the (ill-fated) class witnessed by Bruce: 

“Necessary equipment for a laundry.”  The report for “Junior Wood Work and Basketry 

for 1903 +1904” stated simply that: “A portion of every period is given to theory.”  The 
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same teacher likewise for the “A Middle Basketry” class reported “Theory and practice 

together” (BTWP Reel 444).   These teachers obviously understood that the policy of the 

school demanded that they say something about theory, but their reports don’t suggest 

that a great deal of thought had gone into what theorizing a particular trade means or even 

into what kind of work or thinking the “theory” demanded of students as opposed to or in 

conjunction with their trades-based training. 

Those industrial teachers who were more explicit in their reports presented theory 

as a definite footnote to the industrial curriculum.   In her summary of work in the 

“Broom Making Dept,” for example,  the teacher explained, under the heading “Theory” 

at the bottom of the one-page description of the course’s activities:  “In this, to make the 

lessons interesting and most helpful, it has been given in some forms of language, 

geography, history, arithmetic, and spelling lessons” (BTWP Reel 444).   The “Mattress 

Making” report included the statement that “Compositions are written throughout the 

year.  Special attention is given to spelling, Examples are given in arithmetic, And as far 

as possible the History of materials are studied” (BTWP Reel 444).   To these teachers, 

theory occurred as the catchall place in the curriculum for integrating “academic” skills 

into the trades-based classroom.  Spelling, math and writing may have been happening in 

their “theory classes,” but they were add-ons to the rest of the curriculum, reported 

literally in cramped writing at the bottoms of the departmental reports.  While 

Washington called for  the “blotting out” of the differences between the “literary and 

industrial” departments, these teachers apparently continued to see them as distinct, 

separable pursuits. 

Bruce praised only one industrial teacher in his 1904 critique, finding that 

millinery teacher E.A. Vivian was “doing excellent work in showing girls how to make 

out a bill of goods to fit up a millinery-shop” (BTWP Reel 446).   The teachers’ own 
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reports indicate that sewing teacher H.E. King may also have been enacting “theory” 

along the lines that Bruce understood it, as a place to investigate the principles and 

processes that underlay and surrounded the trade; she wrote that the class “made a study 

of cotton.  The Seeds, Roots, Stalks, Leaves, Blossoms, Bolls.  Had samples and combing 

machine.  Took the class to cotton patch, Experiment Station.  Had written examination 

in theory class May 11th and 12th” (BTWP Reel 444).   Bruce’s praise for Vivian for 

having students learn to write out a bill of goods for customers suggests that he may have 

been content for English to play a purely instrumental role in complementing the school’s 

industrial training within the theory classes.   But King’s description offers a glimpse of 

the collaborative kind of teaching that carrying out Bruce’s (and Washington’s) visions 

for correlation would actually have entailed.   Much more than inviting a speaker in to 

describe the machinery in the laundry, or teaching a definable business-oriented skill, 

using the theory classes to correlate the industrial and the academic would have meant 

calling upon academic teachers to supplement and complement the work of industrial 

teachers, to deepen and complicate the study of the trades.   This is what a committee 

established to observe the work carried on in Dorothy Hall, the building in which the 

women’s industries were housed, reported happening in a memo they sent to Washington 

on May 17, 1905, noting that “[f]or the first time in the history of Dorothy Hall four 

teachers of the Academic Department have given valuable lectures to the classes in the 

Sewing Divisions” (BTWP Reel 448).   While teachers in the industrial departments, at 

least in the women’s divisions, clearly knew that the administration wanted to see theory 

and practice side by side in their classrooms, moments of true integration were, as this 

committee report hints, rare enough to be momentous. 

When correlation was present, the faculty involved in evaluating it fell back on 

narrowly functional standards.  The report of a committee set up to inspect the carpentry 
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division in 1910 is telling.   Reporting that students “seemed much confused in their 

mathematics and mathematical terms,” the committee noted their disappointment with the 

ways English was being used in classrooms as well:  

In making their recitations the students were not carrying out the policy of the 
school in standing erect and using clear-cut grammatical statements.  They 
seemed to feel that since they were in overalls they could lean on seats, or on the 
pointer, when reciting, with perfectly good taste.  In this respect, there seems to be 
a due space still to be covered between the mathematics, English, industrial and 
military training here at Tuskegee.  (C.W. Greene at al to Washington, 27 May 
1910, BTWP Reel 483) 

“Covering the space” between the students’ trades-based training and English, in 

particular, meant to this committee (which included the head of the English Department) 

that students should exhibit correctness in posture and speech.   One has the impression 

that the committee cared very little what the students were reciting about—though I 

assume that if the content had been deemed especially inappropriate that would have 

received some comment.  Instead, the committee saw this English lesson as a (missed) 

opportunity to help refine the rough environment of the shop.   To walk into the 

classroom and see the carpentry students dressed in overalls, standing up straight, and 

speaking correctly in “clear-cut grammatical statements” would be, they imply, to see 

students who embodied the multi-stranded Tuskegee education—hands, heart, and mind 

together.   Correlating English into the industrial classes was not, in this committee’s 

eyes, to be judged according to the extent to which it was helping to solve a problem, 

engaging students in “original thinking,” or enriching their understanding of their trade 

but rather in terms of correctness and posture.  Despite Washington’s proclamations that 

the school was crafting a meaningful merger of academic and vocational education, the 

dichotomies between the two continued to structure and dominate the actual education 
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the school delivered.  In the school’s theory classes, this meant that a reductively 

functional approach to literacy education prevailed. 

Language Arts Classes 

Washington’s ideal version of correlation did not come to pass in the school’s 

academic language arts classes, either.  Here, the drive towards correlation tended to 

focus—and get stuck—on two main emphases:  the use of simple, and practical language, 

and directing that language towards tangible content related to the school and the trades.   

The first of these emphases is evident in the textbooks chosen for use at Tuskegee, the 

second in the descriptions of language arts classes included in the college catalogues, in 

composition and debate topics assigned to students, and in the shifts evident in the 

school’s literature reading lists.   

In 1906, a committee comprised of the heads of all divisions at Tuskegee 

recommended Sarah Arnold and George Kittredge’s The Mother Tongue (1900) for use 

in its English classrooms, an endorsement accepted by the faculty council.   Though The 

Mother Tongue was already in use in some classes as early as 1902, the textbook 

committee’s suggestion that the two-volume series be used more consistently as the basis 

for instruction in grammar and composition at Tuskegee in all classes from A preparatory 

to the A Middle, the class just below the senior year, amounted to a new level of 

commitment to the textbook’s method.    The Mother Tongue series continued some of 

the practices with which, as we’ve seen in the previous chapter, students in Tuskegee’s 

1894 and 1895 English classes were familiar (picture stories, dictation, imitation) and 

discontinued others (namely, diagramming).   Like Reed and Kellogg’s Graded Lessons 

and Higher Lessons, The Mother Tongue drew many of its sample sentences and writing 

prompts from the natural world and presented writing as a process that begins with 
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careful observation and description of a student’s environment.   Yet The Mother Tongue 

volumes were also noticeably more committed than prior textbooks in use at the school to 

presenting language study in a context that would be familiar to children.   And much 

more than Graded Lessons, Higher Lessons, or its immediate predecessor, Woodley’s 

Foundation Lessons, The Mother Tongue emphasized what it deemed to be practical, 

everyday uses of language.   Suggesting a series of “written conversations” midway 

through Book I, for example, Arnold and Kittredge included prompts like these: 

251. A boy rings your bell and asks if you want him to cut your grass.           
Write the conversation you might hold with him in regard to the matter. 

252. You wish to buy some strawberries at a fruit store.                                   
Write the conversation you might hold with the fruit seller in buying the 
berries. 

253. You are at a jeweler’s, where you wish to buy a watch.                           
Write the conversation necessary in buying the watch.    

(Mother Tongue I, 184) 

The assumptions about class embedded in these examples are striking.   Students of The 

Mother Tongue were clearly not expected to represent the conversation from the point of 

view of the grass cutter or the merchant, and they were to assume they would have the 

money for luxuries like hired help, store-bought berries, and jewelry.   But what is also 

important here is the method implicit in these examples.   Reed and Kellogg presented 

students with rules (which, no matter how the book protests that they shouldn’t, Tuskegee 

students clearly memorized and repeated on their exams), and then gave them an 

opportunity to practice those discrete rules by inventing or correcting sample sentences.   

Arnold and Kittredge, however, presented language study as a series of “natural” 

situations for which students must be prepared—and in the process consistently 

emphasized exercises which called upon students to tap into their knowledge of what the 
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textbook authors considered to be the stuff of everyday life.   Faced with a list including 

“leather, corn, money, horses,” for example, students were to be asked in an oral 

exercise: “What do you know about any of the things mentioned in the list below?”(I, 

140).    Once they progressed to more elaborate oral and written compositions, students 

were prompted with a list of personal topics, including “Describe some house in your 

neighborhood,” “Describe a game you like to play,” or “Explain the use and construction 

of a stove” (II, 359).   

That it is so easy to imagine these exercises being adapted for, or used as-is, in 

Tuskegee’s correlated English classrooms is the point.   Like the Tuskegee curriculum in 

this era, The Mother Tongue guided students through a study of language that 

emphasized the importance of expressing a student’s knowledge “clearly, concisely, and 

correctly” (“Catalogue 1909-1910” 24).   That is the Tuskegee Catalogue’s language; The 

Mother Tongue put it this way:  “There is a right way to spin a top, to set a table, to 

harness a horse, to write a letter, to express a thought.   This book will help you to speak 

and write correctly, and to choose words which will express just what you desire to say” 

(I, 5, emphasis in original).   Like Reed and Kellogg, Arnold and Kittredge did not 

believe that “correctness” would be achieved via the mechanistic memorization of 

grammatical rules.   In fact, they blasted such an approach in their preface as “the 

common failure of grammatical study,” and promised that, instead, their book would 

direct “the student to the methodical analysis of his own thoughts and of the words in 

which his thoughts are expressed” (I, v).   Such an approach was consonant with 

Washington’s own philosophy about language study.   In 1904, he wrote, “From contact 

with good models of spoken or written discourse the pupil learns to appreciate and 

interpret thought well expressed.   From the careful attention given his own language, he 



 235 

learns to feel the correctness or incorrectness of an expression, without slavish reliance 

upon rules” (Working 85).    

Implicit in The Mother Tongue and in Tuskegee’s correlated curriculum is the 

suggestion that replacing “slavish” attention to rules with exposure to “good models” of 

discourse meant exposure to practical discourse in particular—and that, when correctly 

used, such discourse would make students more competent and capable.   This is 

suggested by The Mother Tongue’s opening letter, “To the Boys and Girls,” which 

introduced the exigency of reading and writing by reprinting a letter Longfellow wrote 

home in 1814, requesting a Bible.  The textbook asked: “Could you have done so well?  

When Mr.  Longfellow was a boy, he knew how to express his thoughts in writing.  His 

letter tells you just what he wanted.  When he became a man, he expressed his thoughts 

so well that everybody was glad to read them.   He used the same language which you 

use, but he used it better than you can” (I, 5).   The point was not to produce little 

Longfellows, composing new Hiawathas or Evangelines, both on Tuskegee’s reading list 

at this time, but rather to get the message across that using language well would get you 

what you want, would have tangible results in the material world.  “Expressing your 

thoughts” meant expressing your material desires and needs.   The link between language 

use and material success intensified in The Mother Tongue’s second volume, which 

introduced its section on composition with the blunt: “The more active and serviceable 

you are, the more you will need the art of composition” (54).   What The Mother Tongue 

suggests is that the reverse is also true: the more artfully and correctly you compose, the 

more active and serviceable you will be.   

Of course, as anyone who has served on a textbook committee knows, the 

selection of a textbook for a department’s program does not necessarily indicate a 

uniform endorsement of that book’s philosophy or approach—and it certainly does not 
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necessarily reflect actual classroom use or practice.  But within Tuskegee’s atmosphere 

of intense oversight and control, the choice of The Mother Tongue was far from random, 

and the evidence suggests that its use in the classroom was carefully monitored.   A 

“special committee upon the academic course of study,” established in 1906 and 

including among its members Roscoe Bruce, reported to the Executive Council its 

concern that the classes in “mathematics, English, and practically all the studies” were 

“running two to three months behind the schedule time” established in the school’s 

catalogue.   This meant, they stipulated, that “(a) students are and must be promoted from 

class to class without having fully mastered the work of the previous year, and (b) that 

the grades are not separated as they should be by the full extent of a year’s work.  For 

example, Mother Tongue Book I is being used in a higher grade than the catalogue calls 

for” (BTWP Reel 452).    

That the students were “two or three months behind” their curriculum was clearly 

a major cause for concern on its own.  But there is further evidence that school 

administrators had a special investment in students keeping up with The Mother 

Tongue’s approach in particular.   In 1905, Leslie Pinckney Hill, a Harvard graduate who 

taught education at Tuskegee from 1904 to 1907, also made special note of the students’ 

progress in their textbooks in a report he sent to Roscoe Bruce after observing the night 

school classes: “In English the fourth grade [B Preparatory class] is finishing Mother 

Tongue No.  1.  The Fifth [A Preparatory class] is having a little more thorough drill in 

grammar, using Reed and Kellogg’s book.” This was before the school’s switch to The 

Mother Tongue in all its lower classes, but the books clearly already had a certain cache.  

Hill continued: “Grammar drill in the ‘good old way’ is still, in mr.  Wilson’s opinion, 

indespensable, and he is doing what in him lies to pass this opinion on to his teachers.  I 

am therefore unable to know definitely whether the method of the Mother Tongue books 
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is applicable to the needs of the people at the night school or not because it has not been 

thoroughly tried” (BTWP Reel 446, emphasis mine).   “The method” of The Mother 

Tongue, though so far untested by night school students because of this particular 

teacher’s penchant for grammar drills, apparently represented the new wave of education 

at Tuskegee, in which grammar, and other language arts, were to be learned via practical 

exercises set in the context of students’ lived experience.   

In the absence of more observations like Hill’s, it is impossible to say more about 

how The Mother Tongue was and was not used by individual teachers in their 

classrooms.   But the choice of these textbooks, with their emphasis on practical 

discourse, was certainly consonant with the school’s effort to align language study with 

particular vocational pursuits.   As correlation became an explicit pedagogical principle 

by which both academic and industrial departments should organize themselves, the 

Institute’s catalogues began to stress that the writing conducted in the language arts 

classes would focus on the objects and experiences associated with the student’s 

industrial training.   The 1909 to 1910 Catalogue, for example, made clear that all theme 

assignments for Tuskegee’s younger classes were to be tied directly to students’ 

vocational studies.   Thus the C Preparatory Class would write “[s]imple themes dealing 

with a subject connected with the student’s industrial work” (24); the B Preparatory Class 

wrote “short themes on topics dealing with the student’s trade work” (24); and the A 

Preparatory and Junior Classes wrote “[r]egular monthly themes on industrial subjects” 

(25).   In addition, the headnote to the Catalogue’s description of the English curriculum 

specified “[e]very student is required to write one theme each month on a subject 

assigned by the industrial instructor” (24).   By 1914 to 1915, the catalogue further 

explained that “two themes a month are required of all day students throughout the school 



 238 

year,” with one always being “on the student’s trade, purpose here being to intensify the 

student’s knowledge of his trade as well as to cultivate in him the art of expression” (23). 

This emphasis on using writing in order to represent students’ knowledge about 

the trades is not quite the “problem-solving” ideal Washington articulated in his 

statements about the school’s drive towards correlation in 1905 and 1906.  But this was, 

more and more, the direction that correlation took in practice, as is evident when we 

consider the more specific writing topics recommended and assigned both in and out of 

class.   In July 1907, for example, gearing up for the next academic year, John 

Washington sent new Academic Director John Lee a “list of subjects” that he might pass 

on to David Houston, then Head of the Division of English, so that he “may have the 

students who work in the Agricultural Department, write compositions on these 

subjects.”  The list included: 

“Proper way of feeding farm horses and mules” 

“Proper way to groom horses and mules” 

“When horses and mules should be watered and the care of troughs and other 
drinking vessels” 

“The proper care and treatment of harness” 

“The proper way to harness and drive horses and mules” 

“How to take care of buggies and carriages” 

“Proper care of farm wagons” 

“Proper care of farm machines and other tools” 

“The importance of repairing and getting farm machinery and tools ready during 
the winter for spring use” 

“Proper care of brood mares”   

(BTWP Reel 453) 
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This list reflects John Washington’s understanding of correlation as a method of making 

students’ academic work relevant by reliving some of the physical lessons learned in the 

shop, perhaps what the 1914 to 1915 catalogue meant by “intensifying” the student’s 

knowledge of his trade.   The prompts have an essay question feeling, as if they are 

awaiting summary of the knowledge learned in the “horses and mules” unit.   

Presumably, while the agriculture students wrote about horses and mules, their 

companions in the carpentry program would write about the right way to square a wall or 

the proper method for examining the grain of a freshly milled plank.   According to the 

Superintendent of Industries, such composition prompts would be useful because, as he 

explained in the memo to Lee, they would “give us a broader scope of [the students’] 

ideas.”  Perhaps he meant that having students write about the “proper way” to perform 

tasks in the shop would help industry teachers know just what the students actually knew 

about feeding and harnessing horses and mules.   The compositions would serve, in other 

words, as a place for the students to demonstrate their accruing knowledge—but not 

necessarily as a place for them to work through or analyze trades-related problems.   

Unfortunately, none of the essays on these themes, if indeed they were assigned, 

survive.   But that writing was increasingly viewed at Tuskegee primarily as a way to 

demonstrate trades-related knowledge is affirmed by a look at the more “public” face of 

composition at the school, as reflected in the topics recommended and delivered by 

students at the annual commencement exercises and in the subjects on which students 

competed for essay prizes.   In 1905, the commencement program included talks 

delivered by students on the subjects of “The Importance of Land Getting,” “The 

Evolution of the Negro Farmer,” and “Two Plantations: A Contrast in Agricultural 

Methods.” In 1906, selections included student addresses on “General Armstrong—The 

Man” and on “The Plantation Melodies” (BTWP Reel 453).  Graduation was a highly 
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choreographed, very public affair; the commencement committee submitted its list of 

topics on which students would compete for the prize of speaking at graduation in March, 

and graduation was not until May.  All the speakers’ essays were reviewed by faculty, 

and possibly by Washington himself.  Clearly, the topics on the 1905 program were 

carefully selected to showcase both the school’s advocacy of agricultural training and its 

overall philosophy.   And yet, these topics are noticeably more charged than the paper 

topics suggested by John Washington just a year later—and that is my point.   

Increasingly, student writing, including the essays read at commencement, shifted 

towards descriptive expositions of narrower aspects of agricultural and trades-based life 

at the school.   In 1908, a “Committee on Industrial subjects for Commencement” 

reported their recommendation of a list of topics that included: “Fruit Growing,” 

“Planning the Ironing of a Surrey,” “Designing and Framing the Roof for the Dining 

Hall,” and “Improved Method of Dairying” (BTWP Reel 463).   Such topics, like the 

topics assigned two years earlier, were celebrations of southern agrarian life and of the 

black farmer’s place within it.  But they were also the verbal equivalent of a tour of the 

industrial classrooms and shops, elaborated answers to the kinds of essay questions about 

“proper ways” of doing this or that to which Tuskegee students were apparently 

accustomed.   Washington himself praised the commencement exercises as a showcase 

for students to demonstrate their most practical knowledge in his last annual report to 

trustees in 1914.   The point was not, Washington stipulated, to have the students “talk 

about ‘Beyond the Alps Lies Italy,’ or ‘Is it Worth While?’” but rather to have the student 

on the commencement platform, beside “the stove and dining room table, tell what she 

had learned about preparing a meal; by having a young man with a dairy cow or horse on 

the commencement platform illustrate what he had learned about caring for cows and 

horses” (BTWP Reel 692).  “Demonstration” and “illustration,” increasingly the public 
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face of literary education at Tuskegee, were genres that did not fulfill the “problem-

solving” ideal. 

We see this emphasis on using writing to rehearse specific content knowledge 

accumulated through training in the trades in other realms at the school as well.  

Describing a composition class he witnessed in 1904, Professor Paul Monroe of 

Teachers’ College at Columbia University, noted (and praised) the class’s 

circumscription of abstract topics: 

In a class in English composition two boys, among others, had placed their 
written work upon the board, one having written upon ‘Honor’ in the most stilted 
language, with various historical references which meant nothing to himself or to 
his classmates—the whole paragraph evidently being drawn from some outside 
source; the other wrote upon ‘My Trade-Blacksmithing’—and told in a simple 
and direct way of his day’s work, the nature of the general course of training, and 
the use he expected to make of his training when completed.  No better contrast 
could be found between the old ideas of formal language work, dominated by 
books and cast into forms not understood or at least not natural to the youth, and 
the newer ideas of simplicity, directness, and forcefulness in presenting the 
account of one’s own experience.   (65) 

That Monroe made his comment in 1904, before Washington declared his renewed 

interest in correlation, demonstrates that the shift towards trades-based topics that I am 

describing was not abrupt.   But considering Monroe’s observation in the context of the 

trends evident across the language arts curriculum in these years also indicates that these 

changes at Tuskegee were not purely a result of the larger late nineteenth century interest 

in “personal” writing topics in place of more abstract topics, a trend I discussed in 

Chapter Four.   Importing the content of the shop and field into the classroom was not, at 

Tuskegee, only about engaging the students where they were and focusing them on their 

personal experiences.   It was, much more specifically, about demanding and regulating a 

discourse that reiterated the particular landscape of labor at the school. 
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The proliferation and regulation of trades-based topics is evident as well in the 

subjects selected for the school’s annual Trinity Church Boston Prize, awarded to “two 

students of the Senior and A middle Classes who deliver the best papers” (and who 

would then deliver these papers again during commencement weekend) (BTWP Reel 

453).   In 1904 and 1905, the Trinity Prize subjects were: “How one might succeed at 

[my trade] in a Southern community,”  “Why should Tuskegee require its students to 

study Agriculture,” “Frederick Douglas-a Valuable American,” “What the Present Days 

Mean to the Negro,” “Why the Negro Should Own Land,” “How I would conduct a 

country school in the south,” and “Some of the Values of Good Books” (BTWP Reel 446 

and 449).   A number of historical or epideictic topics remained on the Trinity Prize list in 

1909 (for example, “Physical Training in Industrial Schools,” “The Black Man’s 

achievement in Journalism,”  “The Negro and the Cotton Industry,” and “The Call of the 

Rural Districts”).   But the list also grew significantly longer, now including more 

agriculturally and trades-based subjects, like “Good Roses and Farm Life,” “The 

Development of the Plow,” “The Farm Commission,” and “Getting in the Bale” (BTWP 

Reel 710).   All these topics, from both years, required a celebratory stance that endorsed 

the philosophy of the school, and all demanded that students select, narrow, and amplify 

their position from a broader set of possibilities than they could possibly include.   The 

list of Trinity Prizes suggests that the trend towards didactic and informational topics 

centered on themes directly relevant to the trades taught at the school was not absolute, 

but it also demonstrates that such topics circulated in increasingly more prominent ways 

at the school. 

At least some students at Tuskegee certainly wrote, orated, and debated in 

contexts outside their language arts classrooms and outside the voluntary and required 

essay competitions sponsored by the school.  The evidence I have seen, however, 
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suggests that the desire to focus student writing within the practically oriented boundaries 

of the school permeated these extracurricular activities as well.  The school’s twenty-fifth 

anniversary report, for example, issued in 1906, described a variety of clubs aimed at 

least in part at stimulating literary interest and activity and, claiming that the clubs were 

“popular among the young men,” summarized their aims this way: 

The Willing Workers aim to keep their members informed on current topics.  The 
Liberty Debating Club seeks to give its members better training in English 
speaking and to widen their acquaintance with English literature.  The English 
and History Club seeks to encourage the study of English and History.   The 
Natural History Club makes a specialty of Agricultural literature.  The Stokes 
Ministers Union is made up of members of the Phelps Hall Bible Training School.  
(32, BTWP Reel 740) 

Though a full consideration of the activities sponsored by clubs like these is beyond the 

scope of this study, the potential range of activities and topics they could have undertaken 

is striking.  That was apparently not lost on Tuskegee’s administration, which expressed 

concern about controlling and supervising club activity.  The same year this pamphlet 

was printed, a committee appointed by Washington to “take charge” of the debating clubs 

reported that they had developed a structure whereby each club would “make its program 

for two months in advance and submit the same for committee approval and 

suggestions.”  In addition, they specified that “each debater should be notified to come to 

the Library and ask for Reading Matter bearing on his subject; also that each program 

given by the Debating Clubs should show the very best preparation possible, and that no 

one should appear on these programs unless he has something of real interest to offer” (3 

Mar 1906, BTWP Reel 452).   Unfortunately, I have found no record of those topics 

submitted to the committee or of the committee’s response to specific proposals from 

students.   Presumably, unacceptable material would have included incorrect or 

inappropriate language, but the door is clearly open here for the teachers to approve and 
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deny topics based on their lack of “interest” as well.   A “good” debate topic, in the 

committee’s eyes, was one that was well researched and informative, but it was 

apparently first and foremost also one that dealt with a topic deemed useful and 

worthwhile by the school’s faculty committee.    

What that might have meant is suggested by the topics considered by the 

“Mothers’ Meetings,” an arm of the Tuskegee Woman’s Club, which was founded by 

Washington’s wife Margaret in order to “improve the conditions of black home life 

within a day’s ride of the institute” (Harlan Wizard 210).   The Club reported in 1905 that 

the subjects discussed at their meetings that year included “The Part a Woman should 

take in Buying Land and in Building a House,” “The care of children which includes 

dressing, reading, sleeping, teaching et cetera,” and “The kind of teacher to have in a 

community—one who will not only teach what is in the book, but will teach cooking, 

sewing, sweeping, dusting in all forms of house work” (BTWP Reel 448).   You do not 

have to strain to hear the Tuskegee Woman’s Club position on these issues, as they are 

already expressed in the topic headings.   Like that encouraged by the commencement 

orations, the Trinity Prize topics, and the lists of recommended composition subjects 

considered above, the discourse valued by the Tuskegee Woman’s Club was practical, 

literal-minded, and didactic.   

As expository writing and didactic discourse gained increasingly more value at 

Tuskegee, the literature curriculum experienced its own transformations.   In 1902 to 

1903, twenty-four discrete works of literature or authors were named on the syllabus.   Of 

these, thirteen were named on the Harvard Committee’s entrance lists for 1874 to 1900, 

indicating that these were well-known selections regularly taught in high schools around 

the country.   Then too, the texts assigned at Tuskegee in that earlier period that were not 

listed on the college entrance lists were still all works of American and British poetry and 
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fiction (Wallace, Stevenson, Whittier, among others), supplemented by historical 

readings like Greene’s Short History of the English People.   In 1910, however, Tuskegee 

students from the C Preparatory Class to the Senior Year were assigned a total of 

nineteen discrete works.   By 1914, this number had dropped to eighteen, not including 

readers and textbooks.   More telling than those overall numbers is the fact that most of 

what we might recognize as classic literature was increasingly moved later in the 

curriculum.   In 1910, for example, twelve of the nineteen assigned books were read 

before a student’s senior year.   By 1914, only six works were assigned to non-seniors.   

The earlier classes relied more heavily on readers, were assigned more popular literature, 

and were asked to read Washington’s own growing collection of writings.   By 1914, the 

only classic or canonical work of literature assigned to non-seniors was Longfellow’s 

Evangeline, on the Junior Class’s reading list since 1909.    

Despite these changes, literature continued to hold a place in the school’s 

correlated curriculum continuous with its role in earlier years, that of cultivating students’ 

moral character.   The reader series endorsed for use in all but the senior classes by the 

textbook committee in 1906, Sarah Arnold and Charles B.  Gilbert’s Stepping Stones to 

Literature (1897), for example, reinforced a reading stance that prized moral development 

by treating each literary selection, whether it is a mother goose tale or a Shakespeare 

play, as a “treasure-house of fact, idea, or beauty” (Five, xii).90  Whether the knowledge 

                                                 
90 As a series, the Stepping Stones to Literature readers were intended to serve the “advancing age of the 
child” (Fifth vi) and to fit into the larger grade-school curriculum.  The readers progress from fable (grade 
2), through myths (grades 4 and 5), historical selections (grade 6), and ultimately readers devoted to 
American (grade 7) and English (grade 8) authors, a progression mirrored by the textbook committee’s 
overall adjustments to the reading lists.   Many of the methods employed in the readers are also familiar 
from other segments of Tuskegee’s language arts curriculum; the readers supplement the reading selections 
with a combination of picture stories, word lists inviting students to invent sentences, and questions for 
further consideration that aim to draw on students’ knowledge and observation of the natural world, and 
many of the selections reinforce the value of hard work, humility, honesty, and other virtues clearly prized 
at Tuskegee.    
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“discovered” in a reading was factual, philosophical, or aesthetic, the readers suggested 

that being a good reader meant cultivating a posture of interest, with a taste for the 

treasures within.   As the Readers’ “Suggestion to Teachers” put it, “The children should 

read their school reading lessons as they would read any book on any occasion, because 

they are interested in what the book contains” (Four, 9).   Not surprisingly, the selections 

and introductions within the readers themselves were a bit more heavy-handed, steering 

students towards an “interest” rooted in what can be learned from literary texts about 

living a good, noble, and virtuous life.   In their introduction to a selection by Washington 

Irving, the Reader excerpted Thackeray’s description of Irving’s life, which ends with the 

question: “Was Irving not good, and, of his works, was not his life the best part? In his 

family, gentle, generous, good-humored, affectionate, self-denying; in society, a 

delightful example of complete gentlemanhood” (Six, 5).   In its introduction to 

Emerson’s poem “The Humblebee,” the Reader proclaimed: “[Emerson] was a profound 

thinker, and had a noble and gentle character” (223).    

Certainly, readings based in author biographies were not unusual in the 

nineteenth-century classroom, and neither was the hunt for nobility and gentility in great 

authors and in their writing.   And that Tuskegee, in its “post-correlation” years, 

continued to emphasize a method of reading that prized the cultivation of character above 

all else is right in line with Washington’s larger philosophies about education, as 

expressed, for example, in his emphasis on “educating the conscience” in his Sunday 

evening talks delivered to students at the school, discussed in Chapter Four.   But if 

literature continued to be valued for what Roscoe Bruce called  its “liberalizing 

influence” in Tuskegee’s correlated environment, for its ability to help make students 

better people, as a subject of study at the school literature did feel the (narrowing) impact 

of correlation.  Specifically, what changed significantly as correlation became a stronger 
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principle in the academic departments at the school was what counted as “the right” 

reading.  Increasingly, directing students towards wholesome pursuits through literature 

meant less an exposure to classic English and American authors, to the things every 

“intelligent boy and girl” must know, to quote Stepping Stones, than it meant being 

steeped in the “cultural values” of honesty, industry, thrift (Eighth vii).    

This, at least, is the suggestion implicit in the changes to the reading lists assigned 

alongside the reader series.   In 1906, the textbook committee replaced several of the 

canonical selections that had until this point been reading list standards with more 

popular readings, and with Washington’s own books.   Thus, Black Beauty replaced 

“selections from Longfellow” in the B Preparatory class; The Adventures of Robinson 

Crusoe replaced Hawthorne (Great Stone Face and Snow Image) in the Junior Class (and 

Crusoe was itself replaced by Treasure Island in 1909); and James Fennimore Cooper’s 

The Spy replaced Whittier (Snowbound, Among the Hills) in the B Middle Class.   The 

canonical literature that remained on the reading lists shifted to later years.   A Middle 

students now read Hawthorne’s The House of Seven Gables (which had previously been 

read by the lower Junior class students).   Scott’s Ivanhoe, read in the A middle class in 

1902, moved to the Senior class’s list in 1905, while the seniors continued to read Julius 

Caesar.    

As popular literature gained a foothold in Tuskegee’s reading lists, so did Booker 

T. Washington’s own books.  In 1909 to 1910, Up From Slavery appeared on the B 

Middle Class’s list, and Character-Building and The Story of the Negro on the A Middle 

Class’s list.   At first, these selections appeared alongside more canonical selections like 

Tennyson’s “Enoch Arden” and  Lowell’s “Vision of Sir Launfal.”  But by 1914, this had 

changed.   In the B Middle Class, the only reading listed in addition to the Stepping 

Stones reader was “Current Magazines, Periodicals, and Papers.”  In the A Middle Class, 
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where students had read Washington’s books alongside Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare 

and Guerber’s The Story of The English as well as selections from the Stepping Stones 

Eighth Reader, which focused on English authors, the only reading listed in 1914 in 

supplement of the reader was The Story of the Negro and the ambiguous “Washington, 

Current Literature,” suggesting that students were assigned some of Washington’s many 

editorials and speeches.   In 1910, in a recommendation that was not carried out, 

Washington suggested that the school’s readers themselves be replaced with leaflets or 

“circulars” like those the school produced as part of its extension programs—a genre that 

was the natural end of a curriculum centered on expository and didactic writing (Lee to 

Washington, 15 Nov 1910, BTWP Reel 476). 

*    *   * 

How should we understand these changes to the literature curriculum, especially 

in the context of the changes evident in the language arts classes more broadly?  The new 

readings assigned after 1906 were not, of course, on the uniform college entrance lists 

first established in 1899, lists that effectively dictated the curriculum at preparatory 

schools until at least 1913, and which certainly influenced Tuskegee’s literary selections 

in earlier years (Applebee 53; see 275-277 for lists).   In departing from those lists, 

Washington signaled his continued insistence that the point of a Tuskegee education was 

not to prepare students to enter college.   But he also, perhaps, was departing from a 

guiding pedagogy that would select literary texts by virtue of their long-standing 

reputation as essential reading for educated, cultured people.   In place of that selection 

criteria, Washington now seems to have inserted the question of how to make reading 

appealing to and appropriate for Tuskegee students in particular.   Applying the method 

of reading supported by the Stepping Stones reader to supplementary texts like Black 

Beauty and Robinson Crusoe, students might have been prompted to write or discuss the 
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virtues of perseverance, honesty, hard work, or to summarize their own knowledge about 

activities portrayed in the stories—shoeing horses properly, building adequate structures, 

etc.   In these ways, we can imagine that the new choices reinforced key cultural values at 

the school, while also providing an opportunity for the kinds of practically oriented 

discussions and writing that were increasingly circulating there at the time.    

But the new selections were also, perhaps, more engaging to Tuskegee students 

than were their canonical predecessors.  By assigning adventure stories and his own 

Tuskegee-born writings, Washington and his faculty committees may have been trying to 

solve the problem faced by any teacher who has tried to assign difficult reading to under-

prepared students: how to capture students’ attention and interest and thereby cultivate a 

lifelong love of reading.   The replacement (and pairing) of canonical texts with popular 

literature and the introduction of Washington’s own books can certainly be seen in this 

light—as efforts not necessarily to “downgrade” the literary curriculum but rather as 

attempts to encourage a larger (and still morally valuable) habit of reading by positioning 

literacy in an appealing and relevant light.   We might say the same about the shift 

towards trades-based, didactic writing that accompanied correlation; in asking students to 

write about their trades, Washington was engaging Tuskegee students on the very terms 

that brought many of them to the school in the first place—the desire for occupational 

training and the pathway to a better livelihood.   He was, in other words, acknowledging 

and engaging his students’ desire for socioeconomic success.   In these ways, we can 

perhaps call the correlated curriculum at Tuskegee “progressive,” and maybe even 

student-centered.   Certainly, there were aspects of his curriculum that progressive 

educators today continue to enact and to applaud, like the fact that he eschewed 

memorization of rules and facts, sought to provide students with ways to apply their 
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learning to the “real world,” and constantly considered how best to make his own 

institution, and his students’ education, responsive to local community needs. 

And yet, we must acknowledge the restrictions and limitations that accompanied 

the trend towards correlation.  If this was “student-centered learning,” it was that without 

any room for students to pay attention to—in fact, with explicit and mandated disregard 

for—the larger social and political realities in which they pursued their trades.  

Furthermore, the need to make reading (and education more generally) “appealing” and 

“relevant” to students’ lives is a battle cry often heard today, and especially in under-

resourced educational contexts, this is a call that can and has been used to reinforce 

curricular inequities by dismissing as uninteresting, irrelevant, and impossibly difficult 

those important, challenging, and often canonical texts that students in better-prepared 

schools continue to undertake.  One way to understand the changes evident in Tuskegee’s 

literature curriculum within the school’s increasingly correlated context, like those 

transformations occurring in the language arts classes more broadly, then, is that they 

narrowed and restricted that curriculum.    

After all, the evidence I have considered above suggests that a very different 

sense of literacy prevailed in the last decade of Washington’s purview at Tuskegee than 

did in the years before he declared correlation to be a driving organizational and 

pedagogical principle.   The exercises included in the 1894 and 1895 exams, in the years 

when Tuskegee was positioning itself more overtly in line with the normal school 

tradition, indicated that acquiring and improving literacy was about learning the rules and 

norms of polite discourse, and then practicing their application in a variety of situations.   

In these years, literature was a tool for cultivating morals and character, primarily 

through an exposure to well-known, canonical texts.   Once correlation took hold as a 

dominant pedagogical principle at the school, however, language arts instruction was 
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much more clearly linked with successfully demonstrating knowledge in a particular 

trade, despite the possibility afforded by Washington’s ideal version of correlation that 

something more than “demonstration” might happen.  Whether a student wrote about 

Frederick Douglass or about the proper care of horses, his essay could have been judged 

correct or incorrect in terms of its spelling, usage, and grammar.   But as didactic, trades-

based topics gained a more secure foothold at the school, the meaning, and content of 

students’ essays—and not only their mechanical correctness—came under more 

supervision.   After all, there was not only a right way to spell “harness” or “miter,” there 

was a right way to use one, and thus a right (and conversely, wrong) context for sentences 

and paragraphs students might invent.    Unlike Du Bois at Harvard, who “got away” with 

submitting themes on highly charged and political topics as long as those themes were 

“correct,” Tuskegee students’ writing seems to have been asked to adhere to increasingly 

strict subject matter parameters.   Correctness, within Tuskegee’s increasingly correlated 

environment, referred to content, and not only to form.   Though literary study remained a 

site for the cultivation of good morals and appropriate attitudes, more and more this was 

to occur not through classic works of literature but through popular stories and 

informational texts. 

By correlating language arts education with the school’s trades-based training, 

then, we might say that Washington tried to control and direct the invention process 

much as he directed and supervised all other details of student and faculty life.   

Washington did not just replicate the educational theories and trends of his day; he 

adapted them in order better to fit students for his particular vision of social order, and to 

help insure the continuance of northern donations.   By outlawing social and political 

topics from school discourse and demanding that students focus almost exclusively on 

their trades, for example, Washington adapted Pestalozzian theory, which emphasized 
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children’s learning through concrete experiences,  into a way of controlling what students 

were interested in.   Unlike its development at contemporary institutions, “learning by 

doing” at Tuskegee meant restricting students to a specific kind of doing, one based on 

becoming a polite and productive worker.   That this is not the only way such theories 

were implemented is suggested by David Gold’s research into East Texas Normal 

College (founded 1889), an institution contemporary with Tuskegee, where founder and 

President William Mayo adapted “learning by doing” to his goal of producing students 

capable of participating in public discourse.   Using “model orations on cultural and 

political topics” (138), Mayo encouraged his primarily white, rural students to write and 

debate about a range of issues of “public concern” (143), including topics like suffrage 

and compulsory education (135).   His aim was to prepare students to “be able to appear 

before an audience, free from embarrassment or apology, to discuss important questions 

in an effective and becoming manner” (quoted in Gold 136).   In contrast, a very specific, 

and narrow, kind of action was being endorsed and modeled at Tuskegee.   Despite his 

professed interest in producing the “public-spirited citizen” (Tuskegee 7), Washington 

was not invested in educating students to be part of public (as in prominent, political, and 

socially relevant) discourse.  We might say here, with Jeremy Wells, that instead 

Washington was reinforcing a vision of “the South as a kind of empire-in-miniature; a 

space where uncivilized blacks could be uplifted by their civilized superiors rather than a 

space where national citizens with equal rights might both participate in a political and 

social system” (68).    

This view had particular, limiting implications for the language arts at Tuskegee.   

In Tuskegee’s correlated language arts curriculum, the school, and more particularly, a 

student’s domain in the shop or fields, was meant to serve as a kind of commonplace 

book, a storehouse of examples and advice awaiting synthesis—or at least 
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representation—in student writing.   This is the inventional philosophy suggested in 

Washington’s 1902 annual report to the trustees of Tuskegee: 

In English composition, it must be remembered that the problem of finding 
something to write about should be no problem at Tuskegee.  The student’s 
experience is full of impressions and ideas and inquiries which the very unusual 
environment flings at him every moment.  Let him talk and write about the things 
he sees and handles and knows about and is interested in.  Let him express his 
personal experience, the way the things he sees and does actually appear to him as 
an individual.  (quoted in Generals 218) 

In Washington’s view, focusing composition on the students’ experiences at the school 

solved the problem that every writing classroom in his day and our own faces—the 

problem of exigency.   Students would have plenty to say because they were in a state of 

sensory and mental overload, flooded with the “impressions and ideas and inquiries” 

Tuskegee “flung” at them “at every moment.”  The problem in such an environment was 

not choosing something to say, but representing what you wanted to say accurately.   At 

the same time, insisting that students represent, specifically, the knowledge they gained 

within Tuskegee’s heavily regulated boundaries ensured that the academic classroom 

stayed centered on the utility that Washington so prized.   The modes and their 

concordant emphasis on personal experience suited Washington’s program because they 

focused students on the task of describing and defining their place at Tuskegee and within 

the landscape and economy of the rural South more generally.   The school’s focus on 

writing about industrial work amounted to a highly circumscribed and restrictive 

inventional arena and meant that students remained centered on those elements of their 

daily experience that fitted them to be effective laborers, and prized opportunities for 

students to represent themselves as willing and knowledgeable workers and as successful 

products of the Tuskegee plan. 
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This is a compelling analysis—and one that in some ways explains why 

contemporary scholars and historians have largely ignored Tuskegee in our histories.  

Despite the problem-solving ideal articulated in Washington’s reports, an ideal that 

sought to “blot out” differences between the academic and industrial strands of education 

in favor of a system that stressed their intertwined and reciprocal benefits, the drive 

towards correlation seems mostly to have compromised the language arts curriculum.  As 

we will see shortly, this understanding of the highly circumscribed and restricted role 

language arts instruction played within the school’s intensely correlated environment 

does not adequately account for the significant authority students claimed through their 

trades-based compositions.   It was, however, exactly what academic faculty members 

feared—and found—at the time.   

Monroe Nathan Work, a graduate of Chicago Theological Seminary and the 

University of Chicago and the director of Tuskegee’s Division of Records and Research,  

expressed this fear concisely in 1914, when, in a report to Washington of the “special 

effort made to carry out the idea of correlation” in the Academic Department, he 

questioned whether correlation actually allowed the “aim of the institution as a whole” 

and the “aims of a special division” both to be met:  

The aim of the institution as a whole is to make of the student, from an economic 
standpoint, a responsible member of the race.  To that end, he is taught some 
useful occupation.  One aim of a particular division, as for example, the 
Mathematics or English Division, is to assist through correlation in teaching the 
student with reference to the particular vocation he is being trained in and to help 
make him a useful citizen.  On the other hand, the divisions in the Academic 
Department have ends in themselves as for example the ends of the Mathematics 
and English Divisions are to give to the student a technique so that he will be able 
to apply the principles of mathematics in any general situation and to speak and 
write the English language correctly, also to appreciate its use.  In working out the 
correlation features of the teaching there appeared to be some losing sight of the 
special ends of the divisions.  (3 Jan 1914, BTWP Reel 528) 
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In Work’s view, the special ends of language instruction were not narrowly instrumental.  

He was not the only Tuskegee faculty member who felt that way.  The record of 

correspondence between Academic Director John Lee and Washington in 1913 and 1914, 

for example, shows the two staking out their increasingly entrenched and conflicted 

positions—Lee for more attention to the rigor of academic studies on their own terms, 

Washington with almost singular attention to the practicality of the school’s academic 

studies.   In November 1913, Lee urged Washington to consider adding another year to 

the school’s course of study, explaining, “I do not believe there will be more than one 

tenth of the present class such persons as we shall be willing to put into places of 

responsibility the following year after their graduation.  I think they are a fine set of 

young people, perhaps the best we have had, but they are hardly mature enough for us to 

attempt to place them in the positions which ought to be held by more steady young men 

and women.”  Lee framed his concern for the “maturity” of Tuskegee’s graduates as a 

factor of their age, noting that the school seemed to be graduating “younger men and 

women than was true years ago,” but his recommendation is underlined by his concern 

that in fact the school was graduating students who were academically under-prepared for 

the kinds of positions Lee envisioned the graduates filling.   The additional year, to be 

added “above the senior year,” would, Lee proposed, include: 

1. Advanced English and Composition. 

2. Industrial and Economic History. 

3. Specialized Mathematics (bearing upon the special trade.) 

4. Specialized Chemistry or Physics (bearing upon the special trade.) 

5. Further study of Literature. 

(15 Nov 1913, BTWP Reel 519)  
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This is more than the effort of an administrator to garner more resources for his 

department.   To make such a drastic recommendation—which, Lee recognized in 

closing, would mean having “no graduating class” if implemented the following year as 

he hoped—Lee must have felt acutely worried about the state of his department and about 

the integrity of the school.  His list indicates his hope that Tuskegee graduates would 

have a more solid, well-rounded foundation in the context of their trade—the 

“specialized” academic subjects related to their particular vocations.  But it also shows 

that he wanted them to have a more recognizably liberal education as well—one that 

included “advanced English” and the “further study of Literature.”91 

Not surprisingly, Lee’s recommendation was never implemented.   But Lee 

continued to vocalize his concern that Tuskegee students were not receiving a strong 

enough academic foundation.   In 1914, he again expressed to Washington his conviction 

that “the great weakness of our students is that of scholarship,” this time rooting his 

complaint specifically in the school’s policy of too easily promoting students from grade 

to grade:  “I am convinced that we are making a serious mistake to allow our young 

people, especially those who give promise, to pass up and out of the school without 

covering thoroughly our academic course, and without more definite training for the 

work of teaching, whether that teaching is to be industries or in the academic class room” 

(Harlan 13: 134).   Lee’s ideas about what it meant to improve the quality of a Tuskegee 

education did not stop there.   The same year, he urged Washington to reduce the school’s 

class size from a maximum of thirty-five to a maximum of twenty “so that the teachers 

can do more effective work”: “I know a large class room filled looks well, but there 

remains the fact that all of the students do not get attention in such classes.  Their written 

                                                 
91 Lee apparently believed in liberal education;  the same year, he was in the midst of tutoring 
Washington’s personal secretary E.J. Scott “in the elements of Latin…three periods a week of forty 
minutes each” (Lee to “whom it may concern,” 30 May 1914, BTWP Reel 519). 
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exercises, their compositions, their problems, cannot possibly be gone over carefully, and 

the pupils cannot be seen individually.”  As a clincher, Lee used one of  Washington’s 

own favorite moves, an evocation of Hampton: “I was at Hampton the other day where 

the maximum class is 18 persons.  They are making an effort, however, to have no class 

larger than 15 persons.  They have been trying this for several years, and Mr.  Phenix 

states that they have done much more effective work since they have reduced their 

classes” (7 Mar 1914, BTWP Reel 519).   At the same time, Lee was lobbying separately 

for an improvement in the academic teaching force.  Despite Washington’s explicit 

request that Lee hire more teachers from Tuskegee and Hampton, teachers who would be 

“trained in our methods,” a request Lee earlier agreed to (9 Dec 1914, BTWP Reel 519), 

Lee actually continued to encourage the hiring of academic teachers who had graduated 

from liberal arts colleges.  In May 1914, for example, the four teachers he recommended 

to fill academic positions were graduates of the University of Colorado, the University of 

Michigan, Oberlin, and Bowdoin College (21 May 1914, BTWP Reel 519).   

Clearly, Lee’s own sense of what a Tuskegee education should mean was 

increasingly out of step with the direction the school was taking.   As the director of the 

Academic Department, he may have been voicing concerns he knew were shared by 

many of his teachers, some of whom expressed their concerns to Washington themselves.   

In response to one of Washington’s memo’s lamenting the absence of illustrative 

materials in his classroom, for example, English Teacher William Howell first protested 

the unfairness of “anyone who comes into my classroom and forms a general opinion of 

my work after only a few moments of observation.” Howell then defended his teaching 

methods: 

Formal Grammar, such as is supposed to be taught in the B Middle Class, cannot 
be successfully taught by means of material illustrations.  These illustrations may 
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be appropriate enough for more elementary teaching, and are used by me to some 
extent in my Preparatory Classes.    

If my work is not generally satisfactory, there is not much probability of its 
becoming so thru consultation, on my part, with any person or persons who think 
that grammar can be taught by means of pumpkins and sweet potatoes. 

(26 Nov 1914, BTWP Reel 519) 

Perhaps after receiving a curt note from Washington’s secretary, noting that the principal 

had carefully registered “the spirit in which you had written,” Howell wrote to retract his 

bold stand against correlation:  “If permitted to remain in the services of the school, I 

assure you that I will try to carry out every policy with which I have to deal.  Very 

obediently yours, W.R.  Howell” (BTWP Reel 519).   Though a successful plea to keep 

his job, Howell’s promise to “deal” with the policy of correlation was not exactly a 

ringing endorsement. 

 Other English teachers, like Ruth Anna Fisher, a 1906 graduate of Oberlin 

College who was hired by Tuskegee the same year she graduated, simply refused to 

dovetail, and so were fired (see Harlan 6: 125-126).   Still others resigned because they 

did not feel their academic expertise was being fully utilized.   This was the case for Ms. 

Fannie Queen, a graduate of Cornell University, who, in submitting her resignation to 

Washington in April 1909, reported the opinion of another English teacher, an Oberlin 

graduate who was hired in 1907, who she said had expressed to Lee that “he did not 

believe I had been given a fair chance to show my ability, in the C Preparatory Class, and 

that he would like to see me given English work in a higher class” (16 Apr 1909, BTWP 

Reel 466).   This desire for more fulfilling and challenging work was shared by some of 

the English teachers who stayed at the school as well.   In February 1914, star English 

teacher Lillian Mack, who had taught for six years at the State College of South Carolina 

before coming to Tuskegee, wrote a heartfelt letter to Washington expressing her “deep 
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love and reverence for Tuskegee,” and asking that she be released from employment mid-

year in order to accept a job at Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.   Not only 

would the job pay her much more than her “meager” Tuskegee salary, she explained, but 

it would also give her a chance to “carry out a long-cherished desire to better prepare 

myself for teaching by specializing along some particular line”—presumably by taking 

courses over the summer with extra money and her freedom from summer teaching (26 

Feb 26 1914, BTWP Reel 520).   Washington refused her request, and Mack remained at 

Tuskegee.   But she did not give up her desires for professional development.  With 

Washington’s support, she took a literature course that following summer at 

Northwestern University, earning an A plus, which, as she explained in an enthusiastic 

note to Emmett Scott on her return, “is a rare thing for one to make” (BTWP Reel 520).  

Mack was clearly proud of herself—and also was using this opportunity to emphasize her 

advanced credentials.  She would likely have been delighted to teach the “further study of 

literature” in the extra year Lee imagined, and I can only infer her frustration when she 

was assigned Geography and Drawing instead (“Schedule 1914,” BTWP Reel 519).   

 That so many of these negotiations between Washington and his teachers took 

place in 1914 is not accidental.   Washington’s oversight of his academic faculty reached 

a fever pitch in the fall of 1914, when Washington and invited guests sat in on a number 

of academic teachers’ classes—and were dismayed by what they saw.   In a letter to Lee 

on November 24, 1914, Washington blasted what he deemed the “rather spasmodic way” 

that correlation was currently being taken up in Lee’s department, noting that too many 

of the academic teachers were either too “green,” as he put it, or too old-fashioned to 

embrace what he called “your methods.”  In consequence, he suggested that Lee 

drastically reorganize the department (by moving these teachers “outside of the 

Academic Department” or by assigning “them some clerical work in your 
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department”)—and that he hire “a larger number of Hampton graduates or Tuskegee 

graduates, who have had in a measure the methods which you believe in instilled in 

them” (BTWP Reel 519).   Another memo sent to Lee the same day detailed some of the 

specific critiques levied against Lee’s teachers by a recent visitor, a “Mr.  Harris”: 

Nov 24, 1914 

MEMORANDUM 

The following are some of Mr. Harris criticisms: 

1. He states that he went into Mrs. Whiting’s class in writing.   The 
system here followed, he found to be very antiquated.   He stated that 
the teacher did not seem to have a clear idea as to whether she was to 
teach the Palmer method of writing,92 or some other method of writing 

2. In Miss Stewart’s class in English, he found the teacher doing purely 
mechanical work. 

3. In Dr.  Anderson’s class in Physics, his statement was that the teacher 
did not seem to be alive to his possibilities, and was teaching in a 
purely mechanical way. 

4. He stated that from his observation here at the school, he believed that 
a student [word illegible] get a good education here without going into 
the Academic Department at all. 

5. He stated that in Mr.  Marsden’s class he found the old, stilted, formal 
kind of teaching going on, such as you would find almost anywhere 
where Rhetoric or English Grammar was being taught. 

(BTWP Reel 519) 

Though it is not mentioned explicitly here at all, the school’s policy of correlation 

underlies each of these critiques.  In calling Mrs. Whiting’s class “antiquated,” Miss 

Stewart’s class “mechanical,” Mr. Marsden’s class “old, stilted,” Harris (via Washington) 

                                                 
92 The “Palmer Method” was a handwriting method popularized by Austin Palmer’s best-selling Palmer’s 
Guide to Business Writing (1894).   In contrast to older and (what Palmer claimed were) slower, cursive-
based methods, the Palmer Method taught a “plain and rapid style,” one suited for “the rush of business” 
(quoted in Thornton 67).    
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was accusing the teachers of not capitalizing on (or even incorporating) the industrial 

work of the school into their lessons.   And in passing these critiques on, Washington was 

perhaps also expressing his frustration that the teaching methods he had for so long 

advocated were, apparently, not taking hold.  As much as Washington hated 

“mechanical” instruction and urged active incorporation of “real” objects and problems 

into the academic lessons, some of his teachers stuck to more “formal” methods.   As 

much as he wanted to unite the academic and the industrial, the teachers he witnessed 

seem to have dedicated themselves to what Monroe Work described as their own 

divisions “singular” aims.  Perhaps the effort to merge the academic and industrial 

departments failed in part because the school’s academic teachers, educated at liberal arts 

colleges, persisted in valuing (and wanting to teach) the special, singular ends of their 

particular disciplines.   Often, they viewed these ends as in direct tension with the 

prospect of correlation.  What many of them wanted to do, instead of using sweet 

potatoes in their classrooms, was to teach formal grammar and/or advanced literature. 

 But we can’t, of course, just blame teachers.  For one thing, the correspondence 

between Washington and his teachers suggests that, although Washington envisioned 

correlation as a unifying pedagogical principle that would elucidate the mental and 

intellectual work of the trades, more often than not he continued to translate this aim into 

an incessant demand for academic faculty to “illustrate” their lessons with trades-related 

material rather than to integrate it in any more substantive way.  Coupled with 

Washington’s dictatorial nature and his domineering presence at the school, the drive for 

correlation created a repressive environment for teachers accustomed, by virtue of their 

previous teaching experiences or their own education, to being granted more freedom and 

authority within their own subject matter.  Though many on the faculty praised 

Tuskegee’s larger purpose and revered its founder, there was a real mismatch between 
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Washington’s vision for education and that held by Tuskegee’s academic teachers.   

Faced with the choice to get on board the correlation train or lose their jobs, it is not 

surprising that those who stayed may have performed their correlation duties 

satisfactorily but minimally, and not been invested in pushing the principle further.   

 Recognizing the material limitations faced by teachers charged with the school’s 

correlation policy raises the question of whether it was even possible to carry out 

correlation in the ways Washington imagined.   Simply put, though Washington 

demanded that individual teachers enact correlation in their classrooms, the school’s 

infrastructure did not support the kind of teaching that would have been required for 

correlation to be carried out across the board and in a way in which the aims of the 

academic departments were not compromised.   Smaller classes, higher pay, collaborative 

teaching, and more time for academic and industrial study alike–all things encouraged or 

requested by Tuskegee faculty members at one point or another—would have helped, and 

all remained out of reach.93 

 These were real frustrations, all around.   And in many ways, the student writing I 

have uncovered in the Tuskegee archive from the period under study in this chapter, the 

period in which correlation took hold as a dominant principle at the school, demonstrates 

the impact of the narrow and circumscribed arena in which a Tuskegee language arts 

education occurred.   As we will see in the following section, in their writings students 

                                                 
93 The academic teachers were not the only ones who experienced material and structural constraints that 
inhibited correlation.   In 1912, Agricultural Department Director George Bridgeforth complained that 
teaching itself significantly slowed the work of the industrial departments.   As he described it, the 
circumstances in which industrial teachers were expected both to teach the skills associated with their 
trades and to keep up a respectable level of production in order to sustain the school’s infrastructure and 
economy were too chaotic.   Students, he wrote, often “break costly machines for which we can hardly 
charge them, break wagons, ruin animals, and do a great many other things that we cannot mention but 
which seriously affect the expense of operating these too large departments”—on top of being absent from 
their industrial work regularly in order to attend academic classes, conduct school business, attend 
meetings, sing in the choir, and ultimately graduate, “thus making our whole industrial fabric one of shift 
and change” (“To the Business Committee,”  15 Aug 1912, BTWP Reel 504).   
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used the limited genres and tropes circulating at the school in order to recapitulate the 

Tuskegee philosophy and ethic.   They demonstrated their knowledge through well-worn, 

didactic, and thoroughly traditionalist expository formulas in order to demonstrate the 

worth of a Tuskegee education and their own usefulness and productivity at and beyond 

the school.   Yet, within the circumscribed arenas outside the school in which Tuskegee 

students lived, learned, and worked—the racist and white-owned shops in which they 

were apprenticed and were often employed beyond graduation, for example—these same 

patterns and genres took on new meaning.   In demonstrating their trades-based 

knowledge, students were also claiming their authority as tradesmen and women.   While 

Washington’s emphasis on writing about the trades compromised academic standards at 

the school, limiting student expression and reiterating students’ value as laborers, it also 

invited students to inscribe themselves within the “disciplinary” community of their 

future occupations.  This is the perspective afforded by a careful look at both the 

unpublished and published letters and essays written by students within Tuskegee’s 

intensely correlated environment, and it is to these compositions that I turn now.  Even as 

a narrowly functional approach to literacy education  prevailed at Tuskegee, this student 

writing will show that the categories that were in such tension throughout Washington’s 

lifetime do not actually work as a framework in which to understand the actual practice 

of literacy at the school.  

Student Writing 

In the remainder of this chapter I will consider both unpublished and published 

student writing produced during the last decade of Washington’s life.   The unpublished 

student writing I have located in the archive consists of letters from Tuskegee students to 

Washington and other faculty members, some in response to required or assigned 
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prompts, written in 1906, 1910, 1911, and 1914.   The published writing includes 

excerpts from The Tuskegee Agricultural Students’ Farm Journal, first published in 1909, 

as well as in-class essays from students in several trades, and required journal entries 

from students piloting an apprenticeship program with the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and 

Railroad Company, all selections included in a documentary “history of correlation” at 

Tuskegee compiled by long-time English teacher J.L. Whiting and published in 1940.94  

Neither set of writing, unfortunately, exists in large enough sample for me to make 

definitive claims about how students experienced Tuskegee’s writing curriculum.   They 

do, however, certainly reflect the writing training students received, and they allow us to 

place this training in a broader context than that afforded by my consideration thus far of 

the school’s internal institutional workings.    

While this writing expands the lens with which we view the school’s language 

arts curriculum, however, it is important to note that even the unpublished writing I 

consider here is not to be mistaken for what Lucille Schultz calls in her study of 

composition instruction in nineteenth-century common schools “informal writing,” 

writing that students did extra-curricularly or for their own purposes and which therefore, 

in Schultz’s analysis, was often used as a “site for resisting cultural expectations” 

imposed on them by school, family, etc. (132).   The student writing I consider in this 

section, published and unpublished alike, does not, as I will argue, necessarily counter, 

resist, or subvert the messages and aims at the heart of the school.   Indeed, perhaps this 

is why it was published or preserved in Washington’s own papers.   To look for writing 

                                                 
94 This compilation, Shop and Class at Tuskegee, includes material from 1910 to 1930. Unfortunately, 
Whiting does not date most of the selections, and I have not been able to determine precise dates for the 
writings from this volume that I consider here.  I believe, though, that they emerged between 1910 and 
1914.  On September 22, 1914, John Lee reported to Washington on the status of Tuskegee graduates who 
had been employed by the Company, a development that likely followed after the apprenticeship program 
(see Harlan 13: 134).  See footnote ninety-seven on page 286 of this dissertation for further reasons to date 
these essays early in the period covered by the compilation.  
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that might fall outside the school’s strict parameters we need to search the letters and 

personal effects not preserved by the institution that so often used its students’ words to 

self-propagandize.   But, if such writing remains, that is another project.   The writing I 

consider here is useful for my purposes precisely because it bears witness to the 

dominance of the demonstrative and expository stance Tuskegee’s curriculum demanded 

that students assume and because, by extension, it suggests the range of purposes to 

which the very “functional” modes, genres, and stances advocated by the school were put 

to use at Tuskegee and beyond.  Some of these purposes were, I will argue, quite 

radical—but that does not mean that they were “resistant” or subversive of the school’s 

aims and philosophy, or even necessarily liberatory.   

Unpublished Writing 

The unpublished student writing extant in the Booker T. Washington archive 

includes four essays written on the theme “how I spent my summer’s vacation,” one 

written in 1906, and the others, though undated, apparently written circa 1910.    Though 

they are not explicitly trades-based compositions, these essays reflect the ways that 

student writers adopted the stance assigned them in a Tuskegee education.   First, the 

students reproduced key tropes familiar from Tuskegee’s own self-representations as 

evident in Washington’s writings, namely: “hard work is the way to self-advancement” 

(and pays off in money);  “by rising to challenges I improve myself and become more 

useful to others;” and, “maintaining a lively spiritual life is a key to sound moral 

development.”  Second, all four of the essays are narrations, starting by recounting what 

happened “the day after school closed” and progressing through the summer’s activities.   

Furthermore, they all follow a specific narrative pattern, which involves explaining, in 

more or less this order, 1) where they went when school ended, 2) what their initial plans 
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for their summer work were, 3) how one (or more) challenges arose and disrupted those 

plans, 4) how they met those challenges, persevered, kept up their spiritual lives, and 

learned some valuable lesson from the whole experience—a lesson that is in each case 

stated at the close of the essay.   Student Lucile L. Washington, for example, described in 

her essay titled “My Summer’s Vacation,” how she “left Tuskegee Saturday after school 

closed” and “went directly home with the intention of teaching a two months summer 

school at Tysonville Ala,” a position she had held the previous summer.  But this year it 

was not to be.   Instead, her father got sick one week after she returned home (challenge 

number one), “and remained so for about two months.” Instead of teaching, Washington 

reports, she helped her mother and “did almost all the housework.” Soon, however, 

another school asked her to teach a “one month’s summer school,” but it was not clear 

how the school would pay for this as there was no money set aside (challenge number 

two).  Together, Lucile Washington and the school’s trustees devised a plan for charging 

the families, the school went on (perseverance), and Washington regularly attended 

“Church and Sunday school” (spiritual life ongoing).  She closes her essay with this 

reflection: “Having to spend the greater part of my time with my father, who still 

remained ill, I didn’t accomplish what I hoped to.  But I feel that some one was benefited 

and some good was done by my summer’s work” (BTWP Reel 684).    

Lucille Washington’s classmates were even more explicit in spelling out the 

moral fruit of their experiences.  Senior Julius Freeman, who spent his summer founding 

and running a short-lived “free night school” for the miners and their families working 

beside him in an iron ore mine in “the mining district of Birmingham, Ala,” concluded 

his essay with this: “There is no pleasure or profit like that derived from trying and being 

of benefit to those who have not had our advantages” (BTWP Reel 684).   Melvin 

Judkins ended his report, in which he recounted how he managed his brother’s farm for 
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the summer according to Tuskegee’s methods (after illness prevented him from fulfilling 

his original plans to teach for the summer), by ruminating on the pleasure of his labor: 

“Remembering the busy moments which I have mentioned, I cannot speak of my past 

three months as vacation, but as pleasant moments spent in satisfactory labor.  I do not 

know why I feel that my summer’s work has been more efficient than before and I do not 

know why others whom I work for think so, unless it is because Tuskegee has stamped 

the daily hustle on me” (BTWP Reel 684).    

These particular essays may have been preserved in Washington’s papers 

precisely because they exhibit Tuskegee’s own philosophies so well, and because they 

present the students as willing missionaries for their Tuskegee brand of education.   At 

the very least, these are clearly student writers who understood that their role in this 

assignment was to report their fulfillment of the Tuskegee ideal.   But at the same time, 

their brief essays go beyond platitudes about the school to reflect the students’ 

relationships to their communities as centered on their abilities to fill that community’s 

literacy needs.  This is especially apparent in the essay by Julius Freeman, the student 

who started the night school at the iron mine, where he had initially gone to spend the 

summer as a miner himself.   He wrote that after arriving:  

The idea soon struck me that I might teach a night school for the benefit of the 
miners who worked all day…After sufficient advertising, assisted by a classmate, 
I opened school the twentieth of June.  The miners came out and brought their 
wives and children and showed by their interest how eager they were to learn.  
Some of them could not write or read but we were determined; and after a few 
weeks all could read and write to some extent, while some could add, subtract, 
multiply, and divide, besides [word illegible] the most simple parts of speech.  
(BTWP Reel 684) 

Freeman positioned himself as the disseminator of knowledge—the one who ascertained 

what was needed and knew how to provide it.   But it is notable that, like Samson Occom 
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and Joseph Johnson, the two eighteenth-century missionaries considered in Chapter 

Three, who were careful to represent themselves in service to the communities they 

taught, Freeman also specifically situated his work as desirable to this mining 

community.   His students were “eager for” their learning, and he went on to explain that, 

though the school was free, his students “insisted on giving us vegetables and furnishing 

us wood, besides inviting us to dinners every Sunday.”   Likewise, Freeman’s peer, 

Melvin Judkins, noted that, upon his suggesting to a “nearby community of parents” that 

he start a summer school for their children, “the people said that it was the very thing 

needed,” and Lucile Washington’s improvised summer school could only succeed 

because the families “were anxious to have a school” and so were willing to help the 

trustees fund it (BTWP Reel 684).    

We cannot say, based on these essays alone, to what extent they reflect the real 

desires for education Tuskegee students and graduates encountered when they returned to 

their home communities, and to what extent they are inflected by the students’ own 

desires to impress their teachers and principal with their usefulness.   But by emphasizing 

the value of their education within the community, these writers balanced their positions 

as teachers and leaders—people who, specifically, brought literacy and knowledge to a 

community—with affirmations of their role as people who were responding to a 

community’s need.   Those two positions were, sometimes, in tension.  At the close of a 

published essay written at the end of a summer spent as an apprentice teacher, for 

example, student Adelaide Jackson declared: “It would be a great presumption for me to 

attempt to lecture such fine old people on home comforts, when they have everything that 

makes for success, and are showing me such welcome and beautiful generosity” (Whiting 

29).  This sounds like one of those moments of “resistance” we love to find in student 

writing produced within what seem to be limited and even perhaps “oppressive” 
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circumstances.  But Jackson’s hesitancy about dispensing advice and being a messenger 

of uplift is unique among the student letters and essays I have seen.  The small sample of 

unpublished letters available in this period does not demonstrate students’ resistance to or 

subversion of Tuskegee’s uplift ideology; rather, it demonstrates that students used the 

Tuskegee formula—challenge, perseverance, and moral resolution—to further and 

confirm important elements of Tuskegee’s philosophy: that a Tuskegee education was 

crucial to the formation of a strong character and thus to the transformation of others. 

This formula, and students’ embrace of the school’s uplift philosophy, is 

replicated in a later sample of unpublished student writing as well, letters sent to 

Washington and other Tuskegee teachers in 1911 and 1914.  In these letters, students 

carefully documented their summer’s uplift activities as they wrote to make various 

requests and reports.   In July 1914, for example, student Oby Amacker wrote to his 

principal to report on his summer activities and to confirm his intentions to return to 

school in the fall.   He also took the occasion to stress his gratitude to Tuskegee and to 

emphasize his industry and dedication:  “Since I have been away on my vacation I have 

found it to be a true saying that the students of Tuskegee cannot realize the value of their 

training until they have gotten out of school.  The inspiration and new ideas of life that I 

have gained at Tuskegee has indeed been of great benefit to me and I am trying to hold 

up the name of Tuskegee wherever I go” (BTWP Reel 686).   “Holding up the name of 

Tuskegee,” in Amacker’s view, meant “doing the things that fall to my hand the very best 

that I know how”—and, more specifically, taking every possible chance to educate others 

(in his case, by starting a Young Men’s Christian Association in his town of Franklinton, 

Louisiana).   Doing right by the school meant, in other words, embodying the uplifting 

stance of model, teacher, exemplar—even if “teacher” was not yet or would not ever be 

your profession.  Linguistically and textually, what this demanded was that students 
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document and demonstrate their production, just as they were asked to do in their essays 

during the school year. 

That emphasis on documentation is evident in a letter written to J.R. Lee by a 

former student in the same year.  Perhaps responding to a query about his post-school 

activities, an annual practice at Tuskegee, W.M. Hopkins offered what he called a “short 

sketch of my education and work.”  The sketch is a catalogue of landmark events and 

accomplishments in Hopkins’ life since entering Tuskegee to the present.   He explained 

his current, highly successful work as an educator in Meridian, Mississippi by carefully 

listing his responsibilities and affiliations:   

I have been principal of this school for twelve (12) years.  I am Supervising 
Principal of the four (4) Public Schools of this city, 26 teachers and 1,690 pupils.  
I am president of the City Teachers’ League, President of the County Teachers’ 
Association.  I am also president of the Holiday and Literary Club.  I am director 
of the Reading Courses for these organizations.  I have taught in the County 
Institute for ten (10) years.  I am registrar for the State Teachers’ Association.     
(6 May 1914, BTWP Reel 519) 

In closing, Hopkins framed his accomplishments as representative of his philosophy on 

life:  “I cannot say any more than that I am preparing myself as best I can, by spending 

my best effort, energy, time and talent, to fit myself for the duties and responsibilities of 

life.”  This is, of course, an attitude perfectly consonant with the stance Tuskegee aimed 

to cultivate in its students, and Hopkins’s response was exactly the kind of fuel Lee, 

Washington, and others were looking for in their quest to demonstrate and quantify 

Tuskegee’s broader influence in the South.   Lee apparently circulated the letter to 

Tuskegee’s Director of Research Monroe Work, who then scribbled on the letter a note to 

a fellow teacher: “Perhaps you can use some of this for the Sn.  Letter.”  I don’t know 

whether his colleague took him up on the offer, but Work was clearly scouring his 

correspondence  (and asking others to scour theirs) for nuggets that would help Tuskegee 
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to make a case for itself both within and outside its walls.  In a report he issued in 1911, 

Work compiled letters like these, from graduates, former students, and employers into a 

catalogue of Tuskegee’s worth—as measured by individual students’ work, wealth, and 

land holdings.   

Those kinds of claims depended on the demonstrative genre encouraged within 

Tuskegee’s correlated language arts curriculum, the “what I did” genre replicated by 

Hopkins and others, a genre well suited to the school’s larger interests and purposes.   But 

the student letters sent to the school over summer vacation also hint at the ways that 

genre could simultaneously be used by students to leverage a certain degree of authority. 

Two letters to school registrar John H. Palmer in August 1911, for example, exhibit the 

ways that students used the Tuskegee formula in order to ask more of the school—and 

not only to demonstrate their gratitude.   In both cases, not surprisingly given Palmer’s 

job, the requests have to do with asking for approval for a change to their plans for 

returning to school; Thomas G. Provost sought permission to delay his return so he could 

work more over the summer, and Wilson B. Grief, anticipating that “this may be my last 

term in school” wanted to switch from the day school to the night school so that he might 

work “each day at my trade.”  Both students packaged the request in the familiar 

Tuskegee narrative pattern, leading into the request through a description of their 

accomplishments, the challenges they faced, and the perseverance they showed in order 

to learn something from the experience.   Provost, for example, described his quest for 

“securing work at my trade” that would also pay a decent wage.  Finally successful, 

employed by the “U.S.  Quarter Boat no 4” for thirty dollars a month, he closed his letter 

with his plea:  “I am trying to so fit myself that I’ll be able to enter school next term with 

nothing to worry me so that I can take up my industrial and academic work with the 

greatest of ambitions, although I think that I shall be unable to enter school immediately 
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at the opening and desire an answer relating to your approval of admittance concerning 

the same.  Please answer at once.  I remain, Sincerely yours, Thos.  G.  Provost” (26 Aug 

1911, BTWP Reel 685).   Provost’s almost imperceptible slide from reporting his 

Tuskegee-worthy ambitions to asking for special dispensation is a brilliant use of the 

school’s own language to his own purposes, but it is also a slippery reversal of authority.   

I am not suggesting that he was trying to put one over on Palmer or manipulate his 

request by using the school’s rhetoric disingenuously.   Provost’s ambitions may well 

have matched Tuskegee’s ambitions for him.   As a textual feat, however, the letter 

demonstrates how a degree of individual authority could be claimed within the standard 

and innocuous demonstrative genre.   In other words, “Let me prove the school’s—and 

my—value by telling you what I have done this summer” easily becomes, “because of 

what I have done this summer, I need you to grant this request.”  Provost’s tactic was 

successful.   A scribble from Monroe Work along the top of the letter summarizes the 

school’s reply: “Glad to learn of your succ. summer work.  Should be here in Spring” 

(BTWP Reel 685). 

Wilson Grief’s letter, though much less sophisticated, shows a similar movement 

back and forth between demonstrating good works (and self-worth) and doing so in order 

to issue a request or demand.   After reporting his success at getting a job in an auto shop, 

despite being “told that it was hard to get a job here,” Grief wrote: “By me knowing what 

I was taught in school was the cause of my getting this job, I am working here yet doing 

Mechanic’s work.  I have learned a great deal about this work since I have been going it 

here this summer, that will help me this term at my trade” (BTWP Reel 685).   Grief was 

careful to give the school credit for his success—and to describe himself as exactly the 

kind of learner the school prized: one eager to bring the things of the world into the 
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classroom, one motivated and bound by the desire to learn as much as possible.  Then he 

issued his plea: 

Mr Palmer, I would like verry much to go to night school this term 
because I dont know but what this will be my last term in school so if I go to night 
school that will give me each day at my trade which will help me very very much.    

So I thought it would be a very good Idea to let you here from me, as you 
always seem very glad to here from your students.    

Please let me here from you at once, I am going to bring a couple of boys 
back with me, and I want you to try to suit them as good as possible, that I know 
that you will do.    

(23 Aug 1911, BTWP Reel 685) 

Grief’s blunt, almost bossy, request may well have been a function of his struggle to 

master standard written English.   In the context of concurrent debates at the school about 

the quality and relevance of the school’s academic track, however, Grief’s request was 

especially sensitive.   Night school students had significantly less time in academic 

classes than day school students.   In asking for the transfer Grief was asserting that what 

mattered to him about his Tuskegee education was how much he could learn that would 

be directly relevant to his performance as a mechanic.   That he sandwiched this request 

between a profession of gratitude and a promise to recruit more students suggests that he 

knew how sensitive this request was.   I find it especially important, however, that he 

positioned the very act of writing to explain his activities as a prelude to making the 

request.  “I thought it would be a good Idea to let you here from me,” he wrote, as if to 

say that in sending his report in to the school he was fulfilling his obligation.   Grief knew 

that his success was measured by Tuskegee in large part in terms of his economic 

stability and that news of his success was therefore a commodity valuable to the school.  

Writing was the tool with which to exchange that commodity for a desire.    
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In writing to make a request of the school, students Provost and Grief invented 

their own purposes for writing.  They used the “formula” expected of them, but they also 

positioned themselves within that formula in ways that assigned them significant 

authority.  This was not, however, an authority that contradicted the authority or aims of 

the school itself.  Both Grief and Provost were writing to establish that they were 

succeeding in precisely the ways the school wanted them to succeed; their requests, 

though perhaps blunt, don’t contradict the school’s purposes so much as they affirm the 

students’ desires to use that education in the ways that would be most appropriate and  

efficient for them.  In other words, Grief’s and Provost’s writing, and the other samples 

of unpublished student writing considered above, do not allow us to claim that Tuskegee 

students resisted their curriculum, or even that they appropriated it to what Deborah 

Brandt calls “ulterior projects.”  Rather, Tuskegee students put the Tuskegee formula—

the patterns and genres of writing encouraged at the school—to work in order to enter the 

conversation established at and by the school, and to  demonstrate the ways that they 

were furthering and continuing that conversation on their own.  If they found the school 

environment, and their literacy education in particular, restrictive or oppressive, this 

writing certainly does not show that.  What it does, and what will be more acutely evident 

in the next section, is help us to contextualize and rethink the value of the “Tuskegee 

way” of writing itself. 

Published Writing 

The samples of published student writing from this period further suggest the non-

resistant, non-“liberatory,” but nonetheless significant ways that the genres, modes, and 

narrative formulas encouraged at Tuskegee could be used by students to claim authority, 

in this case, trades-based authority in particular.   The first body of writing I will discuss 
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comes from the second issue of The Tuskegee Agricultural Students’ Farm Journal, 

published in January 1909, and preserved in Washington’s archive with a letter sent to 

Washington from the president of the Agricultural Students’ Union, who apparently sent 

Washington the first edition a few months earlier.   The Journal is a compilation of 

agriculturally related pieces from other newspapers, snippets of news about Tuskegee, 

school announcements, un-attributed sayings and quotes, and student essays.   A short 

mission statement on the Journal’s second page explained that the paper’s “object” was 

“to keep in touch with our agricultural graduates, to encourage the buying of land, by our 

people, to stimulate an interest along agricultural lines and so far as we are able, to 

answer any helpful questions which may be sent to us by the farmers” (BTWP Reel 684).   

The focus of the journal was, as we would expect, on disseminating agricultural tips and 

information, but it also reinforced the school’s overall philosophy about the values of 

hard work and perseverance.  Thus, short pieces titled “What to do [in the garden] in 

January” (attributed to a “teachers’ leaflet”), “Whitewash” (by a student) and “Farmers 

Should Study Skeletons of Animals” (reprinted from a non-Tuskegee paper) were printed 

alongside encouraging quotes and condensed platitudes that captured the Tuskegee “way” 

of farming and life: “What we need is intensive and not extensive cultivation of our 

land”; “Success does not consist in one’s never making a mistake, but in never making 

the same one twice”; and a jaunty poem titled, “Keep A, Going,” which begins: “if you 

strike a thorn or rose/Keep a-going;/If it hails or if it snows/Keep a-going.”  Like 

Washington’s Sunday evening chapel talks and like the selections in the school’s 

assigned readers, these sayings, and the content of the journal as a whole, posit the model 

farmer/citizen as one who never gives up, is determined to succeed, and is always eager 

for another tip that will help him be a better farmer—like learning to locate a poultry yard 
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“on a hill where thorough drainage and perfect cleanliness may be effected,” as one 

student’s essay urged. 

If the Journal created a model farmer devoted to Tuskegee values like self-

improvement, efficiency, and thrift, however, it also created a connection between that 

individual farmer doing his best for his chickens, hogs, and family—and something 

larger.   That “something larger” is a spirit of progress and racial uplift.  This explains 

some of the odder pieces in the journal, those that do not directly disseminate useful tips 

or school news.   Beneath the poem “Keep A, Going” the Journal published a piece by 

student J.W. Lowther titled, “The History and Breeding of Animals,” which begins with 

the classic “dawn of time” lead-in, “Man has used domestic animals for ages” and ends 

with the optimistic, “He received better and better [breeding] results until today we have 

breeds of domestic animals which are astonishing the world.”  This is an epideictic 

celebration of hard work and of the nobility of the farming profession, but it also 

celebrated the contributions of farmers to the progress of man more generally.  Other 

student selections were more explicit about how farmers should view themselves: 

Augustus Simms opened his essay with a declaration that might have come from 

Washington’s mouth itself, “We who are engaged in agricultural pursuits, should 

constantly keep before us the fact that we must develop this industry among the people of 

our race” (BTWP Reel 684).  

According to a study conducted at the school in 1906, most Tuskegee students 

(nearly 41%) came from farming families, while only 11% of Tuskegee graduates and 

former students pursued agriculture professionally afterwards (BTWP Reel 453, 449).   In 

this context, the Journal’s efforts to “stimulate an interest” in agriculture, both practically 

and philosophically, are easy to understand.  The students, probably with much 

supervision and encouragement, were carrying out Washington’s wish that the school 
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concentrate increasingly on agricultural pursuits.  But the Journal also reflects its 

producers’ understanding of education broadly speaking, and of literacy in particular.   

With its tips and exhortations to farmers, the Journal reinforced a notion of literacy as 

primarily about disseminating knowledge.  The dominant educational strategy exhibited 

in the Journal is the same strategy encouraged by the dominant essay genre at the 

school—let me “tell you what I know.” Implicit in this strategy are two important 

assumptions: first, that knowledge will lead to action, and is therefore transformative, and 

second, that to enact this transformation there needs to be someone in the position of 

knower, guide, or teacher.   While the Journal packaged the knowledge circulating at 

Tuskegee and in other agriculturally learned and literate circles for the purpose of 

addressing the needs of farmers outside the school, and hoped that in future issues it 

would have the chance to answer questions from farmers themselves, perhaps its most 

important function was that of reinforcing the authority of Tuskegee’s students and 

graduates as the possessors of that knowledge.   One student writer, concluding an essay 

about farming in the new state of Oklahoma, noted that “What is most needed, I think, is 

some one in each community with an agricultural education to show the farmers that 

enough corn, meat, vegetables, fruit, etc.  can be grown on their own farms, and that they 

can retain and even increase the fertility of their soil by wisely taking advantage of the 

works of nature” (BTWP Reel 684).  Such statements certainly justified the need for 

Tuskegee to continue focusing on agricultural training, but my point is that they also (as 

did the journal in its entirety) established the role literacy must play in a Tuskegee 

students’ future.  “Success” as a farmer was one thing; success as a farmer-educator was 

the higher aim.   The message the journal as a whole sends is that it was not enough to 

practice smart, advanced, modern farming techniques; you needed also, as a model 

citizen of Tuskegee and of the South, to know how to tell people about it.   
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That stance, in which writing is used to demonstrate and therefore lay claim to the 

role of expert or guide, is also evident in the final sample of published writing I will 

consider, writing included in a collection edited by J.L. Whiting, a member of Tuskegee’s 

“teacher training division.”  The collection, entitled, Shop and Class at Tuskegee: A 

Definitive Story of the Tuskegee Correlation Technique, 1910-1930, offered an eclectic 

mix of nostalgic reminiscences about life at the school under “The Founder,” including 

examples of various lesson plans, letters of praise for the school’s system, and 

photographs of students at work in various industries, as well as a few “specimens of 

students’ products,” selections of writing that emerged directly from students’ shop and 

trade experiences.   Alongside these samples Whiting published what he labeled “A 

Tuskegee shop and class correlation scheme to facilitate effective instruction in a 

vocational setting”—an un-dated diagram that succinctly, if ambiguously, demonstrates 

the relationship between English studies and industrial training at Tuskegee.   As part of 

the academic crust of a student’s work in the trades, “English” corresponds with one of 

the major center slices of the pie—“Shop Experience” (see Illustration 1).   The diagram, 

on one hand, reinforces the notion that the subject of English was delimited by 

correlation, being assigned the job of communicating the knowledge developed and 

accumulated in the shop.   But the diagram also leaves open another possibility, one that 

is reinforced by Whiting’s published examples of student writing themselves: that 

English itself served to deepen a student’s experience of his or her trade, providing a 

forum for the expression of the practical and intellectual habits associated with the work.     

The first of the compositions included in Whiting’s compilation is a series of 

seven timed, in-class essays.  Reprinted “just as they were handed in, without changes in 

spelling, punctuation, or other imperfections,” the compositions were clearly responses to 

a prompt that asked students to recount “An Interesting Incident of My Shop Experience”  
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Illustration 1: “A Tuskegee shop and class correlation scheme to facilitate effective 

instruction in a vocational setting” (Whiting, J.L.  Shop and Class at Tuskegee: A 

Definitive Story of the Tuskegee Correlation Technique, 1910-1930.  Boston: Chapman 

& Grimes, 1940, n.p.).
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(12).  Written by students representing the printing, tailoring, brick masonry, auto 

mechanics, plumbing, electrical, and blacksmithing shops, the compositions each follow 

a strikingly similar form.   Opening with the almost invariable “the most interesting 

incident of my shop experience was…” they narrate a moment of trial or particularly hard 

labor that pays off in some nugget of well-earned knowledge—if not in an actual product 

itself.  Thus the printing student recounted the time he printed a “class rhetorical 

program” with one classmate—a grueling job that went on all day, through mealtimes 

and various mishaps that had to be surmounted “in spite of my hunger and fatigue” (11).   

The tailoring student recounted “the first time I drafted a pair of trousers by myself”—the 

result of weeks of unsuccessful efforts (15).   The blacksmithing student told how he 

learned to weld “a thin buggy tire”—by trying, failing, carefully observing his instructor, 

and then finally “grasp[ing] the principle” (17).    

In each case, much like in students’ “what I did this summer essays,” the final 

lines of the composition drive home the lesson learned.    For the printing student, it’s the 

satisfying redemption of hard labor in the face of a job appreciated.  “I was tired,” he 

wrote, “yet the neat, attractive appearance of the finished program, pleasant comments of 

the members of my class on the work fully repaid me for my labor” (11).   Similarly, the 

tailoring student learned that the way to succeed really was to fail repeatedly: “Finding 

that I had nearly completed the pattern I made another hard attempt.   This time to my 

very surprise I came out alright” (15).   The blacksmithing student ended by asserting 

simply that the lesson had been learned: “From then I never had very much trouble in 

welding a tire” (17).   The “what I learned” motif prevailed even when the lesson was 

negative, as when the auto mechanics student, recounting a botched repair-under-

pressure, concluded: “This taught me never to get in a hurry because the instructor comes 

around” (16).   The tacit understanding belied in these compositions—and perhaps made 
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explicit by the instructor who introduced the prompt—is that an “interesting incident” 

was one that allowed students to rise to a practical challenge and offered an opportunity 

for the kind of self-reflection that would lead to self-improvement.  In other words, it was 

an incident that allowed students to move from “practice”---the challenge—to “theory”—

the reflection about the challenge.  Writing about such incidents provided students with a 

chance to demonstrate their positive attitude and abilities to learn from adversity.   The 

compositions bear witness, then, either to the extent to which students had absorbed the 

“labor is happiness” ethic drilled into them by, for example, Washington’s Sunday 

evening talks, or to their skill at reproducing the tropes that ethic demanded.   In either 

case, the compositions allowed students to demonstrate their knowledge in accretion at 

the shop and also to display their moral development.   In these ways, the themes attest to 

a realization of the vision embedded in Washington’s catalogue curriculum: that 

composition would serve as a forum for developing the habit of self-analysis and, 

subsequently, of self-improvement. 

In that they capture the students’ growing familiarity with the lingo and practices 

of their trades, Whiting’s published compositions also point up the ways that student 

writing served as a vital piece of their path towards becoming competent tradesmen.   The 

printing student described “mak[ing] ready on the job,” the plumber “wiped a lead joint,” 

the electrician recounted his long-standing desire to be the one who “carries the magnet” 

(13-17).   According to Whiting, it was the student’s use of this kind of “language of his 

shop” in his written compositions, language acquired “through hearing only the word, 

phrase, or sentence constantly employed in the course of his shop activities,” that made 

the compositions useful from the perspective of English Studies.   In that they forced 

students to attempt to write language they had only heard spoken in the shop, essays like 

these provided “the occasion for the remedial treatment for the effective teaching of 
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language, nicely correlated with shop experience” (18).  In other words, student writing 

provided a forum for students to be corrected and learn correct written English even as 

they familiarized themselves with the (correct spelling and use of) the tools and processes 

of their trade.   In Whiting’s analysis, the official role of English and of the English 

teacher in a correlated context was entirely functional in that it provided an opportunity to 

refine the raw content provided by the shop experience.   

As the “most interesting incident” essays are printed in Whiting’s collection, and 

not as they might have appeared in some corrected second draft, they do more than 

demonstrate the ways student writing may have been used to identify and correct novice 

shop knowledge; they also showcase the students’ own reflections on their authority as 

tradesmen.   Consider, for example, this brief essay by the brick masonry student, 

reprinted here in full: 

The most interesting incident of my shop experience was last term when I was 
sent to Captain Richardson’s house to build some piers under the house.   I knew 
exactly how to build them, but somehow, every time I would lay a brick it would 
crawl from underneath the mortar.  When I began to plumb one side of the pier 
the other side would bough out.  I was really outdone because I couldn’t build it 
like I wanted it, due to the fact that the bricks had absorbed a large quantity of 
water from the rain the next day.   The next morning when I started laying the 
bricks, it wouldn’t absorb the water from the mortar which cause them to crawl.   
From that experience I learned not to hit on work in that condition to plumb it, but 
to ease the work in until it get straight.  (Whiting 15) 

At some point in his Tuskegee career, this student, identified only as “Lfb,” may well 

have been required to make a list of words used in the brick masonry shop or of the tools 

needed to build a pier and write sentences from them, or even to personify a pier or other 

piece of his handiwork.95  What is evident here, though, is the student’s process of 

coming to think like, and solve problems like, a brick mason.   In narrating his difficulty 

                                                 
95 Washington published a student essay personifying a broom made by the student in Working With the 
Hands (69).   
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with the piers, “Lfb” demonstrated a shift in his approach to the problem itself—from 

that of a frustrated student who claimed he “knew exactly how to build” the piers to that 

of a brick mason who responded to the actual circumstances at hand, figuring out through 

attention to his materials what was to be done.  The student’s frustration led him not only 

to a neat moral message that encapsulated the Tuskegee philosophy, but also to a lesson 

that would be very valuable next time he went out on the job.  While the structure and 

motifs of their compositions demonstrate their embodiment of the Tuskegee philosophy 

of life and work, the language “Lfb” and the other students used is evidence of another 

process—the process of acquiring the analytical habits of their particular trades.  This is 

perhaps what was meant, within the correlated Tuskegee curriculum, by engaging 

students in the use of “academic skills” while also performing real-life problem-solving.  

Writing down the “lesson learned” was a way of demonstrating its acquisition for the 

masonry teacher—but solving the problem on paper was a way of claiming the authority 

implied by the possession of such knowledge. 

Why and how the demonstration of such knowledge matters, and why it had such 

a prominent place at the school, becomes more significant when we consider the trades-

based writing students produced in overtly racist environments outside the school.   We 

can do this by examining one final set of compositions published by Whiting:  reports 

from the first five Tuskegee students to be placed in a newly created three-month 

apprenticeship program with the Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company.96  In this 

case, the compositions are lengthy “descriptions of work” encountered in the Company 

shops, compilations of the weekly reports the students were required to send to the 

program’s coordinator back at school, and the authors of the reports in this set made an 

                                                 
96 The Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company, founded in 1852, became Tennessee’s leading coal 
company after the Civil War.   The company relocated to the Birmingham, Alabama region in 1895, and 
operated as a subsidiary of U.S. Steel after being purchased in 1907  (see Hillstrom 71).    
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obvious effort to translate their technical knowledge into layman’s terms.   As J.B. 

Kersey, a student placed in Tennessee Coal’s brick masonry shop, wrote:  “The first of 

the week was confined to relining converters.   The converter is a type of furnace that 

blows all of the inferior iron out of the steel before it is put into the open hearth furnace 

where it is allowed to boil for eight hours” (Whiting 98).   Alongside such descriptions 

the students included detailed lists of tools encountered in the shops.   In the steel 

foundry, for example, William Van Waiters observed a “sledge-hammer, cleaver, yellow 

crayon for marking, one-inch lifter for raising sand from narrow places, one ‘trial’ with 

block end, one ‘trial’ with tapered end, one double-ended spoon; screws for pulling 

patterns by hand; a spray and one fifty-foot hose made of special rubber, and a rammer” 

(102).   The students clearly had in mind an audience of their teachers, supervisors, and 

peers back at Tuskegee; they interspersed their accounts with assertions that “I like my 

work fine” and “Everything is going well,” and offered advice to the next batch of 

students who would take their places (“[T]ell [Atkinson] he had better take plenty of rest; 

he will certainly need it”(98)) and even to Tuskegee itself (“I have got lots of ideas about 

tools, which our shop at school lacks”(108)).    

In these ways, the required weekly writing assignments provided a forum in 

which the apprentices could not only demonstrate their growing knowledge for their 

audiences back at school but also, more importantly, one in which they were able to 

demand a kind of recognition of their labor that seems to have been often lacking in the 

hard and racist environment of the real shop.   Though the school’s summary of the first 

eight month’s “contact and cooperation” between Tuskegee and the Company concluded 

that the Tuskegee students reportedly found no “great distinction” between the ways they 

were treated as compared to “the white cooperative student from Georgia Tech and the 

University of Alabama,” students’ own reports indicate otherwise (Whiting 91).   Reese J. 
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Richards described the racist hierarchy that dominated the electric shop most bluntly: 

“[N]o colored person does anything in this particular shop outside of lifting, cleaning 

parts, and general porter’s work.   However, I expected it, and I have tried to fit right in” 

(108).  Other students reported that shop workers called them “College boy,” “Professor,” 

“Tuskegee boy,” and other names “not at all pleasant” (96, 106, 102, 111).   They 

described their efforts to please their white superiors, anxious to prove themselves 

capable, willing, and exemplary—a feat that demanded, as one student advised his 

replacement, that you “do not let the other race see you; shun gossip, do not argue, and 

keep your mouth shut” (104).    

In such an environment, students were intensely aware that supervisors and co-

workers alike were constantly scrutinizing them.   As Richards reiterated,  

It behooves every student that takes advantage of this grand opportunity to be 
alert, keep his eyes open, and possess a clear mind.  The corps of workmen here 
with foremen are, at all times, anxious to see how you can cooperate with your 
own group.  For one to get ahead, it is necessary that you keep a cool head, and, at 
all times, think twice before you speak—and speak in such a way as not to 
provoke strife. (Whiting 111) 

Richards and his peers may have been observed especially keenly not only because they 

were black apprentices in a white-run shop but also because they were the first Tuskegee 

students to enter the Tennessee Coal cooperative program.97  They certainly seem to have 

been feeling the weight of responsibility for the program’s success.   Nelson Toles, 

                                                 
97 Horace Mann Bond notes that, while blacks had commonly been used “largely for common labor” in the 
mining industries in Birmingham, this changed when the Tennessee Coal and Iron Company was bought by 
U.S. Steel.  “After 1907,” according to Bond, black workers were employed as “skilled workers and 
supervisors” (145).   The fact that these Tuskegee apprentices encountered the sharp hierarchy they 
describe might speak to the lingering racism that proliferated in even an “integrated” shop and the ways 
that even skilled black workers found their activities limited and their expertise circumscribed.   It also 
might help to date these essays, placing them closer to the 1910 mark (the earliest date Whiting’s book 
professes to document) than later.  In his note to parents of the boys selected to participate in the new 
apprenticeship program, Tuskegee’s Principal—likely Washington and not his successor, Robert Russa 
Moton—noted that their sons would be contributing to “the opening of an important field for the future 
employment of Negro mechanics, technically and skillfully trained” (quoted in Whiting 93).   
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assigned to work in the Company’s Forge Shop, explained his philosophy at the outset of 

his report: “I try to do my work and conduct myself in such a way that my presence and 

work will be missed when I shall leave this job for my other duties” (99).   Reporting his 

and student William van Waiters’ disappointment with the monthly progress reports filed 

about them by their supervisors, Richards described his determination to earn a good 

reputation: “Our daily talk is, how can we put more pep into our work.  We won’t be 

satisfied until we have made good beyond all doubt.  This work is a new game, and we 

are playing to win” (112).    

It isn’t in the least bit surprising that Tuskegee students placed in apprenticeships 

in white-owned, southern businesses in the first decades of the twentieth century 

anticipated and encountered these racist dynamics.   And in their efforts to make good for 

themselves and for Tuskegee despite the challenges and limitations they encountered 

these students certainly replayed the Tuskegee ethic.   But what is particularly striking is 

how, within this racist context, the same-old, formulaic, traditionalist, and reductive kinds 

of writing assignments, the sort of writing that apparently dominated Tuskegee’s 

correlated language arts curriculum, take on new meaning.    For one thing, as we have 

seen, the apprentices’ narrations and descriptions of the shop processes and materials 

around them, so reminiscent of the trades-based expository writing students were asked 

to do at school, served to establish a kind of expertise not otherwise available to them on 

the job site.   Furthermore, in their descriptive reports the students also reflected actively 

on their role as observers.   Brickmasonry student J.B. Kersey, for example, reported his 

talk with a superintendent, who called Kersey into his office and “talked with me a long 

time”: “The first question he asked was what I had learned since coming into the plant.  I 

told him a few things that I had learned such as the kinds of bricks used in relining the 

furnaces; the number used; the length of time the furnace will last between relinings, etc.  
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Then I began asking him a number of questions”  (97, emphasis mine).   That Kersey 

flipped his interrogation attests to his strength as a learner and his commitment to getting 

the most from his apprenticeship.  It also, though, attests to his awareness of the fact that 

observation was not just a learning process—it was the only stance available to him and 

his fellow students, given the larger racist context of their work assignments.   Van 

Waiters, an enthusiastic student placed in the Steel Foundry Shop, made this clear:  “I am 

only a helper; I have plenty to do.  I am kept so busy, I don’t mind.  I do observe as much 

as I can…Most of my experience in molding comes from observing it” (101).   “Helper” 

was the official position assigned the apprentices—but being a helper meant not being 

fully engaged in the most important and exciting work of the trade.   In Van Waiters’ 

formulation, observation was the way out of merely helping.  By observing, it was 

possible to learn more than the assigned position allowed or entailed. 

This was important, since being a helper made the students available for all kinds 

of tasks not directly associated with their actual apprenticeship assignment.  Reese J. 

Richards, for example, placed in the electric shop, reported that he had “also washed the 

general superintendent’s Cadillac, and the chief electrician’s of a similar make” and 

served as “office boy”—a position from which he surveyed the shop’s patterns: 

This opportunity of being the office boy has meant much to me, for here I have 
the opportunity of hearing electrical conversations; a general idea of what is 
required of the chief electrician and his assistants, and the value of observing the 
method of keeping necessary material in logical order.  Files are essential to the 
chief and his corps of assistants.  Blue-prints, the language and code of industry, 
are placed on file so as to prolong the life of the prints.   I have noticed that one 
tries to remember everything.   The important information is noted and placed on 
file.  I have also found out what a definite answer means in such work.  Every 
question must be direct and answered without a confused meaning or ambiguity.  
(Whiting 109) 
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This is certainly an example of being “constantly on the lookout for ways of improving 

whatever work we are engaged in”—something Washington urged students to do 

(Character 214).   But Richards was doing more in this excerpt than making the most out 

of his position as office boy; he was offering a thorough, almost ethnographic account of 

what it means to think like a chief electrician.   His language is certainly disciplined—but 

it is also disciplinary.  His own declarative language suggests that he was ready for a 

good deal more responsibility than filing blue-prints, which was perhaps just the 

conclusion he wanted his audience of school coordinator and shop supervisors to reach.   

By not trying to prove his worth as an office boy, but instead demonstrating his 

continuing development as an electrician, Richards used his written report to drive home 

the point the superintendent who assigned him to office duty seemed to miss—the very 

point Washington and the school was making in establishing this apprenticeship program 

in the first place: Richards was a tradesman.  Richards, and the other students who 

carefully observed and documented the work around them, was using the assigned 

writing as a forum in which to describe, and enact the particular habits—both physical 

and intellectual—associated with their trades, even when they were prevented from 

embodying those habits at the shop.   In other words, in the context of the regulated 

boundaries within which Tuskegee students operated, particularly beyond the school, 

such writing posed an opportunity not only for the representation, demonstration, and, as 

Whiting suggested, the “refinement” of shop experience, but also for intervention in that 

experience, a way for students to frame and claim their own authority by affirming their 

identities as tradesmen even when these identities were challenged or ignored.   

Consider, for example, student William van Waiters’ reports from his placement 

in the steel foundry shop.   Throughout his three-month internship, Waiters described 

himself as an eager worker, “unwavering” in his “aim to learn the fundamentals of 
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molding” though he was largely prevented from doing anything but assisting other 

molders (101).   Mid-way through his placement, he noted, “I am a first class helper now, 

and I have to stay here until they put me to molding…I am eager to…put an artistic touch 

on a piece of work” (103).   Finally, van Waiters got what he’d been waiting for, which 

he described as his “grand opportunity of manipulating a rammer myself.” He narrated 

the moment: 

The pattern is bolted in the jolting machine; the cope is put on, a little facing sand 
scattered over the surface, then the gauges are put in.   I am doing as other 
molders do, and I class myself as a molder, also.  After the gaugers are in, they 
are covered with facing; but before that, the pipes are put in; then the gaugers, 
facing, and black sand are let in to a level position.  The air operates the jolting 
device, and one ramming is the next step…I am tickled to death because I am 
ramming.  (Whiting 105-106, emphasis mine) 

Certainly, not all of Tuskegee’s students were as enthusiastic about their jobs as this one.  

And it is hard to believe, though true, that van Waiters earned a “C” in “Confidence” 

from his field supervisor.  But van Waiters’ careful description of his task is not just the 

record of a student who had learned how to perform a technical operation; it reflects 

Waiters’ sense of himself as a molder, also.  By replaying his (rare) experience of 

actually doing the important work of the shop himself in the language of his trade, 

Waiters’ established his authority and expressed his ownership of the work.   Despite 

how they were received and perceived at the shop, van Waiters and other Tuskegee 

students saw themselves as their school saw them—as developing tradesmen.    

The writing Tuskegee students did in their apprenticeships, like the other student 

writing I have considered here, does not easily fit into the kind of “resistance” narrative 

we tend to favor as composition teachers and as historians of English Studies, especially 

when we are investigating sites of instruction for student bodies typically “marginalized” 

from higher education.  Likewise, the pedagogies that dominated at Tuskegee from its 
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founding until 1915, though they certainly did change over this period, do not exhibit the 

“critical” or activist tendencies we tend to prefer today.  What the student writing I have 

discussed in this chapter does is encourage us to rethink our assumptions about the kind 

of functionalist literacy education that prevailed at Tuskegee—in which literacy skills 

were increasingly tied to specific vocational ends.  There is no question that limiting 

student writing to particular, narrow topics was restrictive—but it was not only that.  

Contextualizing such “limited” student writing returns us the questions I posed in Chapter 

One, questions we need to ask when we are evaluating different forms of literacy 

education: functional for what? To whom? In what way?  After all, what students wrote 

in their weekly reports from the Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company’s shops was 

not so far from the kinds of descriptive assignments they were carrying out in their 

classrooms.   Compare van Waiter’s description of the ramming process with this excerpt 

from an unsigned essay written between 1913 and 1915, called “Thermometer”: 

An instrument for measuring temperature.  The ordinary thermometer consist of a 
small glass tube, with a fine bore, containing either mercury or alcohol which has 
been colored.  The principle upon which the thermometer works is that when 
liquids are heated, they expand, and when cooled they contract.  The thermometer 
is made by pouring the mercury or alcohol into a tube through the [illegible] 
which is then closed and hermetically sealed, the air having been expelled….The 
thermometer, being graduated, is placed in melted ice, and the point to which the 
mercury or alcohol sinks is marked as the freezing point.   The thermometer is 
then placed in boiling water, and the height to which the liquid in the tube rises is 
marked the boiling point.  (BTWP Reel 686) 

The discomfiting image of Tuskegee students scooping up mercury aside, this description 

is a standard exercise in demonstrating knowledge covered in a unit or lesson.   In terms 

of application and cognition, there is more going on here than in those test questions from 

the 1890s, which asked students to recite verbatim grammar rules and principles from 

their textbook.  This student was making an effort to explain principles underlying the 
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thermometer’s actions, and he or she was translating this scientific knowledge to a 

general audience.   The voice in the essay is authoritative, expert, but the essay would 

serve to explain what a thermometer is and how it works to someone who has never 

encountered one.     

In this way, the “Thermometer” essay is like the writing students did from their 

apprenticeships, in which they carefully translated what they were learning from their 

specialized language into a description of processes a non-expert would understand.  But 

the facts collected here in the thermometer essay are all generic.  What claim does this 

student have on this knowledge?  Of what use is it?  Is there any more connection 

between this student and this topic than there might be in an essay about some more 

decidedly abstract topic like “honor”?  Just writing about an object, just importing 

content from the shop into the writing classroom, is not necessarily an effective 

pedagogy, as grammar teacher William Howell observed in 1914.   What the Tennessee 

Iron and Coal Company apprenticeship essays indicate, though, is that the act of 

composing within their trades could allow students to go beyond the reductive drive for 

illustration that tended to characterize the correlation they encountered at school—or in 

other words, that drive towards illustration was not always or necessarily reductive.   To 

value student writing at Tuskegee we don’t have to (and, I have argued, we shouldn’t) 

find it to be liberatory or resistant, critical or functional.  We can instead acknowledge 

that a correlated language arts curriculum set the stage for at least some students at 

Tuskegee to experience writing as directly relevant to their process of becoming what 

they had come to Tuskegee to become. 
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Conclusion 

In an essay published in the Chronicle Review in October 2007, M. Garrett 

Bauman, English Professor Emeritus at Monroe Community College in Rochester, New 

York, looked back to Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois in order to characterize 

what he called, borrowing from Du Bois, the “double consciousness” of community 

colleges today, one “split between jobs and ideas and between security and esteem” 

(B14).   Like Tuskegee, he explained, community colleges of the 1960s and 1970s rooted 

themselves in the effort to “accommodate the dominant culture” and focused on offering 

“job skills to potentially disruptive, unproductive people, who could then improve 

themselves while remaining segregated”: 

Tuskegee was a prototypical community college emphasizing industrial and 
technical education.  Basic literacy was taught to remedy the poor public 
education that most African-Americans received, and Tuskegee also offered a 
teacher-training program to improve African–American schools.   But there was 
little during Washington’s tenure of what we would recognize today as the liberal 
arts.  He famously said it was more valuable for a poor African-American to earn 
a dollar in a factory job than to spend one attending an opera.  (B14) 

In contrast, Bauman continued, Du Bois advocated “intellectual education that grappled 

with political, moral, and artistic issues,” a direction that, according to Bauman, has 

become more prominent in community colleges today (B14).    

Bauman’s point was that community colleges should be neither Washingtonian 

nor Du Boisian, but should recognize their status as “a hybrid species” of educational 

institution, embracing, and not choosing between, “the tension between commercial and 

intellectual, between community and academe.”  This is an apt description of the space 

inhabited by community colleges in the twenty-first century, especially as they become 

elongated stops for more and more four-year transfers.  But I hope we can recognize, 

drawing on my discussion above of the Tuskegee curriculum in the late nineteenth and 
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early twentieth centuries, how Bauman flattens the history he turns to, reinforcing the 

divide between “jobs and ideas” even as he argues for their unification. 

 The liberal arts, we have seen, did have a place at Tuskegee, a place that was 

highly regulated and contested.   To characterize the academic curriculum at the school as 

one that taught only “basic literacy” is to ignore or at best obscure the ongoing 

negotiations that shaped language arts education at Tuskegee—negotiations about what 

(and who) literacy was for, how it could be integrated into students’ occupational 

pursuits, and to what ends.   It is, in other words, to circumscribe the role assigned to 

vocational schools in the same ways that, as Jacqueline Jones Royster and Jean Williams 

have pointed out, our histories have often circumscribed the roles assigned to African-

American educators and students, assuming they taught “basic writing” or were “basic 

writers.”  In contrast, considering the ways that the drive towards correlation at Tuskegee 

impacted the language arts curriculum there reveals a landscape in which the two 

educational strands Bauman points to as historically divided were implicated in one 

another.   As it turns out, neither “progressive” nor “restrictive” are adequate labels for 

the correlated curriculum at Tuskegee.   After all, even if we recognize the (progressive) 

ways that Washington emphasized “learning by doing,” rejected formalized and 

mechanical forms of instruction (like rote memorization), and emphasized community 

needs, we must also acknowledge the limits of his “progressivism”—his failure to teach 

African-American Vernacular English, for example, and his larger endeavor to control 

and “civilize” his students’ behavior.   And even if we criticize the (restrictive) ways the 

Tuskegee curriculum limited student expression and reiterated a narrow, “functional” 

brand of discourse suited to a particular and limited set of social positions, we must also 

recognize the ways that this curriculum equipped students to claim significant authority 
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within a large public, segregated, and deeply racist arena—an authority rooted in their 

abilities to represent and claim their identities as skilled tradesmen and women.    

  One tangible, disciplinary fruit of acknowledging the intertwining of “jobs and 

ideas” at Tuskegee is that doing so enriches our understanding of nineteenth-century 

“current-traditional” rhetoric.   As David Gold put it, “seemingly conservative practices 

might not necessarily serve conservative or reductive ends” (151).   Current-traditional 

rhetoric, again in Gold’s succinct analysis, has often been blamed by disciplinary 

historians in English Studies for a variety of ills: 

It was positivistic and foundationalist.  The truth was ‘out there’; thus, invention 
was no longer a knowledge-making process as it ideally was in classical rhetoric 
but simply a matter of figuring out how to say what one had already concluded.   
Epistemologically compromised and severed from its classical roots, current-
traditional rhetoric, so we are told, stifled students’ political participation, 
perpetuated class inequities, erased or supplanted students’ home voices, and was 
found dull by students and instructors alike.   (3) 

The traditionalist curriculum that predominated at Tuskegee before 1895 was changed by 

Washington’s embrace of correlation—but it was not obliterated or transformed by that 

shift.   The school’s correlated language arts curriculum still stifled invention, focused 

students on representing (and not discovering) discrete units of knowledge, restricted 

their participation in political discourse, and in many ways reinforced the race and class 

hierarchies that shaped students’ lives outside the school.   Unlike instructors at other 

sites that have been recovered by scholars seeking to revise and expand our picture of 

American rhetorical instruction, Tuskegee’s language arts teachers did not engage in 

what we might call a critical rhetorical education; they did not, for example, encourage 

students to explore “politics and discourses of power” in the classroom (as happened at 

East Texas Normal College and at Howard University, among other places) (Gold 4).   

But, within a traditionalist, and functionalist, framework, Tuskegee’s instructors, 
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administrators, and its curriculum did emphasize both individual and social uses of 

literacy, recognizing students as members of and contributors to their communities and 

seeking to equip them with tools useful for responding to local concerns and needs.   

Tuskegee’s correlated language arts curriculum emphasized a decidedly functional 

approach to literacy—one tied to specific vocational realms.  It was not “critical,” radical, 

or activist in any of the ways we like to emphasize in the stories we tell about our field 

today—but it was not empty either.  What considering the scope of literacy education at 

Tuskegee—from classroom exercises, textbooks, and assignments to student writing—

does is complicate our understanding of functional literacy and how it operates.  The 

more we place the traditionalist, functionalist forms students were encouraged to write in 

context, the more we see that these forms were dynamic, and the more we must recognize 

the ways that “critical” and “functional” literacies are blurred in practice and in context. 

For this reason, considering the muddled and “failed” attempts at correlating the 

language arts with industrial education at Tuskegee does not only contribute to our 

ongoing efforts to expand our understandings of our own disciplinary and institutional 

histories.   It also informs our contemporary impulse to better integrate what Bauman 

calls, in troubling shorthand, “jobs and ideas.”  Urging community colleges to accept 

their status between educational philosophies, Bauman concludes that what community 

college students need is both strands of education.   He writes, “We should embrace our 

mixed nature by, for example, requiring students in career-training programs to take more 

liberal-arts courses and requiring liberal-arts students to take some practical, career-

program courses” (B14).   Despite its impulse towards integration, this is a conclusion 

derived from the kind of binary thinking that has plagued our institutional and historical 

thinking for some time, now, as I explored in Chapter One.   One of these educational 

strands, such thinking suggests, serves to fulfill “safety and survival needs” (which 
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Bauman links with Washington’s legacy) and the other helps students with their “esteem 

and self-actualization” (a goal Bauman ascribes to Du Bois) (B14).   Integration, in this 

model, means coexistence, tolerance, an acceptance by proponents of one strand for the 

benefits of the other.   We need both, the model argues, and we need both to remain 

separate. 

The historical example afforded by this close examination of the curriculum at 

Tuskegee Institute disturbs that divide, and it also offers us an opportunity to consider the 

real difficulties inherent in “embracing both” strands within a local and contextualized 

curriculum.   Washington wanted students to achieve self-actualization via training in the 

technical arts—and yes, he also wanted to keep them fixed in the southern agrarian 

economy.   He envisioned an academic curriculum that would be at all times and in all 

ways practical, and he set out to accomplish this by continually situating students within 

their immediate local environment; this vision collided with his academic faculty’s 

understandings of the cultural and “liberalizing” aims of their own disciplines.  In 

emphasizing that a Tuskegee education should be relevant to the needs of students and 

their communities, Washington defined those needs in limited and circumscribed ways.  

What Tuskegee offers is not a glimpse of what should be done to successfully integrate 

vocational and liberal education, and functional and critical literacy.  Instead, it offers us 

an opportunity to let go of our stereotypes of those educational strands—as well as a 

clearer sense of the limits and leverages of a locally situated language arts curriculum that 

aims to accept, acknowledge, and respond to our students’ socioeconomic realities and 

aspirations. 
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Chapter 6 

Resisting Outcomes 

 

“To change a theory of literacy isn’t difficult and changes very little. To change a literacy 
institution just might change everything.” 

--Jeffrey Grabill (161) 
 

“[I]t seems that everybody has a scheme, a social program, an organizing strategy, or an 
issue campaign for turning political subjects into democratic citizens, for transforming 

the apathetic into the politically active, the indolent into the productive, and the 
dependent into the self-sufficient.” 

--Barbara Cruikshank (25) 
 

On consecutive Wednesday evenings in December 1898, philosopher Thomas 

Davidson delivered four lectures in the large auditorium of a Jewish community center on 

New York City’s Lower East Side.  Speaking at the invitation of the newly founded New 

York People’s Institute, which sponsored activities for working-class adults and recent 

immigrants, and anticipating addressing a crowd of mostly socialist Eastern-European 

Jews, Davidson took as his theme “The Problems which the Nineteenth Century hands 

over, for Solution, to the Twentieth.”  On the third evening, a lecture attended by 500 

people, his topic was education.  Davidson emphasized the importance of a liberal 

education, and not blind participation in politics, in preparation for the coming century.   

Describing the predicament of the “uneducated man,” he lamented that 

Worst of all he is cooped up in a pitiful, beggarly world of facts and interests 
mostly of a material sort, knowing nothing of the world of science and 
philosophy, art and literature.  The great drama of history is a blank to him.  He is 
not inspired by its lessons, its noble characters and stirring events.  He knows 
nothing of the marvels of literature,—Homer, Aeschylus, the Hebrew prophets, 
Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe,—nothing of the great discoveries and inventions that 
cast all the fairy tales into the shadow, and suggest a world of boundless 
possibilities…he knows nothing of his own nature, origin, or destiny.   (Davidson 
54) 
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A couple of years later Davidson recalled among the audience’s many “numerous and 

eager” questions after his lecture one especially impressive comment.  A young man rose 

and, as Davidson remembered it, asked him pointedly: 

“It is all very well to talk about education for the breadwinners; but how can 
people like us, who work nine or ten, and sometimes more, hours a day, who 
come home tired, who have no convenience there for study, few books, and no 
one to guide or instruct us, obtain any liberal education?” (101) 

Davidson’s reply was greeted with tremendous applause: he invited the man to gather a 

“club of people who are really in earnest, and who will work with all their might,” and 

promised to meet with them one evening a week (101).  Soon Davidson, noted in his life 

to be one of the “twelve most learned men of the world” (“Davidson” 312) and called by 

his good friend William James a “knight-errant of the intellectual life” (Memories 101), 

had a class of fifty-six students, ages sixteen to fifty-eight (Davidson 106).  Four months 

later, when the class broke off for the summer, he had a group of ninety-eight, and the 

following year he expanded the program, adding on to his own course in Literature and 

Philosophy a series of classes taught by invited guests—in Latin, Greek, Algebra, 

Geometry, Universal History, and Natural Science (112-115).  After Davidson’s death in 

1900, several of his students continued to formalize the program, securing classroom 

space and opening the unaccredited, non-degree granting Breadwinners’ College with “a 

corps of teachers and some hundreds of students” (Dublin 208).  The College lasted until 

1908, though some of Davidson’s former students continued to lecture regularly in the 

neighborhood until 1917 (Feuer 288).98 

Though it is a little-known experiment in adult education, the Breadwinners’ 

College is deeply resonant with the twentieth and twenty-first century lineage of liberal 

                                                 
98 This historical account of the Breadwinner’s College is drawn from Zunino, Dublin, Feuer, and 
Davidson’s own description of the origins of the Breadwinners’ College, Education of the Wage-Earners 
(1904).  
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arts courses operating outside traditional institutions and aimed at populations otherwise 

marginalized from higher education, a lineage that includes Robert Hutchins’ and 

Mortimer Adler’s Great Books Discussion Groups of the 1920s and 30s and certainly 

also includes the Clemente Course in the Humanities and Clemente Course spin-offs like 

the Free Minds Project.  In its contemporary incarnations, this model aims to expand 

democratic access to liberal education, while not necessarily integrating students’ 

vocational aspirations or pursuits with the course’s academic content.   It will take more 

research into the specifics of the Breadwinners’ College curriculum before we can say 

whether and to what extent the same was true there.  It is clear, though, that Davidson 

envisioned his project as an experiment in cultural education for the masses, an 

experiment that he intended as a sharp alternative to his students’ industrial day jobs as 

well as to students’ political tendencies.  As he explained in his report to the trustees of 

the Educational Alliance, which supported Davidson’s early efforts,   

My first object…was to induce [the class’s] members to study and think out 
carefully the great problems of Sociology and Culture, in accordance with the 
historic method, and so to impart to their minds a healthy attitude toward society, 
to do away with the vengeful sense of personal or class wrong, and to arouse faith 
in individual effort and manly and womanly self-dependence.  I desired, 
moreover, to give them such an outlook upon life as would lift their lives out of 
narrowness and sordidness, and give them ideal aims.  Finally, I wished to train 
them in the use of correct English, both written and spoken.  (103) 

We can critique Davidson’s description of his program with many of the same concerns I 

raised in Chapter One about my own recruitment presentation for the first year of the 

Free Minds Project.  As I did, Davidson celebrated the transformative power of the life of 

the mind, and implicitly elevated this life over more material and immediately practical 

concerns.  In Davidson’s case, as William James remembered, this meant making no 

pretense of currying to his students’ political alliances; he told them up front that he “had 
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no sympathy whatever with the griefs of ‘labor,’ that outward circumstances meant 

nothing in his eyes; that through their individual wills and intellects they could share, just 

as they were, in the highest spiritual life of humanity, and that he was there to help them 

severally to that privilege” (90).  Davidson and I both presented a liberal arts education as 

the golden key to that “highest spiritual life”—or, as I put it, the key to a(nother) kind of 

wealth usually only available to rich people and now, by the grace of our program, being 

extended to, I implied without saying, “the impoverished.”  In other words, both 

Davidson and I represented a humanities education as a radical alternative to, and a 

refuge from, a life oriented around the grind of jobs and survival.  And in the process, we 

both downplayed the place of more “functional” approaches to literacy within our 

programs.  In Davidson’s description, his concern for teaching students “correct English” 

was subordinated to everything else, though he wrote elsewhere that many of his students 

were foreign-born and used English “imperfectly” (115-116).  Likewise, in my 

representation of the Free Minds Project I subordinated questions about how we would 

handle students’ “basic writing,” though I was intentionally recruiting students who had 

not yet passed their GED exams for what I promised would be a “real”—as in, rigorous 

and advanced—college-level class. 

My analysis of the case studies in this dissertation demonstrates that the 

“functional” and “critical” literacy dichotomy underlying both Davidson’s and my 

representation of our programs is an inadequate way of understanding the actual practice 

of literacy or of framing our narratives about literacy education.  In both the historical 

examples I have considered in depth here, certain literacy lenses were officially 

privileged over the lifetime of the school—but in practice, these lenses were blurred.  At 

Moor’s Indian Charity School, the founder’s initial efforts to institute education along a 

grammar-school model that trained students for the ministry collapsed under the 
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pressures of a climate in which such an education was deemed unnecessarily, even 

dangerously, advanced for Indian students.  Wheelock’s former students implemented a 

“basic literacy” approach in their own work as educators, and worked to position that 

education as useful to the communities they served, while simultaneously valuing and 

practicing many of the “advanced” literacy skills originally stressed at Moor’s.  

Considering literacy at and beyond Moor’s expands the ways we think about “functional” 

literacy, since in this case “functional” literacy included the linguistic and analytical 

skills needed to perform the duties of a minister and to advocate for the autonomy of 

Native communities.  At Tuskegee Institute, Booker T. Washington emphasized a more 

conventionally functional approach to literacy education, insisting that his teachers root 

every aspect of their academic instruction in the school’s trades-based training.  Such an 

approach had clear limitations, including the apparent excising of anything resembling 

“critical literacy” from the official English curriculum, but it also allowed students to 

claim a significant kind of authority, as tradesmen and tradeswomen.  And we should not 

forget that giving African-American students economic autonomy in the post-

Reconstruction South was itself a political act.   

The Moor’s and Tuskegee case studies illustrate that privileging literacies is a 

deeply contentious business, and also that it is one that does not have clear or predictable 

outcomes.  We can tell the story of either of these historical sites as one in which 

functional literacy reigned, critical literacy was vanquished (at least from the institution 

itself) and students were therefore either “oppressed” or “resistant.”  In our scholarship 

about Moor’s and Tuskegee to this point, as in our histories about the education of 

“marginalized” students more generally, we have tended to favor the “resistance” 

narrative, either finding evidence of this resistance (at Moor’s) or, lacking such evidence, 

largely ignoring the institution in our histories altogether (as we have done with 
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Tuskegee).  I have come to recognize that resistance narratives, and the sharp divisions 

between functional and critical literacy on which they often rely, are not adequate or 

necessarily accurate ways to understand and explain our disciplinary history.   

Mapping the conflicts surrounding literacy education at these historical sites does 

not only inform our disciplinary history, however.  It also demonstrates the problems 

with literacy education that operates in an “uplift” mode, and challenges our continuing 

assumptions that some literacies are necessarily bad and others are necessarily good.  

After all, it is not hard to see how the literacy education sponsored by Eleazar Wheelock, 

just like the education advocated and funded by Charles Chauncy and the Society for the 

Propagation of Christian Knowledge, served particular interests while promising to 

produce students who would better serve (their sponsors’ vision of) their society.  It is 

even easier to see this at work at Tuskegee Institute, where Booker T. Washington 

encouraged a literacy education that would fit neatly within the circumscribed social, 

political, and geographical boundaries in which his students operated in the deeply racist 

and segregated post-Reconstruction South—all the while promising that a Tuskegee 

education was the key to helping his students improve their lives and serve others.  But 

this dissertation invites us to recognize as well how we serve particular interests when we 

espouse the generalizable (and uplifting) effects of the “advanced” literacies that may 

seem to us now to be obviously more empowering than the technologies introduced at 

those decades-old, even centuries-old, institutions. 

This dissertation invites us to question that kind of universal privileging, and to 

recognize instead that literacy education operates in—and can be valued within—local, 

highly contextualized circumstances only.  Indeed, if we want to address the current crisis 

in adult literacy education I discussed in the introduction to this dissertation we must let 

go of our belief in inevitable outcomes from certain pedagogies and be ready to ask 
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instead how particular approaches to literacy education are working, are necessary, are 

radical within particular circumstances.  

 The argument I am making here parallels University of Tulsa Professor of 

Communication Joli Jensen’s argument about how art does—and doesn’t—function in 

public life.  In Is Art Good for Us? Jensen challenges what she calls “instrumental” views 

of art, which lead us to make extreme and often absurd claims about the power of art to 

improve our lives, ourselves, and our world.  This instrumental view gives rise, for 

example, to the belief in the “Muzak effect and the Mozart effect,” which, Jensen 

explains, posits that “[i]f we spend our lives in shopping malls and fast-food joints, 

listening to Muzak, we are being manipulated by mass, commercial culture.  If we instead 

spend our lives in classrooms and concert halls, listening to Mozart, we will be increasing 

our brainpower while uplifting our souls” (4).  That may sound like an obviously 

reductive formulation, one that astute social commentators at least can easily see through.  

But Jensen claims that the instrumental view of art that produces equations like this 

dominates because it “make[s] it possible to tell stories about social improvement that 

rely on the very activities that social critics themselves are most fond of and adept in—

critical thought, nuanced writing, sophisticated dramas, elaborate argumentation, and 

debate”—and simultaneously “allows stories that denigrate the taste, abilities, and worth 

of those who do not participate in those kinds of activities” (6, emphasis in original).   

If we substitute “literacy educators” for “social critics,” I think Jensen’s argument 

works well to explain the dominance of critical literacy frameworks within academic or 

academic-affiliated circles.  Adopting a contextualized view of literacy education 

involves abandoning such generalized assumptions about what kind of literacy is best for 

groups “in need” in favor of asking what is necessary and what is desirable within 

specific situations.  This approach is compatible with the “social view” of literacy 
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underlying many contemporary ethnographic studies of literacy, in which literacy is 

viewed as highly contingent, and literacy practices are thus measured by the degree to 

which they allow people to function within “the literate worlds [they] want to belong to”–

and not against some universal or externally imposed norm  (Barton 194).  Ethnographic 

approaches to studying the ways literacy and literacy education operate in people’s lives, 

like the archival methodology I have adopted in this dissertation, enlarge the stories 

available to literacy educators about how literacy can and does operate in complex 

circumstances.  In the process, these stories help to denaturalize—or, in Jensen’s terms, 

“de-sacralize” (199)—the narratives we otherwise favor.   

Specifically, the case studies I have considered in this dissertation denaturalize the 

critical literacy narrative currently privileged within the disciplines of English Studies, by 

complicating the divide between functional and critical literacy.  I have showed that 

“functional” literacy assumes multiple valences and can be put to multiple ends.  I have 

also showed, I hope, that sites where a recognizably “critical” literacy dominates are not 

the only sites worth investigating, and that critical literacy is not the only story worth 

telling.  That is not to say that these case studies provide models of literacy education we 

should emulate today.   In fact, I do find some things to admire in the particular 

pedagogies at work here, like the ways that Samson Occom and Joseph Johnson placed 

the desire of the communities they served at the center of their education, or like the ways 

that, at Tuskegee, the most conventional and most boring kinds of expository essay 

assignments took on new life when students composed within their trades.  But if there 

are pedagogical lessons to derive from past practice these are incidental to my larger 

purposes in reconstructing the curricula at these sites.  What makes Moor’s Indian 

Charity School and Tuskegee Institute valuable, beyond the ways that they reshape our 

disciplinary narratives, is that they demonstrate the need for a contextualized view of 
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literacy—by suggesting that universalized views of functional and critical literacy are 

lacking as ways of understanding both past and present practices.   

I am exhorting literacy educators and program architects to be more aware of the 

ways we continue to pay homage to the functional-critical dichotomy, prioritizing one 

over the other as if these were separable, definable, universalizable realms with 

predictable outcomes for our students.  I urge us also to be aware of the tensions and 

complexities bound up in the desire to improve a disadvantaged population by increasing 

access to education and opportunity, and to recognize that any effort to “improve” is also, 

inevitably, an effort that restricts.  I have complained too often about the academic 

tendency to stop just short of advocacy, however, to rest with an argument that only 

elucidates “tensions and complexities”—as much as I value both.  How, then,  does—or 

how should—an awareness of these tensions translate into practice? 

I would like to believe, as the first epigraph to this chapter suggests Jeffrey 

Grabill does, in the transformative power of changing literacy institutions, but I don’t 

pretend to know what kind of change to prescribe, and I am wary of any proclamation 

that smacks of the kind of universalism I am arguing we should abandon.  We should not 

forget that the distinctions we draw between literacy valences are not natural or inevitable 

but rather constantly created and recreated.  These distinctions, and the value hierarchies 

we apply to them, look very different at different times, to different people, from 

different stances and from within different literacy economies. 

With that said, I am not arguing here that all approaches to literacy education are 

relative or equivalent to all others.  I am asking that we continuously reexamine how we 

think about and how we argue for the value of the approaches we advocate.  Here I return 

again to Joli Jensen’s argument about art.  “We are all of us, always,” Jensen 

acknowledges, “participating in an ongoing cultural conversation about what is good, 
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what is bad, what matters, and what doesn’t.  Such a conversation is structured in 

dominance.”  Our goal should not be to avoid value judgments, but rather to explain why 

we think there is value in the approaches we choose.  In other words, I think we need to 

hold ourselves to higher and clearer standards of explication when we advocate for 

“advanced,” “critical” literacies, and for the virtues of a liberal arts education more 

generally. 

What, then, would it have looked like for me to argue clearly and directly for the 

value of the Free Minds Project?  What would I change about the recruitment 

presentation I delivered two summers ago across the City of Austin? 

I would, first of all, avoid presenting the program as a beacon in the otherwise 

dark night of GED-preparation.  I would be more straightforward about the kinds of work 

we would do in the class and the kinds we would not.  This would involve being explicit 

about what I see to be the particular values of the analytical thinking and academic 

writing the class prized.  And I might not actually go to some of the classrooms I 

canvassed that summer at all.  In those first few, difficult months of the program, as 

students adjusted to the course’s methods and expectations and the two students I’d 

accepted from the GED classes struggled to keep up, I learned that recruiting students 

operating within a “basic literacy” framework for an “advanced” literacy class was in 

many ways unfair to the students and unfair to the program.  I learned that these 

particular students, at least, and several others who ended up leaving, needed something 

from the class that the class itself was not geared towards providing.  We provided 

writing consultations, academic skills workshops, and extensive one-on-one help with 

assignments, but we did not provide the connection those students needed between the 

literacy skills they were seeking—the skills to pass their GED exams, and perhaps even 

the skills they needed to pass their English entrance tests at the community college—and 
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the skills the class exercised.  In my will to believe that the excitement of thinking and 

reading and discussing together would turn students on, would make them more 

confident and self-possessed architects of their own educations, I had not consistently 

asked myself whether the students I accepted were actively choosing what we actually 

intended to provide.  In my promises about what the course might do and be in their lives, 

I had neglected to make clear what it was.   

So far I have considered only how I would rearticulate the work of the Free Minds 

Project, but there is also the question of whether and how programs like this might be 

restructured in light of the concerns raised by this dissertation.  If the functional-critical 

divide is false—in the sense that it does not adequately reflect the ways literacy functions 

in people’s “everyday lives”—then what would a course that did not privilege one 

literacy lens over another actually look like?  

That is a question that contemporary theorists of vocational education have 

addressed more thoroughly than others, perhaps because the history of vocational 

education, especially at the secondary- and high-school levels, is a history plagued by, in 

Mike Rose’s words, “terribly diminished, and self-fulfilling, assumptions about the 

cognitive capacity of large numbers of students” (190).  Exploring the intelligences 

cultivated by jobs centered on physical labor in his recent The Mind at Work, Rose 

argues that the movement for vocational education, a movement with roots in the school 

reforms that advocated manual training in the 1870s and 80s, left a lingering and 

devastating legacy characterized by the “culling out of intellectual concerns” from 

vocationally oriented classrooms, and he begins to imagine a solution (178).  Instead of 

separating out vocational classes into “lesser” tracks and funneling low-performing 

students into those tracks, Rose envisions curricula that would actively bridge the 

academic and the vocational, taking advantage of many students’ natural engagement 
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with the world of work, the world of doing and making, through “classroom activities 

that authentically represent the intellectual demands of the workplace and, conversely, 

bringing academic content to life through occupational tasks and simulations” (192).  

Similarly, historian of education Joe Kincheloe endorses a Deweyan approach to the 

cultivation of vocational intelligence—a curriculum that would not only train students in 

particular job skills but also engage them in an analysis of the structures of work, a kind 

of critical worker education which would counter the dominant “deskilling” of the 

workplace and help to produce workers who see themselves as creative thinkers and 

learners.   

The institutionalization of that kind of active integration remains rare in 

vocational classrooms.  According to historian W. Norton Grubb, “applied academics” 

courses, where vocational content is imported into an academic setting, are the most 

common approach—an approach, as Grubb points out, that “changes only academic 

courses, and leaves vocational programs untouched” (69), in some ways precisely the 

model that prevailed at Tuskegee.  What Grubb calls “horizontal alignment” (72)—

bringing academic and vocational courses into more active relationship, more in keeping 

with the directions urged by Rose and Kincheloe, and with the directions envisioned, if 

not actualized, by Booker T. Washington—is a much more difficult kind of curricular 

reform.   Of vocational education in general, Rose writes:  “[T]here are no bridging 

mechanisms built in between the vocational and academic realms to enable creative 

interaction, to foster cross-disciplinary discussion that could expand and enlighten, for 

example, the use of tools or the development of literacy” (178). 

I share the sentiments behind Rose’s statement—that the consequences of 

bridging the academic and vocational realms are radical, urgent, and deeply democratic.  

To seek “bridging mechanisms” that don’t simply hold vocational classrooms up to 
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college-prep standards or import vocational content into academic lessons, but instead 

bring out the intellect, rigor, stimulation, and pleasure within various vocations is to 

expand the ways we think about intelligence.  When we value what Rose calls the 

“cognitive dimensions of physical work,” we affirm the democratic principle that 

everyone has intellectual capacity (xix).  This is the same principle underlying the Free 

Minds Project and the Breadwinners’ College, and we can see it underlying Eleazar 

Wheelock’s early plans for Moor’s Indian Charity School and Booker T. Washington’s 

stewardship of Tuskegee Institute as well.  Though each of these programs defined and 

valued intellectual pursuits in varying ways, what they share is an insistence on the 

intellectual abilities of students who are often shut out from academic study. 

I am not sure, however, that “bridging” is the right metaphor, or the best practice, 

for addressing the deep dichotomies that continue to structure our educational landscape, 

especially given the ways that the case studies I explored in this dissertation rupture those 

dichotomies.  To “bridge” the academic and the vocational, the functional and the critical, 

is to assume and preserve each realm as separate—even while seeking to “foster cross-

disciplinary discussion,” to illuminate one realm via creative interaction with the other.  

If we really want to unhinge ourselves from the hierarchy of literacies characterized, in 

part, by the sharp division between the “functional” and the “critical,” I think we need to 

ask not how we might bridge realms but how we might re-imagine the territory 

altogether.  

This is a difficult task, and I don’t pretend to know, now, what that territory 

should or even might look like.  One vision begins with the question posed by the young 

woman in one of the GED classes I visited during my first recruitment season for the Free 

Minds Project, a question I recounted in Chapter One.  Connecting me with another 

recent visitor to the class, who had encouraged students to vote, she asked: “Why are 



 310 

y’all so interested in what we think?”  This is a question that has remained with me ever 

since because it speaks to a pitfall of literacy initiatives, and classroom pedagogies, of 

many stripes: that we often define students in terms of what we think they (should) think, 

and not in terms of what they think or want to think.  Of course, I would have said then 

and I continue to believe now that as a representative of the Free Minds Project I was not 

focused on what students thought as much as on how they thought, and that the main tool 

the course offered students would be (what I presumed were) new ways of thinking about 

themselves and about their world.  Likewise, I imagine that the voting advocate who 

visited this state-funded GED class was there not to lobby for a particular candidate or 

cause but to urge these students to participate in democracy, to exercise their rights, to 

make their voices heard, to become active and engaged citizens.   

What this student was on to, though, was that the previous classroom visitor and I 

both had ideas about how thinking our way would transform them in some positive and 

generally predictable fashion, into citizens, into more confident and empowered 

advocates for themselves and the causes of their choosing, into lovers and seekers of 

lifetime learning.  These are noble goals.  But they are predicated on our understanding 

our audience of potential voters and potential students primarily in terms of absence and 

lack.    The double edge of any educational initiative that seeks to transform its subjects is 

that, as political scientist Barbara Cruikshank has observed, those who don’t get on board 

are then constructed as “powerless.”  It is the powerless who become, in Cruikshank’s 

words, “the object and the outcome of the will to empower” (72).   And the “technologies 

of citizenship” we create to manage those subjects—like the list of programs and 

campaigns Cruikshank offers in the second epigraph to this chapter—are “[h]owever well 

intentioned,” both enabling and constraining (2). 
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One way we might construct a literacy program that resists that cycle of 

empowerment and powerlessness is to return to the idea of a social view of literacy.  

Taking a social view of literacy, such a program might begin by asking, to what literate 

worlds do our students already belong?  To what literate worlds do they want to belong?  

And, keeping in mind the lessons from Moor’s Indian Charity School and from Tuskegee 

Institute, to what literate worlds must they belong?  A course that started with these 

questions could certainly continue to make analytical inquiry its focus but it might center 

that methodology, and frame the course content, within contexts more immediate to 

students.  In their present iterations, both the Clemente Course in the Humanities and the 

Free Minds Project are open to the critique that they are, in Rosa Eberly’s words, 

“enlightenment-besotted or exclusionary” (29).99  When Shorris and I recruited students 

by telling them that they had been cheated of something rich people had access to, we 

ignored the existence of alternative kinds of riches in which our students were already 

participating—for example, poetry slams, city and neighborhood planning boards, and 

religious study groups, to name just a few of the literary spaces in which students in the 

first Free Minds class were operating when the course began.  To take the prior literacy 

lives of our students seriously might mean that at least some of the course material would 

emerge from the parallel discourses with which students are familiar.  Perhaps, too, more 

than simply encouraging students to make connections between their lives and the course 

material, as some of the assignments in the Free Minds Project do, a re-imagined course 

might posit participants’ material and social experiences, their real antagonisms, as the 

basis for the kind of identification and action the program hopes to stimulate.  It might, 

for example, engage students in reading, thinking, and writing about current issues that 

                                                 
99 Eberly positions her own study of literary public spheres that arise out of public (not formal or literary) 
discourses surrounding controversial texts as a “rhetorical alternative” to what she describes as Earl 
Shorris’s call for a “return to a great books pedagogy” (31). 
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impinge directly on students’ lives, using literary, historical, and artistic lenses to 

examine a problem identified by students.  And I wonder, since so many of our students 

embarked on the course with a particular life goal in mind—to get into college, or to 

become a ________ (social worker, graphic designer, teacher, etc.)—what it would look  

like to more actively acknowledge and incorporate the intelligences at work in those 

discursive spheres into the class itself.  

These suggestions are tentative, broad, and deeply unsatisfying in part because 

my intention here is not to propose a redesigned course.  Adopting a social view of 

literacy might achieve the same goals I held for the Free Minds Project—that students 

would be turned on to thinking and learning by being invited into a rigorous intellectual 

community—and it might also help students to make more concrete connections between 

the program and their own aspirations for what is next in their lives than did our original 

program.  Taking such an approach would, I think, likely lead to an enlarged 

understanding of the categories “functional” and “critical” literacy.  

But re-imagining the class also raises crucial and troubling questions about what 

is potentially lost in efforts to merge the functional and critical, the academic and the 

vocational.  Making education “relevant” is exactly what most educational programs that 

serve “the disenfranchised” attempt to do—and this easily leads to narrow approaches 

that seek to funnel students into particular jobs.  I don’t endorse that commercial model 

of education, especially not when it is the only viable option presented to whole groups of 

people.  In contexts where options for continuing education are consistently and 

dramatically limited to programs that emphasize a limited notion of workforce 

development—and in the United States in 2008 we inhabit such a context—providing 

access to a liberal arts education is a radical and important act.  This is especially true 

when “access” is taken seriously, and the program actively helps students whose lives are 
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oriented around material survival surmount the obstacles that would usually make an 

experience devoted to “just thinking” impossible, by bringing the class to students in their 

neighborhood, by providing child care and free books, perhaps even by helping students 

pay rent and meet other necessary expenses while in the class so they can experience the 

focus afforded the most privileged full-time students at elite institutions.  

This dissertation is not a condemnation of models for literacy education that 

prefer critical or advanced literacies above the functional.  I am also not convinced that 

programs that prioritize functional literacies instead are necessarily deficient.  There are 

good models and bad models of every kind of literacy education.  The real problem, I 

think, lies in thinking and acting as though “critical” and “functional” pedagogies are our 

only (separable, opposable) options, and that each will lead to a predictable outcome for 

our students.  Examples of the consequences of such thinking are everywhere.  If the goal 

is workfare, and the student’s needs immediate, then it is basic literacy and the ability to 

navigate specific literacy systems that will lead to improved economic and social 

standing, and not critical thought, nuanced writing, etc.  “Functional” skills become 

primary, “critical” skills become luxuries, and we end up with policies like the current 

iteration of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, which 

acknowledges that baccalaureate degree programs are potentially as valuable to 

individuals and families on welfare as vocational training, but makes it virtually 

impossible for students who want to make the most of their TANF funds to actually make 

such a choice; one year of supported education can earn you a certificate with which you 

might be more likely to get a job, but it will almost certainly not get you a B.A. degree.  

As long as our landscape of options continues to be structured along such 

polarizing lines, I don’t actually think we can avoid privileging lenses.  The pressures on 

literacy programs to define and defend their place on the literacy spectrum are enormous, 
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as I learned early in the process of fundraising for the Free Minds Project.  Potential 

funders loved the program’s unique approach—that it posed an alternative to basic adult 

education options—but wanted to know whether and how our curriculum would help 

students get better jobs and/or get into college.  I learned to adopt such language, 

describing the course’s emphasis on verbal and written communication skills and the 

transferability of those skills to multiple kinds of jobs, but this was essentially the use of 

a functional literacy framework to justify a critical literacy program.  As I’ve already 

described, our program itself did not integrate what community college professor M. 

Garrett Bauman referred to as “jobs and ideas”—something I secretly, when not in 

development meetings, saw as its strength.   

Ultimately, I do want us to create options both outside the university and within it 

that actively and not only rhetorically merge professionalization and liberal education.  I 

hope we can discover ways in which functional skills can be exercised without critical 

skills becoming a luxury, and ways in which critical approaches can be highlighted 

without functional approaches being denigrated.  But first, we need to get our stories 

straight.  And this begins by acknowledging, as I have done in this dissertation, 

disciplinary histories that demonstrate the deep implication of one model in the other. 

What this dissertation urges us to do is to recognize which literacy lenses we 

privilege and which we leave out, why, and to what effect on our students, our programs, 

and our institutions.  Any kind of literacy education we sponsor contains; it does not just 

liberate.  We need to stop assuming that the literacies and pedagogies we choose will 

have certain desirable and predictable effects on our students because beneath this 

assumption are troubling beliefs in uplift and empowerment.  Whatever modes we choose 

as literacy educators, we need, to adapt Joli Jensen’s powerful argument about art once 
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more, “to stop identifying demons and saviors, and get out of the business of trying to 

save whole groups of people via the elixir” of our kind of literacy education (206).  

It is my hope that readers of this dissertation will find it harder to naturalize a 

particular form of literacy as “the best” or “the best for all” by narrating it as liberating as 

opposed to oppressive.  I hope that we will, instead, whether in our histories, our 

classrooms, our literacy initiatives, or our policies that affect and restrict access to 

various kinds of education, interrogate our desire to sponsor some forms of literacy 

education above all others. 
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