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A short Introduction to Teaching Reading ~ by Joanne Madgwick 
 
As our six-year-old came and asked me to teach her to read I did at first panic - 
forgetting that I'd already taught another five children to read - besides all those in 
the classrooms I taught so many years ago.  
 
I think the reason for my panic being that i know that this little person learns 
differently.   That the way we all learnt to read at school is not going to work for her - 
I know I need to do something different. 
 
With her now biting at my heels everyday asking me when will she learn to read I 
realised there is no turning back - now is the time to take this by the horns. 
 
It was only after I had taught my twins to read 6 years ago that I really understood 
how Charlotte Mason taught children to read. It was therefore my plan with this little 
person to jump in both feet and teach her to read the Charlotte Mason way. Had 
already read up on it and prepped myself for this about 2 years ago. Now that the 
day had arrived I had suddenly forgotten everything that I had read. I spent the next 
two evenings watching every YouTube video and listening to every podcast I could 
on Charlotte Mason method of teaching Reading.  
 
In the end however I went back to her own personal writings and there I have found 
the most clear explanation of how to teach a little person to read. So as we embark 
on this journey I'd like to ask and invite all of you to come along with me.  
 
Below I have a copy of Charlotte Mason's original writings at the top of each chapter 
there's a link to LibriVox where there is an audio recording so if you find it easier to 
listen to her writings than to actually read them yourself. Or if you'd like to follow 
along with the text while someone else is reading it, there is that option too.  
 
It's my hope that at the end of each chapter to I am able add a little YouTube video 
or some resources that we are using to give you a clearer picture of how you can 
apply this to teaching your own child. 
 
 I would however suggest that before you jump into teach your child that you take 
few hours to familiarise yourself with the whole process of teaching your child to read 
the Charlotte Mason way. This would simply involve reading or listening through the 
texts below and maybe choosing to watch a few of the little inserted videos. 
 
 
In the first section she speaks about teaching your children their letters.  This can be 
done from the time a child is learning to speak.  Charlotte  Mason  speaks about 
having a box of Ivory letters, these and others could include fridge magnets or little 
wooden letters that you purchased with all the capitals and small letters.  I found that 
as my children were learning to speak words such as chair and cupboard and fridge 
and how to pronounce all these new words, they would pick up one of the little letters 
out their box or off the fridge and they would say to me "and that?" and I could then 
tell them it's an A or B.  Right here at age 2 through observation and play they begin 
to recognise their letters. If they have a letter b for example and hold it upside down 



I'd pick it up and I'll put it it the correct way up and say "b,b, book". If they turn it 
upside down I'd turn it the right way up again and say b,b,b.  They are then able to 
recognise letters in shops and on boxes and everywhere around. You can point out 
letters everywhere. Another fun game to play is to have a letter book where you cut 
pictures out of magazines or they draw pictures or you can draw a picture for them 
on each page that represents different letters.  So the first page can be for the letter 
A and you put an apple and a picture of an arrow or anything they find that starts 
with that letter. This becomes their own personalized alphabet ABC book.  I will also 
sometimes tell a child that as their name might be Kate but they don't walk around 
saying Kate Kate Kate all day instead they make different sounds..... the same goes 
for letters and sounds. As we might have a letter whose name is A-y but they make 
the sound ă. This is a gentle way to introduce a child to the difference between the 
letter names and their sounds. Once we get onto Pinterest or anywhere else online 
there are hundreds of ideas of different games and activities that we can do to teach 
children the letters. This can be such fun for Mum and Charlotte Mason 
acknowledges that mums want to jump in and teach their children to read and to 
learn their letters. Yet once we make it into a lesson it's no longer enjoyable and no 
longer a game.  So if any of these activities and ideas grab your attention go for it but 
keep it as a game when a child is  tired and want to move on to something else let 
them move on.  So let them use sand and clay and write the letters on the chalk 
walkways its all a game at this stage. Until the age of six we are to just keep this all 
as a fun, incidental game. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

IV.––Reading (audio version) 
Volume 1 page 200 – 207 

 
Time of Teaching to Read, an Open Question.––Reading presents itself first amongst the 

lessons to be used as instruments of education, although it is open to discussion whether the 

child should acquire the art unconsciously, from his infancy upwards, or whether the effort 

should be deferred until he is, say, six or seven, and then made with vigour. In a valuable 

letter, addressed to her son John, we have the way of teaching to read adopted by that pattern 

mother, the mother of the Wesleys:–– 

 

Mrs Wesley's Plan.––"None of them was taught to read till five years old, except Kezzy, in 

whose case I was overruled; and she was more years in learning than any of the rest had been 

months. The way of teaching was this: the day before a child began to learn, the house was 

set in order, every one's work appointed them, and a charge given that no one should come 

into the room from nine to twelve, or from two to five, which were our school hours. One day 

was allowed the child wherein to learn its letters, and each of them did in that time know all 

its letters, great and small, except Molly and Nancy, who were a day and a half before they 

knew them perfectly, for which I thought them then very dull; but the reason I thought them 

so was because the rest learned them so readily; and your brother Samuel, who was the first 

child I ever taught, learned the alphabet in a few hours. He was five years old the tenth of 

February; the next day we began to learn, and as soon as he knew the letters, began at the first 

chapter of Genesis. He was taught to spell the first verse, then to read it over and over until he 

could read it off-hand without hesitation; so on, to the second verse, etc., till he took ten 

verses for a lesson, which he quickly did. Easter fell low that year, and by Whitsuntide he 

could read a chapter very well; for he read continually, and had such a prodigious memory, 

that I cannot remember to have told him the same word twice. What was yet stranger, any 

word he had learnt in his lesson he knew wherever he saw it, either in his Bible or any other 

book, by which means he learned very soon to read an English author well 

It is much to be wished that thoughtful mothers would more often keep account of the 

methods they employ with their children, with some definite note of the success of this or that 

plan. 

Many persons consider that to learn to read a language so full of anomalies and difficulties as 

our own is a task which should not be imposed too soon on the childish mind. But, as a 

matter of fact, few of us can recollect how or when we learned to read: for all we know, it 

came by nature, like the art of running; and not only so, but often mothers of the educated 

classes do not know how their children learned to read. 'Oh, he taught himself,' is all the 

account his mother can give of little Dick's proficiency. Whereby it is plain, that this notion 

of the extreme difficulty of learning to read is begotten by the elders rather than by the 

children. There would be no little books entitled Reading Without Tears, if tears were not 

sometimes shed over the reading lesson; but, really, when that is the case, the fault rests with 

the teacher. 

 

The Alphabet.––As for his letters, the child usually teaches himself. He has his box of ivory 

letters and picks out p for pudding, b for blackbird, h for horse, big and little, and knows them 

both. But the learning of the alphabet should be made a means of cultivating the child's 

observation: he should be made to see what he looks at. Make big B in the air, and let him 

name it; then let him make round O, and crooked S, and T for Tommy, and you name the 

letters as the little finger forms them with unsteady strokes in the air. To make the small 

https://ia801300.us.archive.org/14/items/home_education_vol_i_1710_librivox/cmvolume1_46_mason_128kb.mp3


letters thus from memory is a work of more art, and requires more careful observation on the 

child's part. A tray of sand is useful at this stage. The child draws his finger boldly through 

the sand, and then puts a back to his D; and behold, his first essay in making a straight line 

and a curve. But the devices for making the learning of the 'A B C' interesting are endless. 

There is no occasion to hurry the child: let him learn one form at a time, and know it so well 

that he can pick out the d's, say, big and little, in a page of large print. Let him say d for duck, 

dog, doll, thus: d-uck, d-og, prolonging the sound of the initial consonant, and at last 

sounding d alone, not dee, but d', the mere sound of the consonant separated as far as possible 

from the following vowel. 

Let the child alone, and he will learn the alphabet for himself: but few mothers can resist the 

pleasure of teaching it; and there is no reason why they should, for this kind of learning is no 

more than play to the child, and if the alphabet 

be taught to the little student, his appreciation 

of both form and sound will be cultivated. 

When should he begin? Whenever his box of 

letters begins to interest him. The baby of two 

will often be able to name half a dozen letters; 

and there is nothing against it so long as the 

finding and naming of letters is a game to him. 

But he must not be urged, required to show 

off, teased to find letters when his heart is set 

on other play. 

 

My Notes: 
In the first section she speaks about teaching your children their letters.  This can be done 
from the time a child is learning to speak.  Charlotte  Mason  speaks about having a box of 
Ivory letters, these and others could include fridge magnets or little wooden letters that you 
purchased with all the capitals and small letters.  I found that as my children were learning to 
speak words such as chair and cupboard and fridge and how to pronounce all these new 
words, they would pick up one of the little letters out their box or off the fridge and they would 
say to me "and that?" and I could then tell them it's an A or B.  Right here at age 2 through 
observation and play they begin to recognise their letters. If they have a letter b for example 
and hold it upside down I'd pick it up and I'll put it it the correct way up and say "b,b, book". If 
they turn it upside down I'd turn it the right way up again and say b,b,b.  They are then able 
to recognise letters in shops and on boxes and everywhere around. You can point out letters 
everywhere. Another fun game to play is to have a letter book where you cut pictures out of 
magazines or they draw pictures or you can draw a picture for them on each page that 
represents different letters.  So the first page can be for the letter A and you put an apple 
and a picture of an arrow or anything they find that starts with that letter. This becomes their 
own personalized alphabet ABC book.  I will also sometimes tell a child that as their name 
might be Kate but they don't walk around saying Kate Kate Kate all day instead they make 
different sounds..... the same goes for letters and sounds. As we might have a letter whose 
name is A-y but they make the sound ă. This is a gentle way to introduce a child to the 
difference between the letter names and their sounds. Once we get onto Pinterest or 
anywhere else online there are hundreds of ideas of different games and activities that we 
can do to teach children the letters. This can be such fun for Mum and Charlotte Mason 
acknowledges that mums want to jump in and teach their children to read and to learn their 
letters. Yet once we make it into a lesson it's no longer enjoyable and no longer a game.  So 
if any of these activities and ideas grab your attention go for it but keep it as a game when a 
child is  tired and want to move on to something else let them move on.  So let them use 
sand and clay and write the letters on the chalk walkways its all a game at this stage. Until 
the age of six we are to just keep this all as a fun, incidental game. 



 

Word-making. The first exercises in the making of words will be just as 

pleasant to the child. Exercises treated as a game, which yet teach the powers 

of the letters, will be better to begin with than actual sentences. Take up two of 

his letters and make the syllable 'at': tell him it is the word we use when we say 

'at home,' 'at school.' Then put b to 'at'––bat; c to 'at'––

cat; fat, hat, mat, sat, rat, and so on. First, let the child say what the word 

becomes with each initial consonant to 'at,' in order to make hat, pat, cat. Let 

the syllables all be actual words which he knows. Set the words in a row, and 

let him read them off. Do this with the short vowel sounds in combination with 

each of the consonants, and the child will learn to read off dozens of words of 

three letters, and will master the short-vowel sounds with initial and final consonants without 

effort. Before long he will do the lesson for himself. 'How many words can you make with 

"en" and another letter, with "od" and another letter?' etc. Do not hurry him.  
 

 

My Notes: 

Still before 6 - once the letters are learnt -  and sometimes I'll start this next stage 
even before all the letters are known.... as when they require a letter they are 
suddenly able to look at the few infront of them and they are able to learn it then and 
there....we can begin word games. These word building games such as Charlotte 
Mason suggests showing a child  the word "at" and we tell them that this is the word 
"at" and then if we add a C in the front to make it cat and then ask if they can change 
"cat" to "mat" this is really just remain a light-hearted time tigether till the  next game 
comes out or you need to go hang up the washing or whatever the next activity 
is.  This is still not a lesson it is simply time spent with your child and enjoying the 
written and read word. Whilst playing with their box of letters. 
 

 

 

Word-making with Long Vowels, etc.––When this sort of exercise becomes so easy that it 

is no longer interesting, let the long sounds of the vowels be learnt in the same way: use the 

same syllables as before with a final e; thus 'at' becomes 'ate,' and we get late, pate, rate, etc. 

The child may be told that a in 'rate' is long a; a in 'rat' is short a. He will make the new sets 

of words with much facility, helped by the experience he gained in the former lessons. 

Then the same sort of thing with final 'ng'––'ing,' 'ang,' 'ong,' 'ung'; as in ring, fang, long, 

sung: initial 'th,' as then, that: final 'th,' as with, pith, hath, lath, and so on, through endless 

combinations which will suggest themselves. This is not reading, but it preparing the ground 

for reading; words will be no longer unfamiliar, perplexing objects, when the child meets 

with them in a line of print. Require him to pronounce the words he makes with such finish 

and distinctness that he can himself hear and count the sounds in given way. 

 

Early Spelling.––Accustom him from the first to shut his eyes and spell the word he has 

made. This is important. Reading is not spelling, nor is it necessary to spell in order to read 

well; but the good speller is the child whose eye is quick enough to take in the letters which 

compose it, in the act of reading off a word, and this is a habit to be acquired from the 

first: accustom him to see the letters in the word, and he will do without effort. 

If words were always made on a given pattern in English, if the same letter always 

represented the same sounds, learning to read would be an easy matter; for the child would 

soon acquire the few elements of which all words would, in that case, be composed. But 

cat 

bat 

hat 

 



many of our English words are, each, a law unto itself: there is nothing for it, but the child 

must learn to know them at sight; he must recognise 'which,' precisely as he recognises 'B,' 

because he has seen it before, been made to look at it with interest, so that the pattern of the 

word is stamped upon his retentive brain. This process should go on side by side with the 

other––the learning of the powers of the letters; for the more variety you can throw into his 

reading lessons, the more will the child enjoy them. Lessons in word-making help him to take 

intelligent interest in words; but his progress in the art of reading depends chiefly on the 

'reading at sight' lessons. 

 

 

Reading at Sight.––The teacher must be content to proceed very slowly, securing the ground 

under her feet as she goes. Say–– 

 

     "Twinkle, twinkle, little star, 

     How I wonder what you are," 

 

is the first lesson; just those two lines. Read the passage for the child, very slowly, sweetly, 

with just expression, so that it is pleasant to him to listen. Point to each word as you read. 

Then point to 'twinkle,' 'wonder,' 'star,' 'what,'––and expect the child to pronounce each word 

in the verse taken promiscuously; then, when he shows that he knows each word by itself, 

and not before, let him read the two lines with clear enunciation and expression: insist from 

the first on clear, beautiful reading, and do not let the child fall into a dreary monotone, no 

more pleasant to himself than to his listener. Of course, by this time he is able to say the two 

lines; and let him say them clearly and beautifully. In his after lesson he will learn the rest of 

the little poem. 

 

The Reading of Prose.––At this stage, his reading lessons must advance so slowly that he 

may just as well learn his reading exercises, both prose and poetry, as recitation lessons. 

Little poems suitable to be learned in this way will suggest themselves at once; but perhaps 

prose is better, on the whole, as offering more of the words in everyday use, of Saxon origin, 

and of anomalous spelling. Short fables, and such graceful, simple prose as we have in Mrs 

Gatty's Parables from Nature and, still better, in Mrs Barbauld's prose poems, are very 

suitable. Even for their earliest reading lessons, it is unnecessary to put twaddle into the 

hands of children. 

 

But we have not yet finished the reading lesson on 'Twinkle, twinkle little star.' The child 

should hunt through two or three pages of good clear type for 'little,' 'star,' 'you,' 'are,' each of 

the words he has learned, until the word he knows looks out upon him like the face of a friend 

in a crowd of strangers, and he is able to pounce upon it anywhere. Lest he grow weary of the 

search, the teacher should guide him, unawares, to the line or paragraph where the word he 

wants occurs. Already the child has accumulated a little capital; he knows eight or ten words 

so well that he will recognise them anywhere, and the lesson has 

occupied probably ten minutes. 

The next 'reading at sight' lesson will begin with a hunt for the 

familiar words, and then–– 

     "Up above the world so high, 

     Like a diamond in the sky," 

should be gone through in the same way. As spelling is simply the 

art of seeing, seeing the letters in a word as we see the features of 

a face––say to the child, 'Can you spell sky?'––or any of the 



shorter words. He is put on his mettle, and if he fails this time, be sure he will be able to spell 

the word when you ask him next; but do not let him learn to spell or even say the letters 

aloud with the word before him. 

As for understanding what they read, the children will be full of bright, intelligent remarks 

and questions, and will take this part of the lesson into their own hands; indeed, the teacher 

will have to be on her guard not to let them carry her away from the subject. 

 

Careful Pronunciation.––The little people will probably have to be pulled up on the score of 

pronunciation. They must render 'high,' 'sky,' 'like,' 'world,' with delicate precision; 'diamond,' 

they will no doubt wish to hurry over, and say as 'di'mond,' just as they will reduce 'history' to 

'hist'ry.' But here is another advantage of slow and steady progress––the saying of each word 

receives due attention, and the child is trained in the habit of careful enunciation. Every day 

increases the number of words he is able to read at sight, and the more words he knows 

already, the longer his reading lesson becomes in order to afford the ten or dozen new words 

which he should master every day. 

 

A Year's Work.––'But what a snail's progress!' you are inclined to say. Not so slow, after all: 

a child will thus learn, without appreciable labour, from two to three thousand words in the 

course of a year; in other words, he will learn to read, for the mastery of this number of 

words will carry him with comfort through most of the books that fall in his way. 

 

Ordinary Method.––Now, compare the steady progress and constant 

interest and liveliness of such lessons with the deadly weariness of the 

ordinary reading lesson. The child blunders through a page or two in a 

dreary monotone without expression, with imperfect enunciation. He 

comes to a word he does not know, and he spells it; that throws no light 

on the subject, and he is told the word: he repeats it, but as he has made 

no mental effort to secure the word, the next time he meets with it the 

same process is gone through. The reading lesson for that day comes to 

an end. The pupil has been miserably bored, and has not acquired one 

new word. Eventually, he learns to read, somehow, by mere dint of repetition; but consider 

what an abuse of his intelligence is a system of teaching which makes him undergo daily 

labour with little or no result, and gives him a distaste for books before he has learned to use 

them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



V.––The First Reading Lesson ~ (online audio link) 
Vol 1 page 208 – 214  

Mothers chatting over tea….. 

"You don't mean to say you would go plump into words of three or four syllables before a 

child knows his letters?" 

"It is possible to read words without knowing the alphabet, as you know a face without 

singling out its features; but we learn not only the names but the sounds of the letters before 

we begin to read words." 

"Our children learn their letters without any teaching. We always keep by us a shallow table 

drawer, the bottom covered half an inch deep with sand. Before they are two, the babies make 

round O and crooked S, and T for Tommy, and so on, with dumpy, uncertain little fingers. 

The elder children teach the little ones by way of a game." 

"The sand is capital! We have various devices, but none so good as that. Children love to be 

doing. The funny, shaky lines the little finger makes in the sand will be ten times as 

interesting as the shapes the eye sees." 

"But the reading! I can't get over three syllables in the first lesson. Why, it's like teaching a 

twelve-months old child to waltz." 

"You say that because we forget that a group of letters is no more than the sign of a word, 

while a word is only the vocal sign of a thing or an act. This is how the child learns. First, he 

gets the notion of the table; he sees several tables; he finds they have legs, by which you can 

scramble up; very often covers which you may pull off; and on them many things lie, good 

https://ia801300.us.archive.org/14/items/home_education_vol_i_1710_librivox/cmvolume1_47_mason_128kb.mp3


and pleasant for a baby to enjoy; sometimes, too, you can pull these things off the table, and 

they go down with a bang, which is nice. The grown-up people call this pleasant thing, full of 

many interests, 'table,' and, by-and-by, baby says 'table' too; and the word 'table' comes to 

mean, in a vague way, all this to him. 'Around table,' 'on the table,' and so on, form part of the 

idea of 'table' to him. In the same way baby chimes in when his mother sings. She says, 

'Baby, sing,' and, by-and-by, notions of 'sing,' 'kiss,' 'love,' dawn on his brain." 

"Yes, the darlings! and it's surprising how many words a child knows even before he can 

speak them; 'pussy,' 'dolly,' 'carriage,' soon convey interesting ideas to him." 

"That's just it. Interest the child in the thing, and he soon learns the sound-sign for it––that is, 

its name. Now, I maintain that, when he is a little older, he should learn the form-sign––that 

is, the printed word––on the same principle. It is far easier for a child to read plum-pudding 

than to read 'to, to,' because 'plum-pudding' conveys a far more interesting idea." 

"That may be, but when he gets into words of three or four syllables; but what would you do 

while he's in words of one syllable––indeed, of two or three letters?" 

"I should never put him into words of one syllable at all. The bigger the word, the more 

striking the look of it, and, therefore, the easier it is to read, provided always that the idea it 

conveys is interesting to a child. It is sad to see an intelligent child toiling over a reading 

lesson infinitely below his capacity––ath, eth, ith, oth, uth––or, at the very best, 'The cat sat 

on the mat.' How should we like to begin to read German, for example, by toiling over all 

conceivable combinations of letters, arranged on no principle but similarity of sound; or, 

worse still, that our readings should be graduated according to the number of letters each 

word contains? We should be lost in a hopeless fog before a page of words of three letters all 

drearily like one another, with no distinctive features for the eye to seize upon; but the child? 

'oh, well––children are different; no doubt it is good for the child to grind in this mill!' But 

this is only one of many ways in which children are needlessly and cruelly oppressed!" 

"You are taking high moral ground! All the same, I don't think I am convinced. It is far easier 

for a child to spell cat, cat, than to spell plum-pudding, plum-pudding." 

"But spelling and reading are two things. You must learn to spell in order to write words, not 

to read them. A child is droning over a reading-lesson, spells c o u g h; you say 'cough,' and 

she repeats. By dint of repetition, she learns at last to associate the look of the word with the 

sound, and says 'cough' without spelling it; and you think she has arrived at 'cough' through c 

o u g h. Not a bit of it; c o f spells cough!" 

"Yes; but 'cough' has a silent u, and a gh with the sound of f. There, I grant, is a great 

difficulty. If only there were no silent letters, and if all letters had always the same sound, we 

should, indeed, have reading made easy. The phonetic people have something to say for 

themselves." 

"You would agree with the writer of an article in a number of a leading review: 'Plough ought 

to be written and printed plow; through, thru; enough, enuf; ought, aut or ort'; and so on. All 

this goes on the mistaken idea that in reading we look at the letters which compose a word, 

think of their sounds, combine these, and form the word. We do nothing of the kind; we 

accept a word, written or printed, simply as the symbol of a word we are accustomed to say. 

If the word is new to us we may try to make something of the letters, but we know so well 



that this is a shot in the dark, that we are careful not to say the new word until we have heard 

someone else say it." 

"Yes, but children are different." 

"Children are the same, 'only more so.' We could, if we liked, break up a word into its 

sounds, or put certain sounds together to make a word. But these are efforts beyond the range 

of children. First, as last, they learn to know a word by the look of it, and the more striking it 

looks the easier it is to recognise; provided always that the printed word is one which they 

already know very well by sound and by sense." 

"It is not clear yet; suppose you tell me, step by step, how you would give your first reading 

lesson. An illustration helps so much." 

"Very well: Bobbie had his first lesson yesterday––on his sixth birthday. The lesson was part 

of the celebration. By the way, I think it's rather a good idea to begin a new study with a child 

on his birthday, or some great day; he begins by thinking the new study a privilege." 

"That is a hit. But go on; did Bobbie know his letters?" 

"Yes, he had picked them up, as you say; but I had been careful not to allow any small 

readings. You know how Susanna Wesley used to retire to her room with the child who was 

to have his first reading-lesson, and not to appear again for some hours, when the boy came 

out able to read a good part of the first chapter of Genesis? Well, Bobbie's first reading-lesson 

was a solemn occasion, too, for which we had been preparing for a week or two. First, I 

bought a dozen penny copies of the 'History of Cock Robin'––good bold type, bad pictures, 

that we cut out. 

Then we had a nursery pasting day––pasting the sheets on common drawing-paper, six one 

side down, and six the other; so that now we had six complete copies, and not twelve.  

Then we cut up the first page only, of all six copies, line by line, and word by word. We 

gathered up the words and put them in a box, and our preparations were complete. 

Now for the lesson. Bobbie and I are shut in by ourselves in the morning room. I always use a 

black-board in teaching the children. I write up, in good clear 'print' hand, 

          Cock Robin 

Bobbie watches with more interest because he knows his letters. I say, pointing to the word, 

'cock robin,' which he repeats. 

"Then the words in the box are scattered on the table, and he finds half a dozen 'cock robins' 

with great ease. 

We do the same thing with 'sparrow,' 'arrow,' 'said,' 'killed,' 'who,' and so on, till all the words 

in the verse have been learned. The words on the black-board grow into a column, which Bob 

reads backwards and forwards, and every way, except as the words run in the verse. 

Then Bobbie arranges the loose words into columns like that on the board. 

Then into columns of his own devising, which he reads off. 



Lastly, culminating joy (the whole lesson has been a delight!), he finds among the loose 

words, at my dictation, 

     'Who killed Cock Robin 

     I said the sparrow 

     With my bow and arrow 

     I killed Cock Robin,' 

Arranging the words in verse form. 

Then I had still one unmutilated copy, out of which Bob had the pleasure of reading the 

verse, and he read it forwards and backwards. So long as he lives he will know those twelve 

words." 

"No doubt it was a pleasant lesson; but, think of all the pasting and cutting!" 

"Yes, that is troublesome. I wish some publisher would provide us with what we want––

nursery rhymes, in good bold type, with boxes of loose words to match, a separate box, or 

division, for each page, so that the child may not be confused by having too many words to 

hunt amongst. The point is that he should see, and look at, the new word many times, so that 

its shape becomes impressed upon his brain." 

"I see; but he is only able to read 'Cock Robin'; he has no general power of reading." 

"On the contrary, he will read those twelve words wherever he meets with them. Suppose he 

learns ten words a day, in half a year he will have at least six hundred words; he will know 

how to read a little." 

"Excellent, supposing your children remember all they learn. At the end of a week, mine 

would remember 'Cock Robin,' perhaps, but it the rest would be gone!" 

"Oh, but we keep what we get! When we have mastered the words of the second verse, Bob 

runs through the first in the book, naming words here and there as I point to them. It takes 

less than a minute, and the ground is secured." 

"The first lesson must have been long?" 

"I'm sorry to say it lasted half an hour. The child's interest tempted me to do more than I 

should." 

"It all sounds very attractive––a sort of game––but 

I cannot be satisfied that a child should learn to read without knowing the powers of the 

letters. You constantly see a child spell a word over to himself, and then pronounce it; the 

more so, if he has been carefully taught the sounds of the letters––not merely their names." 

"Naturally; for though many of our English words are each a law unto itself, others offer a 

key to a whole group, as arrow gives us sp arrow, m arrow, h arrow; but we have alternate 

days––one for reading, the other for word-building––and that is one way to secure variety, 

and, so, the joyous interest which is the real secret of success." 

 



VI––Reading By Sight And Sound ~ (online audio link) 
Vol 1 page 215 - 221 

 
Learning to read is Hard Work.––Probably that vague whole which we call 'Education' 

offers no more difficult and repellent task than that to which every little child is (or ought to 

be) set down––the task of learning to read. We realise the labour of it when some grown man 

makes a heroic effort to remedy shameful ignorance, but we forget how contrary to Nature it 

is for a little child to occupy himself with dreary hieroglyphics––all so dreadfully alike!––

when the world is teeming with interesting objects which he is agog to know. But we cannot 

excuse our volatile Tommy, nor is it good for him that we should. It is quite necessary he 

should know how to read; and not only so––the discipline of the task is altogether wholesome 

for the little man. At the same time, let us recognise that learning to read is to many children 

hard work, and let us do what we can to make the task easy and inviting. 

 

Knowledge of Arbitrary Symbols––In the first place, let us bear in mind that reading is not 

a science nor an art. Even if it were, the children must still be the first consideration with the 

educator; but it is not. Learning to read is no more than picking up, how we can, a knowledge 

of certain arbitrary symbols for objects and ideas. There are absolutely no right and necessary 

'steps' to reading, each of which leads to the next; there is no true beginning, middle, or end. 

For the arbitrary symbols we must know in order to read are not letters, but words. By way of 

illustration, consider the delicate differences of sound represented by the letter 'o' in the last 

sentence; to analyse and classify the sounds of 'o' in 'for,' 'symbols,' 'know,' 'order,' 'to,' 'not,' 

and 'words,' is a curious, not especially useful, study for a philologist, but a laborious and 

inappropriate one for a child. It is time we faced the fact that the letters which compose an 

English word are full of philological interest, and that their study will be a valuable part of 

education by-and-by; but meantime, sound and letter-sign are so loosely wedded in English, 

that to base the teaching of reading on the sounds of the letters only, is to lay up for the child 

much analytic labour, much mental confusion, due to the irregularities of the language; and 

some little moral strain in making the sound of a letter in a given word fall under any of the 

'sounds' he has been taught. 

Definitely, what is it we propose in teaching a child to read? (a) that he shall know at sight, 

say, some thousand words; (b) That he shall be able to build up new words with the elements 

of these. Let him learn ten new words a day, and in twenty weeks he will be to some extent 

able to read, without any question as to the number of letters in a word. For the second, and 

less important, part of our task, the child must know the sounds of the letters, and acquire 

power to throw given sounds into new combinations. 

What we want is a bridge between the child's natural interests and those arbitrary symbols 

with which he must become acquainted, and which, as we have seen, are words, and not 

letters.  
 

These Symbols should be Interesting.––The child cares for things, not words; his analytic 

power is very small, his observing faculty is exceedingly quick and keen; nothing is too small 

for him; he will spy out the eye of a fly; nothing is too intricate, he delights in puzzles. But 

the thing he learns to know by looking at it, is a thing which interests him. Here we have the 

key to reading. No meaningless combinations of letters, no cla, cle, cli, clo, clu, no ath, eth, 

ith, oth, uth, should be presented to him. The child should be taught from the first to regard 

the printed word as he already regards the spoken word, as the symbol of fact or idea of full 

of interest. How easy to read 'robin redbreast,' 'buttercups and daisies'; the number of letters 

in the words is no matter; the words themselves convey such interesting ideas that the general 
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form and look of them fixes itself on the child's brain by the same law of association of ideas 

which makes it easy to couple the objects with their spoken names. Having got a word fixed 

on the sure peg of the idea it conveys, the child will use his knowledge of the sounds of the 

letters to make up other words containing the same elements with great interest. When he 

knows 'butter' he is quite ready to make 'mutter' by changing the b for an m. 

 

Tommy's First Lesson––But example is better than precept, and more convincing than the 

soundest reasoning. This is the sort of reading lesson we have in view. Tommy knows his 

letters by name and sound, but he knows no more. To-day he is to be launched into the very 

middle of reading, without any 'steps' at all, because reading is neither an art nor a science, 

and has, probably, no beginning. Tommy is to learn to read to-day–– 

     "I like little pussy, 

     Her coat is so warm"–– 

And he is to know those nine words so well that he will be able to read them wherever they 

may occur henceforth and for evermore. 

"Oh, yes," says a reader, "as in the 'Cock Robin' lesson; grant that the principle is sound––and 

there is much to be said on both sides of that question––but grant it, who in the world could 

get through all the pasting and cutting and general messing preparatory to the great lesson? 

No; the method of the books may be only second-best, but ready-made books must do for me. 

I have no time to make my own apparatus." 

I must own that the cutting and pasting was very clumsy, but the lesson served its purpose 

because it induced a good friend to education [Miss Miller, founder of a Training College at 

Oxford] to have a delightful 'Little Pussy' box prepared for us, loose words, nice big type, two 

lines in a bag. Whoso learns 'Little Pussy' as it should be learned will know at least one 

hundred words––not a bad stock-in-trade for a beginner––all of them good useful words that 

we want every day. There is one objection; such contractions as 'I'll' are ugly at the best, and I 

hope that in the word-lessons based upon 'Little Pussy,' pieces will be chosen in which this 

fault is avoided. 

 

Steps.––And now, we begin. Material: Tommy's box of loose letters, the new 'Little Pussy' 

box, pencil and paper, or much better, blackboard and chalk. We write up in good big print 

hand 'Pussy.' Tommy watches with interest: he knows the letters, and probably says them as 

we write. Besides, he is prepared for the great event of his life; he knows he is going to begin 

to learn to read to-day. But we do not ask anything yet of his previous knowledge. We simply 

tell him that the word is 'pussy.' Interest at once; he knows the thing, pussy, and the written 

symbol is pleasant in his eyes because it is associated with an existing idea in his mind. He is 

told to look at the word 'pussy' until he is sure he would know it again. Then he makes 'pussy' 

from memory with his own loose letters. Then the little bag containing our two lines in loose 

words is turned out, and he finds the word 

'pussy'; and, lastly, the little sheet with the 

poem printed on it is shown to him, and he 

finds 'pussy,' but is not allowed yet to find out 

the run of the rhyme. 'Coat, little, like, is, her, 

warm, I, so,' are taught in the same way, in less 

time than it takes to describe the lesson. When 

each new word is learned, Tommy makes a 

column of the old ones, and reads up and down 

and cris-cras, the column on the blackboard. 

 

 



Lesson Summary – By Joanne Madgwick 

1. Read through words already known on word cards 

2. Show child a new word 

3. Ask them to close their eyes and see it in their mind  

4. Using their letter tiles they must build it from memory (if they get stuck let them look 

at the word – we don’t want to imprint an incorrect word) 

5. They write the word on their chalk board or in the air – from memory (again look if 

they get stuck) 

6. You (or they) write it into their word book 

7. Ask them to find the new word amongst other word cards 

8. Repeat for each new word – up to 10 words in the 10 minute lesson 

9. Read the word list top to bottom and bottom to top 

10. Read the lines in the poem 

 

 

Reading Sentences––He knows words now, but he cannot yet read sentences. Now for the 

delight of reading. He finds at our dictation, amongst his loose words, 'pussy––is––warm,' 

places them in 'reading' order, one after the other, and then reads off the sentence. Joy, as of 

one who has found a new planet! And Tommy has indeed found a new poet. Then, 'her-little-

coat-is-warm,' 'Pussy-is-so-little,' 'I-like-pussy,' 'Pussy-is-little-like-her-coat,' and so on 

through a dozen more little arrangements. If the rhyme can be kept a secret till the whole is 

worked out, so much the better. To make the verses up with his own loose words will give 

Tommy such a delicious sense that knowledge is power, as few occasions in after life will 

afford. Anyway, reading is to him a delight henceforth, and it will require very bad 

management indeed to make him hate it. 

 

 

Tommy's Second Lesson.––Tommy promises himself another reading lesson next day, but 

he has instead a spelling lesson, conducted somewhat in this way: 

He makes the word 'coat' with his letters, from memory if he can; if not, with the pattern 

word. Say 'coat' slowly; give the sound of the c. 'Take away c, and what have we left?' A little 

help will get 'oat' from him. How would you make 'boat' (say the word very slowly, bringing 

out the sound of b). He knows the sounds of the letters, and says b-oat readily; fl-oat, two 

added sounds, which you lead him to find out; g-oat, he will give you the g, and find goat a 

charming new word to know; m-oat, he easily decides on the sound of m; a little talk 

about moat; the other words are too familiar to need explanation. Tommy will, no doubt, 

offer 'note' and we must make a clean breast of it and say, 'No, note is spelt with other letters'; 

but what other letters we do not tell him now. Thus he comes to learn incidentally and very 

gradually that different groups of letters may stand for the same sounds. But we do not ask 

him to generalise; we only let him have the fact that n-oat does not spell the symbol we 

express by 'note.' 'Stoat'––he will be able to give the sounds of the initial letters, and stoat 

again calls for a little talk––another interesting word. He has made a group of words with his 

letters, and there they are on the black-board in a column, thus 

          c-oat 

          m-oat           

          g-oat 

          fl-oat 

          st-oat 

          b-oat 



He reads the column up and down and cris-cras; every word has a meaning and carries an 

idea. Then the loose words he knows are turned out, and we dictate new sentences, which he 

arranges: 'I-like-her-goat'; 'her-little-stoat-is-warm,' and so on, making the new words with 

loose letters. 

 

Unknown Words––Now for a new experience. We dictate 'pussy in the boat.' Consternation! 

Tommy does not know 'in' nor 'the.' 'Put counters for the words you don't know; they may 

soon come in our lessons,' and Tommy has a desire and a need––that is, an appetite for 

learning. 

 

Like Combinations have Different Sounds.––We deal with the remaining words in the 

same way––'little' gives brittle, tittle, skittle: pussy, is, I, and her, give no new words. 'Like' 

gives mike and pike. 'So' gives no, do (the musical 'do'), and lo! From 'warm' we get arm, 

harm, charm, barm, alarm; we pronounced warm as arm. Tommy perceives that such a 

pronunciation is wrong and vulgar, and sees that all these words are sounded like 'arm,' but 

not one of them like 'warm'––that is, he sees that the same group of letters need not always 

have the same sound. But we do not ask him to make a note of this new piece of knowledge; 

we let it grow into him gradually, after many experiences. 

By this time he has eighteen new words on the blackboard of which to make sentences with 

the nine loose words of 'pussy.' Her skittle is little, her charm is brittle, her arm is warm, and 

so on. But we take care that the sentences make sense. Her goat is brittle, is 'silly,' and not to 

be thought of at all. Tommy's new words are written in his 'note-book' in print hand, so that 

he can take stock of his possessions in the way of words. 

 

Moral Training in Reading Lessons––The next day we do the last two lines of the stanza, 

as at first. These lines afford hardly any material for a spelling lesson, so in our next lesson 

we go on with the second verse. But our stock of words is growing; we are able, as we go on, 

to make an almost unlimited number of little sentences. If we have to use counters now and 

then, why, that only whets our appetite for knowledge. By the time Tommy has worked 

'Little Pussy' through he has quite a large stock of words; has considerable power to attack 

new words with familiar combinations; what is more, he has achieved; he has courage to 

attack all 'learning,' and has a sense that delightful results are quite within reach. Moreover, 

he learns to read in a way that affords him some moral training. There is no stumbling, no 

hesitation from the first, but bright attention and perfect achievement. His reading lesson is a 

delight, of which he is deprived when he comes to his lesson in a lazy, drawling mood. 

Perfect enunciation and precision are insisted on, and when he comes to arrange the whole of 

the little rhyme in his loose words and read it off (most delightful of all the lessons) his 

reading must be a perfect and finished recitation. [Spirited nursery rhymes form the best 

material for such reading lessons. A 'Delightful Reading Box' has been issued on similar plan 

to the 'Pussy' Box, whose one fault is that the verses are a little dull. But this 'Box' should be 

of great use]. I believe that this is a practical common-sense way to teach reading in English. 

It may be profitable for the little German child to work 

through all possibly dreary combinations of letters 

before he is permitted to have any joy in 'reading,' 

because wherever these combinations occur they will 

have the sounds the child has learned laboriously. The 

fact that English is anomalous as regards the connection 

between sign and sound, happily exonerates us from 

enforcing this dreary grind. 

 



VII.––Recitation ~ (online audio link) 
Vol 1 page 223 - 227 

 
'The Children's Art' 
On this subject I cannot do better than refer the reader to Mr Arthur Burrell's Recitation. This 

book purports to be a handbook for teachers in elementary schools. I wish that it may be very 

largely used by such teachers, and may also become a family hand-book; though many of the 

lessons will not be called for in educated homes. There is hardly any 'subject' so educative 

and so elevating as that which Mr Burrell has happily described as 'The Children's Art.' All 

children have it in them to recite; it is an imprisoned gift waiting to be delivered, like Ariel 

from the pine. In this most thoughtful and methodical volume we are possessed of the fit 

incantations. Use them duly, and out of the woodenness of even the most commonplace child 

steps forth the child-artist, a delicate sprite, who shall make you laugh and make you weep. 

Did not the great Sir Walter "sway to and fro, sobbing his fill," to his little 'Pet's' speaking of–

– 

     "For I am sick, and capable of fears, 

     Oppressed with wrong, and therefore full of fears; 

     A widow, husbandless, subject to fears; 

     A woman, naturally born to fears"? 

 

Marjorie Fleming was, to be sure, a child-genius; but in this book we learn by what carefully 

graduated steps a child who is not a genius, is not even born of cultivated parents, may be 

taught the fine art of beautiful and perfect speaking; but that is only the first step in the 

acquisition of 'The Children's Art.' The child should speak beautiful thoughts so beautifully, 

with such delicate rendering of each nuance of meaning, that he becomes to the listener the 

interpreter of the author's thought. Now, consider what appreciation, sympathy, power of 

expression this implies, and you will grant that 'The Children's Art' is, as Steele said of the 

society of his wife, "a liberal education in itself." It is objected––'Children are such parrots! 

They say a thing as they hear it said; as for troubling themselves to 'appreciate' and 'interpret,' 

not a bit of it!" Most true of the 'My name is Norval' style of recitation; but throughout this 

volume the child is led to find the just expression of thought for himself; never is the poor 

teacher allowed to set a pattern––'say this as I say it.' The ideas are kept well within the 

child's range, and the expression is his own. He is caught with guile, his very naughtiness is 

pressed into service, he finds a dozen ways of saying 'I shan't,' is led cunningly up to the point 

of expressing himself, and––he does it, to his own surprise and delight. The pieces given here 

for recitation are a treasure-trove of new joys. 'Winken, Blinken, and Nod,' 'Miss Lilywhite's 

Party,' and 'The Two Kittens,' would compel any child to recite. Try a single piece over with 

the author's markings and suggestions, and you will find there is as much difference between 

the result and ordinary reading aloud as there is in a musical composition played with and 

without the composer's expression marks. I hope that my readers will train their children in 

the art of recitation; in the coming days, more even than in our own will it behove every 

educated man and woman to be able to speak effectively in public; and, in learning to recite 

you learn to speak. 

 

Memorising.––Recitation and committing to memory are not necessarily the same thing, and 

it is well to store a child's memory with a good deal of poetry, learnt without labour. Some 

years ago I chanced to visit a house, the mistress of which had educational notions of her 

own, upon which she was bringing up a niece. She presented me with a large foolscap sheet 

written all over with the titles of poems, some of them long and difficult: Tintern Abbey, for 
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example. She told me that her niece could repeat to me any of those poems that I liked to ask 

for, and that she had never learnt a single verse by heart in her life. The girl did repeat several 

of the poems on the list, quite beautifully and without hesitation; and then the lady unfolded 

her secret. She thought she had made a discovery, and I thought so too. She read a poem 

through to E.; then the next day, while the little girl was making a doll's frock, perhaps, she 

read it again; once again the next day, while E.'s hair was being brushed. She got in about six 

or more readings, according to the length of the poem, at odd and unexpected times, and in 

the end E. could say the poem which she had not learned. 

 

I have tried the plan often since, and found it effectual. The child must not try to recollect or 

to say the verse over to himself, but, as far as may be, present an open mind to receive an 

impression of interest. Half a dozen repetitions should give children possession of such 

poems as 'Dolly and Dick,' 'Do you ask what the birds say?' 'Little lamb, who made thee?' and 

the like. The gains of such a method of learning are, that the edge of the child's enjoyment is 

not taken off by weariful verse by verse repetitions, and, also, that the habit of making mental 

images is unconsciously formed. 

 

I remember once discussing this subject with the late Miss Anna Swanwick in some 

connection with Browning of which I do not recall, but in the course of talk an extremely 

curious incident transpired. A lady, a niece of Miss Swanwick's, said that after a long illness, 

during which she had not been allowed to do anything, she read 'Lycidas' through, by way of 

a first treat to herself as a convalescent. She was surprised to find herself then next day 

repeating to herself long passages. Then she tried the whole poem and found she could say it 

off, the result of this single reading, for she had not learned the poem before her illness, nor 

read it with particular attention. She was much elated by the treasure-trove she had chanced 

upon, and to test her powers, she read the whole of 'Paradise Lost,' book by book, and with 

the same result,––she could repeat it book by book after a single reading! She enriched 

herself by acquiring other treasures during her convalescence; but as health returned, and her 

mind became preoccupied with many interests, she found she no longer had this astonishing 

power. It is possible that the disengaged mind of a child is as free to take and as strong to 

hold beautiful images clothed in beautiful words as was that of this lady during her 

convalescence. But, let me again say, every effort of the kind, however unconscious, means 

wear and tear of brain substance. Let the child lie fallow till he is six, and then, in this matter 

of memorising, as in others, attempt only a little, and let the poems the child learns be simple 

and within the range of his own thought and imagination. At the same time, when there is so 

much noble poetry within a child's compass, the pity of it,that he should be allowed to learn 

twaddle! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

VIII––Reading for Older Children ~ (online audio link) 
Vol 1 page 227 - 231 

 
In teaching to read, as in other matters, c'est le premier pas qui coute. The child who has been 

taught to read with care and deliberation until he has mastered the words of a limited 

vocabulary, usually does the rest for himself. The attention of his teachers should be fixed on 

two points––that he acquires the habitof reading, and that he does not fall into slipshod 

habits of reading. 

 

The Habit of Reading.––The most common and the monstrous defect in the education of the 

day is that children fail to acquire the habit of reading. Knowledge is conveyed to them by 

lessons and talk, but the studious habit of using books as a means of interest and delight is not 

acquired. This habit should be begun early; so soon as the child can read at all, he should read 

for himself, and to himself, history, legends, fairy tales, and other suitable matter. He should 

be trained from the first to think that one reading of any lesson is enough to enable him to 

narrate what he has read, and will thus get the habit of slow, careful reading, intelligent even 

when it is silent, because he reads with an eye to the full meaning of every clause. 

 

Reading Aloud.––He should have practice, too, in reading aloud, for the most part, in the 

books he is using for his term's work. These should include a good deal of poetry, to 

accustom him to the delicate rendering of shades of meaning, and especially to make him 

aware that words are beautiful in themselves, that they are a source of pleasure, and are 

worthy of our honour; and that a beautiful word deserves to be beautifully said, with a certain 

roundness of tone and precision of utterance. Quite young children are open to this sort of 

teaching, conveyed, not in a lesson, but by a word now and then. 

 

Limitation––In this connection the teacher should not trust to setting, as it were, a copy in 

reading for the children's imitation. They do imitate readily enough, catching tricks of 

emphasis and action in an amusing way; but these are mere tricks, an aping of intelligence. 

The child must express what he feels to be the author's meaning; and this sort of intelligent 

reading comes only of the habit of reading with understanding. 

 

Reading to Children––It is a delight to older people to read aloud to children, but this 

should be only an occasional treat and indulgence, allowed before bedtime, for example. We 

must remember the natural inertness of a child's mind; give him the habit of being read to, 

and he will steadily shirk the labour of reading for himself; indeed, we all like to be spoon-

fed with our intellectual meat, or we should read and think more for ourselves and be less 

eager to run after lectures. 

 

Questions on the Subject-Matter––When a child is reading, he should not be teased with 

questions as to the meaning of what he has read, the signification of this word or that; what is 

annoying to older people is equally annoying to children. Besides, it is not of the least 

consequence that they should be able to give the meaning of every word they read. A 

knowledge of meanings, that is, an ample and correct vocabulary, is only arrived at in one 

way––by the habit of reading. A child unconsciously gets the meaning of a new word from 

the context, if not the first time he meets with it, then the second or the third: but he is on the 

look-out, and will find out for himself the sense of any expression he does not understand. 

Direct questions on the subject-matter of what a child has read are always a mistake. Let 
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him narrate what he has read, or some part of it. He enjoys this sort of consecutive 

reproduction, but abominates every question in the nature of a riddle. If there must be riddles, 

let it be his to ask and the teacher's to direct him the answer. Questions that lead to a side 

issue or to a personal view are allowable because these interest children––'What would you 

have done in his place?' 

 

Lesson-Books––A child has not begun his education until he has acquired the habit of 

reading to himself, with interest and pleasure, books fully on a level with his intelligence. I 

am speaking now of his lesson-books, which are all too apt to be written in a style of 

insufferable twaddle, probably because they are written by persons who have never chanced 

to meet a child. All who know children know that they do not talk twaddle and do not like it, 

and prefer that which appeals to their understanding. Their lesson-books should offer matter 

for their reading, whether aloud or to themselves; therefore they should be written with 

literary power. As for the matter of these books, let us remember that children can take in 

ideas and principles, whether the latter be moral or mechanical, as quickly and clearly as we 

do ourselves (perhaps more so); but detailed processes, lists and summaries, blunt the edge of 

a child's delicate mind. Therefore, the selection of their first lesson-books is a matter of grave 

importance, because it rests with these to give children the idea that knowledge is supremely 

attractive and that reading is delightful. Once the habit of reading his lesson-book with 

delight is set up in a child, his education is––not completed, but––ensured; he will go on for 

himself in spite of the obstructions which school too commonly throws in his way. 

 

Slipshod Habits; Inattention––I have already spoken of the importance of a single reading. 

If a child is not able to narrate what he has read once, let him not get the notion that he may, 

or that he must, read it again. A look of slight regret because there is a gap in his knowledge 

will convict him. The power of reading with perfect attention will not be gained by the child 

who is allowed to moon over his lessons. For this reason, reading lessons must be short; ten 

minutes or a quarter of an hour of fixed attention is enough for children of the ages we have 

in view, and a lesson of this length will enable a child to cover two or three pages of his book. 

The same rule as to the length of a lesson applies to children whose lessons are read to them 

because they are not yet able to read for themselves. 

 

Careless Enunciation––It is important that, when reading aloud, children should make due 

use of the vocal organs, and, for this reason, a reading lesson should be introduced by two or 

three simple breathing exercises, as, for a example, a long inspiration with closed lips and a 

slow expiration with open mouth. If a child read through his nose, it is well to consult a 

doctor; an operation for adenoids may be necessary, which is rarely distressing, and should be 

performed while children are young. Provincial pronunciation and slipshod enunciation must 

be guarded against. Practice in pure vowel sounds, and the respect for words which will not 

allow of their being hastily slurred over, should cure these defects. By the way, quite little 

children commonly enunciate beautifully, because a big word is a new acquirement which 

they delight in and make the most of; our efforts should be directed to make older children 

hold words in like esteem. 

The habit of 'minding your stops' comes of intelligent reading. A child's understanding of the 

passage will lead him to correct pointing.  
 

 

 



 

Personal Note: 

I have really enjoyed using the Mc Guffy readers as daily read aloud practice for my children right up 

through high school. A number of these books begin with notes on pronunciation and enunciation. 

The child spend about 2 years on each book.  I ask them to practice reading a story aloud during a 

week and to them bring it to me on Friday to read it to me beautifully ~ with correct diction and 

pronuncitaion. An older child can also have the beginning section of these books,  that teach correct 

diction and enunciation, set as part of their school work. These books are really worth downloading 

and printing or investing in.  

Download McGuffy Readers from here. 

From homeschoolingbooks.com: 
Eclectic Primer and Pictorial Eclectic Primer: Grades 1-2 
The Original McGuffey’s Eclectic First Reader: Ages 7-9, Grades 2-4 
The Original McGuffey’s Eclectic Second Reader: Ages 8-10, Grades 3-5 
The Original McGuffey’s Eclectic Third Reader: Ages 11-13, Grades 6-8 
The Original McGuffey’s Eclectic Fourth Reader: Ages 14-18, Grades 9-12 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.learn-to-read-prince-george.com/McGuffey-readers.html
https://www.homeschoolingbooks.com/pages/categoryresults.asp?SearchList=79,80,81,82,124,125,126,127,128,129,130,131,134,2438,2439,2486,3519,4080


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A short Introduction to Teaching Language Arts 
~ by Joanne Madgwick 

 

The beauty of Charlotte Mason Language Arts is how during a single lesson one can 

integrate a number of concepts. Narration, Latin, Copy work, Writing, Spelling, Dictation and 

French (second language) are all integral parts of a Charlotte Mason Education.   This  gentle 

education also introduces language arts slowly and gently and only begins grammar lessons 

after the age of 10 years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IX.––The Art of Narrating (audio version) 

Volume 1 page 231 – 233 

Children Narrate by Nature.––Narrating is an art, like poetry-making or painting, because 

it is there, in every child's mind, waiting to be discovered, and is not the result of any process 

of disciplinary education. A creative fiat calls it forth. 'Let him narrate'; and the child 

narrates, fluently, copiously, in ordered sequence, with fit and graphic details, with a just 

choice of words, without verbosity or tautology, so soon as he can speak with ease. This 

amazing gift with which normal children are born is allowed to lie fallow in their education. 

Bobbie will come home with a heroic narrative of a fight he has seen between 'Duke' and a 

dog in the street. It is wonderful! He has seen everything, and he tells everything with 

splendid vigour in the true epic vein; but so ingrained is our contempt for children that we see 

nothing in this but Bobbie's foolish childish way! Whereas here, if we have eyes to see and 

grace to build, is the ground-plan of his education. 

Until he is six, let Bobbie narrate only when and what he has a mind to. He must not be called 

upon to tell anything. Is this the secret of the strange long talks we watch with amusement 

between creatures of two, and four, and five? Is it possible that they narrate while they are 

still inarticulate, and that the other inarticulate person takes it all in? They try us, poor dear 

elders, and we reply 'Yes,' 'Really!' 'Do you think so?' to the babble of whose meaning we 

have no comprehension. Be this as it may; of what goes on in the dim region of 'under two' 

we have no assurance. But wait till the little fellow has words and he will 'tell' without end to 

whomsoever will listen to the tale, but, for choice, to his own compeers. 
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This Power should be used in their Education.––Let us take the goods the gods provide. 

When the child is six, not earlier, let him narrate the fairy-tale which has been read to him, 

episode by episode, upon one hearing of each; the Bible tale read to him in the words of the 

Bible; the well-written animal story; or all about other lands from some such volume as The 

World at Home The seven-years-old boy will have begun to read for himself, but must get 

most of his intellectual nutriment, by ear, certainly, but read to him out of books. Geography, 

sketches from ancient history, Robinson Crusoe, The Pilgrim's Progress, Tanglewood Tales, 

Heroes of Asgard, and much of the same calibre, will occupy him until he is eight. The points 

to be borne in mind are, that he should have no book which is not a child's classic; and that, 

given the right book, it must not be diluted with talk or broken up with questions, but given to 

the boy in fit proportions as wholesome meat for his mind, in the full trust that a child's mind 

is able to deal with its proper food. 

The child of eight or nine is able to tackle the more serious material of knowledge; but our 

business for the moment is with what children under nine can narrate. 

Method of Lesson.––In every case the reading should be consecutive from a well-chosen 

book. Before the reading for the day begins, the teacher should talk a little (and get the 

children to talk) about the last lesson, with a few words about what is to be read, in order that 

the children may be animated by expectation; but she should beware of explanation and, 

especially, of forestalling the narrative. Then, she may read two or three pages, enough to 

include an episode; after that, let her call upon the children to narrate,––in turns, if there be 

several of them. They not only narrate with spirit and accuracy, but succeed in catching the 

style of their author. It is not wise to tease them with corrections; they may begin with an 

endless chain of 'ands,' but they soon leave this off, and their narrations become good enough 

in style and composition to be put in a 'print book'! 

This sort of narration lesson should not occupy more than a quarter of an hour. 

The book should always be deeply interesting, and when the narration is over, there should be 

a little talk in which moral points are brought out, pictures shown to illustrate the lesson, or 

diagrams drawn on the blackboard. As soon as children are able to read with ease and 

fluency, they read their own lesson, either aloud or silently, with a view to narration; but 

where it is necessary to make omissions, as in the Old Testament narratives and 

Plutarch's Lives, for example, it is better that the teacher should always read the lesson which 

is to be narrated. 
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X.––Writing (audio version) 

Volume 1 page 234 - 238 

Perfect Accomplishment.––I can only offer a few hints on the teaching of writing, though 

much might be said. First, let the child accomplish something perfectly in every lesson––a 

stroke, a pothook, a letter. Let the writing lesson be short; it should not last more than five or 

ten minutes. Ease in writing comes by practice; but that must be secured later. In the 

meantime, the thing to be avoided is the habit of careless work––humpy m's, angular o's. 

Printing.––But the child should have practice in printing before he begins to write. First, let 

him print the simplest of the capital letters with single curves and straight lines. When he can 

make the capitals and large letters, with some firmness and decision, he might go on to the 

smaller letters––'printed' as in the type we call 'italics,' only upright,––as simple as possible, 

and large. 

Steps in Teaching.––Let the stroke be learned first; then the pothook; then the letters of 

which the pothook is an element––n, m, v, w, r, h, p, y; then o, and letters of which the curve 

is an element a, c, g, e, x, s, q; then looped and irregular letters––b, l, f, t, etc. One letter 

should be perfectly formed in a day, and the next day the same elemental forms repeated in 

another letter, until they become familiar. By-and-by copies, three or four of the letters they 

have learned grouped into a word––'man,' 'aunt'; the lesson to be the production of the written 

word once without a single fault in any letter. At this stage the chalk and blackboard are 

better than pen and paper, as it is well that the child should rub out and rub out until his own 

eye is satisfied with the word or letter he has written. 

Of the further stages, little need be said. Secure that the child begins by making perfect letters 

and is never allowed to make faulty ones, and the rest he will do for himself; as for 'a good 

hand,' do not hurry him; his 'handwriting' will come by-and-by out of the character that is in 

him; but, as a child, he cannot be said, strictly speaking, to have character. 

Set good copies before him, and see that he imitates his model dutifully: the writing lesson 

being not so many lines, or 'a copy'––that is, a page of writing––but a single line which is as 

exactly as possible a copy of the characters set. The child may have to write several lines 

before he succeeds in 

producing this. 
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Text-Hand––If he write in books with copperplate headlines (which are, on the whole, to be 

eschewed), discrimination should be exercised in the choice of these; in many of them the 

writing is atrocious, and the letters are adorned with flourishes which increase the pupil's 

labour but by no means improve his style. One word more; do not hurry the child into 'small 

hand'; it is unnecessary that he should labour much over what is called 'large hand,' but 'text-

hand,' the medium size, should be continued until he makes the letters with ease. It is much 

easier for the child to get into an irregular scribble by way of 'small-hand,' than to get out of it 

again. In this, as in everything else, the care of the educator must be given, not only to the 

formation of good, but to the prevention of bad habits. 

A 'New Handwriting.'––Some years ago I heard of a lady who was elaborating, by means of 

the study of old Italian and other manuscripts, a 'system of beautiful handwriting' which could 

be taught to children. I waited patiently, though not without some urgency, for the production 

of this new kind of 'copy-book.' The need for such an effort was very great, for the distinctly 

commonplace writing taught from existing copy-books, however painstaking and legible, 

cannot but have a rather vulgarising effect both on the writer and the reader of such 

manuscript. At last the lady, Mrs Robert Bridges, has succeeded in her tedious and difficult 

undertaking, and this book for teachers will enable them to teach their pupils a style of 

writing which is pleasant to acquire because it is beautiful to behold. It is surprising how 

quickly young children, even those already confirmed in 'ugly' writing, take to this 'new 

handwriting.' 

But Mrs Bridges' purpose in A New Handwriting will be better understood by some passages 

quoted, with her permission, from her preface: "The accompanying ten plates are intended 

chiefly for those who teach writing: a few words, both of apology and explanation, are 

needed to introduce them. I was always interested in handwriting, and after making 

acquaintance with the Italianised Gothic of the sixteenth century, I consciously altered my 

hand towards some likeness with its forms and general character. The script happening to 

please, I was often asked to make alphabets and copies, and begged by professional teachers 

to have such a book as this printed, that they might use it in their schools. One can never 

quite satisfy oneself in the making of models for others to copy, but these plates are very 

much what I intended, though, owing to my inexperience, some of them have suffered in the 

reproduction... 

A child must first learn to control his hand and constrain it to obey his eye; at this earliest 

stage, any simple forms will serve the purpose; and hence it might be further argued that the 

forms are always indifferent, and that full mastery of the hand can be as well attained by 

copying bad models as good; but this can hardly be: the ordinary copybook, the aim of which 

seems to be to economise the component parts of the letters, cannot train the hand as more 

varied shapes will; nor does this uniformity, exclusive of beauty, offer as good training to the 

eye. Moreover, I should say that variety and beauty of form are attractive, even to little 

children, and that the attempt to create something which interests them, cheers and crowns 

their stupendous efforts with a pleasure that cannot be looked for in the task of copying 

monotonous shapes. But whether such a hand as that here shown lends itself as easily as the 

more uniform model to the development of a quick, useful cursive, I cannot say; and it is 

possible that the degradations, inevitable in the habit of quick writing, might produce a mere 

untidiness, almost the worst reproach of penmanship. Some of the best English hands of to-

day are as good a quick cursive as one can desire, and show points of real beauty; but such 



hands are rare, and are only those which have, as we say, character; which probably means 

that the writer would have done well for himself under any system: whereas the average 

hands, which are the natural outcome of the old copybook writing, degraded by haste, seem 

to owe their common ugliness to the mean type from which they sprang; and the writers, 

when they have occasion to write well, find they can do but little better, and only prove that 

haste was not the real cause of their bad writing." 

 

 

 

How to Use.––The method of using Mrs Bridges' Handwriting, which we find most 

effectual, is to practise each form on the blackboard from the plate, and later to use pencil, 

and still later pen and ink. By-and-by the children will be promoted to transcribe little poems, 

and so on, in this very pleasing script. 

Set headlines are to be avoided, as children fail to use the forms of the headline in their 

ordinary writing. It is sometimes objected that this rather elaborate and beautiful handwriting 

will interfere with a characteristic 'hand,' but it seems to me that to have a beautiful, instead 

of a commonplace, basis for handwriting is a great gain. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XI.––Transcription / Copy Work (audio version) 

 
Volume 1 page 239 – 240 

 
Value of Transcription––The earliest practice in writing proper for children of seven or 

eight should be, not letter writing or dictation, but transcription, slow and beautiful work, for 

which the New Handwriting is to be preferred, though perhaps some of the more ornate 

characters may be omitted with advantage. 

Transcription should be an introduction to spelling. Children should be encouraged to look at 

the word, see a picture of it with their eyes shut, and then write from memory. 

 

Children should Transcribe favourite Passages.––A certain sense of possession and 

delight may be added to this exercise if children are allowed to choose for transcription their 

favourite verse in one poem and another. This is better than to write a favourite poem, an 

exercise which stales on the little people before it is finished. But a book of their own, made 

up of their own chosen verses, should give them pleasure. 

 

Small Text-Hand––Double-ruled Lines––Double ruled lines, small text-hand, should be 

used at first, as children are eager to write very minute 'small hand,' and once they have fallen 

into this habit it is not easy to get good writing. A sense of beauty in their writing and in the 

lines they copy should carry them over this stage of their work with pleasure. Not more than 

ten minutes or a quarter of an hour should be given to the early writing-lessons. If they are 

longer the children get tired and slovenly. 

 

Position in Writing.––For the writing position children should sit so that light reaches them 

from the left, and desk or table should be at a comfortable height. 

It would be a great gain if children were taught from the first to hold the pen between the first 

and second fingers, steadying it with the thumb. This position avoids the uncomfortable strain 

on the muscles produced by the usual way of holding a pen––a strain which causes writer's 

cramp in later days when there is much writing to be done. The pen should be held in a 

comfortable position, rather near the point, fingers and thumb somewhat bent, and the hand 

resting on the paper. The writer should also be allowed to support himself with the left hand 

on the paper, and should write in an easy position, with bent head but not with stooping 

figure. It would be unnecessary to say that the flat of the nib should be used if children had 

not a happy gift for making spider marks with the nib held sideways. In all writing lessons, 

free use should be made of the black-board by both teacher and children by way of model and 

practice. 

 

Desks.––The best desks I know are those recommended by Dr Roth, single desks which may 

be raised or lowered, moved backwards or forwards, with seat, back, and a back pad, and 

rests for the feet. There may be others as good, even better, in the market, but these seem to 

answer every purpose. 

 

Children's Table.––For little children it is a good plan to have a table of the right height 

made by the house carpenter, to the top of the table consisting of two leaves with hinges. 

These leaves open in the middle, and disclose a sort of box in the space which is often used 

for a drawer, the table-top itself making the lids of the box. Such a receptacle for the 

children's books, writing materials, etc., is more easily kept neat by themselves than is an 

ordinary drawer or box. 

https://ia801300.us.archive.org/14/items/home_education_vol_i_1710_librivox/cmvolume1_53_mason_128kb.mp3


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XII.––Spelling And Dictation (audio version) 

Volume 1 page 241 - 243 

Of all the mischievous exercises in which children spend their school hours, dictation, as 

commonly practised, is perhaps the most mischievous; and this, because people are slow to 

understand that there is no part of a child's work at school which some philosophic principle 

does not underlie. 

A Fertile Cause of Bad Spelling.––The common practise is for the teacher to dictate a 

passage, clause by clause, repeating each clause, perhaps, three of our times under a fire of 

questions from the writers. Every line has errors in spelling, one, two, three, perhaps. The 

conscientious teacher draws her pencil under these errors, or solemnly underlines them with 

red ink. The children correct in various fashions; sometimes they change books, and each 

corrects the errors of another, copying the word from the book or from the blackboard. A few 

benighted teachers still cause children to copy their own error along with the correction, 

which last is written three or four times, learned, and spelt to the teacher. The latter is 

astonished at the pure perversity which causes the same errors to be repeated again and again, 

notwithstanding all these painstaking efforts. 

The Rationale of Spelling.––But the fact is, the gift of spelling depends upon the power the 

eye possesses to 'take' (in a photographic sense) a detailed picture of a word; and this is a 

power and habit which must be cultivated in children from the first. When they have read 

'cat,' they must be encouraged to see the word with their eyes shut, and the same habit will 

enable them to image 'Thermopylae.' This picturing of words upon the retina appears to be to 

be the only royal road to spelling; an error once made and corrected leads to fearful doubt for 

the rest of one's life, as to which was the wrong way and which is the right. Most of us are 

haunted by some doubt as to whether 'balance,' for instance, should have one 'l' or two; 

and the doubt is born of a correction. Once the eye sees a misspelt word, that image remains; 

and if there is also the image of the word rightly spelt, we are perplexed as to which is which. 

Now we see why there could not be a more ingenious way of making bad spellers than 

'dictation' as it is commonly taught. Every misspelt word is in image in the child's brain not to 

be obliterated by the right spelling. It becomes, therefore, the teacher's business to prevent 

false spelling, and, if an error has been made, to hide it away, as it were, so that the 

impression may not become fixed.  
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Steps of a Dictation Lesson.––Dictation lessons, conducted in some such way as the 

following, usually result in good spelling. A child of eight or nine prepares a paragraph, older 

children a page, or two or three pages. The child prepares by himself, by looking at the word 

he is not sure of, and then seeing it with his eyes shut. Before he begins, the teacher asks what 

words he thinks will need his attention. He generally knows, but the teacher may point out 

any word likely to be a cause of stumbling. He lets his teacher know when he is ready. The 

teacher asks if there are any words he is not sure of. These she puts, one by one, on the 

blackboard, letting the child look till he has a picture, and then rubbing the word out. If 

anyone is still doubtful he should be called to put the word he is not sure of on the board, the 

teacher watching to rub out the word when a wrong letter begins to appear, and again helping 

the child to get a mental picture. Then the teacher gives out the dictation, clause by clause, 

each clause repeated once. She dictates with a view to the pointing, which the children are 

expected to put in as they write; but they must not be told 'comma,' 'semicolon,' etc. After the 

sort of preparation I have described, which takes ten minutes or less, there is rarely an error in 

spelling. If there be, it is well worth while for the teacher to be on the watch with slips of 

stamp-paper to put over the wrong word, that its image may be erased as far as possible. At 

the end of the lesson, the child should again study the wrong word in his book until he says 

he is sure of, and should write it correctly on the stamp-paper. 

A lesson of this kind secures the hearty co-operation of children, who feel they take their due 

part in it; and it also prepares them for the second condition of good spelling, which is––

much reading combined with the habit of imaging the words as they are read. 

Illiterate spelling is usually a sign of sparse reading; but, sometimes, of hasty reading without 

the habit of seeing the words that are skimmed over. 

Spelling must not be lost sight of in the children's other studies, though they should not be 

teased to spell. It is well to write a difficult proper name, for example, on the blackboard in 

the course of history or geography readings, rubbing the word out when the children say they 

can see it. The whole secret of spelling lies in the habit of visualising words from memory, 

and children must be trained to visualise in the course of their reading. They enjoy this way 

of learning to spell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XIII.––Composition (audio version) 

Volume 1 page 244  - 247 

George Osborne's Essay––"What a prodigiously well-read and delightful person the 

Reverend Lawrence Veal was, George's Master! 'He knows everything,' Amelia said. 'He says 

there is no place in the bar or the senate that Georgy may not aspire to. Look here,' and she 

went to the piano-drawer and drew out a theme of George's composition. This great effort of 

genius, which is still in the possession of Georgy's mother, is as follows: 

" 'On Selfishness.––Of all the vices which degrade the human character, Selfishness is the 

most odious and contemptible. An undue love of Self leads to the most monstrous crimes and 

occasions of the greatest misfortunes both in States and Families. As a selfish man will 

impoverish his family and often bring them to ruin; so a selfish king brings ruin on his people 

and often plunges them into war. Example: The selfishness of Achilles, as remarked by the 

poet Homer, occasioned a thousand woes to the Greeks––The selfishness of the late 

Napoleon Bonaparte occasioned innumerable wars in Europe, and caused him to perish, 

himself, in a miserable island––that of St. Helena in the Atlantic Ocean. 

" 'We see by these examples that we are not to consult our own interest and ambition, but that 

we are to consider the interests of others as well as our own.––George S. Osborne. 

" 'Athene House, 24 April 1827.' 

" ' Think of him' (George was 10) 'writing such a hand, and quoting Greek too, at his age,' the 

delighted mother said."  

And well might Mrs George Sedley be delighted. Would not many a mother to-day triumph 

in such a literary effort? What can Thackeray be laughing at? Or does he, in truth, give us this 

little 'theme' as a tour de force? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Educational Futility.––I think this great moral teacher here throws down the gauntlet in 

challenge of an educational futility which is practised, and an educational fallacy which is 
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accepted, even in the twentieth century. That futility is the extaction of original composition 

from schoolboys and schoolgirls. The proper function of the mind of the young scholar is to 

collect material for the generalisations of after-life. If a child is asked to generalise, that is, to 

write an essay upon some abstract theme, a double wrong is done him. He is brought up 

before a stone wall by being asked to do what is impossible to him, and that is discouraging. 

But a worse moral injury happens to him in that, having no thought of his own to offer on the 

subject, he puts together such tags of commonplace thought as have come in his way and 

offers the whole as his 'composition,' an effort which puts a strain upon his conscience while 

it piques his vanity. In these days masters do not consciously put their hand to the work of 

their pupils as did that 'prodigiously well-read and delightful' master who had the educating 

of George Osborne. But, perhaps, without knowing it, they give the ideas which the cunning 

schoolboy seizes to 'stick' into the 'essay' he hates. Sometimes they do more. They 

deliberately teach children how to 'build a sentence' and how to 'bind sentences' together. 

Lessons in Composition.––Here is a series of preliminary exercises (or rather a part of a 

series, which numbers 40) intended to help a child to write an essay on 'An Umbrella,' from a 

book of the hour proceeding from one of our best publishing houses: - 

 

Step I. 

"1. What are you? 

"2. How did you get your name? 

"3. Who uses you? 

"4. What were you once? 

"5. What were like then? 

"6. Where were you obtained or found? 

"7. Of what stuff or materials are you made? 

"8. From what sources do you come? 

"9. What are your parts? 

"10. Are you made, grown, or fitted together? 

 

*          *          *            *           *          * 

 

Step II. 

"I am an umbrella, and am used by many people, young and old. 

"I get my name from a word which means a shade. 

"The stick came perhaps from America, and is quite smooth, even, and polished, so that the 

metal ring may slide easily up and down the stick. 

"My parts are a frame and a cover. My frame consists of a stick about a yard long, wires, and 

a sliding metal band. At the lower end of the stick is a steel ferrule or ring. This keeps the end 

from wearing away when I am used in walking. 

 

Step III. 

"Now use it, is, are, and was, instead of I, have, my, and am. 

 

*          *          *            *           *          * 

 

Exercise. 

"Now write your own description of it." 



Such Teaching a Public Danger.––And this is work intended for Standards VI. And VII.! 

That is to say, this kind of thing is the final literary effort to be exacted from children in our 

elementary schools! 

The two volumes (I quote from near the end of the second and more advanced volume) are 

not to be gibbeted as exceptionally bad. A few years ago the appalling discovery was made 

that, both in secondary and elementary schools, 'composition' was dreadfully defective, and, 

therefore, badly taught. Since then many volumes have been produced, more or less on the 

lines indicated in the above citation, and distinguished publishers have not perceived that to 

offer to the public, with the sanction of their name, works of this sterilising and injurious 

character, is an offence against society. The body of a child is sacred in the eye of the law, 

but his intellectual powers may be annihilated on such starvation diet as this, and nothing 

said! The worst of it is, both authors and publishers in every case act upon the fallacy that 

well intentioned effort is always excusable, if not praiseworthy. They do not perceive that no 

effort is permissible towards the education of children without an intelligent conception, both 

of children, and of what is meant by education. 

'Composition' comes by Nature.––In fact, lessons on 'composition' should follow the model 

of that famous essay on "Snakes in Ireland"––"There are none." For children under nine, the 

question of composition resolves itself into that of narration, varied by some such simple 

exercise as to write a part and narrate a part, or write the whole account of a walk they have 

taken, a lesson they have studied, or of some simple matter that they know. Before they are 

ten, children who have been in the habit of using books will write good, vigorous English 

with ease and freedom; that is, if they have not been hampered by instructions. It is well for 

them not even to learn rules for the placing of full stops and capitals until they notice how 

these things occur in their books. Our business is to provide children with material in their 

lessons, and leave the handling of such material to themselves. If we would believe it, 

composition is as natural as jumping and running to children who have been allowed due use 

of books. They should narrate in the first place, and they will compose, later readily enough; 

but they should not be taught 'composition.' 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XIX.––Grammar (Audio Version) 

Pages 296 – 300 

 
Grammar a Difficult Study.––Of grammar, Latin and English, I shall say very little here. In 

the first place, grammar, being a study of words and not of things, is by no means attractive 

to the child, nor should he be hurried into it. English grammar, again, depending as it does on 

the position and logical connection of words, is peculiarly hard for him to grasp. In this 

respect the Latin grammar is easier; a change in the form, the shape of the word, to denote 

case, is what a child can see with his bodily eye, and therefore is plainer to him than the 

abstract ideas of nominative and objective case as we have them in English. Therefore, if he 

learns no more at this early stage than the declensions and a verb or two, it is well he should 

learn thus much, if only to help him to see what English grammar would be at when it speaks 

of a change in case or mood, yet shows no change in the form of a word. 

 

 

Latin Grammar.––Of the teaching of Latin grammar, I think I cannot do better than mention 

a book for beginners that really answers. Children of eight and nine take to this First Latin 

Course (Scott and Jones) very kindly, and it is a great thing to begin a study with pleasure. It 

is an open question, however, whether it is desirable to begin Latin at so early an age. 

 

English Grammar a Logical Study.––Because English grammar is a logical study, and 

deals with sentences and the positions that words occupy in them, rather than with words, and 

what they are in their own right, it is better that the child should begin with the sentence, and 

not with the parts of speech; that is, that he should learn a little of what is called analysis of 

sentences before he learns to parse; should learn to divide simple sentences into the thing we 

speak of, and what we say about it––'The cat––sits on the hearth'––before he is lost in the fog 

of person, mood, and part of speech. 

"So then I took up the next book. It was about grammar. It said extraordinary things about 

nouns and verbs and particles and pronouns, and past participles and objective cases and 

subjunctive moods. 'What are all these things?' asked the King. 'I don't know, your Majesty,' 

and the Queen did not know, but she said it would be very suitable for children to learn. 'It 

would keep them quiet.'"  

It is so important that children should not be puzzled as were this bewildered King and 

Queen, that I add a couple of introductory grammar lessons; as a single example is often 

more useful than many precepts. 

 

LESSON I 
Words put together so as to make sense form what is called a sentence. 

'Barley oats chair really good and cherry' is not a sentence, because it makes no(n)sense. 

'Tom has said his lesson' is a sentence. 

It is a sentence because it tells us something about Tom. 

Every sentence speaks of someone or of something, and tells us something about that of 

which it speaks. 

So a sentence has two parts: 

(1) The thing we speak of; 

(2) What we say about it. 

In our sentence we speak of 'Tom.' 

We say about him that he 'has learned his lesson.' 

http://www.archive.org/download/home_education_vol_i_1710_librivox/cmvolume1_61_mason_128kb.mp3


The thing we speak of is often called the SUBJECT, which just means that which we talk 

about. 

People sometimes say 'the subject of conversation was so and so,' which is another way of 

saying 'the thing we were speaking about was so and so.' 

To be learnt–– 

Words put together so as to make sense form a sentence. 

A sentence has two parts: that which we speak of, and what we say about it. 

That which we speak of is the SUBJECT. 

 

Exercises on Lesson I 
1. Put the first part to–– 

     ––has a long mane. 

     ––is broken. 

     ––cannot do his sums. 

     ––played for an hour; 

     etc., etc. 

2. Put the second part to–– 

          That poor boy––. 

          My brother Tom––. 

          The broken flowerpot––. 

          Bread and jam––. 

          Brown's tool-basket––; 

         etc., etc. 

3. Put six different subjects to each half sentence in 1. 

4. Make six different sentences with each subject in 2. 

5. Say which part of the sentence is wanting, and supply it in–– 

          Has been mended 

          Tom's knife 

          That little dog 

          Cut his finger 

          Ate too much fruit 

          My new book 

          The snowdrops in our garden, etc., etc. 

N.B.––Be careful to call the first part of each sentence the subject. 

Draw a line under the subject of each sentence in all the exercises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LESSON II 
We may make a sentence with only two words––the name of the thing we speak of, and what 

we say about it:–– 

          John writes. 

          Birds sing. 

          Mary sews. 

We speak about 'John.' 

We say about him that he 'writes.' 

We speak about 'birds.' 

We say about them that they 'sing.' 

These words, writes, sing, sews, all come out of the same group of words, and the words in 

that group are the chief words of all, for this reason––we cannot make sense, and therefore 

cannot make a sentence, without using at least one of them. 

They are called VERBS, which means words, because they are the chief words of all. 

A verb always tells one of two things about the subject. Either it tells what the subject is, as–– 

          I am hungry. 

          The chair is broken. 

          The birds are merry; 

or it tells what the subject does, as–– 

          Alice writes. 

          The cat mews. 

          He calls.  

 

To be learnt–– 

We cannot make a sentence without a verb. 

Verb means word. 

Verbs are the chief words. 

Verbs show that the subject is something–– 

          He is sleepy; 

or does something–– 

          He runs. 

 

Exercises on Lesson II 
1. Put in a verb of being:–– 

          Mary––sleepy. 

          Boys––rough. 

          Girls––quiet. 

          He––first yesterday. 

          I––a little boy. 

          Tom and George––swinging before dinner. 

          We––busy to-morrow. 

          He––punished;  

          etc., etc. 

 

2. Make three sentences with each of the following verbs:–– 

          Is, are, should be, was, am, were, shall be, will be. 

3. Make six sentences with verbs of being in each. 

4. Put a verb of doing to–– 

          Tigers––. 

          The boy with the pony––. 



          My cousins––; 

          etc., etc. 

5. Make twenty sentences about–– 

          That boy in kilts, 

with verbs showing what he does. 

6. Find the verbs, and say whether of being or doing, in–– 

          The bright sun rises over the hill. 

          We went away. 

          You are my cousin. 

          George goes to school. 

          He took his slate. 

          We are seven. 

7. Count how many verbs you use in your talk for the next ten minutes. 

8. Write every verb you can find in these exercises, and draw a line under it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XX.––French (Audio Version) 

Pages 301-307 
 

French should be acquired as English is, not as a grammar, 

but as a living speech. To train the ear to distinguish and 

the lips to produce the French vocables is a valuable part 

of the education of the senses, and one which can hardly 

be undertaken too soon. Again, all educated persons 

should be able to speak 

 

French. Sir Lyon Playfair, once speaking a conference of 

French masters, lamented feelingly our degeneracy in this 

respect, and instanced the grammar school of Perth to 

show that in a Scotch school in the sixteenth century the 

boys were required to speak Latin during school hours, 

and French at all other times. There is hardly another 

civilised nation so dull in acquiring foreign tongues as we 

English of the present time; but, probably, the fault lies rather in the way we set about the 

study than in any natural incapacity for languages. 

As regards French, for instance, our difficulties are twofold––the want of a vocabulary, and a 

certain awkwardness in producing unfamiliar sounds. It is evident that both these hindrances 

should be removed in early childhood. The child should never see French words in print until 

he has learned to say them with as much ease and readiness as if they were English. The 

desire to give printed combinations of letters the sounds they would bear in English words is 

the real cause of our national difficulty in pronouncing French. Again, the child's vocabulary 

should increase steadily, say, at the rate of half a dozen words a day. Think of fifteen hundred 

words in a year! The child who has that number of words, and knows how to apply them, can 

speak French. Of course, his teacher, will take care that, in giving words, she gives idioms 

also, and that as he learns new words, they are put into sentences and kept in use from day to 

day. A note-book in which she enters the child's new words and sentences will easily enable 

the teacher to do this. The young child has no foolish shame about saying French words––he 

pronounces them as simply as if they were English. 

But it is very important that he should acquire a pure accent from the first. It is not often 

advisable that young English children should be put into the hands of a French governess or 

nurse; but would it not be possible for half a dozen families, say, to engage a French lady, 

who would give half an hour daily to each family? 

 

M. Gouin's Method––A serious effort is being made to approach the study of foreign 

languages rationally and scientifically. I have no hesitation in saying that M. Gouin's 

work (The Art of Teaching and Studying Languages) is the most important attempt that has 

yet been made to bring the study of languages within the sphere of practical education. 

Indeed, the great reform in our methods of teaching modern languages owe their origin to this 

remarkable work. The initial idea, that we must acquire a new language as a child acquires 

his mother tongue, is absolutely right, whether the attempt to follow this idea out by 

analysing a language into a certain number, say fifteen, exhaustive 'series,' be right or not. 

Again, it is incontestable that the ear, and not the eye, is the physical organ for apprehending 

a language, just as truly as it is by the mouth, and not the ear, we appropriate food. If M. 

Gouin's book establish these two points only, it will be a valuable contribution to educational 

thought. Equally important is his third position, that the verb is the key to the sentence, and 

https://ia601300.us.archive.org/14/items/home_education_vol_i_1710_librivox/cmvolume1_62_mason_128kb.mp3


more, is the living bridge between thought and act. He maintains, too, that the child thinks in 

sentences, not in words; that his sentences have a logical sequence; that this sequence is one 

of time ––the order of the operations in, for example, the growth of a plant, or the grinding of 

corn in a mill; that, as the child perceives the operations, he has an absolute need to express 

them; that his ear solicits, his memory cherishes, his tongue reproduces, the words which say 

the thing he thinks. 

 

No doubt M. Gouin's method should be more successful than any other in steeping the 

student (child or man) in German or French thought. If you are all day long trying to work 

out a 'series' in French, say, you come to think in French, to dream in French, 

to speak French. Moreover, one has a delightful sense that at last the way is made clear to us 

to conduct all teaching in the language under study. You have the 'Art Series' and the 'Bee 

Series' and the 'River' and the 'Character Series' and the 'Poet Series,' and any series you like. 

You think the thing out in the order of time and natural sequence; you get the right verbs, 

nouns, and such epithets as are necessary, follow suit, and in amazingly few sentences, very 

short sentences too, connected by 'and,' you have said all that is essential to the subject. The 

whole thing is a constant surprise, like the children's game which unearths the most 

extraordinary and out-of-the-way thing you can think of by means of a dozen or so questions. 

 

The 'Series.'––Thus, a language learned by M. Gouin's method is 'a liberal education in 

itself.' One learns how few and simple are, after all, the conceptions of which the human 

mind is cognisant, and how few and simple, putting mere verbiage aside, are the words 

necessary to express these. 

You really learn to think in the new language, because you have no more than vague 

impressions about these acts or facts in your mother tongue. 

You order your thoughts in the new language, and, having done so, the words which express 

these are an inalienable possession. 

Here is an example of an elementary 'Series,' showing how 'the servant lights the fire': 

 

     "The servant takes a box of matches, (takes.) 

     She opens the match-box, (opens.) 

     She takes out a match, (takes out.) 

     She shuts up the match-box, (shuts up.) 

     She strikes the match on the cover, (strikes.) 

     The match takes fire, (takes fire.) 

     The match smokes, (smokes.) 

     The match flames, (flames.) 

     The match burns, (burns.) 

     And spreads a smell of burning over the kitchen, (spreads.) 

     The servant bends down to the hearth, (bends down.) 

     Puts out her hand, (puts out.) 

     Puts the match under the shavings, (puts.) 

     Holds the match under the shavings, (holds.) 

     The shavings take fire, (take fire.) 

     The servant leaves go of the match, (leave go.) 

     Stands up again, (stands up.) 

     Looks at her fire burning, (looks.) 

     And puts back the box of matches in its place, (puts back.) 

 

But any attempt to quote gives an uncertain and unsatisfactory idea of this important work. 



How does the Child learn?––Whatever may be said of M. Gouin's methods, the steps by 

which he arrives at them are undoubtedly scientific. He learns from a child: 

"Unhappily the child has remained up to the present a hackneyed riddle, which we have never 

taken sufficient trouble to decipher or examine. . ." 

The little child, which at the age of two years utters nothing but meaningless exclamations, at 

the age of three finds itself in possession of a complete language. How does it accomplish 

this? Does this miracle admit of explanation or not? Is it a problem of which there is a 

possiblity of finding the unknown quantity? . . . The organ of language––ask the little child––

is not the eye: it is the ear. The eye is made for colours, and not for sounds and words . . . 

This tension, continuous and contrary to nature, of the organ of sight, the forced precipitancy 

of the visual act, produced what it was bound to produce, a disease of the eyesight." 

This refers to M. Gouin's herculean labours in the attempt to learn German. He knew 

everybody's 'Method,' learned the whole dictionary through, and found at the end that he did 

not know one word of German 'as she is spoke.' 

He returned to France, after a ten months' absence, and found that his little nephew––whom 

he had left a child of two and a half, not yet able to talk––had in the interval done what his 

uncle had signally failed to do. "'What!' I thought; 'this child and I have been working for the 

same time, each at a language. He, playing round his mother, running after flowers, 

butterflies and birds, without weariness, without apparent effort, without even being 

conscious of his work, is able to say all he thinks, express all he sees, understand all he hears; 

and when he began his work, his intelligence was yet a futurity, a glimmer, a hope. And I, 

versed in the sciences, versed in philosophy, armed with a powerful will, gifted with a 

powerful memory . . . have arrived at nothing, or at practically nothing!'" 

 

"The linguistic science of the college has deceived me, has misguided me. The classical 

method, with its grammar, its dictionary, and its translations, is a delusion." "To surprise 

Nature's secret, I must watch this child." 

M. Gouin watches the child––the work in question is the result of his observations. 

The method of teaching may be varied, partly because that recommended by M. Gouin 

requires a perfect command of the French tongue, and teachers who are diffident find a 

conversational method founded on book and picture easier to work and perhaps as effectual–

–more so, some people think; but, be this as it may, it is to M. Gouin we owe the fundamental 

idea. 

It is satisfactory to find principles, which we have urged continually, enunciated in this most 

thoughtful work. For example: "If one learns French without being able to read it––as the 

child does––there will be no longer much greater difficulty in pronouncing it than in 

pronouncing words in English. 'How about the spelling?' you will ask. The spelling? You 

would learn it as the young French children learn it, as you yourself have learnt the English 

spelling, ten times more difficult than the French; and this without letting the study of the 

spelling spoil your already acquired pronunciation. Besides, the spelling is a thing that can be 

reformed––the pronunciation hardly at all. We must choose between the two evils." M. Gouin 

speaks of the possiblity of a child's picking up another tongue––even Chinese from a Chinese 

nurse; and his words remind me of an extraordinary instance of a child's facility in picking up 

languages, which once came before me. Having occasion to speak in public of three little 

children, all aged three, belonging to different families, where one parent was English, the 

other German, I said that these three children of my acquaintance could each say everything 

they had to say, express the whole range of their ideas, with equal ease and fluency in the two 

languages. At the close of the meeting, a gentleman present came forward and endorsed my 

remarks. He said he had a son whose wife was a German lady, and who was now a 

missionary in Bagdad. They have a child of three, and their child speaks three languages with 



perfect fluency––English, German, and Arabic! No doubt the child will forget two of the 

three, and this is no argument for teaching foreign tongues to babies, but surely it does prove 

that the acquisition of a foreign tongue need not present insuperable difficulties to any of us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Language Arts Summary and Some Practical ideas 

~  by Joanne Madgwick 

What we’ve loved about Charlotte Mason is that nothing is done as busy work or as a 

pointless exercise. If the aim is to write a perfect letter “A” then let the child write a perfect 

“A” and move onto the next lesson.  

 

Narration is a pivotal point to the whole of a Charlotte Mason education. We battled for 

years to get this right and for the children to really love narration. The changing point came 

when we purchased beautiful, hard covered, blank, spiral bound books for them to work in. 

They have one for History and Geography, Science, Things to Remember, Creative Writing 

and Science. We only do one written narration a day in the younger grades, Grade 6 and up 

probably do 2 a day. After a single reading our children then write their narration in their 

jotter (a book with feint rule that they use for all their first drafts of work). I then check their 

spelling, punctuation and that it makes sense. Charlotte Mason advocates for not correcting 

the facts in a narration but to instead correct them in the next lesson. So I do not change 

their actual piece of writing. Though I may ask them to explain what they mean by a 

sentence and then ask if that sentence does say what they are trying to convey. They then 

write their narration into the relevant blank book (using line sheets below the page to guide 

them.) These are their books so I give them freedom to use whatever colours, drawings and 

water colour maps. 

 

 

Copy work has also been a short daily lesson that has trained a child in: 

Handwriting 

Memory 

Spelling 

Punctuation 

Perfect execution 

Attention 

 

The way we have approached copy work is as follows. I choose 10 Bible verses or quotes or 

poetry stanzas that I think the children should remember for life. I then prepare one for 

each school week. A first grader will have one with only a few words whilst  a 4th grader may 

have a number of lines. For a younger child I will use an online “create your own 

handwriting page” . I type out the text in cursive or print – depending on the font we are 

working on. Every writing of the text they look at a work carefully, write it or trace it, check 

they have it correct. Fix it if it is incorrect or move onto the next word. At the beginning and 

end of the lesson they read the full text through. 

 On Monday they trace over the printed text in coloured pencils or kokis 

 On Tuesday they write it beautifully on the lines below the text 

 On Wednesday they trace over their writing on the lines in coloured pencils or kokis 

 On Thursday they write it our in the jotter (a book with feint rule that they use for all 

their first drafts of work)  



 On Friday they write the text in pencil, from memory in their best handwriting either 

onto blank paper (using line guides below the page) to stick on their wall, or into a 

card to give someone or into their book called “Thinks to Remember.” They then 

bring it to me so I can check spelling, no words are missing etc. They then return and 

go over it beautifully in pen or colours and decorate the page. 

 

 

Composition 

After the age of 10 we have found value in teaching our children about paragraph and story 

structure. 

We have also done a weekly writing lesson in which we have taught them about aspects of 

writing such as character, setting a scene, climax, writing a letter or news paper article.  

 

 

Grammar 

Grammar Land 

https://archive.org/stream/grammarlandorgr00nesbgoog#page/n18/mode/2up 

 

Grammar land workpages 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BzzN8m85gyPnbkIwTUl3ZmxpdGM/view 

 

 

 

 

https://archive.org/stream/grammarlandorgr00nesbgoog#page/n18/mode/2up
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BzzN8m85gyPnbkIwTUl3ZmxpdGM/view

