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After 1836 Harvard Library collection

The New England Primer introduced each letter by means of a religious phrase and a woodcut illustration. Though strongly didactic in tone, it was used by students into the 19th century, thanks in part to Ira Webster's reprinting of the work in 1843. 

In eighteenth-century America, the institutions closest to our public schools were the short-term schools supported by towns in the northern British colonies. Town meetings often voted to provide elementary schooling for ten or twelve weeks a year. They often favored boys over girls and charged parental fees to supplement the town’s support… Families carried most of the responsibility for children’s learning, along with churches, neighbors, and peers. Not only was schooling less important and thus not very extensive, but in general it was not free, not governmental, and not secular…

These arrangements meant that family wealth, race, and gender had a strong impact on how much formal education a child received. 
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Home based instruction was the primary way most boys and girls learned the rudiments of reading, and by the mid to late eighteenth century, writing as well. Here is a depiction of a mother teaching her children to read from the early nineteenth century.
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VT mandated the establishment of common schools as early as 1777

By 1820, there were 1600 common schols, and by 1836 there were 2,402 and about 97,000 pupils 
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The entering age for children attending schools ranged from 4 through 18. 

The public school as we know it was born in the mid-nineteenth century. Its founders called it the “common” school. Common schools were funded by local property taxes, charged no tuition, were open to all white children, were governed by local school committees, and were subject to a modest amount of state regulation. They arose through two decades of debate prior to the Civil War in the Northeast and the Midwest of what is now the United States and, later in the nineteenth century, in the South and the West…
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John Wolcott Stewart II-Age Unknown; 1898; Frank Burbank-Age Unknown; 1860's.
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Girls were instructed to nurture their dolls as they would nurture their children in the future .
"They can be scolded, and advised, and kissed, and taught to read, and sung to sleep, and any thing else the fancy of the owner may devise."

Slides on dolls:
1.

This beautiful doll has a hand-made china head and shoulders. Little girls could order china heads and arms from catalogues and make their own body and clothing for their doll. This particular doll is wearing white muslin petticoats and a pattern dress with a gathered skirt and long sleeves. She dates from around 1850-1875 and was a gift to the museum from Mrs. Benjamin Wissler in 1952.

2. 

This doll also has a china head and shoulders. She has blonde hair with a painted black net hat. She is wearing white organdy petticoats and a white muslin dress with netting. This beautifully preserved doll was donated to the museum by Miss Irene Bullard in 1973. 

3. buggy

This doll carriage dates back to 1860. It is made out of wood, leather, and metal. It is painted black and has a red-striped canopy. Mulene Gipson donated this carriage to the Sheldon museum in 1985. 

4. topsy-turvy

This interesting doll was gifted to the Sheldon Museum by Miss Irene Bullard in 1973. The doll, which may date back as late as 1866, has two heads on either end. A child playing with this doll could hide one of the doll's heads under the skirt of the other, making this Topsy-Turvy Doll a two-in-one toy. 

Exercise

Even in simple stretching exercises, girls were instructed to play safer versions of boy's games [2].

Calisthenics: "This hard name is given to a gentler sort of gynmastics, suited to girls."

In performing these stretching exercises, girls were expected to remain dressed in their restrictive clothing and remain indoors [2].

 

Meanwhile, boys were instructed to climb nearly vertical wooden planks, a daring activity which was to take place outdoors and required loose clothing.

 

