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    Teaching, in Jacob Abbott’s vision, is a moral enterprise that seeks to guide the minds and hearts of the young through steady, humane influence rather than force, cultivating judgment, habits, and character alongside knowledge in the everyday life of the classroom and beyond, where authority is exercised conscientiously, example becomes an instrument of persuasion, and the success of instruction rests on patience, clarity, and the teacher’s own self-command, so that learning grows out of relationships structured by trust and order, and discipline functions not as punishment alone but as a formative process aimed at helping students understand themselves and their responsibilities to others.

The Teacher is a work of nonfiction by Jacob Abbott that addresses the practice of education, offering guidance to those charged with the instruction and governance of young people. It belongs to the tradition of pedagogical manuals and appeared in the United States during the early nineteenth century, with editions circulating in the 1830s. Written in a period of expanding public interest in schooling, it reflects a time when educators and readers sought practical frameworks for classroom management and moral development. Rather than telling a story, the book serves as a handbook shaped by classroom realities, aiming to translate principle into daily practice.

Readers encounter a direct, organized, and conversational voice that lays out an approach to teaching grounded in consistency, clarity, and benevolent authority. Abbott emphasizes how a teacher’s conduct—tone, preparation, routines—creates conditions where attention and effort can flourish. The book proceeds by illustrating problems a teacher might face and proposing concrete ways to prevent or address them, favoring persuasion and structure over harshness. Its mood is earnest and pragmatic, designed to steady new instructors and reinvigorate experienced ones. The overall experience is that of a careful mentor speaking from practice, inviting reflection and supplying actionable counsel without theatrical flourishes.

Central themes include the power of moral influence, the value of order, the centrality of habit, and the importance of empathy in guiding the young. Abbott treats authority as a trust that must be exercised with fairness and foresight, arguing that students respond to consistency and a clear sense of purpose. He urges teachers to cultivate attention and diligence by shaping the environment as much as correcting missteps, and to recognize individuality while maintaining common standards. Throughout, the book insists that intellectual progress is inseparable from character formation, and that both are advanced by calm firmness, transparent expectations, and the thoughtful use of example.

While rooted in its historical moment, the book speaks to questions that continue to concern educators: how to build a productive classroom climate, how to correct without discouraging, and how to balance structure with care. Many readers will recognize in its pages a precursor to contemporary discussions about relationship-centered teaching, formative discipline, and social-emotional dimensions of learning. It invites consideration of how authority can be humane and how guidance can be persuasive without becoming permissive. In this sense, it offers a vocabulary for thinking about influence—how it is earned, how it is maintained, and how it shapes both academic effort and ethical growth.

The style is plainspoken and methodical, characteristic of practical manuals from the period, yet it maintains a notable warmth toward the teacher’s daily challenges. Although its language and assumptions reflect a nineteenth-century context, its counsel is presented with a view to everyday obstacles—time, attention, motivation—that remain familiar. Readers will find emphasis on preparation and routine, on anticipating difficulties rather than merely reacting, and on aligning discipline with clearly stated purposes. The result is a steady, instructive tone that seeks not to dazzle but to be useful, marrying general principles with scenarios that illuminate how those principles play out.

Approached as an introduction to the art of teaching, the book encourages readers to see the classroom as a small community shaped most lastingly by the character of the adult who leads it. It frames success not as the absence of trouble but as the presence of guiding habits that foster effort, fairness, and mutual respect. For teachers, parents, or mentors, it offers a companionable map for thinking about influence, responsibility, and everyday decision-making. Its enduring appeal lies in how it translates moral aspiration into practical steps, urging the reader to cultivate a steady hand, a reflective mind, and a generous regard for the young.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Teacher, by Jacob Abbott, is a nineteenth century manual for instructors that concentrates on the moral influences employed in the instruction and government of the young. Addressed to common school teachers, it aims to provide practical guidance for organizing a class, maintaining order, and promoting intellectual and moral growth without relying on fear or force. Abbott arranges his counsel in clearly sequenced chapters, often using familiar situations and brief illustrative cases. He sets out a purpose that is at once pragmatic and humane: to help teachers gain steady authority and secure cheerful obedience through character, tact, and thoughtful methods rather than mechanical rules.

Abbott begins by defining moral influence and contrasting it with physical compulsion. He argues that the teacher’s personal qualities, habits, and daily demeanor form the most effective means of control. Calmness, fairness, and consistency create confidence, while sudden severity or partiality undermines obedience. The book emphasizes that authority should rest on reasons the pupils can understand, communicated with gentleness and firmness. Instead of threats, the teacher projects a steady purpose, showing that right conduct brings immediate advantages to the whole community. By shaping the atmosphere of the room and the tone of every interaction, the teacher guides behavior before resorting to penalties.

An early section describes the teacher’s first day and the importance of preparation. Abbott advises arranging the room, materials, and seating beforehand, so that the opening hours proceed without confusion. He outlines a simple plan for calling the school to order, learning names, explaining a few essential regulations, and beginning work at once. A brief, friendly address can win attention, provided it is concrete and sincere. He recommends setting a small number of rules that can be steadily enforced, rather than a long list that invites exceptions. Early successes, even modest ones, establish confidence and make subsequent management far easier.

In discussing government, Abbott treats common difficulties through brief cases, showing how a deliberate, even manner often resolves them. Faults are to be examined calmly, with facts gathered before judgment. He recommends private admonition when possible, reserving public notice for matters affecting the whole school. Punishment, if used, should be certain, mild, and connected to the offense, with no display of temper. He cautions against sarcastic reproofs and avoids humiliations that harden the offender. For persistent falsehood or obstinacy, the teacher maintains firm, patient pressure, offering a clear path back to favor through confession, reparation, and renewed diligence.

Another substantial theme is the wise use of motives. Abbott classifies common incentives, such as fear, emulation, love of approbation, desire for progress, and the sense of duty, noting the effects and risks of each. He encourages teachers to address conscience and reason, to praise sparingly but distinctly, and to avoid turning the school into a contest for rank alone. Small honors and visible records may be helpful if they foster steady habits rather than vanity. Above all, he urges the teacher to make work itself attractive by making it intelligible and within reach, so that interest gently draws attention and effort.

On instruction, the book favors understanding over rote recitation. Abbott recommends short, animated lessons with frequent questioning that guides pupils to form the steps of a process for themselves. He illustrates the use of the blackboard, simple objects, and familiar instances to make abstractions plain. Reading is to be taught for meaning and expression, not mere pronunciation. In arithmetic and grammar, he proposes mental exercises and practical problems that connect with daily life. Corrections should be specific and kindly, showing the right way by example. Variety, clear explanations, and well-timed reviews keep attention alive and fix knowledge securely.

School organization receives extended treatment. Abbott considers classification by attainment, so that instruction suits the stage of each group. He describes simple time tables, signals, and routines that economize minutes and reduce confusion. Monitors or helpers may assist in distributing materials and marking attendance under close oversight. The arrangement of seats, the position of the teacher’s desk, the provision of slates, maps, and a blackboard, and the care of books are all managed to promote order and quiet industry. Regular recess and outdoor play are encouraged, not as indulgence, but as necessary relief to preserve health, spirits, and steady effort.

Abbott examines public examinations and exhibitions, warning that they can distort study if treated as show. He prefers regular, modest reviews that truly measure progress and keep parents informed without anxiety or display. The teacher keeps simple records and communicates concerns promptly. Moral education runs through the whole plan, sometimes accompanied by brief devotional exercises, but he urges avoidance of sectarian controversy and reliance on example and daily occasions for kindness, honesty, and self command. He connects school and home by respectful correspondence, visits, and clear statements of expectations, seeking to make parents allies in sustaining diligence and order.

Throughout, the work presents teaching as a moral stewardship that requires self government in the teacher as well as guidance of the pupils. Abbott closes by encouraging patience, gradual aims, and steady self improvement. He measures success less by brilliant displays than by quiet habits formed, knowledge secured, tempers softened, and duties cheerfully done. The central conclusion is consistent: firm, gentle moral influence, joined with clear methods and thoughtful organization, produces both order and intellectual growth. By following the sequence of counsel from first day to daily routine, the reader receives a coherent plan for managing a school humanely and effectively.
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    Jacob Abbott’s The Teacher: or Moral Influences Employed in the Instruction and Government of the Young appeared in Boston in 1833, distilling the practices of early nineteenth-century New England schoolrooms. Its implicit setting is the mixed-age district school and small academy typical of Massachusetts and the broader Northeast, where a single instructor managed large classes with limited apparatus. The period was one of rapid social change: expanding market towns, religious revival, and an intensifying public debate over tax-supported education. Abbott, a Bowdoin-educated New Englander with theological training at Andover, wrote from the vantage of a practitioner addressing teachers in Massachusetts and the Mid-Atlantic, presenting a manual that reflected the everyday realities of classrooms between roughly 1825 and 1835.

The Common School Movement was the decisive backdrop. Massachusetts’s 1827 school law strengthened town oversight and encouraged graded instruction, and in 1837 the state created a Board of Education with Horace Mann as its first secretary, inaugurating famous Annual Reports (1837–1848) that argued for universal, nonsectarian schooling. Parallel measures included Pennsylvania’s landmark Free School Act of 1834—hotly contested but reaffirmed in 1836—and earlier New York statutes (notably the 1812 common school law) that stabilized local funding. The first state normal school in the United States opened at Lexington, Massachusetts, in 1839 under Cyrus Peirce, institutionalizing teacher training. Abbott’s book, published six years before Lexington, effectively functioned as a proto-normal-school text: it codified classroom organization, discipline by moral suasion, and professional identity at a moment when the state was just beginning to define teacher preparation.

Another powerful influence was the widespread, then contested, monitorial (Lancasterian) system. Imported from Joseph Lancaster’s London experiments (c. 1803) and promoted in New York by the Public School Society (founded 1805), monitorial schools used older pupils as assistants to instruct hundreds in cavernous rooms, emphasizing drill, recitation, and economy. American cities experimented throughout the 1810s–1820s; by the late 1830s reformers in Boston and New York moved toward graded classrooms led by professionally trained teachers, aided by blackboards and small-group recitations. Abbott’s emphasis on the teacher’s direct, personal influence, on small, purposeful exercises, and on carefully structured routines mirrors this transition. While he accepts the necessity of order and efficient management, his counsel favors individualized attention over mechanical mass-drill, aligning the manual with the broader shift away from monitorialism toward graded, teacher-centered common schools.

Transatlantic pedagogical currents also mattered. Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s child-centered methods reached the United States through Joseph Neef, who opened schools in Philadelphia and Kentucky and published in 1808, and through the infant-school movement of the 1820s. Reports praising Prussian organization—Victor Cousin’s 1831 survey, Calvin E. Stowe’s 1836 Ohio report, and Horace Mann’s Seventh Report (1843)—diffused ideas of object teaching, graded progression, and moral purpose. Abbott’s recommendations for concrete illustration, stepwise mastery, and the cultivation of habits rather than mere rote recall resonate with those Pestalozzian and Prussian models, even though his manual predates some famous reports; it channels the same reform atmosphere that prized method, sequence, and the teacher’s formative moral role.

The Second Great Awakening (c. 1790–1840) framed the moral language of schooling. Revivalism, beginning with events like Cane Ridge (1801, Kentucky), spawned voluntary societies that targeted youth: the American Education Society (1815), the American Sunday School Union (1824, Philadelphia), and the American Temperance Society (1826, Boston). These networks promoted self-discipline, sobriety, and benevolence as civic virtues. Educated at Andover Theological Seminary, Abbott drew upon this evangelical ethic. In The Teacher he elevates the instructor as a moral guide whose authority rests on conscience and example rather than fear. The book’s counsel on cultivating honesty, industry, and restraint echoes the era’s charitable and Sunday-school programs, translating revivalist “moral suasion” into daily classroom governance.

Expanding female education reshaped the teacher’s role. Emma Willard founded the Troy Female Seminary in 1821; Catharine Beecher opened the Hartford Female Seminary in 1823 and later championed a national corps of women teachers; Mary Lyon established Mount Holyoke Female Seminary in 1837. By the 1830s–1840s, women increasingly staffed common schools, especially in rural districts, linking pedagogy to the ideals of domestic virtue and patience. Abbott’s manual repeatedly valorizes gentle firmness, sympathetic understanding, and the formation of habits over punishment, traits widely associated at the time with female moral influence. Although addressed to teachers of both sexes, its vision of authority-through-character harmonizes with the feminization and professionalization of teaching underway in New England.

Industrialization and urban growth in New England heightened concern for schooling. The textile mills at Lowell, chartered in the early 1820s, symbolized a new factory regime, while Boston’s population nearly doubled from about 43,000 in 1820 to over 93,000 by 1840. Legislators responded with child-labor measures, notably Massachusetts’s 1836 law requiring factory children to attend school at least three months annually. Crowded classrooms, irregular attendance during planting and harvest, and the need for punctuality and time discipline pressed teachers to develop reliable routines. Abbott’s guidance on attendance, lesson scheduling, and maintaining attention in large, mixed-age rooms directly addresses these urban-industrial pressures, translating the demands of the factory town and bustling port into a humane order for the school.

As a social and political critique, The Teacher rejects coercive, status-based authority in favor of a broadly accessible, civic-minded education. It implicitly condemns corporal punishment, arbitrary rule by district committees, and the haphazard training of instructors, arguing that stable public finance, professional preparation, and moral governance are essential to republican society. By insisting that every child’s character is worth the teacher’s patient labor, the book counters class stratification and the exclusionary tendencies of fee-based academies. Its advocacy of consistent routines, mutual respect, and public responsibility exposes the era’s inequities—uneven attendance, variable school quality, and fragile teacher pay—while modeling a practical ethic for universal common schooling.
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most singular contrariety of opinion prevails in the community in regard to the pleasantness of the business of teaching. Some teachers go to their daily task merely upon compulsion; they regard it as intolerable drudgery. Others love the work: they hover around the school-room as long as they can, and never cease to think, and seldom to talk, of their delightful labors.







Unfortunately, there are too many of the former class, and the first object which, in this work, I shall attempt to accomplish, is to show my readers, especially those who have been accustomed to look upon the business of teaching as a weary and heartless toil, how it happens that it is, in any case, so pleasant. The human mind is always essentially the same. That which is tedious and joyless to one, will be so to another, if pursued in the same way, and under the same circumstances. And teaching, if it is pleasant, animating, and exciting to one, may be so to all.

I am met, however, at the outset, in my effort to show why it is that teaching is ever a pleasant work, by the want of a name for a certain faculty or capacity of the human mind, through which most of the enjoyment of teaching finds its avenue. Every mind is so constituted as to take a positive pleasure in the exercise of ingenuity in adapting means to an end, and in watching the operation of them—in accomplishing by the intervention of instruments what we could not accomplish without—in devising (when we see an object to be effected which is too great for our direct and immediate power) and setting at work some instrumentality which may be sufficient to accomplish it.

[image: Steam Engine]

It is said that when the steam-engine was first put into operation, such was the imperfection of the machinery, that a boy was necessarily stationed at it to open and shut alternately the cock by which the steam was now admitted and now shut out from the cylinder. One such boy, after patiently doing his work for many days, contrived to connect this stop-cock with some of the moving parts of the engine by a wire, in such a manner that the engine itself did the work which had been intrusted to him; and after seeing that the whole business would go regularly forward, he left the wire in charge, and went away to play.

Such is the story. Now if it is true, how much pleasure the boy must have experienced in devising and witnessing the successful operation of his scheme. I do not mean the pleasure of relieving himself from a dull and wearisome duty; I do not mean the pleasure of anticipated play; but I mean the strong interest he must have taken in contriving and executing his plan. When, wearied out with his dull, monotonous work, he first noticed those movements of the machinery which he thought adapted to his purpose, and the plan flashed into his mind, how must his eye have brightened, and how quick must the weary listlessness of his employment have vanished. While he was maturing his plan and carrying it into execution—while adjusting his wires, fitting them to the exact length and to the exact position—and especially when, at last, he began to watch the first successful operation of his contrivance, he must have enjoyed a pleasure which very few even of the joyous sports of childhood could have supplied.

It is not, however, exactly the pleasure of exercising ingenuity in contrivance that I refer to here; for the teacher has not, after all, a great deal of absolute contriving to do, or, rather, his principal business is not contriving. The greatest and most permanent source of pleasure to the boy, in such a case as I have described, is his feeling that he is accomplishing a great effect by a slight effort of his own; the feeling of power; acting through the intervention of instrumentality, so as to multiply his power. So great would be this satisfaction, that he would almost wish to have some other similar work assigned him, that he might have another opportunity to contrive some plan for its easy accomplishment.

Looking at an object to be accomplished, or an evil to be remedied, then studying its nature and extent, and devising and executing some means for effecting the purpose desired, is, in all cases, a source of pleasure; especially when, by the process, we bring to view or into operation new powers, or powers heretofore hidden, whether they are our own powers, or those of objects upon which we act. Experimenting has a sort of magical fascination for all.[1q] Some do not like the trouble of making preparations, but all are eager to see the results. Contrive a new machine, and every body will be interested to witness or to hear of its operation. Develop any heretofore unknown properties of matter, or secure some new useful effect from laws which men have not hitherto employed for their purposes, and the interest of all around you will be excited to observe your results; and, especially, you will yourself take a deep and permanent pleasure in guiding and controlling the power you have thus obtained.

This is peculiarly the case with experiments upon mind, or experiments for producing effects through the medium of voluntary acts of others, making it necessary that the contriver should take into consideration the laws of mind in forming his plans. To illustrate this by rather a childish case: I once knew a boy who was employed by his father to remove all the loose small stones, which, from the peculiar nature of the ground, had accumulated in the road before the house. The boy was set at work by his father to take them up, and throw them over into the pasture across the way. He soon got tired of picking up the stones one by one, and so he sat down upon the bank to try to devise some better means of accomplishing his work. He at length conceived and adopted the following plan: He set up in the pasture a narrow board for a target, or, as boys would call it, a mark, and then, collecting all the boys of the neighborhood, he proposed to them an amusement which boys are always ready for—firing at a mark. The stones in the road furnished the ammunition, and, of course, in a very short time the road was cleared; the boys working for the accomplishment of their leader's task, when they supposed they were only finding amusement for themselves.

Here, now, is experimenting upon the mind—the production of useful effect with rapidity and ease by the intervention of proper instrumentality—the conversion, by means of a little knowledge of human nature, of that which would have otherwise been dull and fatiguing labor into a most animating sport, giving pleasure to twenty instead of tedious labor to one. Now the contrivance and execution of such plans is a source of positive pleasure. It is always pleasant to bring even the properties and powers of matter into requisition to promote our designs; but there is a far higher pleasure in controlling, and guiding, and moulding to our purpose the movements of mind.

It is this which gives interest to the plans and operation of human governments. Governments can, in fact, do little by actual force. Nearly all the power that is held, even by the most despotic executive, must be based on an adroit management of the principles of human nature, so as to lead men voluntarily to co-operate with the leader in his plans. Even an army could not be got into battle, in many cases, without a most ingenious arrangement, by means of which half a dozen men can drive, literally drive, as many thousands into the very face of danger and death. The difficulty of leading men to battle must have been, for a long time, a very perplexing one to generals. It was at last removed by the very simple expedient of creating a greater danger behind than there is before. Without ingenuity of contrivance like this, turning one principle of human nature against another, and making it for the momentary interest of men to act in a given way, no government could stand.

I know of nothing which illustrates more perfectly the way by which a knowledge of human nature is to be turned to account in managing human minds than a plan which was adopted for clearing the galleries of the British House of Commons[1] many years ago, before the present Houses of Parliament were built. There was then, as now, a gallery appropriated to spectators, and it was customary to require these visitors to retire when a vote was to be taken or private business was to be transacted. When the officer in attendance was ordered to clear the gallery, it was sometimes found to be a very troublesome and slow operation; for those who first went out remained obstinately as close to the doors as possible, so as to secure the opportunity to come in again first when the doors should be re-opened. The consequence was, there was so great an accumulation around the doors outside, that it was almost impossible for the crowd to get out. The whole difficulty arose from the eager desire of every one to remain as near as possible to the door, through which they were to come back again. Notwithstanding the utmost efforts of the officers, fifteen minutes were sometimes consumed in effecting the object, when the order was given that the spectators should retire.

The whole difficulty was removed by a very simple plan. One door only was opened when the crowd was to retire, and they were then admitted, when the gallery was opened again, through the other. The consequence was, that as soon as the order was given to clear the galleries, every one fled as fast as possible through the open door around to the one which was closed, so as to be ready to enter first, when that, in its turn, should be opened. This was usually in a few minutes, as the purpose for which the spectators were ordered to retire was in most cases simply to allow time for taking a vote. Here it will be seen that, by the operation of a very simple plan, the very eagerness of the crowd to get back as soon as possible, which had been the sole cause of the difficulty, was turned to account most effectually to the removal of it. Before, the first that went out were so eager to return, that they crowded around the door of egress in such a manner as to prevent others going out; but by this simple plan of ejecting them by one door and admitting them by another, that very eagerness made them clear the passage at once, and caused every one to hurry away into the lobby the moment the command was given.

The planner of this scheme must have taken great pleasure in witnessing its successful operation; though the officer who should go steadily on, endeavoring to remove the reluctant throng by dint of mere driving, might well have found his task unpleasant. But the exercise of ingenuity in studying the nature of the difficulty with which a man has to contend, and bringing in some antagonist principle of human nature to remove it, or, if not an antagonist principle, a similar principle, operating, by a peculiar arrangement of circumstances, in an antagonist manner, is always pleasant. From this source a large share of the enjoyment which men find in the active pursuits of life has its origin.

The teacher has the whole field which this subject opens fully before him. He has human nature to deal with most directly. His whole work is one of experimenting upon mind; and the mind which is before him to be the subject of his operation is exactly in the state to be most easily and pleasantly operated upon. The reason now why some teachers find their work delightful, and some find it wearisomeness and tedium itself, is that some do and some do not take this view of the nature of it. One instructor is like the engine-boy, turning, without cessation or change, his everlasting stop-cock, in the same ceaseless, mechanical, and monotonous routine. Another is like the little workman in his brighter moments, arranging his invention, and watching with delight the successful and easy accomplishment of his wishes by means of it. One is like the officer, driving by vociferations, and threats, and demonstrations of violence, the spectators from the galleries. The other like the shrewd contriver, who converts the very desire to return, which was the sole cause of the difficulty, to a most successful and efficient means of its removal.

These principles show how teaching may, in some cases, be a delightful employment, while in others its tasteless dullness is interrupted by nothing but its perplexities and cares. The school-room is in reality a little empire of mind[4].[2q] If the one who presides in it sees it in its true light; studies the nature and tendency of the minds which he has to control; adapts his plans and his measures to the laws of human nature, and endeavors to accomplish his purposes for them, not by mere labor and force, but by ingenuity and enterprise, he will take pleasure in administering his little government. He will watch, with care and interest, the operation of the moral and intellectual causes which he sets in operation, and find, as he accomplishes his various objects with increasing facility and power, that he will derive a greater and greater pleasure from his work.

Now when a teacher thus looks upon his school as a field in which he is to exercise skill, and ingenuity, and enterprise; when he studies the laws of human nature, and the character of those minds upon which he has to act; when he explores deliberately the nature of the field which he has to cultivate, and of the objects which he wishes to accomplish, and applies means judiciously and skillfully adapted to the object, he must necessarily take a strong interest in his work. But when, on the other hand, he goes to his employment only to perform a certain regular round of daily toil, undertaking nothing and anticipating nothing but this dull and unchangeable routine, and when he looks upon his pupils merely as passive objects of his labors, whom he is to treat with simple indifference while they obey his commands, and to whom he is only to apply reproaches and punishment when they do wrong, such a teacher never can take pleasure in the school. Weariness and dullness must reign in both master and scholars when things, as he imagines, are going right, and mutual anger and crimination when they go wrong.
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Scholars never can be successfully instructed by the power of any dull mechanical routine, nor can they be properly governed by the blind, naked strength of the master; such means must fail of the accomplishment of the purposes designed, and consequently the teacher who tries such a course must have constantly upon his mind the discouraging, disheartening burden of unsuccessful and almost useless labor. He is continually uneasy, dissatisfied, and filled with anxious cares, and sources of vexation and perplexity continually arise. He attempts to remove evils by waging against them a useless and most vexatious warfare of threatening and punishment; and he is trying continually to drive, when he might know that neither the intellect nor the heart are capable of being driven.

I will simply state one case, to illustrate what I mean by the difference between blind force and active ingenuity and enterprise in the management of school. I once knew the teacher of a school who made it his custom to have writing attended to in the afternoon. The school was in the country, and it was the old times when quills[2], instead of steel pens, were universally used. The boys were accustomed to take their places at the appointed hour, and each one would set up his pen in the front of his desk for the teacher to come and mend them. The teacher would accordingly pass around the school-room, mending the pens, from desk to desk, thus enabling the boys, in succession, to begin their task. Of course, each boy, before the teacher came to his desk, was necessarily idle, and, almost necessarily, in mischief. Day after day the teacher went through this regular routine. He sauntered slowly and listlessly through the aisles, and among the benches of the room, wherever he saw the signal of a pen. He paid, of course, very little attention to the writing, now and then reproving, with an impatient tone, some extraordinary instance of carelessness, or leaving his work to suppress some rising disorder. Ordinarily, however, he seemed to be lost in vacancy of thought, dreaming, perhaps, of other scenes, or inwardly repining at the eternal monotony and tedium of a teacher's life. His boys took no interest in their work, and of course made no progress. They were sometimes unnecessarily idle, and sometimes mischievous, but never usefully or pleasantly employed, for the whole hour was passed before the pens could all be brought down. Wasted time, blotted books, and fretted tempers were all the results which the system produced.

The same teacher afterward acted on a very different principle. He looked over the field, and said to himself, "What are the objects which I wish to accomplish in this writing exercise, and how can I best accomplish them? I wish to obtain the greatest possible amount of industrious and careful practice in writing. The first thing evidently is to save the wasted time." He accordingly made preparation for mending the pens at a previous hour, so that all should be ready, at the appointed time, to commence the work together. This could be done quite as conveniently when the boys were engaged in studying, by requesting them to put out their pens at an appointed and previous time. He sat at his table, and the pens of a whole bench were brought to him, and, after being carefully mended, were returned, to be in readiness for the writing hour. Thus the first difficulty, the loss of time, was obviated.

"I must make them industrious while they write," was his next thought. After thinking of a variety of methods, he determined to try the following: he required all to begin together at the top of the page, and write the same line, in a hand of the same size. They were all required to begin together, he himself beginning at the same time, and writing about as fast as he thought they ought to write in order to secure the highest improvement. When he had finished his line, he ascertained how many had preceded him and how many were behind. He requested the first to write slower, and the others faster; and by this means, after a few trials, he secured uniform, regular, systematic, and industrious employment throughout the school. Probably there were, at first, difficulties in the operation of the plan, which he had to devise ways and means to surmount; but what I mean to present particularly to the reader is, that he was interested in his experiments. While sitting in his desk, giving his command to begin line after line, and noticing the unbroken silence, and attention, and interest which prevailed (for each boy was interested to see how nearly with the master he could finish his work), while presiding over such a scene he must have been interested. He must have been pleased with the exercise of his almost military command, and to witness how effectually order and industry, and excited and pleased attention, had taken the place of listless idleness and mutual dissatisfaction.

After a few days, he appointed one of the older and more judicious scholars to give the word for beginning and ending the lines, and he sat surveying the scene, or walking from desk to desk, noticing faults, and considering what plans he could form for securing more and more fully the end he had in view. He found that the great object of interest and attention among the boys was to come out right, and that less pains were taken with the formation of the letters than there ought to be to secure the most rapid improvement.

But how shall he secure greater pains? By stern commands and threats? By going from desk to desk, scolding one, rapping the knuckles of another, and holding up to ridicule a third, making examples of such individuals as may chance to attract his special attention? No; he has learned that he is operating upon a little empire of mind, and that he is not to endeavor to drive them as a man drives a herd, by mere peremptory command or half angry blows. He must study the nature of the effect that he is to produce, and of the materials upon which he is to work, and adopt, after mature deliberation, a plan to accomplish his purpose founded upon the principles which ought always to regulate the action of mind upon mind, and adapted to produce the intellectual effect which he wishes to accomplish.

In the case supposed, the teacher concluded to appeal to emulation. While I describe the measure he adopted, let it be remembered that I am now only approving of the resort to ingenuity and invention, and the employment of moral and intellectual means for the accomplishment of his purposes, and not of the measures themselves. I am not sure the plan I am going to describe is a wise one; but I am sure that the teacher, while trying it, must have been interested in his intellectual experiment. His business, while pursued in such a way, could not have been a mere dull and uninteresting routine.

He purchased, for three cents apiece, two long lead pencils—an article of great value in the opinion of the boys of country schools—and he offered them, as prizes, to the boy who would write most carefully; not to the one who should write best, but to the one whose book should exhibit most appearance of effort and care for a week. After announcing his plan, he watched with strong interest its operation. He walked round the room while the writing was in progress, to observe the effect of his measure. He did not reprove those who were writing carelessly; he simply noticed who and how many they were. He did not commend those who were evidently making effort; he noticed who and how many they were, that he might understand how far, and upon what sort of minds, his experiment was successful, and where it failed. He was taking a lesson in human nature—human nature as it exhibits itself in boys—and was preparing to operate more and more powerfully by future plans.

The lesson which he learned by the experiment was this, that one or two prizes will not influence the majority of a large school. A few of the boys seemed to think that the pencils were possibly within their reach, and they made vigorous efforts to secure them; but the rest wrote on as before. Thinking it certain that they should be surpassed by the others, they gave up the contest at once in despair.

The obvious remedy was to multiply his prizes, so as to bring one of them within the reach of all. He reflected, too, that the real prize, in such a case, is not the value of the pencil, but the honor of the victory; and as the honor of the victory might as well be coupled with an object of less, as well as with one of greater value, the next week he divided his two pencils into quarters, and offered to his pupils eight prizes instead of two. He offered one to every five scholars, as they sat on their benches, and every boy then saw that a reward would certainly come within five of him. His chance, accordingly, instead of being one in twenty, became one in five.

Now is it possible for a teacher, after having philosophized upon the nature of the minds upon which he is operating, and surveyed the field, and ingeniously formed a plan, which plan he hopes will, through his own intrinsic power, produce certain effects—is it possible for him, when he comes, for the first day, to witness its operations, to come without feeling a strong interest in the result? It is not possible. After having formed such a plan, and made such arrangements, he will look forward almost with impatience to the next writing-hour. He wishes to see whether he has estimated the mental capacities and tendencies of his little community aright; and when the time comes, and he surveys the scene, and observes the operation of his measure, and sees many more are reached by it than were influenced before, he feels a strong gratification, and it is a gratification which is founded upon the noblest principles of our nature. He is tracing, on a most interesting field, the operation of cause and effect. From being the mere drudge, who drives, without intelligence or thought, a score or two of boys to their daily tasks, he rises to the rank of an intellectual philosopher, exploring the laws and successfully controlling the tendencies of mind.

It will be observed, too, that all the time this teacher was performing these experiments, and watching with intense interest the results, his pupils were going on undisturbed in their pursuits. The exercises in writing were not interrupted or deranged. This is a point of fundamental importance; for, if what I should say on the subject of exercising ingenuity and contrivance in teaching should be the means, in any case, of leading a teacher to break in upon the regular duties of his school, and destroy the steady uniformity with which the great objects of such an institution should be pursued, my remarks had better never have been written. There may be variety in methods and plan, but, through all this variety, the school, and every individual pupil of it, must go steadily forward in the acquisition of that knowledge which is of greatest importance in the business of future life. In other words, the variations and changes admitted by the teacher ought to be mainly confined to the modes of accomplishing those permanent objects to which all the exercises and arrangements of the school ought steadily to aim. More on this subject, however, in another chapter.

I will mention one other circumstance, which will help to explain the difference in interest and pleasure with which teachers engage in their work. I mean the different views they take of the offenses of their pupils. One class of teachers seem never to make it a part of their calculation that their pupils will do wrong, and when, any misconduct occurs they are discontented and irritated, and look and act as if some unexpected occurrence had broken in upon their plans. Others understand and consider all this beforehand. They seem to think a little, before they go into their school, what sort of beings boys and girls are, and any ordinary case of youthful delinquency or dullness does not surprise them. I do not mean that they treat such cases with indifference or neglect, but that they expect them, and are prepared for them. Such a teacher knows that boys and girls are the materials he has to work upon, and he takes care to make himself acquainted with these materials, just as they are. The other class, however, do not seem to know at all what sort of beings they have to deal with, or, if they know, do not consider. They expect from them what is not to be obtained, and then are disappointed and vexed at the failure. It is as if a carpenter should attempt to support an entablature by pillars of wood too small and weak for the weight, and then go on, from week to week, suffering anxiety and irritation as he sees them swelling and splitting under the burden, and finding fault with the wood instead of taking it to himself; or as if a plowman were to attempt to work a hard and stony piece of ground with a poor team and a small plow, and then, when overcome by the difficulties of the task, should vent his vexation and anger in laying the blame on the ground instead of on the inadequate and insufficient instrumentality which he had provided for subduing it.
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It is, of course, one essential part of a man's duty, in engaging in any undertaking, whether it will lead him to act upon matter or upon mind, to become first well acquainted with the circumstances of the case, the materials he is to act upon, and the means which he may reasonably expect to have at his command. If he underrates his difficulties, or overrates the power of his means of overcoming them, it is his mistake—a mistake for which he is fully responsible. Whatever may be the nature of the effect which he aims at accomplishing, he ought fully to understand it, and to appreciate justly the difficulties which lie in the way.

Teachers, however, very often overlook this. A man comes home from his school at night perplexed and irritated by the petty misconduct which he has witnessed, and been trying to check. He does not, however, look forward and endeavor to prevent the occasions of such misconduct, adapting his measures to the nature of the material upon which he has to operate, but he stands, like the carpenter at his columns, making himself miserable in looking at it after it occurs, and wondering what to do.

"Sir," we might say to him, "what is the matter?"

"Why, I have such boys I can do nothing with them. Were it not for their misconduct, I might have a very good school."

"Were it not for their misconduct? Why, is there any peculiar depravity in them which you could not have foreseen?"

"No; I suppose they are pretty much like all other boys," he replies, despairingly; "they are all hair-brained and unmanageable. The plans I have formed for my school would be excellent if my boys would only behave properly."

"Excellent plans," might we not reply, "and yet not adapted to the materials upon which they are to operate! No. It is your business to know what sort of beings boys are, and to make your calculations accordingly."

Two teachers may therefore manage their schools in totally different ways, so that one of them may necessarily find the business a dull, mechanical routine, except as it is occasionally varied by perplexity and irritation, and the other a prosperous and happy employment. The one goes on mechanically the same, and depends for his power on violence, or on threats and demonstrations of violence. The other brings all his ingenuity and enterprise into the field to accomplish a steady purpose by means ever varying, and depends for his power on his knowledge of human nature, and on the adroit adaptation of plans to her fixed and uniform tendencies.

I am very sorry, however, to be obliged to say that probably the latter class of teachers are decidedly in the minority. To practice the art in such a way as to make it an agreeable employment is difficult, and it requires much knowledge of human nature, much attention and skill. And, after all, there are some circumstances necessarily attending the work which constitute a heavy drawback on the pleasures which it might otherwise afford. The almost universal impression that the business of teaching is attended with peculiar trials and difficulties proves this.

There must be some cause for an impression so general. It is not right to call it a prejudice, for, although a single individual may conceive a prejudice, whole communities very seldom do, unless in some case which is presented at once to the whole, so that, looking at it through a common medium, all judge wrong together. But the general opinion in regard to teaching is composed of a vast number of separate and independent judgments, and there must be some good ground for the universal result.
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