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Abstract • This introduction addresses the origins, general assumptions and intentions of the special issue. The guest editors show how reading primers published
and used around the end of the Second World War in several European countries
may serve as an object of study in different disciplinary contexts. They present a
broad working definition of the reading primer as an educational medium that
lends itself to interdisciplinary research which takes into account aspects such as
visual and textual content, materiality, and societal contexts of production, distribution and usage. The editors further highlight characteristics of current research
into primers and argue in favor of more comparative approaches that reveal transnational dimensions of textbooks designed to teach children how to read and write.
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T

he reading primer is a textbook designed to help children to learn to
read. Primers have existed in many societies since the early modern
era and are often the first books that children receive when they begin
school. In addition to providing the technical basis for literacy in a given
language and script, primers embody worldviews and values considered
worthy of being passed on to the next generation by those in a position to define educational content. Like other textbooks designed to
impart knowledge that may prove instrumental in the legitimization
and propagation of certain worldviews (such as history, geography, or
civics textbooks), primers are particularly significant in times of political and societal change, when dominant views appear to be in a state
of flux. Since children are thought to embody hope for a better future,
educational reforms are often considered central to establishing a new
societal order.
After the end of the Second World War, European countries experienced various degrees of political and social change that also influenced
the educational sector, including the economy and the politics of textbook
production, distribution, and use. While characteristics of textbooks in
periods of political transition have been investigated in the past, most
such studies focused on history and civics textbooks.1 This special issue,
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by contrast, focuses on reading primers. The contributions to this issue
also consider, to a certain extent, the context of the development and
use of primers around the end of the Second World War, when profound social and political changes were underway across the European
continent.2 The articles examine primers from six European countries—
Germany, Greece, Yugoslavia (Macedonia), Poland, Romania, and Soviet
Russia. The basic questions underlying these articles are as follows: What
developments did the year 1945 bring in the history of the reading
primer? Could a “new beginning” be discerned once the clouds of war
were dispelled? More specifically, the articles explore the question of
whether the primers’ contents, methods, and production processes reflect
an ideological break with the past (and the recently ended war), and they
investigate the various forms that these transformations or, as the case
may have been, inertias assumed in each context.
Beyond their common interest in the ways in which the educational
landscapes of these countries changed in the aftermath of the war, the
authors also share a common purpose, which is to consolidate the nascent
field of research into primers. Our programmatic purpose, in this sense, is
twofold. First, we aim to define and delimit. We consider reading primers
as objects of study, but in a broader disciplinary perspective than has
hitherto been accorded them. Via a brief overview of the efforts that
have already been made to develop this fragmentary area of interest into
a more consistent field of research, we indicate the difficulties faced by
current research and propose a working definition of the reading primer
that allows for an interdisciplinary investigation of its various aspects—
from its purpose, authorship, and usership, through its materiality and
layout, to its didactic method, value content, production context, and
use.3 By drawing on a wide range of disciplinary perspectives and engaging with these various aspects, the contributions to this special issue
reveal the possibilities offered by focusing on the reading primer as a
primary object of study.
Second, we aim to transgress and compare. We seek to overcome
dominant primer research practices by transcending their inherently
national and compartmentalized nature. European scholars have produced numerous studies of reading primers that reflect a variety of
disciplinary perspectives and methodological approaches.4 Yet these
studies tend to be fragmented and only loosely connected to each other
and to major research areas. In addition, the history of reading primers
is usually approached as part of a national history of education and/or
educational media, and studies of primers (with few exceptions, primarily in the case of Romance-speaking countries)5 are often based on
national narratives. Two major Czech and Slovenian publications on
primer history, for example, use the construction “our primers” in their
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titles, suggesting an implicitly national (and thus exclusive) community
of readers, teachers, and scholars.6
Research into primers is overwhelmingly conducted in national contexts, published in national languages in national outlets, and written for
(and usually read by) national audiences. While such nationally framed
research is legitimate and has its advantages, it hinders the exploration
of cross-border influences, limits systematic comparisons and cross-
fertilization, and reinforces a view of scholarship in the field of primers
as consisting of sporadic investigations by lone enthusiasts rather than
of a coherent body of research.7 This special issue aims to contribute to
research into reading primers by making its articles available to an international audience.
By juxtaposing individual articles focusing on one country or one
language, this special issue takes one further step toward a comparative approach and lays the groundwork for future investigations of the
transnational aspects of postwar reading instruction. 8 While all of the
articles included here focus on characteristics of reading primers published around the end of the Second World War, examining the political
and educational transformations occasioned by this period of change in
various local contexts, each article sheds light on the specific political,
social, and economic conditions of schoolbook development in one particular country, thereby offering a unique approach to the problems of
postwar primer production. Although the articles as a rule do not individually address convergences and divergences or affinities and differences
between countries, the collection as a whole allows for reflections on
cross-national contexts, case comparisons, and insights into possible
transnational dynamics.
Read together, these seemingly disparate articles will hopefully
contribute to a better understanding of the nexus between education,
ideology, and change in various contexts across post-1945 Europe, as well
as to the development of the study of reading primers, a nascent field that,
due to its fragmentary nature, has yet to become established within the
domain of educational scholarship.

The Origins of this Special Issue
The articles in this issue were produced for an international workshop
organized in Braunschweig in November 2015 by the Georg Eckert Institute for International Textbook Research (GEI), the Research Library
for the History of Education (BBF) at the German Institute for International Educational Research, Berlin, and the Reading Primers Special
Interest Group (RP-SIG) of the International Society for Historical and
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 ystematic Research on Textbooks and Educational Media. The workshop,
S
titled “After the War—A New Beginning? A Comparative Examination
of Reading Primers Published and Used in 1945 in Europe,” was organized by the guest editors of this issue and addressed the development,
design, content, and use of reading primers in European countries in and
around 1945. Scholars from Albania, Cyprus, Germany, Italy, Macedonia, Poland, Romania, and Russia contributed eleven case studies,9 six
of which appear in this issue. The purpose of the workshop, held on the
seventieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, was to shed
light on reading primers developed and used in those years and, specifically, to demonstrate how reading primers used during the 1945–1946
school year reflected the political and social conditions in each country
at that time.
The year 1945 was a pivotal year when the Second World War
ended and a “new world” began. It is a year that is sometimes referred
to as “Year Zero.”10 But did it also represent a break in the history of
the reading primer? The workshop addressed this question from various
angles, discussing several key aspects of the primers, including their
authorship (were the textbooks used in 1945 compiled by new authors,
or were they reissued or revised editions of wartime or prewar primers?);
the educational, political, and economic contexts of their development,
publication, and dissemination; their thematic content (specifically, the
degree to which they reflect postwar political doctrines and power structures as well as attitudes toward the war and reconstruction); and, finally,
the similarities and differences between them.
Over the course of the workshop, the original focus on primers in
1945 was broadened in several ways. The first shift in focus involved the
historical period under consideration. While most of the articles cover the
period of the war and the early postwar years, several others (including
those on Romania and Russia) also consider the last years before the war,
in order to demonstrate developments over time. Each author approaches
the historicization and contextualization of the topic in a different way,
depending on their focus and disciplinary perspective. The title of this
special issue does justice to this fact. The second shift involved a broadening of the definition of the term “reading primer” to include other
educational materials, such as reading books for later stages of reading
development, sometimes called “basal readers,” in primary school.11
In addition to serving to answer specific questions, these modifications also reflected the need to discuss, across national borders, the
terminology of early reading didactic materials and, specifically, the need
to clarify the terminology relating to the reading primer, a point that we
will address in the following section.
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Reading Primers and Basal Readers: Delimiting and Defining the Field
Throughout the modern era and until the last quarter of the twentieth
century, the first textbook that many European children received was
a reading primer. From the Estonian aabits, the Romanian abecedar, the
Greek alfabetarion, and the Russian and Serbian bukvar’ to the Polish
elementarz, the German Fibel, the Italian sillabario, and the Slovenian
začetnica, we encounter a specific type of textbook with common characteristics. Although many European languages have a specific term (in
some cases, several terms) for the type of textbook that we refer to as
“reading primer,” a closer, multidisciplinary examination of the common
characteristics of the genre is necessary. Therefore, in consideration of
previous attempts to define or delimit this object of study,12 we propose
a working definition of reading primers as educational media that are
(a) published either in book form or digitally; (b) developed, produced,
and disseminated as tools for early literacy instruction and learning in
one or more languages; and (c) based on a specific method of early literacy instruction.
Regarding (a), our working definition covers material characteristics,
suggesting that the reading primer is a printed book, booklet or series
of booklets, or a digital tool. We stress the fact that printed primers are
presented as books or booklets to distinguish them from other printed
works produced for the same educational purpose, such as the “wall
primer” (Wandfibel, in contradistinction to the Handfibel, a primer “placed
in the hands of learners”) or the “reading box” (coffret de lecture, Lesekasten,
stavnica)—an educational tool enabling children to build words and short
sentences with their hands by arranging letters, syllables, and punctuation marks printed on cards.13
Regarding (b), we focus on three important aspects of the reading
primer. First, we look at the fact that it is understood as a tool designed
for and used by fledgling readers to help them progress from illiteracy to
basic literacy. The history of early reading instruction provides two basic
approaches to describe this development: the first, primarily found in
educational history up to and including the twentieth century, distinguishes between a stage of early literacy and one in which basic literacy
is already achieved, while the second, contemporary approach, presents
this process as a continuous development. As a result, various terms exist
for the educational materials used in this process. In the first case, a
distinction is suggested between “reading primer” and “first reader,” a
distinction that is sometimes expressed in the book title “primer and first
reader.”14 This distinction is not found in the second case; here, the term
“primer” is often avoided in the book title in favor of “first reader.”
The second aspect regarding (b) is that the reading primer is considered a tool for both instructors (classroom teachers, private tutors,
Spring 2019
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parents, or others) and learners (children or adults). In this context, we
stress the fact that reading primers were historically used not only at
school but also at home, and that they were also designed and used to
teach reading to illiterate adults.
The third aspect regarding (b) is that primers are tools for the acquisition of written language skills. The language aspect covers a wide
spectrum ranging from national to minority and heritage languages.
While most modern primers are monolingual, a significant number of
historical primers are multilingual, implying that learners were expected
to acquire reading proficiency in more than one language. Thus, generations of children in early modern France and the Kingdom of Hungary
were taught to read Latin and the national language concomitantly. In
multilingual states like Prussia or the Habsburg Monarchy, children with
a family language other than German often learned to read both languages with the help of a bilingual, trilingual, or even quadrilingual
primer.15
Regarding (c), it should be noted that reading primers adopt various
methods of early reading instruction based, for example, on the spelling
of the alphabet, on the representation of sounds, or on a whole-language
approach. The question of what constitutes the best early reading instruction method continues to generate intense debate today, and it has
inspired numerous historical studies focusing on the representation and
development of teaching methods.
Finally, as mentioned above, the importance of reading primers (and
of textbooks more generally) goes well beyond their explicit purpose. Historically, primers also addressed other areas of literacy, especially writing
and counting. More importantly, far from being innocent or objective
vessels for the transmission of knowledge or skills,16 primers also transmit
values and thereby construct particular worldviews. The primer’s origins
in early modern Europe are strongly linked to religious catechesis (the
transmission of canonical religious beliefs).17 As religious content in
primers diminished in the wake of the Enlightenment, other (moral, political, and especially national) worldviews started to play an important
role in early reading instruction; with time, primers came to contribute
to the construction of national cultural identity by implicitly providing
answers to the question of “who are we?” In this sense, primers often
function not only as tools for reading instruction meant to teach learners
“how to read a text,” but also, in one way or another, as manuals on “how
to read the world.”
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Research into Reading Primers
Research into reading primers is multifaceted and discipline-bound.
Didactic research, for example, focuses primarily on identifying the best
method of reading instruction. A significant number of historical studies
also focus on the development of didactic methods.18 Another classic
approach, often linked to cultural and national history, is book history,
in which primers are studied as early examples of printing (primers were
among the first books printed in several languages, including Finnish and
Slovenian).19 In yet another approach, framed by perspectives from the
history of education, primers are seen as reflecting educational thinking
under specific societal and political conditions.20 Alternately, primers are
analyzed in their role as tools of socialization, often with a focus on a
particular issue such as political socialization, nation-building, family,
or gender roles.21 Another area of study is the analysis of illustrations in
primers, whether in general or with a specific thematic focus.22 Finally, a
more recent addition to the spectrum of approaches is historical linguistics, including historical sociolinguistics, which examines primers as tools
of language standardization and policy.23
Despite the multifaceted nature of the primer indicated by this
variety of approaches, the study of the reading primer tends to occupy
a marginal place in studies of educational media history. The news
letter Reading Primers International (RPI), which has been published since
2009 by the RP-SIG, provides information about historical research into
primers from an international perspective, while the same group’s Inter
national Bibliography of Studies on Reading Primers and Basal Readers (IBSP),
which was issued in 2011, contains 412 references and also offers
English translations of titles.24 Although limited in scope, these publications nevertheless allow us to draw some general conclusions regarding
research in this field.
First, most historical studies on primers are devoted to textbooks in
individual countries written in the respective national language. Of the
412 entries in the IBSP, 387 refer to studies on primers and basal readers
in individual countries, and only 25 to international and/or comparative
studies. While general works on the history of primers up to the Second
World War are available for some countries (Estonia, Lithuania, Poland,
Slovakia, and Slovenia), this is not the case for most countries.
Second, in terms of content, the studies cover a broad range of topics,
from general histories and case studies of primers in specific periods of
the early modern or modern age, in particular regions and/or contexts,
to examinations of specific aspects of textbook content (politics, religion,
gender, language, illustrations) and issues of textbook policy, supply, and
markets.
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Third, although historical studies on reading primers are informed
by a considerable number of academic disciplines and subdisciplines—
including reading instruction history, education history, general history,
social and political history, history of religion, book history (materiality,
design, typography, publishing, and the book trade), and historical
sociolinguistics—monodisciplinary approaches prevail, with the result
that scholarship in other disciplines is usually not considered. While
monod isciplinary approaches are certainly valid and can be advantageous (when justified by the research question), they tend to obscure
the multifaceted nature of the reading primer—for example, when the
history of reading instruction and learning is characterized as being “first
and foremost” a history of didactic methods.25
Lastly, studies of the history of primers are usually produced by lone
researchers as secondary projects in addition to their regular professional
commitments, with little collaboration between them. This situation
hinders the development of quality standards and interaction with other
areas of research. One exception to this is to be found in Russia, where
the research network Culture of Childhood: Norms, Values, and Practices
(Kultura detstva: normy, cennosti, praktiki) has contributed significantly to
the study of the history of reading primers.26

Reading Primers and Political Change in European Countries around 1945
We situate this special issue within this varied and fragmented research
landscape, and thereby attempt to bridge some of the gaps described
above. Apart from the various geographical and geopolitical contexts to
which they refer (on both sides of the Iron Curtain and both “winning”
and “losing” sides of the war), the time frames of the analyses vary from
periods as brief as the 1945–1946 school year (Leitner-Stojanov, Sioki) to
longer periods spanning the war years and the prewar and/or postwar
periods (Szakács-Behling and Rusu, Wojdon, Bezrogov and Caroli,
Stürmer).
The contributions also differ in their approach to the question of the
development of reading primers after the war. These differences are most
evident in the following aspects of the analyses: (1) the disciplines in
which they are grounded; these include typography and design (Sioki),
sociology (Szakács-Behling and Rusu), educational science (Stürmer),
and history/history of education (Bezrogov and Caroli, Leitner-Stojanov,
Wojdon); (2) the methods of data analysis used; these include open-coded
qualitative content analysis of visuals and text (most of the studies),
comparative analysis of typographic design and production (Sioki),
and archival work and historical analysis (Leitner-Stojanov, Bezrogov
and Caroli, Stürmer); (3) the data sources, which consist of one or
8
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more editions of a particular primer in addition to archival documents
(Bezrogov and Caroli, Sioki, Stürmer) and teachers’ memoirs (Sioki,
Leitner-Stojanov); and finally (4) the research methodologies, which
include diachronic comparisons of different books (Szakács-Behling and
Rusu), diachronic comparisons of different editions of the same book
(Wojdon), and synchronic comparisons of several books published within
a short time span in different ideological contexts (Stürmer, Sioki).
In terms of content analysis, the thematic focus of many of the articles
bears directly on the main topic of the special issue, revolving, as it does,
around the significance of the year 1945 in educational content: the portrayal of war or militarism in primers during and after the war (Bezrogov
and Caroli, Leitner-Stojanov, Wojdon); other, more general, themes of
textbook research such as “nation” and “patriotism” (Szakács-Behling
and Rusu) and “childhood,” “family,” and “nature” (Stürmer) are also
explored.
Finally, considering the multifaceted and multimodal character of
reading primers and textbooks in general,27 it is not surprising that the
articles in this issue address highly diverse aspects of reading primers.
While all of the articles engage with primers’ content, some also explore
additional aspects such as methods of reading instruction (Bezrogov and
Caroli); political and economic contexts of production, approval, and
distribution (Bezrogov and Caroli, Leitner-Stojanov, Stürmer); language
policy (Leitner-Stojanov); the longevity, authority, or legitimacy of a particular book or author (Wojdon, Stürmer), and the materiality of primers,
revealing, beyond ideological context, the broader societal and economic
conditions of their production (Bezrogov and Caroli, Sioki).
The contributions in this special issue demonstrate that postwar
European reading primers reflect anything but uniformity in textbook
policy. The remarkable extent of variation in the development of textbook
content and production, which is characterized by fluctuating degrees of
continuity and change, indicates a variety of “new beginnings” at various
points in time. Some of these “beginnings” occurred immediately after
the war, and they included more or less dramatic changes, ranging from
the republication of primers designed before the war (Germany), to the
publication of textbooks elaborated during the war (Greece, Russia) or in
a liminal period between “war” and “peace” (Macedonia). In other cases,
while minor adjustments were made in the early postwar period to reflect
new political realities, the most significant changes were implemented
only some years later (Poland, Romania). A comparative consideration
of the content of postwar primers across particular contexts explored by
the various contributions to this issue reveals striking differences in the
visibility of politics and war in European reading primers around the year
1945. Finally, the articles suggest that it was precisely in times of material
shortages that the policies of textbook production began to take new paths.
Spring 2019
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As mentioned above, this special issue aims to “transgress and
compare.” In this sense, taken together, the contributions gathered here
also reveal the challenges and desiderata of future research in the field of
postwar reading primers. These desiderata include, inter alia, more theory-
based elaboration of analytical frameworks (on specific topics such as
war); a deepened political contextualization of textbook development in
federal unions such as the Soviet Union or Yugoslavia; and more systematic analysis, using various comparative analytical techniques, of
cross-border influences. And finally, beyond theoretical development
and methodological sophistication, we plead for more interdisciplinary
approaches and communication across and beyond national boundaries.
We trust that this special issue demonstrates the significance of multi
disciplinary research into reading primers as a stimulating scientific field,
the transnational quality of which has yet to be fully realized.
Simona Szakács-Behling is a postdoctoral researcher at the Georg
Eckert Institute for International Textbook Research in Braunschweig,
Germany. Email: szakacs@gei.de
Wendelin Sroka is an independent educationalist in Essen, Germany,
and the speaker of the Reading Primers SIG of the International Society
for Research on Schoolbooks and Educational Media. 		
Email: wendelin.sroka@arcor.de
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Palgrave Handbook of Textbook Studies (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
4. Vitaly Bezrogov, Kira Mahamud Angulo, Wendelin Sroka, and Joanna Wojdon,
eds., International Bibliography of Studies on Reading Primers and Basal Readers
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beginning reading instruction and its textbooks I: 1550–1869] (Ljubljana:
Univerzum, 1978). Similarly, a history of the Estonian primer published
in 1993 begins with the observation that “our primer dates back to the
sixteenth century.” Lembit Andresen, Eesti aabits reformatioonist iseseisvus
ajani [The Estonian primer from the Reformation period to independence]
(Tallinn: Koolibri, 1993), 3.
7. Wendelin Sroka, “Research on the History of Primers: A Call for Enhanced
Cross-Border Cooperation,” History of Education & Children’s Literature 9, no. 2
(2014): 221–231.
8. A consistent, extensive, transnational body of comparative scholarship
focused on the reading primer has yet to emerge. A notable step in this
direction was taken by the authors of the following study of representations of national territory in post-Soviet primers: Iveta Silova, Michael Mead
Yaqub, and Garine Palandjian, “Pedagogies of Space: (Re)Mapping National
Territories, Borders, and Identities in Post-Soviet Textbooks,” in (Re)Con
structing Memory: School Textbooks and the Imagination of the Nation, ed. James
H. Williams (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2014), 103–130.
9. For accounts of the workshop, see Anna Ascenzi, Kira Mahamud, and Elisabetta Patrizi, “Two Recent International Events on Textbook Research: The
Symposium ‘Education in Periods of Political Transition’ and the Workshop
‘After the War—A New Beginning?’” Rassegne critiche, Discussioni, Recen
sioni e Bibliografia [History of education and children’s literature] 11, no. 2
(2016): 573–587; and Sylvia Schütze, “‘After the War—A New Beginning? A
Comparative Examination of Reading Primers Published and Used in 1945
in Europe.’ Workshop vom 13. bis 14. November 2015 in Braunschweig,”
in “Berichte,” Sektion 1: Historische Bildungsforschung der Deutschen Gesell
schaft für Erziehungswissenschaft (DGfE), accessed 5 December 2017, http://
www.dgfe.de/fileadmin/OrdnerRedakteure/Sektionen/Sek01_HBF/16-08
_Tagungsbericht_Fibel.pdf.
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11. See Bezrogov et al., International Bibliography, 10–11.
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The Historical Development of School Readers and Method in Teaching Reading (New
York: Macmillan, 1900).
19. Wendelin Sroka, “Fibeln und Fibel-Forschung in Europa: eine Annäherung”
[Primers and primer research in Europe: An approach], Bildung und Erzie
hung 64, no. 1 (2011): 23–38, 25.
20. See Paul Gabele, Pädagogische Epochen im Abbild der Fibel [Pedagogical eras
as depicted in primers] (Munich: List, 1962); and Antonio Viñao Frago,
“Aprender a leer en el Antiguo Régimen: cartillas, silabarios y catones”
[Learning to read in the Ancient Regime: Primers, syllabaries and Cato’s
Distichs], in Historia ilustrada del libro escolar en España: Del Antiguo Régimen a
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