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OUR ILLUSTRIOUS ELSON COUSIN 

 
 Little did our ancestral grandmother, Mary Elizabeth Elson, know that her 
nephew William Harris Elson would become a most famous educator of his time.  You 
may not recognize his face but maybe this title would ring 
a bell.  Do you recognize Dick, Jane, and Spot?  But I’m 
getting ahead of my story.  This newsletter is about our 
cousin William Harris Elson and why I am showing you a 
picture from 1947 long after he was dead. Let me start at 
the beginning. 
 William was born in 1854 in Ohio, the son of 
Thomas Elson, brother of our Mary Elizabeth.  He was the 
ninth child of eleven (our grandmother was the first) of 
William Elson and Hannah Stewart.  We share our same 
Revolutionary War ancestor, Richard Elson.  William’s 
early education was in the common schools of Ohio and I 
find this influence especially pertinent to William’s future.  
 Common Schools were defined by Horace Mann, 
the most prominent educator at that time, in this manner: 

In 1838, he founded and edited The Common School Journal. In this journal, Mann targeted the 
public school and its problems. His six main principles were: (1) the public should no longer remain 
ignorant; (2) that such education should be paid for, controlled, and sustained by an interested public; (3) 
that this education will be best provided in schools that embrace children from a variety of backgrounds; 
(4) that this education must be non-sectarian ; (5) that this education must be taught by the spirit, methods, 

and discipline of a free society; and (6) that education should be 
provided by well-trained, professional teachers. Mann worked for more 
and better equipped school houses, longer school years (until 16 years 
old), higher pay for teachers, and a wider curriculum. 

Following these principles William soon began his 
ascent to what would become his own place in the field of 
education.  On the way, he held many positions as 
supervisors and superintendents in schools and it was 
during one of those positions that he established the first 
technical high school in the country.  This was considered 
very radical at the time when academics were the rule, and 
he had much opposition but nevertheless today he is known 
as the father of technical education. 

 

Volume XII, Page 5 



However, he is given little credit for that 
innovation but a lot of credit for what he really is known 
for.  It began with the Elson Grammar School Reader, of 
which there were nine in the series and which were first 
published in 1909.  This is the most famous beginning 
of our cousin’s life because it morphed into what I 
showed you on page one when Sally was added to Dick, 
Jane, and Spot.  The early Elson Readers were the 
prototype of what was to come. There were constant 
revisions and additions, and they were used by children 
in every continent of the globe and in thirty-four 
different countries noted in the reference quoted next. 

The 1920 National Cyclopedia of American 
Biography said of him, “Elson had a genuine love of 
people, an unusual capacity for friendship, and a genial wholesome outlook upon life.  
His love of literature, art and music led him constantly into avenues of learning which 
broadened his vision and gave him the cultural background which permeated his entire 
life and work.”   All these qualities were embodied in his Elson Readers. 

In the early 1930s William topped his career with a new series of books called 
Dick and Jane.  Therein lies his continued road to fame in education. 

Yes, he had co-authors in both of his 
endeavors.  Dick and Jane became 
immediately the primary reader for the 
beginning school years.  Their dog Spot was 
added and as the years went by the artwork 
was updated.  Even though it is said the books 
presented a world that was more ideal than 
true-to-life, many children during the 
depression years had a book that allowed 
them to dream. 

William Harris, from 1913 until his death, was 
actively engaged in his work as an author of school 
readers for children.  He was far ahead of his time in 
several important educational movements.  His most 
important contribution may be the series “The Elson 
Readers” which were based upon new principles in the 
instructions and the content of material, and they 
revolutionized the teaching of reading.  He died in 1935 
in Chicago but lived to see the fifty-millionth copy of 
his work sold.  In fact, when I was researching his life I 
was told that his original Elson Readers, all nine of 
them, are being reprinted because of their superior 
lessons.  And so we salute our cousin, William Harris 
Elson.  May he continue to have many imitators such as the first illustration and the last 
printed long after his death. 
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