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Historical Context: From Slates to Notebooks

The history of writing technologies is complex, dynamic and multifaceted, however it is abundantly evident that its evolution has had a significant impact on literacy and education through time. Improvements within writing systems, their dissemination, and applications are largely dependent on the cultural needs and attitudes, as well as people’s interactions with the material available to them. Long before the introduction of the notebook in schools, previous literate civilizations used various media as a means to communicate, inscribe and document educational lessons. While some of these technologies were discarded or replaced, others were modified with the aim to improve the previously established technology (Bolter, 2001). It is undeniable that papyrus scrolls, the manuscript codex and printed books have drastically shaped literacy, however, it is worth noting that the writing slate, the blackboard and the notebook have also played a pivotal role in improving literacy.

Although paper was invented in China in the second century (Ong, 1982), it took several hundred years for it to become commonly used in the classroom. Despite the invention of the papermaking machine in 1798 (Robert C. Williams Museum of Papermaking, 2006), paper and ink remained costly and difficult to obtain for an extent period of time. Slate on the other hand was readily available, cheap and far more durable, such that it became the economical choice as a writing technology, especially in education. 

Slate is the result of the metamorphism of shale or mudstone, and could easily be split into thin slabs for various uses such as roofing and flooring, games, directories and scorekeeping (Swords, 2008). Unlike paper, which could essentially only be used once, the writing slate could be reused again and again by scratching the surface with a slate pencil, leaving a white mark that could then be wiped clean with a rag for later use. Therefore, the handheld slate became a popular medium in schools during the eighteenth and nineteenth century and was considered to be a valuable tool in improving teaching and learning practices. 

It wasn’t until 1800 when a Scottish headmaster invented the first blackboard by stringing together students’ slates in order to create a larger writing space (Buzbee, 2014). This invention was rapidly adopted in classrooms and became one of the most revolutionary tools as it gave rise to new educational practices. Teachers could demonstrate instructions on the blackboard rather than having to write them individually on students’ slates, thus saving valuable teaching and learning time (Wylie, 2012). Furthermore, the larger writing surface enabled teachers to expand on their instructions, highlight common mistakes to the entire class, and provide visual aids to learners (Wylie, 2012). The pedagogical efficiencies brought on by the blackboard inspired the development of various new teaching strategies that could accommodate larger groups of learners.

During the nineteenth and early twentieth century, improvements in paper productions were on the rise and papermaking eventually became automated. As a result, the cost of paper began to decline and its benefits as a writing medium far outweighed those of the slate-boards. Paper cutting machines supplied evenly cut sheets (Bakewell, 2014) on which students could then write their lessons and keep records of their work. In 1934, the first spiral notebook was introduced when loose sheets of paper were bound together by a coiled piece of wire (Modern Mechanix, 2006). The ability for students to build a repository of information that could be reviewed at a later time transformed learning practices both inside and outside of school. 

Writing slates: Improvements to literacy

The introduction of the handheld slate into the classroom significantly changed the way students learned how to write and spell. Improvements in spelling abilities were observed as students benefited from having to pay close attention to the dictated word, visualize each letter, and go over the pronunciation of the word as they wrote it down on their slates (Lancaster, 1807). Not only did this method encourage more attention, but students also became more engaged in their lessons. Rather than sitting idly as one student practiced reading a word, the handheld slates enabled the rest of the class to write down the word and practice their spelling, reading and writing all at the same time. Furthermore, writing on their slates enabled students to encode the sound they heard into a visual form, thereby transforming speech and thought into “a new sensory world” (Ong, 1982, p. 83). The writing slate as a medium of instruction was also beneficial to teachers as they could to detect lack of attention, inaccuracies, or mediocre attempts by checking students’ work on their slates (Lancaster, 1807). 

Despite the economical and accessible nature of slate, the slate-boards definitely had drawbacks worthy of mention. Prior to the invention of the blackboard, teachers were required to copy the tasks on each individual board and needed to walk around the classroom in order to review students’ work and progress. This proved to be inefficient as it took up valuable teaching and learning time and limited the number of students per classroom. Having to cradle the slate-board in one arm while holding the narrow slate pencil in the other hand made writing a difficult task, especially for younger students whose motor skills were not as fully developed (Davies, 2005). This often resulted in dropped boards and pencils, which fractured easily, rendering them useless afterwards. Lastly, one can only imagine how bothersome it would be to listen to the noise produced by students writing on slate boards with their slate pencils. 

Writing slates: Rote learning

The writing slate was a practical technology that enabled students to repeatedly practice their learned skills in the classroom. However, since each tasks needed to be erased before commencing the next, this meant that there were no permanent records of students’ work for later revision (Villarreal, M. E. & Borba, M. C., 2010). Therefore, repetition, memorization and rote learning remained essential strategies for knowledge acquisition during this era. Daily lessons would have involved writing letters or words over and over again on slates and repeatedly reciting important dates and facts. These methods of teaching would have created a learning environment that was very disciplined and would not have encouraged individual reflections, initiative or expression. While the slate-board provided students with a medium on which they could practice their penmanship, writing and arithmetic, many of the lessons and evaluations mainly focused on students’ ability to recite key information they had memorized. The emphasis on repetition as a means to retain information possesses some residual characteristics of oral traditions such that sustained thought was considered “tied in communication” (Ong, 1982, p. 34).

Rote learning is a style of learning based on repetition that places an emphasis on the ability to memorize and recall information exactly how it was presented (Haylock, D. & Thangata, F., 2007). Mayer (2002) indicated that when teaching strategies focus solely on rote learning it prevents students from making meaningful connections between new and prior knowledge. Therefore, regardless of the students’ capability to accurately recall facts or processes, they were unable to truly understand them because concepts were fragmented and disconnected from any context. As a result, a student relying on rote memorization would not be able to transfer the knowledge they have acquired and apply it to a new situation. Even though writing on slates was temporary, thus preventing students from reviewing their work, Kiewra (1989) suggests that the simple act of writing encourages increased attention and facilitates recollection. Therefore, it can be argued that the writing slate was a medium that fostered a more elaborative learning process than simple recitation.
	
Notebooks: Improvements to literacy and meaningful learning

The introduction of notebooks in schools encouraged a series of changes in teaching and learning practices that inevitably improved literacy. As paper became affordable and prominent in society, the transition from slate to notebook demonstrated the need for a writing technology that supported the shift in the characteristics of thought and expression found in text-based cultures. Due to the declining cost of paper, its use in school was no longer limited to advanced grades, which meant that younger students could learn and explore literacy in areas beyond reading (Villarreal, M. E. & Borba, M. C., 2010). One of the major advantages that stemmed from using notebooks in schools was that students could begin to build a repository of information that could be revisited later. Because knowledge could easily be retrieved, the focus on memorization and rote learning lessened and new learning approaches were developed that encouraged spontaneity, reflection and analysis (Ong, 1982). 

Unlike the writing slates, students were able to write on loose paper or in their notebooks for extended periods of time without losing their work. This significantly changed the way thoughts were communicated, recorded and assessed in class. No longer were students only required to copy information, but they also learned how to sort, code, analyze and organize the lecture material (Villarreal, M. E. & Borba, M. C., 2010). By noting their interpretations, rephrasing information in their own words, and writing annotations that linked to prior knowledge, students’ learning experiences became more elaborate, personalized and far less controlled. By reviewing their notes, students could improve their understanding of concepts by making meaningful cognitive connections between the new information and their existing knowledge network. As such, assessments in the form of recitation and recall were substituted for ones that required students to apply what they had learned to new situations and demonstrate their understanding in more flexible and complex ways. 

The process of note-taking requires considerable attention and careful selection of information. By taking notes, students were able to build an external storage of information, which could be reviewed later in order to enhance recall (Isaacs, 1989). The notebook allowed the spatial organization of thought on paper, thereby providing students with opportunities to make visual and cognitive connections to knowledge stored in their long-termed memory (Boch, F. & Piolat, A., 2005). This method also freed the mind of rote memorization and promoted the development of more intricate thoughts.

During the time of the writing slate, literacy was the described as the ability to read and write and was considered a special skill. However, this meaning changed following the introduction of new writing spaces in the classroom. To be literate not only meant being able to read and write, but also required one to understand the elements and meanings of what was being taught. Literacy was no longer considered a skill for the selected few, but rather a skill required to participate and succeed in society. 
 
Conclusion

	While it is practically impossible to capture the true complexity of the transition from the writing slate to the notebook, it is evident that the acceptance, use and role of these writing technologies have shaped knowledge production in education over time. When observing the evolution of these technologies, one can see the improvements brought on by each new medium as it either replaced or modified the previously established one. With each remediation, it transformed the appearance of the written word, the means of communication, and ultimately, the meaning of literacy.
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