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WOMEN'S 1SSUES

Jessie Allen Charters

A Voice for Our Times

here are the women role modelsIn -
adult educallon? When [ as a graduate .
student of adult education asked this

Sl question I was repeatedly referred to the

same one or two names. It wasn't until T was able to work
directly with adult education historieal documents myself

in the 1990s that 1 discovered information about the kind
of woman—energetic, vislonary—that I was looking
for: And this woman wasn’t one of the women whose
names I'd heard.

Tessle Blount Allen Charters (1880—1971) was called
by one newswriter of the day a "pioneer worker in adult
education” and “literally one of the founders of the
movement” (Ryerson Mart 1933). She led the develop-
ment of parenting skifls in the U.S. and was said to influ-
ence its development in Scotland, Burma, India, and
China. Said to be “the fisst woman on the Pacifc Coast 1o
receive 2 Ph.D. degree,” she chose a specialty in psychol-
ogy, was a student of John Dewey, and graduated with dis-
tinction at the age of twenty-three,

University-Sponsored Adult
Education Ploneer

While attending a conference, in 1928, Charters recelved
the following Western Union telegram from George E
Arps, dean of the Ohio State Univessity (0SH) College

of Education. This moved her into a pivotal leadership
role in adult education: Tustess definilely established
department of adult education with you as ils head
Stop courses were also authorived,

Lee Karlovic

‘The forty-eight-year old Charters—a mother of fonr
and the wife of an academie for over twenty years—
could now formally continue and escalate the consider-
able leadership she had been showing over the years as a
volunteer, communily member, and citizen. Of the years
devoted to raising her children, she said, “My real work
has been my family. . .. It was lard to concentrate on
technical stuff when T was tired, and harder still to force
myself to write, but that was the way I kept in touch with
what was heing done in psychology, until my childen
were a liitle more grown up” (Ryerson Mart).

She was the anthor of thirty-threg articles and pam-
phleis about Issues such as the training of leaders for
adult study groups, the responsibility of the state for edu-
cation of parents, and the need for religious development.

As chair of the department, she created and taught
graduate leve! credit courses such as Theory and Prob-
lems of Adult Education and Leadesship Tralning, She
was also a key player in the development of the Ohlo
Association of Adutt Hducation.

Only five years later, Charters’s professional life was
cut short when she received notice of her dismissal.
According to biographical notes of her daughter, Mar-
garet Charters Tyon, “In the depth of the depression,
when many professional people were ot of work, there
was a clamor at OSU against both husband and wife
working. Since JAC {Jessle) and WWC (Werrelt Wallace)
had higher combined salaries above any other couple,
she was one of the first to be sacrificed; her adult educa-
tion job was given to a man.”
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What further contrdbutlons would Charers
have made had she been allowed to contlnue
in an organizationatly sponsored role? As
Edgar Date, her husband's former student,
wrote in 2 1980 letter to her daughter .. .1
think she (Jessie) gets inadequate attention.
She had 2 career of her own and a mind of
her own.”

The Need for Parenting Skills

Charters focused on what she {hought was a
most Important and overlooked adult skill
Shesaid ., Learnlng how to be a parent is
the greatest of all coutses of study” (Charters
1928).

From 19281933, Charters cooidinated
and jmplemented a massive patental educa-
tion effort—newstetter, radlo programs, lec-
tures— throughout the state of Ohio. She
developed continulng education study groups
on paentaf education for interested OSU
alumnae as well as study groups for parents
of chlldeen and adolescents who were jis trou-
ble with the Jaw.

Chatters atso developed a general study
course for pavents, parent study groups, and
training Instllules. She emphasized how

mothers could improve thelr children’s lives.
In 2n undated news article, Chavlers said she
wished to disspate “the beltef of hundreds that
it is necessaty to be espectally tralned in this
work, to have a wide knowledge of child psy-
chology, or be able o answer all questions
which mothers might ask.” She was involved
i the formation of the National Council of
Parent Eucation at an organizing meeting in
New York City in 1928 and was served on sev-
eral national governmental commisstons.

Acting Against Classism
and Pulllng Rank

In an undated course syllabus outline, Chaters
wiote “. . .Choose filends from amongst peo-
ple of our own kind, ke, occupation, neigh-
borhood, soctal fevel, age, sex. But also tiy to
make friends from many other groups of peo-
ple. Do not be afiald to have a fiiend from a
much fower social-Jevel If you can Jook up to
her, as we often should do {0 our servants aud
so-called “tnleriors.” Go half way in making
filends, and do not be disheartened at a first
seeming failure. Be sure you are tactful, and
that your molive Is wholly honest, not self-
seeking in a sordid way.”

It what was probably a rank-conscious
group where senttor and junior faculty never
connected, much Jess soclallzed, Jesste,

“ . .more than a professor's wife,” and her
husband, In 1933, hosted a parly to which
“even wives of patt-time insteuctors were Invil-
ed and even welcomed” (The Dowager 1932).

Leaming as a Lifelong Endeavor

Chatters’s commtment lo Kfelong leaming

15 shown In her correspondence with a woman
who Initiafly enrolled in & correspondence
study course. Charters repealedly asked the
woman why she wasn't completing the Jessons,
When the woman wiote of her family and eco-
nomic difficulites, as welf as discouragement
due to the lack of libraty resources, Charters
showed a practical, nurturing side. Desplie 2
rule that new lessons were to be sent only after
preceding ones were completed, Charters sent
coptes of alt the lessons saylng “. . .the object
of this course is to do the most good fo those
who need it, and perhaps you will have e to
read the lessons over if you do not have time to
returm recitations.” The lettess that continued
over 4 twenty-year span teveal 2 warmth and
See Charters, fr. 26
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Chavlers, condinteed from p. 14

personal relattonship that is far more complex
than that of two people processing a mecha-
nistic correspondence coutse.

Making the Connections

Despite what her daughter called her mother's
subsequent foss of spitit “from losing her pro-
fesslonal opportunities,” Chasters apparently
continued to make connections between and
among fields and ideas untif her death in
1971 For example, she referred o the eco-
nomic reasons underlying problems in the
home, schools, and soclety, From 19441951,
she chaired the American Friends' Service
Committee race relattons program. In 2 1953
letter, she wrote ""That Jed me into many prob-
lems concerned with mental health. Penology
and mental health can hardly be sepacated.”
The complexity of Jessic Allen Charters’s

contribution to the field of adult education can
only be highlighted in this brief glimpse of her
work. I think that access fo accurate, accessible

Information about women like Charters could
make 2 big difference to practitioners and stu-
dents of the field. We could, for example, learn
fiorn Charlers the need fo develop allies from
refaled fields such as social work, human ser-
vices, and eriminofogy. We might refocus on
parenting skills, thus serving as 4 bridge with
the burgeoning early childhood education
movement. And perhaps, most urgently, for
those who need a sign that adull education
can make a difference we can Jntegrate vital,
productive voices from our past into our own

7 work. As Charters said “Adull education. . has

a functional relation to daily fiving. . .. The
test of real education—the only test most
adults understand and desire—is 1o change
life, to improve ways of hehaving. Cexfificates,
marks and credit hours are mere frills. Fduca-
tion that can be used is the real end of

study. ... Will there ever come a time when
thete will be few school houses, but teps of
thousands of community centers?”

(Charters 1929). 4
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