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CORA WILSON STEWART AND THE "MOONLIGHT SCHOOL" MOVEMENT

In 1911, Cora Wilson Stewart, an ambitious, talented, Kentucky
mountaineer, began a crusade against illiteracy that dramatically
improved the quality of life in Appalachian Kentucky. The '"Moon-
light School'" Program--a night school for illiterate adults--
made her a beacon of hope to the mountain people of Eastern
Kentucky and a legitimate hero in their eyes. '"My mother thought
she hung the moon," observed one Morehead State University
educator, while a Kentucky legislator reportedly said that "he
always told his children he wanted them to see two people,
Buffalo Bill and Cora Wilson Stewart.”1 Her memorabilia is
still cherished and handed down in Rowan County families today.

By the early twentieth century Appalachian Kentucky was a
land of despair that desperately needed Cora Wilson Stewart's
help. While many Americans worried about the Supreme Court's
anti-trust stance or the unfold%ng split in the Republican party,
Eastern Kentuckians ‘''made do.”u They had learned their survival
lessons the hard way, because both geography and historical
experience had separated them from the American mainstream. The
Civil War had been particularly devastating.3 The people of
Appalachian Kentucky--caught between warring armies--expressed
divided sentiments. The majority supported the North, but strong

Confederate ties existed, too. The resulting local conflicts

divided families and destroyed friendships. When the war ended, -



the bitter hatreds remained and feuding continued into the
twentieth century.4

Other horrible aftereffects of the war were less evident than
the feuds but equally debilitating. When '"home rule' returned
to Kentucky following the Compromise of 1877, Democratic,
ex—-Confederates again assumed control of the state government
and took revenge against their war-time opponents from the
mountain counties through political and economic retaliations.5
Not surprisingly, the quality of life in Appalachian Kentucky
grew worse as roads and schools suffered from discriminatory
funding.

When this plight was "discovered" nationally, a great
missionary intrusion to the mountains began. Thousands of teachers
‘and preaché;s came "with souls afire" to life the people of
Appalachian Kentucky from their "cultural depravity.”6 In retro-
spect, one of the great ironies of this mountain mission was the
fact that, during this same period, the Kentucky mountaineers
produced their own hero in the war against illiteracy, and her
efforts won national and international recognition. She was
Cora Wilson Stewart and her '"Moonlight School" program destroyed
illiteracy in her home county and became a model for similar
adult education programs throughout American and eventually
the world.7

Cora Wilson was born to Dr. Jeremiah Wilson and Annie
Eliza (Hallv) Wilson in 1875 and reared in Farmers, a community

in the western part of Rowan County. She attended Morehead



Normal School and the Natioﬁal Normal University in Lebanon,
Ohio and thenh began a teaching career in her home county in 1895.
She quickly earned a reputation as an outstanding educator, and
in 1901 Rowan Countians elected her to serve as county school
superintendent.8

Success in Rowan County soon brought recognition from regional
educators who often invited Mrs. Stewart to address teacher training
sessions and other groups interested in advancing public
education. She was a 'graceful, forceful speaker with a direct,
clear message,...a rich vocabulary, and...an easy and attractive
manner,' observed E.C. McDougle of Eastern Kentucky State Normal
School. McDougle, who heard Mrs. Stewart lecture on "That Child
of Yours and His Parent" in 1908, commended her '"fine presentation
.of some school problems that should be carefully studied by both
teacher and parent" and felt that it would "do good wherever heard."9
Her other regional presentations were equally well received.10
Following an address in Elliot County, the Superintendent of
County Schools, D.F. Gray,'commended her efforts '"to urge.our boys
and-girls into something higher and nobler in life" and pledged
his support if Mrs. Stewart sought the Presidency of the Kentucky
Educational Association: "I think it would be real nice to have
one of our home county girls at the head of educational affairs of
our state, and I hope you will not hesitate to take advantage of
any opportunity that may come your way." Voicing the sentiment
of so many persons who heard her speak prior to 1910, Gray wrote:

"We all enjoyed your lecture but nothing you said gave me greater



pleasure than your statement that the remainder of your life
would be devoted to the cause of education.”11
Many others noted Mrs. Stewart's great commitment to public
education. 8She was re-elected Superintendent of Rowan County
Schools in 1902, and two years later she was elected the first
woman president of the Kentucky Educational Association.12
Most state e@ucators echoed the sentiments of J.G. Crabbe,

President of Kentucky Normal School, who warmly congratulated

Mrs. Stewart and pledged support of her efforts, "Count on me,"
he promised. "I am sure the Association will prosper under your
leadership."13

Buoyed by this statewide support, Mrs. Stewart determined,
as an addition Po Rowan County's overall educational program, to
launch an experimental program called the "Moonlight School"
that was designed to combat illiteracy among the county's adult
population. Cora Wilson knew many of the 1,152 illiterate persons
living in Rowan County in 1911, and, having ‘''served as a
secretary" to many of them, she knew how much they needed and
wanted to learn how to read and write.14

One older woman who lived by herself often walked seven
miles to Mrs. Stewart's office in Morehead whenver she received
a letter from her daughter who worked in Chicago. After a
particularly long absence, the woman arrived with a letter one
morning. In reply to Mrs. Stewart's offer of assistance, she
reported that she could answer it for herself for she had learned
to read and write. The lonely mountain woman had determined to

break down "the wall" between her and her absent daughter Jane



and had purchased a speller and studied "'til midnight and
sometimes 'til daylight." She proudly demonstrated her success
by reading the letter and penning a reply with Mrs. Stewart's
advice.15

Mrs. Stewart had manv other touching nersonal encounters
with Rowan Countv adults who genuinelv wanted to escape the
bondage of illiteracy. One middle-aged businessman cried
when he confessed that he could not read or write and declared
that he would gladly exchange twenty years of his 1life for the
ability to read and write. Another man, a young ballad singer,
sadly told Mrs. Stewart that he had forgotten many beautiful
songs that had been passed down to him by his ancestors 'before
anybody came along to set 'em down."16

Against this backdrop of educational need, Cora Stewart
fashioned her plan. She decided to hold classes at night, since
the majority of illiterates were employed during the day. ©She
informed Rowan County teachers of her plan, and they unanimously
volunteered their assistance. On September 4, 1811, county
teachers visited each home in their district and persoconally
invited attendance at the first session that was scheduled to
begin the following night. Approximately one hundred and fifty
were expected; 1,200 arrived. One thousand, two hundred persons
with 1,200 sad stories about why they could not read and write
came determined to improve themselves. They wanted to read
their Bibles, write to their children, and sign their names rather

than make '"their mark." The youngest was eighteen; the oldest was

a "school girl" of eighty-six. They applied themselves diligently.



Many learned to sign their name the first night. Soon the county
was a beehivé of new writing activity, and people who had long
led lives of quiet, illiterate desperation wrote their names
whenever and wherever thé opportunity arose. Many deposited
their meager savings in banks for the first time for the pure
joy of signing their names to the checks. That January, Sherman
Porter, managing editor of the Lexington Herald, congratulated
Mrs. Stewart "on behalf of the people of all Kentucky" for her
devotion to her work and the special efforts she was making on
behalf of "our best citizens when they are properly understood
and appreciated."17

Encouraged by this huge response, Cora Stewart began writing

a short newspaper, The Rowan County Messenger, as a reader for her

adult students. The paper was a combination of homilies and
local news and also included lessons in‘history, arithmetic, and
some memory work from literary classics like Longfellow's "Psalm
of Life." The Messenger inspired much good—spirited'interscholastic
competition which resulted in physical improvements to the buildings
as well as personal progress for the students.18

The next year, Rowan Countians requested a continuance of
the "Moonlight School." In preparation for this second session,
Mrs. Stewart sponsored an '"Institute" or in-service training
session. Teachers attended on a voluntary, non-compensated basis
and discussed both teaching and recruiting methods. It was an
opportunity for them to share their progresses, their sacrifices,

and their disappointments, and to renew their commitment to another

arduous year of working day and night. [t wasg also



one of America's first formalized studies of adult education
methodology. Cora Stewart's extensive correspondence with
educators in Kentucky and throughout the nation reflected both
a growing interest in her work and a recognition of the '"courage
and sacrifice of the teachers in Rowan County.”19
The second year of the moonlight school was more successful
than the first. One thousand, six hundred students enrolled
and 350 of them learned to read and write. Some individual
progresses were remarkable: a lumberman doubled his salary
after six weeks of schooling and two postmasters and four
preachers learned to read and write, Children brought their
parents and teachers brought their spouses,. It was a time of.
progress and a rebirth of community pride, One trustee noted
that the school in his district used "to drag along and nobody
seemed interested." After three weeks of moonlight school, the
people of his district 'got together right" and made significant
improvements in their schoolhouse, These revitalized school~
houses once again became genuine community centers and the site
of many civic and religious meetings. Also, during the second
session, a “"home department' of the moonlight schoolwas
established and teachers like Gladys Thompson taught in the homes
of individuals who were too old or ill to attend night classes.20
The success of the first two years prompted a third<year
goal of wiping "illiteracy out of the county' completely,
Before the school year began, school trustees canvased
their districts and took a census of the remaining illiterates,

This list was given to the teachers who in turn recruited their



recently '"converted'" students to help them, "Each one teach one"
was their motto, and, as part of a great competition that was de-
veloping between districts, they zealously sought out alliremaining
illiterates and taught them without mercy., Like all competitions,
this one occasionally transcended the sublime and reached the absurd.
One trustee, for example, declared that he felt confident that
illiteracy would soon be totally removed from his district, since
"there's only one illiterate over there, and he's a tenant on my
place; I'm going to run him over into Fleming County." Whenever a
district reached its goal, a ceremony was held in the schoolhouse
and the former illiterates were presented with new Bibles as a reward
for their accomplishments. Remarking on this phenomenon of change,
one long-time resident said, "It used.to be moonshine and bullets;
but now it's lemonade and Bibles.“21

When this enormous educational crusade commenced in 1911,
Rowan County had numbered 1,152 illiterates, By 1914 only 23
remained--by Mrs, Stewart's count, Of these, six were blind or
had sight problems; five were bed-ridden invalids} six were defined
as '"imbeciles and epileptics:'" two had only recently moved to
this county and four '"could not be induced to learn.," For promotional
reasons, Mrs: Stewart undoubtedly inflated the success rate by
employing a very casual definition of literacy. Her qualitative
results, however, remain unchallenged,

Cora Stewart did not stop to rest on her laurels. She
immediately broadened her horizon and prepared to wage war

23

against illiteracy in Kentucky. In 1913, she wrote

Governor James B, McCreary and proposed a state commission
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that would focus on the state's 208,084 illiterates ﬁnd eventually
place Kentucky "in a better light before the worid." The
Governor responded positively and, in 1914, inspired by Mrs.
Stewart's speech which reportedly 'swept the Legislature off
its feet,'" the General Assembly unanimously created the Kentucky
Illiteracy Commission, headed by Mrs. Stewart. Other members
included President J.F. Crabbe of Eastern Kentucky State Normal
School, H.H. Cherry, the president of the Normal School in
Western Kentucky, and Miss Ella Lewis, the superintendent of
Grayson County Schools. Barksdale Hamlett, Superintendent of
Public Instruction, also served as an ex-officio member.24

To promote the state effort against illiteracy and, at the
same time, to reward her original Moonlight School teachers, Mrs.
Stewart took her Rowan County teachers on a vacation of the
Northern United States and Canada. A trip to Niagﬁra Falls
highlighted this tour. Financial and moral support from private
organizations, like the Colonial Dames, and from many church
groups and civic-minded individuals soon followed.25 The
Kentucky campaign against illiteracy quickly won national
attention from both supporters and cynics.

As a teaching device, in 1915, Mrs. Stewart developed

an adult reading book entitled Country Life Reader, First Book

which encouraged reading by dealing with a wide variety of
subjects; including agriculture, politics, economic development,
sanitation, and thrift. The following excerpt illustrates

her dual emphasis on adult content and "moral" instruction:
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I shall pay my taxes.

I a tax on my home.

I a tax on my land.

I pay a tax on my cattle.
I a tax on my money.

I pay a tax on many other things.

Where does all this money go?

It goes to keep up the schools.

It goes to keep up the roads.

It goes to keep down crime.

It goes to keep down disease. 26

I am glad that I have a home to pay taxes on.

World War I rudely interrupted the quiet progress of Cora
Stewart's educational programs. The European conflict that
began in 1914 prompted America's declaration of neutrality.
Soon, however, continuted violations of U.S. maritime rights
awakened American preparedness and military ardor. President
Woodrow Wilson was re-elected in the fall of 1916 and the following
April he asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany
to make the world "safe for democracy." By dJune, thousands
of American men between the ages of 21 and 31 were registering
for military service. The 700,000 illiterate national registrants

27
included 30,000 Kentuckians.

Cora Wilson Stewart and the Kentucky Illiteracy Commission
responded immediately. Realizing that the regularly scheduled
fall session of the moonlight schools would be too late to
serve the special needs of Kentucky's soldiers, Mrs. Stewart
made a special appeal to the teachers of Kentucky, and by

28
July 23, a summer school was in session. In genuine desperation,
the soon-to-be soldiers assaulted their lessons. Letters and
‘literacy took on an urgent, new, personal meaning to many yggng

men who had never been away from their homes and "hollers."
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As she had done with other groups of adult learners, Cora
Stewart wrote a special reader for the unique needs of Kentucky's

recruits. The Soldier's First Book was patriotic in cover, color,

and content. An armed soldier on the cover of the red, white,
and blue text, introduced lessons that dealt with war, guns,
camps, flags, tents, bulletin boards, parade grounds, and the
"rule of kings."30
The bewilderment and humiliation that illiterates
experienced in basic training was sad, but eloquent, testimony
to the continuation and extension of Cora Stewart's work.
Some carried letters in their pockets for days before
gathering the courage to ask someone to read the home news
and pen a reply. Others were frequently transferred because
their commanding officers, themselves unschooled in many
respects, confused inability to read and understand orders
with lack of cooperation and commitment. A few were even
imprisoned for "disobeying orders" simply because they could
not read and understand them. Typical of the illiterates'
despair, one young soldier timidly requested that a Y.M.C.A.
volunteer worker address twelve envelopes to his mother.
"Are you planning to write every day?" the volunteer queried.
"You must be a dutiful son." ''No, these are to last me a
year," the soldier replied. "I promised my mother that I'd
get some envelopes backed and that once a month I'd slipla
dollar bill in one and mail it to her and by that she'd know

that I was still alive.”31
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During the war years of 1917 and 1918, Mrs, Stewart again
focused attention on the soldiers' needs by prompting the
Kentucky Illiteracy Commission to hold special moonlight school
sessions for the wives, mothers, sisters, and sweethearts of
Kentucky's fighting men. General John Pershing, Commander of
the American forces in Europe, had requested that American women
write "long cheerful letters telling everything that happens
in the o0ld home town,' because the men were "hungry for news..."

Meanwhile, The Soldier's First Book had been revised by the

32
Y.M.C.A. as a teaching aide for all of our country's soldiers,

When the war ended in 1918, Cora Stewart again adopted her
campaign against illiteracy to the prevailing circumstances.
A government agency'distributed fifty thousand copies of her

Country Life Reader to American soldiers in Europe. This new

adult reader aided their educational progress while preparing
them for a return tc the current issues of civilian life--
voting, taxation, soil conservation, transportation, and health.
As the war was concluding, many former students of America's
moonlight schools were adapting Cora Stewart's program to European
needs.33 Meanwhile, on the Kentucky home front, éora Stewart and
Sergeant Willie Sandlin, Kentucky's counterpart to Tennessee's
Alvin York, were touring the state and promoting the work of
the Kentucky Illiteracy Commission.34

The success of the Moonlight School Program and the
contribution it made to the state, the nation, and the war

effort encouraged the state legislature to make a small post-war

appropriation to support the traveling expenses of 75 field
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agents for the Illiteracy Commission. These agents continued
the program that Cora Stewart had started in Rowan County and
constantly sought to educate the state's adults within
the context of the major social and politieal issues of the
day. A new dimension to the ecrusade against illiteracy in
Kentucky involved extending the program to the state penal
institutions. In 1919, literacy became a condition of parole,
providing additional incentive to the learning efforts of
state prisoners. The Literacy Commission also expanded its
efforts by taking a census of the remaining illiterates in the
state, thus charting a course for future action.35

Many other states launched adult education programs
that were carefully patterned after Cora Wilson Stewart's
Moonlight School and the Kentucky Illiteracy Commission. As
the movement grew, it received support and encouragement from
the National Educational Association and other national
organization. By the end of the second decade of the
twentieth-century, the campaign against illiteracy had blossomed
into a nafibnal crusade. Ironically, after 1920 the social
and political climate of Kentucky changed, and the state
legislature did not refund the Kentucky Illiteracy Commission.

As Americans moved into the Roaring 20s gnd embraced
new ideologies and adopted new herces, the campaign against
illiteracy became a part of the American dream and Cora

Stewart achieved national prominence. 1In 1823, she was elected
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to serve a one-year term on the Executive Committee of the

National Educational Association. That same year, she presided

over the illiteracy section of the World Conference on Education

in San Francisco. She subsequently played similar roles at
Edinborough in 1925, at Toronto in 1927, at Geneva in 1929,

and at Denver in 1931. From 1929 to 1933, she chaired the

Executive Committe of the National Advisory Committee on Illiteracy.38

This decade of national prominence also brought the story
of Cora Wilson Stewart before the American public, and the

"Moonlight School Lady" won awards and ever increasing recognition.

In 1925, she received Pictorial Review's $5,000 achievement

prize for her "contribution...to advance human welfare." She
was also honored by the Kentucky Educational Association and the
General Federation of Women's Clubs. A decade of honors and
appointments culminated with her receipt of the Ella Flagg
Young Medal for distinguished service to education in 1930.39
Throughout the 30s and 40s, the "Moonlight School"
idea was adapted to meet the increasingly diverse needs of the
national adult education movement. Meanwhile, advancing
age and health problems forced Cora Stewart to accept a cameo
role in this national epic-drama. She moved to Pine Bluff,
Arkansas, to be near her sisters and subsequently moved to
various rest homes in North Carolina. She died in South Cazglina
on December 9, 1958 and is buried in Tryon, North Carolina.

In retrospect, Cora Wilson Stewart emerges as a significant

pioneer leader in America's burgeoning twentieth-century adult



15

education movement. She also merits recognition as a major
figure in the national crusade against illiteracy, although her
methodologies have been challenged and altered by subsequent
generations of educators. Her greatest achievement, however,
was the human progress she fostered among the mountain people
of Eastern Kentucky. As a role model, a friend, and a champion
of personal and regional advancement, Cora Stewart earned

the love and respect of the people of Appalachian Kentucky.
Their progress is an enduring tribute to her hard work, self-
sacrifice, and vision for a brighter future, Their suécess is

her greatest monument.
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