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Charlotte Mason (1842–1923) was a British educator who devoted her life to developing 

revolutionary methods that improved the quality of education for children in her day. Those 

methods have had a ripple effect all the way into the homes of homeschoolers today.  

Charlotte Mason believed in educating the whole child. Her philosophy on education can be 

summed up in one quote: “Education is an atmosphere, a discipline, a life.” 

Education is not something we do; it is the atmosphere we inhabit. Education is not about 

training someone for a job; it is about developing a person.  Education is not about passing an 

exam; it is about feeding your mind. 

     "But the function of education is not to give technical skill but to develop a person; the more 

      of a person, the better the work of whatever kind..." 

     - Charlotte Mason Vol.6 p. 147 

Charlotte Mason developed a set of 20 principles she used to create a vibrant and very outside- 

the-box view of education. This was true in her Victorian day and is just as true today in our 

modern world.   

If you are new to Charlotte Mason, some terms like “picture study” and  “narration” might not 

make a lot of sense to you. The vast amount of subjects you come across might sound 

overwhelming if you are not accustomed to short lessons or offering a "feast" over different 

terms throughout the year. And if you aren't familiar with the word twaddle...well, then you're 

just missing out.  

I'm going to give you a snapshot of Charlotte Mason's methods by providing some definitions to 

commonly used terms to help you navigate the CM seas a little more easily. 

Happy learning! 
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The purpose of teaching citizenship is to encourage your child to be a good citizen.   

Miss Mason used Plutarch to teach citizenship but there are many other options, as well.  

     "Also, as they make judgments, their minds will go over these memory files they have      

     stored and they'll have a broader base of knowledge to draw from when considering  

     decisions about a particular strike, or issues of country rights, or political unrest. Every  

     individual is called on to be a statesman since each person has a say in how the government  

     is run. But being a good statesman requires a mind alive with the kind of imaginative   

     impressions that come from wide reading and some familiarity with historic precedents."  

A book to keep all of your favorite quotes and thoughts in one...are you ready...common place.  

In Miss Mason's schools, these were intended for older children, around age 12, but encouraged to keep into

adulthood. 

     "It is very helpful to read with a commonplace book or reading-diary, in which to put down  

     any striking thought in your author, or your own impression of the work, or of any part of it; but  

     not summaries of facts. Such a diary, carefully kept through life, should be exceedingly  

     interesting as containing the intellectual history of the writer; besides, we never forget the  

     book that we have made extracts from, and of which we have taken the trouble to write a  

     short review." 

Copywork is when you take something already written and copy it. This is more than just handwriting which

focuses on proper letter formation, but it does include this. Copywork is also useful for memorization and

improving vocabulary and spelling.  

Charlotte Mason had two main concerns with copywork; one, that it was done with perfect execution, even

if very little could be done to this level, so as not to produce the habit of sloppiness and, two, that what the

child is copying is a worthwhile text.  

     "A lot could be said about teaching writing, but I only have a few hints to offer. First of all, 

     the child should feel the accomplishment of doing something perfectly in every lesson, even  

     if it's just one letter or even a single stroke. The lesson should be short--no more than five or  

     ten minutes. Being able to write easily comes with practice, but that can be saved for later.  

     For now [speaking of a child 6-8 years old], it's more important to prevent sloppy, careless  

     writing habits, such as humpy m's or blocky o's." 

      

Definitions and Explanation of Terms  
with quotes from Miss Mason
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A vast and varied curriculum. 

Curriculum in the Charlotte Mason world is often compared to the laying of a feast. The reason for the feast is

to introduce a multitude of ideas, but not just for the sake of introducing them (although good ideas can help

form good character). Miss Mason also talks about the science of relations and its important role in 

education. 

     “We spread an abundant and delicate feast in the programmes and each small guest assimilates what he 

     can.” 

     "Education is the Science of Relations’; that is, a child has natural relations with a vast number of things 

     and thoughts: so we train him upon physical exercises, nature lore, handicrafts, science and art, and upon 

     many living books, for we know that our business is not to teach him all about anything, but to help him to 

     make valid as many as may be of–– “'Those first-born affinities that fit our new existence to existing 

     things.'”  

Foreign language is taught for the purpose of being a good neighbor. 

Miss Mason's students often learned French, German, Italian and Latin over the course of their education. The 

process they learned by was to hear and speak, then read and write. 

     "French [or any foreign language] should be learned in the same way we learn English--not by studying its 

     grammar, but as a living language. Training the ear to distinguish subtle differences in sound, and training 

     the lips to reproduce French phonetic combinations is an education of the senses that should be started 

     as soon as possible. All educated people should be able to speak French. Sir Lyon Playfair was once 

     speaking at a conference of French teachers. He passionately lamented our lack in this area and, as a 

     role model, talked about a school in Perth in the 1500's where Scottish boys were required to speak Latin 

     during school hours, and French the rest of the time. England is the only civilized country these days to be 

     so slow to learn to speak other languages. But it's probably because of the way it's taught rather than a 

     natural inability to learn." 

Leaving the afternoon school hours open and without formal lessons. 

Charlotte Mason allowed her students the time and space to spend in the open air running and playing games

but less structured activities were also reserved for this time. Nature study, drawing in nature books, 

handicrafts and art were all activities that could occupy free afternoon hours. 

     "The afternoons are free as far as book-work is concerned for both students {HOE teachers-in-training}   

     and children {in the practicing school}, and are spent in nature work, walks, Girl Guiding and games." 

     {quoted from Miss O'Ferall, contributor to Charlotte's "Parent's Review" publication.} 

Definitions and Explanation of Terms cont.  
with quotes from Miss Mason

© 2017 cindyrinna.com

Foreign Language

Free Afternoons 

Feast



Consciously developing your "knee-jerk" reaction. 

Miss Mason spoke at great lengths about habits and the training of the will. She believed "Habit is Ten 

Natures" and that good habits could trump personality and family tendencies. Solid habits can overcome 

many difficulties and Miss Mason did not believe a child was "doomed" to a bad habit just because it was 

common in his family. 

     “Habit is inevitable. If we fail to ease life by laying down habits of right thinking and right acting, habits of 

     wrong thinking and wrong acting fix themselves of their own accord.” 

Handicraft: The skill of making something by hand.   

Art: a type of handicraft; clay sculpting, charcoal, painting, pastels and drawing are some examples. 

Miss Mason's students engaged in handicrafts and art during their free afternoons but please do not allow 

your mind to go to pipe cleaners and glitter. The point of this time was to learn a skill; to make something 

useful and truly beautiful. There are many options of handicrafts - from jewelry making to woodworking. 

     "The points to be borne in children's handicrafts are:(a) that they should not be employed in making   

     futilities such a pea and stick work, paper mats, and the like; (b) that they should be taught slowly and 

     carefully what they are to do; (c) that slipshod work should not be allowed; (d) and that, therefore, the 

     children's work should be kept well within their compass." 

A living book speaks to you; it touches your soul. A living book is well-written, full of rich language, quality 

ideas and beautiful imagery. A living book shows instead of tells; it is undiluted and unabridged. Living books 

can take the form of fiction, historical fiction, biography, poetry and much more. 

Charlotte Mason taught most of her subjects using living books and warned against using dull text books with

dry facts. 

     "What children want is to be brought in touch with the very best living thought. If we bring it to them, their 

     intellect will feed on it with no meddlesome intervention from us." 

     “For the mind is capable of dealing with only one kind of food; it lives, grows and is nourished upon ideas  

     only; mere information is to it as a meal of sawdust to the body; there are no organs for the assimilation of

     the one more than the other.”  

Definitions and Explanation of Terms cont.  
with quotes from Miss Mason
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Selections that you memorize. 

Miss Mason insisted on children memorizing stuff of virtue. She warned against "parlor tricks" and memorizing 

as a means to show off intelligence. Memorization was used, not to assimilate facts, but as a means to have 

material to meditate on. Her students memorized scripture and poetry. 

   “The part of the teacher is to afford to each child a full reservoir of the right thought of the world to draw 

   from." 

Familiarizing your child with a particular composer and his work. 

Music study is meant to focus on one composer at a time, including the reading of a short biography, so that 

the child can develop a relationship with the music. The hope is for the child to become familiar enough that 

he can recognize, "Oh, that's Mozart!", etc.  

     “Let the young people hear good music as often as possible, and that under instruction. It is a pity we like 

     our music, as our pictures and our poetry, mixed, so that there are few opportunities of going through, as a 

     listener, a course of the works of a single composer. But this is to be aimed at for the young people; let 

     them study occasionally the works of a single great master until they have received some of his teaching, 

     and know his style." 

The act of telling back in oral or written form. 

This was Charlotte Mason's chief means of evaluating her students' work. Children up to age 10 orally tell back 

a passage in their own words after a single reading. Children 10 and up (or when ready) provide a written 

narration, which is the same as an oral narration but written down. Narration is much more difficult than you 

would think; try it yourself to find out!  

     “Whatever a child or grown-up person can tell, that we may be sure he knows, and what he cannot tell, he  

     does not know.” 

Definitions and Explanation of Terms cont.  
with quotes from Miss Mason
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The study of nature by observing; searching, stopping, looking, and taking in. 

Charlotte Mason was passionate about time spent out-of-doors for many reasons. Nature study lays the 

foundation for formal science, ignites an interest in science, cultivates a love for investigating, promotes 

ownership and stewardship of the earth, points children to worship God, brings joy to your child, and increases

intellect. 

Her students were encouraged to keep a nature journal of sketches and water colors but the journal was to 

be their creation; not to be graded or judged by the teacher. 

    “From the flower in the crannied wall to the glorious firmament on high, all the things of Nature proclaim 

    without ceasing, ‘Great and marvellous are thy works, Lord God Almighty’ ” 

    “A love of Nature, implanted so early that it will seem to them hereafter to have been born in them, will   

    enrich their lives with pure interests, absorbing pursuits, health, and good humor.”  

Familiarizing your child with a particular artist and his work. 

Picture study, like music study, is meant to focus on one artist at a time, including the reading of a short 

biography, so that the child can develop a relationship with the art. The hope is for the child to become 

familiar enough that he can recognize, "Oh, that's a piece by Van Gogh!", etc.  

     "Every child should leave school with at least a couple of hundred pictures by great masters hanging 

     permanently in the halls of his imagination . . . At any rate he should go forth well furnished because 

     imagination has the property of magical expansion, the more it holds the more it will hold". 

Familiarizing your child with a particular poet and his work. 

The most important thing is that children are regularly hearing great poetry. Miss Mason would often select 

one poet to focus on for the whole year but you are certainly not limited to this; you could read a beautiful

anthology for Terms 1 & 2 and focus on a poet study for Term 3, for example. 

     “Poetry is a criticism of life; so it is, both a criticism and an inspiration; and most of us carry in our minds 

     tags of verse which shape our conduct more than we know." 

Definitions and Explanation of Terms cont.  
with quotes from Miss Mason
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Yup. As his very own subject. 

Many Charlotte Masoners will cover one play a year or bi-yearly. A great approach to Shakespeare is to read 

the play in story form, memorize lines from the play, and then watch a live production. 

     “To become intimate with Shakespeare in this way is a great enrichment of mind and instruction of 

     conscience. Then, by degrees, as we go on reading this world-teacher, lines of insight and beauty take   

     possession of us, and unconsciously mould our judgments of men and things and of the great issues of 

     life.”  

Formal lessons should last only 10-15 minutes per subject for young children and up to 40 minutes for older 

children. 

Miss Mason taught in time tables. Short lessons were to be alternated between subjects requiring effort from 

different parts of the brain. She was much more concerned with the amount of time spent on a lesson than 

she was completing a lesson in one sitting. She knew that keeping lessons short prevents dawdling, builds 

attention, and keeps the child fresh and intrigued. 

     "When a child grows stupid over a lesson, it is time to put it away.” 

     "But anyone knows that, if you work too hard at some mental task, your brain becomes tired. If a child does

     very challenging math, his mind will get fatigued and he will start to have trouble and make silly mistakes. 

     But if you switch activities and let him read some history, his mind is fine for that task. Using his imagination

     to picture history apparently uses a different part of the brain than doing math and, since it was dormant 

     during the math, it is well-rested and ready to work for history. Schools often schedule lessons to mix up 

     types of brain activities during the day, but parents often don't know that it's important to do this."  

Nonsense, foolish, insignificant or trivial writing or talk. Twaddle is the arch nemesis of a living book. 

This does not apply to classics written by Lewis Carroll or Edward Lear. This is referring to empty books that 

have no true literary or poetic quality.  You will recognize twaddle immediately because you will cringe inside 

when your child asks you to read THAT book to her. All too often, we make the mistake of exposing our 

children to this type of material on purpose, disrupting their natural affinities; our culture is overflowing with 

twaddle and it is far too easy to drown them in the watered down leftovers of great truths. Miss Mason 

encouraged parents to be thoughtful in their choices. 

     "...children have no natural appetite for twaddle." 

     “Imagination does not stir at the suggestion of the feeble, much-diluted stuff that is too often put into 

     children’s hands." 

Definitions and Explanation of Terms cont.  
with quotes from Miss Mason
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