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In the falt of 1835 an_cc-.s—.F,,'Dunonnﬁ '
a thirty-year-old undergraduate studerit
at the University of Nebraska, enrolled
in a year-long course entitled “Semina
in Child Study.” One of the course re-.

quirements was to undertake ongmaf re-

search consistent with the goals and =
methods of the new and growing (:hsld
study movement in America; Conse--

quently, in February and March of 1896 "

u)estern Journal of Educalton amo ly
journa) edited at the Umverstty of Ne-
braska. ! Duncombe's smd}".

of Santa Claus, is typical of'lhe uestion-

naire studies that compnsed the child
study movement of the 1890s and early
1900s. However, the pubhsheﬂ account

of thjs study is almost unique:! because it

describes the research methads and re-.

solts in considerable detail. This level 6f

detail even allowed Duncombe's study
to be replicaled on a new sample of Lin-
coln school children in 1977, a cross-
generational comparison eighty-one
years after Duncombe had collected her
data.?

When Duncombe began her data
collection, the science of psychology
was less than twenty years old, Histori-
ans typically mark the beginning of the
discipline with the founding of Wilhelm
Wundt's psychology laboratory in 187%
at the University of Leipzig. Trained in
philosophy and physiology, Wundt

Ludy T. Benfamin, Jr., is a professor of
psychology at Texas A & M University.

ter of Leipzig investigations. Wolfe came
to Nebraska with strong interesls i edu-
cation. Both of his parents had been
teachers, and he himsell had taught in
Nebraska schools before going lo Ger-
many to study in 1883, and as noted,
taught again upon his return from
Leipzig.

In his inilial year at Nebraska Wolfe
asked the chancellor and regents for
help in establishing a pedagogy pro-
gram within the Department ol Philoso-
phy. As department head of Philosophy
(a dubious honor, given that he was the
sole member of the department), he
was required to file an annual report
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_\physacal and mfrmpec—;_
five stuélestﬁatwere the bread and but-

iancellor Charles Bessey In

rst report in May 1890 he asked
ssion ar{d financial support to
Egsrmahzed program in peda-
'alogy that would include
ourse in pedagogics lor
eachiers;He also advocated
lass based on psychophysics
ew experimenlal psychology
dinelude” ongmal investiga-
hild nature.”

essed the importance of the
hology for teachers, stating
course was necessary be-

‘calise tramers of the mind ought 1o
-know. whatever is known about mind.”

He remmded the chancellor that ap-
prommaiely half of the university's
graduates pursued careers in teaching,
meeting a demand brought on by the
ipidly growing school-age population
 the 18905 and by the small number of
teachers coming from Nebraska's one,

E_Poorlyfsu_p'porred. state normal school
at'the time (at Peru).’

The elective course in pedagogy was
approved by Bessey and the Board of
Regents, and the library fund for the de-
panment was increased o support book
purchases for that course, In the next
few years Wolle expanded his pedagogy
program adding courses on sensation,
the history of education, child study,
methods of leaching, applied ethics,
and several other \opics considered im-
portant for teacher training.®

The pedagogy program was a consid-
erable success and altracled large en-
rollments. Wolle found himself
swamped with classes and students as
he tried to keep programs going in phi-
losophy, psychology, and pedagogy. Be-
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ginning in 1891 he initiated what would
be annual requests for an additiona) fac-
ulty member for his one-person depart-
ment. Finally, in 1895 the university
hired George W. A. Luckey to work with
Wolfe. Luckey assumed the leaching du-
ties for most of the pedagogical courses;
Wolfe, however, retained the course in
child study and, when the university es-
tablished a master's program in educa-
tion, he taught a graduale child study
course as well.

The child study movement in
America began toward the end of the
nineteenth century, stimulated by the
organizing and proselytizing efforts of
psychologist G. Stan)ey Hall. Hall, who
had founded the first American psychot-
ogy laboratory at Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity in 1883, was particularly interested
in the application of psychology to edu-
cation. He believed that for psychology
to improve educational practice, psy-
chologists should first know all there
was to know about children. Child study
became a national program involving
parents, teachers, social workers, and
psychologisls as investigators, primarily
employing the questionnaire as their
method of study. These investigators
studied such diverse topics as sensory
capabilities, physical charactenstics,
humor, play, religious ideas, dreams,
memory, attention span, and a host of
other physical and psychological lraits
and abilities.

Hall's child study center at Clark Uni-
versity in the 1890s generated nearly
two hundred different questionnaires,
most of which were available for use by
anyone who wrole to request them. His
jounal, Pedagogical Seminary, was
founded in 1891 to publish some of the
resultant and growing literature. Propo-
nents of child study argued that with
this new knowledge of the child, educa-
tion would no tonger be guesswork but
would be a science.’

Wolle was one of the earlier soldiers
in Hall's child study army. Although he
had no formal training with Hall, he was
much influenced by his ideas. Wolle
lectured frequently to parents and

Harry Kirke Wolfe, about 1890. Archives
and Special Collections. University of
Nebrasko-Uncoln

® G

G. Stantey Hal. By permission of the
Archives of the History of American
Psychology, Akron, Ohlo
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teacher groups on the valne of child

study. In one of his many public lec-

tures he stated:
If you would know the child make an ef-
fort 1o sludy it in any way (hat interesls
you. Persist and you will soon have all the
melhods of the specialists. The field is the
most remarkable in nature. No eames!
work can be losl. As soon as you leamn
one Ihing two oihers preseni themselves
for answers and you are led on and in, un-
W you are compelled o study 1he litera-
lure of the subject for your own peace of
mind. The simplest and most elfective
rule, then is BEGIN, Do SOMETHING, it
matters little what you do al first, you will
find it leads straighl into the midst of this
new world. And if you would not be
drawn in | warn you to shun even the ap-
pearance of Child Swudy*

The recruitment of teachers and par-
ents as original investigators in child
study was one of the hallmarks of the
movement. Hall encouraged it wherever
he went, and made a point of it in his
speech to the annual meeting of the Ne-
braska State Teachers Association in
1893. Clearly, teachers and parenis had
ready access to children for hours each
day; using these two groups to collect
data on child nature was a most practi-
cal way lo dea) with the immensity of
the task.

Wolle recommended that parents
collect data by naturalistic observation,
noting children’s physical characteris-
tics, their play behavior, their emotional
expressions and moods. He recom-
mended that teachers also test the apti-
tudes and abilities of chijldren with par-
ticular emphases on sensory tests and
tests of memory, imagination, attention,
reasoning, and moral ideas.

Wolfe's travels throughout Nebraska
led to the founding of the Nebraska So-
ciety for Child Study in (895, one of
many child study societies that were
particularly popular in the Midwest. He
was one of the 128 charter members of
the Nebraska Society, whose stated
goals were: a) to stimulate among the
teachers and parents the study of child
nature and child growth, b) to facilitale
ongoing investigations by teachers and
parents, and ¢) to acquaint teachers
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and parents with the results already ob-
tained from the study of children, and to
show them how this knowledge could
be vsed to advantage in educating and
raising children.”

Wolfe began offering a two-semester
elective child study course at Nebraska
in 1892. The first semester was devoted
1o the nature of the child as revealed in
1he extant educational and psychologi-
cal research. Typically oniy half of the
lirst-semester shidents enrolled for the
second hall ol the course, which was
devoled lo Lhe methods of child study
and the conduct of original research,
Students in that second semester were
encouraged 10 Investigate a topic of
their choice. His students studied
children’s interests in stories (nature sto-
ries, classic myths, fairy tales), poetic
abilities, perceplions of symbols, prefer-
ences for pictures, development of num-
ber sense, imitation, and a host of other
lopics. Jt was in that second semester
course of 1835-96 that Frances
Duncombe began her research,

Not much is known about Frances
Duncombe. She was born in Pennsylva-
nia in Augusl 1865. Prior lo her study at
Nebraska she spent two years at the Col-
lege of Wooster in Ohio. She moved to
Lincoln in {888 and entered the Univer-
sity of Nebraska in the fall of 1893, en-
rolling in Wolfe's beginning psychology
course in her initial semester. After
graduation from Nebraska in 1897, she
began teaching English the [ollowing
year at Lincoln IHigh School, and she re-
mained in that job until her retirement
in 1936. From 1904 through 1917 she oc-
casionally took graduale courses at Ne-
braska, but never finished a gradvalte
degree."

The genesis of the idea for
Duncombe’s study is unknown. Given
Wolle's typical practices, it is likely thal
she chose the lopic hersell. She de-
scribed her research as

an attempt to learn something ot the rmnd
ol the child through the 1hings with which
he Is familiar and in which he is ier-

esled. The old slory of Santa Claus was se-
lected as the subject for investigahon, and
work was begun with the hope of learning

something of the relation which exisls be-
tween the mythical Santa Claus and the
child.’?

Contemporary social scientists have
suggested that Santa Claus is the most
stnking and important of mythical fig-
ures of childhood in America today. '

This photograph of Frances £, Duncombe
appeared in a Uncolin High School year-
book.

It is a myth that had reached great popu-
Janty in the United Stales as early as the
1870s and today transcends social class,
ethnic background, and even many reli-
gious denominations," Yet despile ils
pervasiveness, the role of this mylh in
child development was largely unstud-
ied vnti) the 1980s.

As noted earlier, Duncombe’s re-
search may be Ihe first study ever of the
jlupact ol Whe Santa Claus myth on chil-
dren. Despite its priority claim and the
soundness of its methodology, this study
disappeared from the research literature
on Santa Claus No citations ol
Duncombe's research have been found
in any of the subsequent studies of
Santa Claus until the 1979 published ac-
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count that replicated her study. A princi
pal reason for the lack of citations to her
research is that it was published in an
obscure regional joumnal that ceased
publication in 1901,

When Duncombe collécled her data
Lincoln, Nebraska, was a small
midwestern city of 40,000 whose inhab-
itants included a number of recent im-
migrant groups: German, lrish. German-
Russian, and others. For her research,
Duncombe lested approximately {500
school children in grades four through
eight, an enormous sample lor studies
of any time. Each child was asked 1o re-
spond to a four-item questionnaire’

1. When you were little whal did

you think about Santa Claus?
Tell all you can remember about
your ideas of him.

2. How did you lind out afterwards
who he really is? How old were
you, and how did you feel when
you first learned this?

3. How do you lhink your former
beliefin Santa Claus has infly-
enced you?

4. Do you think young children
should be taught to believe in
Santa Claus? Give your reasons.**

Duncombe may have generated the
qQuestions on her own; however, it
seems likely thal Wolie had a hand in
the design ol lhe survey. This survey be-
gan with a very open-ended question
that asked the children to respond in
terms of whal they believed when they
were younger. The second guestion was
teally lhree questions, two of which
could be easily scored. The third ques-
lion was intended, pnncipally, (o inves
tigate the claims thal a beliel in Santa
Claus could fead to psychological prob-
lems when the myth was exposed. And
the last question, essentially one of
moral beliel, asked the children
whether (hey believed the myth should
be taught to young children.

Duncombe collected the responses
in individual classrooms by writing the
questions on (he board, one at a lime,
while children wrole answers 1o each
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question in turn. After weeks of visiting
the schools, Duncombe faced the
daunting task of dealing with an enor-
mous amount of qualilative data. She di-
vided her respondents into ten groups
based on gender and grade. For each
question (or sub-question) she estab-
lished a scoring rubric. For example, in
the first question she scored responses
about Santa in terms of whether chil-
dren saw him as a supernatural figure
(can fly around the world in a single
night, can read wish lists consumed in a
fire, can enter the house via a six-inch
stove pipe) or as an actual man. If any-
thing in the child's desenption endowed
Santa with a supematural power, then
the response was placed in that cat-
egory. If the altributes described were
those of an ordinary person, then the re-
sponse was classified as such. Given the
nature of such open-ended questions,
she also used an “indefinite” category
for those responses that did not fit her
other designations.

In the second question responses
were scored in terms of stated age, in
terms of source of information (chil-
dren, parents or other adulls), and in
terms of feelings (cheated, glad, sorry).
The third question proved troublesome
for most of the children. Only the
eighth-graders were able to answer it,
and even their answers were less than
what Duncombe had hoped for. It
seems, as Duncombe realized, that the
concept of the question was not under-
stood by the children. In the lower
grades more than 70 percent chose not
even to answer it. She reported her data
for this question but argued thal they
were meaningless and did not discuss
them.

Still, Duncombe obtained useful data
for three of her four questions. She
found that most children saw Santa
Claus as a supernatural figure (89 per-
cent), that children leamed who Santa
Claus really is about equally from their
parents or other children, that they were
about 6.3 years old (girls reported being
slightly older than baoys) when they
stopped believing, and that their com-

.

Cover of July 186 issue of the North Western Journaol of Education.

Courtesy of author

mon feeling upon leaming the news
Was SOITOW.

Approximately 57 percent said that
young children should be taught to be-
lieve in Santa Claus. Half of those gave
as a reason that “it makes them happy,”
whereas 2 fifth of that group saw it as a
means of behavioral control, that is, “it
makes them be good.” Another 37 per-
cent said that young children should
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not be taught to believe because it in-
volves telling a lie and will disappoint
them when they learn the truth.

In addition to the description of her
scoring rubric for each question and the
table of response percentages for her
sample, Duncombe also reported some
of the actual responses of the children.
A selection of those is shown in the ap-
pendix to this article. Duncombe indi-
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cated that she did not correct or alter
them, but reproduced them exactly as
they were written by the child. In read-
ing these responses from school chil-
dren of the 1890s the language is strik-
ing; it is evident that the children pos-
sessed a mastery of vocabulary and ex-
pressive form that is too often absent in
their 1990s counterparts.'®

The child study movement of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries was, in some respects, the “pop psy-
chology” of iis day, and scientific psy-
chologists and the nonscientific public
responded in much the same way they

do today. Scientific psychologists mostly

rejected it; the public embraced it with
great enthusiasm. Yet the movement be-
gan to lose \ts popularity in the first de-
cade of the twentieth century. Critics
within psychology had argued against
the use of untrained individuals (par-
eats and leachers) as data collectors.
Others cautioned against the
depersonalization of children, the beliel
that child study would dissolve person-
alities into elements. Children were to
be loved, they argued, not studied."”
Psychologist James Mark Baldwin re-
ferred to the movement as a fad and ar
gued that teachets conduching child
study research were being deceived in
“thinking that they [were] making con-
tributions to science.”'® Harvard
University’s lamboyant psychologist,
Hugo Miinsierberg, was particularly
critical of child study. e wrote that
“Child study . . . has for its aim only the
collection ot cuviosities about the child
as an end in itsell.” And he cenainly
would have pul Duncombe’s Santa
Claus study in his curiosity category. In

his view, the value of child study for psy-

chology was akin to the value of hunt-
ing stories for scienlific biology."”

The child study movement was never
successtul in fulfilling its grandiose am-
bitions: Psychologists searched for laws
of human behavior in child study; uni-
versity administrators sought a better
means of training teachers; leachers,
facing mounting enrollment pressures
due to compulsory altendance laws and

/ -I‘_;f‘m

Harry Kirk Wolfe's psychology laboralory in Library Hall, University of Nebraska,

about 1896, Archives ond Speciol Collections, University of Nebroska-Lincoin

increased immigration, desired belter
outcomes for their students; and par-
ents needed information on child rear-
ing.* Too many people from oo many
diverse perspectives made those ambi-
tions impossible 1o realize. However,
the child study movement was the first
effort to study children scientifically and
to apply psychology to the practical
problems of those who dealt with chil-
dren. Eventually the movement gave
way lo a more theory-based and pro-
grammattc research effort in child de-
velopment, whose studies were largely
centered in university laboralories. One
historian has described the role of the
child study movement as bridging “the
gap between pseudoscientilic, philo-
sophical speculations, and a true sci-
ence ol the child, between ‘rational’
education and educational psychology,
between sentimental and scientific prin-
ciples of child rearing.”®

Despite its problematic history, the
child study movement has been cred-
ited with important accomplishments. Jt
brought about educational reform, both
in the training of teachers in normal col-
leges and in the nature of teaching prac-
tices in the schools. It fostered an inter-
est in childrer’s activities outside the
schools, lor example, promoting the de-
velopment of neighborhood play-
grounds. And it facilitated the establish-
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ment of organizalions, such as the Boy
Scouts, for organized play and moral
training.*

Although Hall had abandoned the
movement by 1911, Wolle never lost his
faith in child study and slayed active in
thal work until his death in 1918. He
continued to organize child study pro-
grams in Nebraska, especially summer
school programs for teachers stressing
the methods of child study. He also con-
tinued teaching his child study courses,
both at the undergraduale and graduate
levels. His lervent belief that the study
of the child was the very foundation ol
pedagogy would not allow him to leave
the field, even though most ol his col-
leagues in psychology had already
done so.

As for Duncombe. there is no evi-
dence that she was involved in child
study subsequent to her Santa Claus sur-
vey. Nevertheless, her research project
of a century ago is important in several
ways. It provided the earliest psycho-
logical study of children’s ideas about
Santa Claus. Indeed, the next published
study on this topic that has been found
did not appear until 1936.7

The data collected by Duncombe
constitute an important resource today
for the fields of developmental, cogni-
tive, and social psychology, as well as
Lhe fietd of social history. Contemporary
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studies have supported her finding of
the average age of discovery, an age
consistent with modern theories (for ex-
ample the cognitive-stage theory of Jean

Piaget) about the development of cogni-

tive abilities, including the age at which
children can differentiate fantasy and
reality.

Duncombe’s data provide valuable
insights about the thinking of American
children a century ago, revealed in what
they said and how they said it, Given
that organized psychology in America
celebraled its centenmal as recently as
1892, one can appreciate that psycho-
logical research prior to Duncombe’s
study is not abundant.®

Further, Duncombe’s anicle pro-
vided unusua! detail of her procedures
(including the monltbs in which she ac
tually collected her data),” the exact
wording of her questions, the scoring ru-
brics that she used for each question,
and the data analyses. That level of de-
tail was critically important to permit a
direct replication of her study in 1977.
Such replications in psychology are
quite rare for research reported in the
nineteenth century. Studies of that era
were typically nol described in sulfi-
cient detail to permit replication. But it
is those very kinds of replicalions that
provide social scientists with one of the
best research tools 1o make behavioral,
cognitive, and social comparnsons
across generations. For these reasons
it is important 1o revisit Duncombe’s
pioneering work as we near the cenfen-
nial of her investigation of Nebraska
children.

Appendix:
Responses from Duncomba’s
1896 Sample

Question 1: When you were little, what
did you think about Sania Claus? Tell all
you can remember about your ideas of
him.

My parenls never believed in telling us
what they always thought foolish and
told us just the opposile. | don't remern-
ber at any lime of believing it, bul they

said Santa Claus was the good spirit in
people’s hearts that made them give
presents, and so I think 10 this day,
(Thirteen-year-old boy)

When | was little [ thought Santa Claus
was a large man who came around
Christmas Gve to give presents to good
children. i thought he came down the
chimney to enter the house. lf we knew
some [piano] pieces he would give us
something. In Russia some old man
would put on a big overcoat and wrap
himself up so nothing could be seen of
him. Then he would come in and ask
the first one if he knew anything, il not
he would go to the next. (Thineen-year-
old bay)

On Chrisimas eve | would hang up my
stocking and expect the respected per
sonage would come down the chimney
and [ill my stocking to the brim. I re-
member how | would write down a lisl
of things on a paper of what | wished to
gel and throw it in the stove, where il
would be consumed, and expect it to go
up the chimney 1o Santa Claus. (Twelve-
year-old bay)

Question 2; How did you fAnd ou! after-
wards who he really is? How old were
you, and how did you feel when you first
learned this?

{ hung up my slockings behind the stove
so Ihat Santa Claus could get warm and
papa and mamma thought | was asleep
angd the door was open and | saw papa
putting something in my stocking and |
felt as if 1 had not heen good. | was eight
or nine years old when ! found it out.
(Eleven-yearold girl)

When | was about five years of age, | be-
gan to suspect Santa Claus’ existence.
One day | climbed vp into mamma's lap
and said "Mamma, tell me the honest
truth, is there a Santa Claus?" And
mamma told me that there was not but
it was only a sweet little German story.
(Ten-year-old girl)

A boy told me that there were no Santa
Claus and | did not believe him at first 1
was aboul six years old when | found 1l
oul. ] was mad when | found oul. |
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thought | would not get anything,
(Eleven-year-old boy)

Question 3: How do you think your
former belief in Santa Claus has influ-
enced you?

It has taught me that we should try to
help others, as there is no Santa Claus to
do il It also mmade me try lo be good
when | thought of the big book in which
names of the good children were kept.
(Twelve-year-old boy)

[t made me think for a while that every-
thing that my parents told me was to
fool me. (Thineen-year-old boy)

Question 4: Do you think young children
should be taught to believe in Santa
Claus? Give your reasons.

| don't think anyone ought to declare
right up and down to children thal there
really is a2 Santa Claus, but just to speak
of him as some good, unseen person
Because when a child should find out
while it is Qill young, before it can un-
derstand, then il will tose some faith

in what its mother says afterwards.
(Fifteen-year-old girl)

Indeed | do think that young children
should be taught to believe in Santa
Claus In the Tisst place it is & prelty myth
and will give them pleasure and will
never do them any harm, anless it is
used to frighlen them into being good,
and even then | think it won'l hurt them
to amouot to anything. | believe in giv-
ng bittle children ail the harmless plea-
sure they can have. Let them believe in
fairy tales and myths, it won't do them
any harm, and little children find out
soon enotigh that things are nol as they
are represented to be, withoul having it
drummed into them from early child-
hood. (Thirteen-year-old girl)

Itis all right for rich people to leach
their children to believe in Santa Claus.
But nol for poor people. Rich people
can give their children presents where a
poor man cannoft. All children will ex-
pect presents from Santa Claus. And if
they do not receive them they will fee)
bad. (Twelve-year-old boy)
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(eams, was never a class spansor, and never the
recipient of a yearbook dedication, despite teach-

ing at the schaool lor forty years. In the archival
records ol Lincoln High School 1he only menlbion
of her was lound in an "underground™ newspaper
published by some senior class members in 1905.
The author (or authors) commented on each of
lhe teachers. For Duncombe the briefl description
read, “Disposition: Bright and cheery; Occupation:
Talking; Ficst irnpression: Workable; Present im-
pression: Nil,” Duncombe died in Lincoln al age
eighty-eight on August 14, 1958. Her obituary in
the Apnl (7 Lincoln Star occupied a mere seven
lines.

Some information on Duncombe was gathered
from records of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln
Atumni Office ang irom Joseph G. Svobada at the
University Aschives and Special Collections. Infor
mation from historica) records ol Lincoln RBigh
School was supplied by Randal M. Ernst.
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made thal discovery. A higher percentage of \he
1977 children thought that young children should
be 1aught 1o believe in Santa Claus (70 percent in
1977 to 57 percent in }856). Many ol the responses
from lthe 1977 sample are inleresting, but beyond
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the scope ol this article, A favorite of the anthors
was from a tourth-grade girl wha responded to
question 2 as lollows: "My sister asked our dad il
she could leave Santa a peanut butler and jelly
sandwich, and my dad said he would probably
wanl a Reuben And my dad likes Reubens.”
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% G. Stanley Hall founded \he American Psycho-
logical Asspcialion in 1892 and served as its first
president. The centennial meeting of Ihe associa-
tion was held in Washingion, D, C., in August
1992,

% Knowing the months when Duncombe col-
lected her respanses was most impontani for the
replicalion of her survey. Researchers have shown
that childran’s drawings of Santa Claus are larger
in (e monihs belore Christmas (han alterwards,
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lion. Therelore one might axpecl responses to be
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