
William Caxton: A project that didn’t work – and how 

it was rescued 

What happened at first 
A teacher working with a group of gifted students knew that they 

were all gifted and passionate readers. Wanting to create a 

research project that aligned with their interests, she decided to 

ask them to research William Caxton, inventor of the printing 

press, sure that this would enthuse them – the man without 

whom all their reading would never have become possible! To 

her surprise, her students found the project totally boring. 

 

Why? 

Think about what the project asked the students to do! Where’s the challenge to their 

thinking? Where’s the room for initiative and originality?  Basically it’s your typical 

classroom project – look it up, record what you find, present it nicely. Nothing wrong 

with this – just boring. 

 

Alternative questions   
Here’s another approach, a different set of tasks: 

 

 Chart every single thing you read over the next 24 hours. 

 Work with everyone in the class or group to build a maxi-chart of your combined 

reading over 24 hours. What conclusions can you draw about the role of reading 

in our lives? 

 Imagine that you had never learned to read. 

o What would you miss most about not being able to read? 

In what other ways would your life be different if you had not learned 

to read? 

 Discuss: What would it be like to live in a time when most people did NOT learn 

to read? 

- Some prompt questions for the teacher to use: 

o How would people send messages to each other? 

o How would you remember things like recipes and other sets of 

instructions? 

o How would children learn? 

o How would you find your way to a place you had not been to before? 

o How would news travel?  

 Discuss: Would it be more or less scary to live in a society where you and most 

other people could not read than it is to live in today’s society where almost 

everyone can read?  

 Discuss: Who would hold the power in a society where most people could not 

read? Would the ability to read have any influence on this? 

 Research! Why was it that at one time in history, almost no-one learned to read? 

What changed that? See the next page.....! 

http://www.google.co.nz/imgres?q=william+caxton&hl=en&biw=1053&bih=405&tbm=isch&tbnid=zpf0U9Yda1WGjM:&imgrefurl=http://www.facebook.com/pages/William-Caxton/107436979279064%3Frf%3D107709969252149&docid=yxnh0vuiKJT4_M&itg=1&imgurl=http://external.ak.fbcdn.net/safe_image.php%253Fd%253DAQA-jyJdM2z08BEi%2526w%253D197%2526h%253D300%2526url%253Dhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Fupload.wikimedia.org%25252Fwikipedia%25252Fcommons%25252F6%25252F62%25252FWilliam_caxton.jpg&w=197&h=300&ei=l8WWUY7TCMSvkAWYs4HYAg&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=2&vpy=37&dur=579&hovh=240&hovw=157&tx=57&ty=237&page=3&tbnh=146&tbnw=95&start=31&ndsp=21&ved=1t:429,r:38,s:0,i:253


 
 

 

 [After children have found out about Caxton’s printing press] Caxton’s printing 

press made it possible to print an infinite number of copies of almost any book. 

o How do you suppose people who could already read felt about that? 

Would they be totally thrilled?  What concerns might they have about 

everyone else being able to learn how to do this too?  

o How do you suppose non-readers felt? Would they be totally thrilled? 

Would they have any concerns? 
 

Why did this work better? 
• It was concerned with an activity of genuine and strong interest for these 

students. 

• It allowed for practice of research skills. 

 

But also: 

• It began with a hands-on activity that got students engaged. 

• It linked directly to what they knew and had experienced. 

• It challenged them to think outside the square and, especially, to examine 

critically something they may previously have taken for granted. 

• It explored philosophical issues, asked them to consider issues from different 

perspectives, and gave opportunities to express different points of view 

 

In other words, it was a learning opportunity constructed to take account of the typical 

learning approach of the gifted student and the way in which it differs from that of 

most students. 
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