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5.  Publishing and Literature Courses  
 
From its inception, the Women’s National Book Association understood that if women 

were to achieve and maintain professional status in the publishing and bookselling 

industries, they had to be well trained.  
 

With that in mind, the organization’s second president, Madge Jenison, chaired a nine-

session seminar for booksellers in the early 1920s around a key question; “What does 

the reading public want and hope to find in a bookstore?” Hosted at the New York Public 

Library at Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street, the event was keynoted by Frederic G. Melcher 

of R. R. Bowker Company. That event was so well received that it inspired courses for 

college credit at Columbia University.  
 

The Great Depression and World War II delayed the creation of new educational 

programs but by the late 1940s, the WNBA had revived its educational mission. In 1947, 

the Chicago chapter offered educational courses in publishing co-sponsored with the 

Chicago Tribune Book Fair. 
 

In the aftermath of world War II, men were often promoted to higher positions in the 

publishing industry than women. That trend, combined with the surging baby boom, 

prompted a sudden surge of interest in children’s literature. Inevitably that became a 

niche for women in book publishing at a time when other positions were difficult to 

obtain.  
 

In the early fall of 1947, the WNBA and the Association of Children’s Book Editors 

offered a course titled “Selling Books for Children” planned and organized by WNBA 

member Virginia H. Matthews, head of children’s books at Brentano’s bookstore.  

Matthews promoted the course to young women in an effort to help them protect their 

jobs and their financial independence. “As jobs become harder to get, and leveling off 

takes hold, girls are more apt to stay in their jobs and those in the sales end of children’s 

books will be more inclined to make a career of it, instead of regarding it as a stop-gap 

either to marriage or a better paying job,” she reasoned.    
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Officially it was promoted as a “course of lectures (six) planned for the young woman in 

a bookshop or book department, who displays, promotes and sells children’s books…to 

familiarize her with the tools of her work, acquaint her with the best current practices of 

arranging and keeping stock, and help her form a general background knowledge of her 

subject.” The course was so popular and successful that the lectures were reprinted in 

the trade journal Book Merchandising. 
Two years later the New York chapter of the WNBA partnered with the Booksellers 

League of New York for six evening lectures on the techniques of specialized 

bookselling. The lectures were open to all interested men and women – “booksellers, 

their salespeople and those anxious to know more about the techniques of selling 

books,” read the advertisement for “Selling More Books.” The lectures began on March 

2, 1949 at the New York Herald-Tribune auditorium on West 41st Street and cost $5.00 

At each session a different specialist discussed sales techniques for various kinds of 

books. The lectures were titled Books About the Home; Art Books, Press Books and 

Fine Bindings; Featuring Religious Books; Reference & Technical Books; Children’s 

Books and Current Trends On Our Book Counters.  
 

In early January, 1949, the WNBA Chicago chapter, in cooperation with the University of 

Chicago, sponsored its own course on book-selling.  Advertised as lectures on 

“merchandising print,” its main speaker was Lloyd Wendt, literary critic of the Chicago 

Tribune, as well as several literary agents and publishers. The following winter, again in 

cooperation with the University of Chicago, the chapter offered a second course, “Writing 

and Its Consequences.”  At its title implied, it provided an overview of current trends, 

editing, rewriting and marketing.  

 

In the summer of 1950 the WNBA offered its first full tuition scholarship to the prestigious 

Summer Course in Publishing Procedures at Radcliffe College. The course, chaired by 

Nora Kramer, was directed by Helen Everitt, the New York editor for Houghton Mifflin. 

Marian Freda, an honor graduate of Barnard College and an employee at Harper 

Brothers, was awarded the first WNBA scholarship. The scholarship continued to be 

offered for several years.  
 

During the 1950s, local chapters stepped up efforts to educate their members and raise 

awareness about the importance of books and reading. In 1952, the Cleveland chapter 
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began co-sponsoring books fairs and luncheons. The New York chapter presented 

programs in 1953 and 1956 as part of the Festival of Books, a WNYC radio annual 

event. The series of four programs was entitled “Books Bring in the World.” The first 

program was about women of other countries, hosted by the writer Santha Rama Rau; 

the second was “ All the World’s a Stage,” with Eva LeGallienne and Mrs. Brooks 

Atkinson; the third was “ Are writers born?” with the four Daly Sisters; and the last was 

“All the world decorates houses” with British decorator T.H. Robsjohn-Gibbings. 
 

Teachers, too, were suddenly becoming an important market for children's books. In 

1954 (a year with over four million births), Helen R. Sattley, Director of the School 

LIbrary Service for the New York Board of Education, helped create a thirty-hour credit 

lecture course in children’s literature and publishing for elementary school teachers 

through the New York City Board of Education. Titled “A Survey of Children’s LIterature 

and Children’s Book Publishing for the Classroom Teacher,” it was designed to “give 

teachers the opportunity to familiarize themselves with books for boys and girls and to 

introduce them to the work of the authors, artists, editors and designers who produce the 

books.” The course was so successful that it was offered for several years.  
 

Under the same auspices a year later, sixty-five junior high and high school teachers 

completed another thirty-hour course called “Modern Books: Introducing Adult LIterature 

to Young Adults” which signaled attention to the nascent Young Adult market.  

 

Still another sign of rising interest in books for young people was a WNBA co-sponsored 

1956 Rutgers University Institute on Children's Books and Book Production for teachers 

and parents.  That same year Indiana University offered a Workshop in Children’s Books 

and publishing in Bloomington. Co-sponsored by the WNBA and the Division of Library 

Science at Indiana, it was the first for-credit course on book publishing offered in 

Midwest colleges and universities.  
  

During 1956 and 1957, the WNBA also partnered with Pauline Rivers, director of the 

New York Times’ Organization Activities, to prepare a formal list of literary 

recommendations.  The first was called “Books for Collateral Reading,” and the second 

was presented to the Annual Barnard Women’s Forum.  
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Another example of outreach that began in the 1950s was the national WNBA’s 

participation in projects to collect and distribute books to settlement houses, libraries, 

and centers serving underprivileged children and adults in poor neighborhoods here and 

abroad.  
 

In the mid 1960s the New York chapter also hosted two Winter Workshops at the 

American Booksellers Convention at the Sheraton–Atlantic Hotel in Atlantic City on 

various aspects of publishing. The 1966 session covered subjects such as censorship, 

subsidiary rights, advertising, promotion and publicity, design and production. The 1967 

series was billed as “an Editorial Workshop which includes Subsidiary Rights and 

Censorship.” A panel on production demonstrating the practical use of silk-screen 

printing was one of the highlights of that session.  
 

Other chapters, too, were creating educational activities for their members. Starting in 

1955 the Nashville, Tennessee chapter initiated book fairs and sponsored events during 

National Library Week. In 1959 the Boston chapter, in partnership with the Boston 

Herald, began hosting Book and Author Luncheons each spring and in 1966, drew a 

sell-out audience of nearly a thousand people. In 1961, the Binghamton, New York 

chapter began hosting community service and book publicity programs and in 1966 

Detroit was offering similar programs. By June 1971, The Bookwoman report on chapter 

activities routinely listed educational events for WNBA members and the local 

community.  
 

As a Publishers Weekly article of November 27, 1967 observed  “one of the WNBA’s 

most practical contributions has been setting up courses, workshops and lecture series 

to help heighten the professional competence and knowledge, not only of its own 

members, but of others who care to enroll.”  
 

Today, as the WNBA looks to the future, it remains proud of its educational legacy.  
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