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WHEN HANDWRITING WAS A STUDIED ART

T aking classes in
penmanship you . W a S

say? Well, this is

another one of those long-lost arts
that bit the dust in much the way
manual typewriters did, before word
processors and computers. Can you
imagine having to go back to
manual typewriting, and the world
of typing errors and "white-out" and
carbon-sets? If you are young
enough, you might not know what
that even means! Without
computers, to make duplicate
copies many means were used
from carbon sets to a number of
ink/mechanical processes. All of
them messy! Penmanship was
considered an important enough
mandatory skill that it was taught
and practiced in schools as a
subject, much as English and
math. [ am not talking about basic
handwriting skills, but flowing
penmanship as a practiced art!
You and I may take it for granted,
but in the time of our ancestors,
they did not....it was practiced
daily in schools! Nowadays you
might find it as an art class in
something like adult education
and called "calligraphy." But
many do NOT know how to use
an old-fashioned ink pen, ink well,
nor an ink blotter! Do you? Have
you ever tried it?

I never thought much about this

By Shelley Antilla

subject, but at one point in time
(1980s probably) for numerous
years I was a business adult
education teacher. I taught finally
full-time in Mt Diablo School
District in Walnut Creek for adult
education classes , mostly business
classes, beginning computer, word

disabled students. It
quite an

experience; | had large
classes of up to 45 students per class
with two teacher aides and smaller
lecture seminars to be held in
separate rooms but at the same time
for English and then math. Also I
worked with a majority of problem
students, and disabled. I would
have students (men straight out of
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processing, English and Math
brush-up mini-classes, and
eventually, shorthand and typing for

_1-

Da Nang or such places, and sent
home disabled) but learning to type

with perhaps only one arm (they
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have a program for that) ; and in the
same class learning to type for the
first time, up to eight young
Vietnamese girls, just over to US in
boats, and some couldn't even speak
our language but were still put into
my typing classes and learning to
type by rote, by symbols, and did
not understand English yet. It was
amazing! Some of them would
understand and interpret to
others...and love a duck....they
would all cheat and have the same
grades! It was their way of survival.
They would also steal the IBM
"ball elements" out of the
typewriters and take home ‘every
day, to insure they would have one
the next day. Also the typing
stands! Smart girls--they learned!!!!
I finally went to teaching half
days in Walnut Creek; and then
evenings in Vallejo adult school, as
I lived in Benicia, sort of between
both cities and it was at a time
when the Vallejo schools wanted

me to help install the business
program from the Walnut Creek
school, into theirs, and at least work
a year to get it all monitored and ok.
During this time, I was fortunate
enough to be one of the very last
shorthand instructors that was paid
through the schools to teach

Santa Rosa Business College, 1912. This local college
was located on Ross near Mendocino Avenue. On his
postcard, President J.S. Sweet assures us that the

shorthand! They sent me over to
Hogan High School for an afternoon
HS Class and then one evening
class for adult school. Now these
classes were FULL! (Amazing to
me!) Turns out the high schools,
alone, could not get enough students
to sign up enough to hold these
classes, and were slowly
eliminating the subject, but
enough students had been
taking it that were "good"
they didn't want to lose them
just yet, so they invented the
idea of all the high school
students wanting shorthand
to take the adult ed classes I
would teach, and kill two
birds with one stone. It
worked for awhile. For two
years | was paid to teach
shorthand to these students;

books, the courses of study, and the teachers at his it was a "dying dinosaur

facility are the best that can be found.

(Voliva, class" and like penmanship,

Bob & Kay, Santa Rosa California in Vintage hound to become an extinct

Postcards. Arcadia Publishing, 2000)

Santa Rosa Business College, 1910. President Sweet, consistent in his quest for new
students, writes to Eugene Carrillo in Sebastopol, "Do not fail to be with us at the
opening of the fall term, September 4. We want 200 graduates qualified to fill good
positions the coming year." (Voliva, Bob & Kay, Santa Rosa Califiornia in Vintage
Postcards. Arcadia Publishing, 2000) Mother's card was dated 4-7-16 and she
addressed it to "Fred Wolff, Comptche, Cal."" so I guess they were still using the

same postcard.

-

art. Recorders would soon
replace the need for shorthand.
Like penmanship, to be any
good at shorthand, it takes
PRACTICE, PRACTICE,
PRACTICE! These students were
very good, fast and didn't want to
quit. So much easier to take notes
in shorthand with a few scribbles
rather than writing out longhand.
The key of course, is discipline.
had practiced piano some three hrs
a day most of my life studying
classical piano as a kid & on, and
with all that practice my hands were
super fast and when I finally did
take a typing class in high school, I
typed very fast (up to 110wpm) and
later could also take shorthand very
fast; it was a side benefit from all
those years already put in I'm sure.
These days I have arthritis in my
fingers --so who worries about
being fast!!!!



