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INTRODUGTION

The historiography of education in the Progressive era has been
shaped by two long-standing assumptions. The first is the
acceptance by most scholars that the educational reforms of the
1 period were the product of an easily defined, readily identifiable
progressive movement. The.second 1s the continued confidence in
most published work that educational events in either the Northeast
or the Midwest are typical of analogous events in other parts of the
United States. Both asssumptions may distort our understanding of
this ecruclal era because both glibly assume uniformity and
consistency in two areas marked by enormaus diversity and change--
educational politilcs and policy, on the one hand, and local and
regional history, on the other.
! This essay examines these assumptlons and questions thelx
validity. The preceding chapters on Atlanta, Memphis, and New
Orleans challenge the conventional wisdom on progressivism as a
movement and shed new light on the mmﬂmnmﬁ.umvw.._.“_.n% of the
ZOHn#mwmn'ZE.ammn model. In this essay I will survey the general
historiegraphy of educational progressivism, speculate on a mnew
interpretation of educational reform in the Progressive era, and
apply that interpretation to the development of public schools in
Atlanta, Memphis, and New Orleans.

4 EDUCATIONAL PROGRESSIVISH IN HISTORIGAL PERSPECTIVE

. o : In 1970, Peter G. Filene threw the field of American political
2@# _ﬂm“ [Fe gm..m.mmm&. Fﬁ% history H#ﬂonﬂﬂnm_m.ow: ._u%a Mﬂmcwnm that the ﬁuomﬂnmmu.m.dm _M.Bm.m___nan .ﬂ.ua
- never existed. ilene defined a movement as "a co ectivity acting
mm wmo._.mﬁu_.ﬁw m< ﬁO@«ﬁﬂIﬂ. _.>§ with some continuity to promote or resist a change In soclety."
THE17Z U S. CODE Specifically, he noted, "[tlhe members of a social movement combine

3 Ve :
o and act together in a deliberate, self-conscious way, as contrasted
to a mnoncollective or taggregative’ group (such as blondes or
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lower-income families) which has a common identity in the minds of
social scientists or other observers rather than in the minds of the
members themselves."! Filene claimed that the disparate mature of
progressivism precluded the use of the term movement to describe
the political developments of the first part of this century. He
based thig conclusion on three factors. First, progressives rarely,
if ever, agreed on goals and values. Second, vprogressivism lacked
unanimicy of purpose on either a programmatic ot philosophical
level.* Third, the proponents and opponents of pregressive reforms
were almost jndistinguishable from one another in terms of thelr
soclal and economic characteristics.? Far from being a peried
dominated by a self-conscious political movement, Filene sees the
era between 1900 and 1920 as omne of "shifting ccalitions around
different ilssues, with the specific nature of these coalitions
varying on the federal, state and local levels, from region to
region, and frem the first to the second decades of the century."?

Filense's argument prompted American politieal historians to
reconsider their asumptions and reassess the era. By contrast, his
influence in the field of educational history remalns minimal. To
this day, few educational historians guestion the existence of a
progressive movement in education.! David Tyack’s influential book,
The One Best System, for example, rests on the premise that the
administrative progressives "were members of a movement composed
mostly of business and professional elites, including university
people and the new school managers." Moreover, Tyack argues, this
movement implemented a remarkably uniform series of reforms in
school systems across the nation between 1900 and 1930,5 Tyack is
not alone in his assessment. Regardless of where ome stands 1n the
historiographic debates about progressivism in education, the
existence of a progressive movement is practically axlomatic among
educational historians.

By failing to question this supposed axiom of educational
E.mno.nu: however, we have left a number of the wvital questlons
suggested by Filene's work unanswered or, at best, half answered.
Was there a common set of goals and values that educational progres-
sives espoused? Was there unanimity among educational progressives
regarding specific lssues and programs? What separated progressive
reformers from their opponents? Were progressive reforms implemented
uniformly in all parts of the country?

Certainly many of Fileme's questiong about a progressive
movement in politics apply to education as well. Educational
historians, for example, must justify using the term movement to
describe the activities of so varied as group as Jane Addams
Leonard Ayres, Ellwood P. Cubberley, John Dewey, Harold Ruggp, Umﬁ..w
Snedden, lewls Terman, E. L. Thorndike, and Ella Flagg Young. Given
that the goals, values, philosophies, and programs of these
individuals differed widely, and often conflicted sharply, how can
we label all of them Progressives? Unfortunately, the answers that
educational historians have proposed to this and related questions
have been less than satisfying. .

The seminal work on educational progressivism 1is Lawrence
Cremin's 1961 study, The Transformation of the School: Progres-
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sivism in American Education, 1876-1957. At the outset, Cremin
notes that “the _wnomummmw&m_ movement was marked from the very
beginning by a pluralistic, frequently contradlctory, character."®
Despite these contradictions, however, he sees the movement
generally as having a pesitive impact on American education:
" [Progressive education] had its origin during the quarter century
before World War I in an effort to cast the school as a fundamental
1ever of social and political regeneration. It began as a
many-sided protest apainst a restricted view of the school, but 1t
was always mere than this; for essentlally it viewed education as
an adjunct to policics in realizing the promise of American 1ife. "’

cremin identifies the "unmistakable imprint® of the progressive
reform effort in ten different areas of pmerican education ranging
from the expansion of educational opportunity both upward into the
high school and downward into the kindergarten; the broadening of
the curriculum to inelude vacatiomal, physical, and aesthetic
educatlon; and the growth of educational buresucracy that
facilitated the ﬂnommmmwoﬁm“_.wumnwou of administrators and the
specialization of teachers.?

The Transformation of the School 1aid the foundation for all
future inquiry into educational progressivism. Later historianms
have not so much questioned the scope or content of Cremin's study
as his overall position an the value of the progressive movement,
m.mﬂn“_.nc.._.muu.% his benign view of progressive reforms. Critles have
pointed to three main problems with Cremin's interpretation. First,
since Cremin refuses to define progressive education,? he discusses
virtually every major educational change and practically every
important educational leader of the era as 1if they were "progres-
sive."t® Secend, critics clalm that many progressive programs such
as Americanizatlon, astandardized testing, ability grouping, guldance
counseling, and tracking have had far more megative consequences
than Cremin admits. Third, for all his emphasis on the links
between educational and political reform, that 1s " between
progressive education and the larger social changes caused by
industrializatilon, Cremin actually pays 1ittle attention to the
polities of education ar to the relationship between the schools and
the economy.

mwmﬂoﬂwemnwuz.nm._.._.%. these criticisms have coalesced into an
interpretation that "solves" the apparent problems in Cremin’s work.
In the process, however, this interpretation totally overturns his
positive vision of progressive reform. Central to this mnew
interpretation is the conviction that a reform movement clearly
exisited, but that it was a movement with suspect rather than benign
motives.

Many of the critics of Cremin's work draw their initial inspira-
tien from Raymond Callahan’s 1962 book, Education and the Cult of
Efficiency. Callahan focused on one important aspect of educational
progressivism, the adoption of business ideology and values in
school administration. Callahan's most important finding CONCerns
the "extent, not only of the power of the business-industrial
groups, but of the strength of the business 1deology in American
culture on the one hand and the extreme weakness and vulnerabllity
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of the schoolmen, especlally school administrators, on the other". !
In other words, Callahan appears to have found an even more
identifiable movement in progressive education than Cremin. Rather
than a broad-based humanitarian effort, however, this movement was
composed of business leaders and their pliant educational pawms.
From his new vantage point, Callahan sees many of the reforms that
Cremin applauds, such as the introduction of vocational courses ox
the Gary Plan for elementary schools, as little more than programs
designed to meet the marrow demands of business leaders who favored
economy oOVer education.}? Indeed, in callahan's hands, progres-
sivism seems to play a greater role in realizing the dreams of
grasping capitalists than in expanding educational opportunities
for American children..

Almost a decade after the appearance of Education and the Cult
of Efficiency, a new generation of historians expanded on Callahan's
vision and introduced a sweeping, controversial interpretation of
the progressive movement. In addition to being more precise than
Callshan sbout the goals and strategies of the movement, these
ryrevisionisc® historians based thelr work on a very different set
of assumptions than either Cremin or Callahan regarding the nature
of American society and the function of American education.'® While
recognizing many serious problems in the American educational
system, neither Cremin nor Callahan ever questlons the positive
character of American political institutions, in general, or the
public schools, in particular.' The revislonist historians, how-
ever, began from an opposite uOmwﬂ.os. As Clarence Karier, Paul
Violas, and Joel Spring argue in Roots of Crisis, "If one starts
with the assumption that this society 1Is in fact raclst,
fundamentally materialistic, and institutionally structured to
protect vested interests, the past takes on vastly different
meanings."!® Schools are hardly tlevers of social and political
regeneration.” Instead, as Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis claim,
#the schools are constrained to justify and teproduce inequality
rather than correct it.”'® .

The purpose of public schools, the revisionlsts argue, is to
maintain the socisl and economic inequalities of American life.
Since capitalism is at the root of these inequalities, it is no
surprise to find business leaders at the center of the progressive
reform movement. The revisionists further contend that social
control and social efficlency were the basic goals of progressive
reformers; that inmovations that hardened social class lines such
as standardized testing and tracking represented the essence of the
movement; and that the changing needs of industrial capitalism
precipitated most of the reforms. From their perspective the term
movement, as Filene defines 1t, seems quite appropriate. In the
revisionist interpretation, the progressive reformers were led by
an identifiable class, and guided by a common set of goals and
values. They institutionalized these pgoals and values through a
fairly uniform program of educational reforms.'’

During the 1970s, revisionist historiams reinterpreted practi-
cally every phase of progressive educational reform, For example,
rather than seeing progressive efforts to replace ward-based school
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boards with boards elected at-large as campalgns to end corruption
and increase efficlency, Bowles and Gintis argue that "[tlhe urban
gchool reform movement was an integral part of the broader municipal
reform' movement, aimed at reducing the political power of the
1ethnlc enclaves' of the urban working class and small property
owners."® An eggential part of that process was the shifc from
ward-based to at-large school board electlons that made boards the
preserve of businessmen and vuommmmwcﬂwwm.t once in power, elite
reformers rapidly transformed the schools jnto institutions that
gerved the needs of jndustrial capitalism far better than they
gerved those of families, children, or working-class communities.
Violas, for example, sees the Americanizatlon werusade" within

public schools as

but one of several movements within the larger effort to
diffuse the potential explosiveness of an unassimilated and
discontented proletariat. The Americanization crusade,
however, was not an isolated effort. There were several
gimilar attempts to restructure urban children, especially
those from the lower social and economic classes, so that
they might better meet the labor requirements of corporate

industry.??

The other attempts to nyestructure children" to which Viclas
alludes include virtually every progressive achievement that Cremin -
applauded. Viewed through a ﬂ@dwmwaﬂwmn lens the expansion of the
extracurriculum, vocational education, vocational guidance, and even
the creation of playgrounds for urban children take on a negative
cast. 2t Spring as well as Bowles and Gintis, for example, view the
expansion of secandary education as part of an effort to differenti-
ate and stratify children according to social class, The formation
of jumior high schools and the introduction of mnwwawnawumm testing
were crucial components of this sorting process. Testing may in
fact have been the most insidious of all the reforms since its scope
was vast, touching mm:mu_wnwonm of school children; its consequences
were indelible, determining student placement; and, above all, its
relnforcement of social stratification was very subtle, maintaining

- the appearance of meritocracy while actually reproducing inequal-

ity.? .
The revisionist interpretation of public education, and specifi-
cally of progressive educational reform, gparked a decade of flexce
historiographic debates and forced a major reassessment of educa-
tional histoxy. though along quite dlfferent 1ines from those pro-
posed by Filene, Some historilans omewmnmm._u the basic _mmmcsm.nwoﬂm
and research of the Hmdwmwonwmnm.m. while others attempted to

" reconclle the revisionist interpretation of cﬁomnmmmwi.ma with the

earlier, more positive assessment of the movement. In their
efforts, however, these latter historians found themselves once
again caught in the contradictory character of progressive
educatlion.

The ome great virtue of the revisionist interpretation is its
consistency, rooted in its assumption of class confliet as the
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moving force in in U.S. history. Reforms that had once sappeared
positive were now seen to be negative; leaders who had once been
heroes were now revealed as villains.2> Because of its consistent
service to the interests of the business elite, the revisionists
argued, the progressive movement that seemed so diverse was, in
fact, guite uniform. S

Many educational historians, however, have been troubled by this
simple solution to the problem of defining the progressive movement.
Sweeping liberal and radical reformers into the camp of the American
ruling class may have a certain conceptual elegance, but it denies
the sharp divisions and the bitter contentiousness that marked
educational politics in the Progressive era. In addition; the
revisionist account reduces such revolutionary figures as John Dewey
to nearly unrecognizable caricatures, and so distorts the historic
record.

Another group of educational historians has sought to account
for the diversity of the progressive reformers by identifying
competing "wings" or wrendencies” within the movement. As early as
1964, Edward Krug presented an interpretation that tried to account
for the diverse streams of educational progressivism. Krug's
classic two-volume study The Shaping of the American High School
forcefully articulated the argument that the goals of Progressive
era school reformers were primarily social control and efficiency.
He alsoc noted, however, that wgocial control was one aspect of the
reform movement, but social service was another. The writings of
Dewey and {Samuel T.} Dutton in this period presented the school
much more as an agency of gocial service than as an agency of social
control.*?® Krug thus divided the movement into a domlnant con-
ervative wing and a small, liberal wing. He concluded that 1t was
the conservative wvision of progressive reform that triumphed in
American public schools.?

A decade after Krug's work appeared, Tyack presented a
compelling case for a still broader vision of educational
progressivism. Tyack recognized several wings Iin progressivism and
found the greatest Influence eminating from a discrete group of
conservatives whom he labels the ngdministrative progressives."?®
In tracing the impact of thls group, Tyack directly challenged
Filene. He stated that the administrative progressives "(1l) were
& movement with identifiable actors and coalitions; (2) had a common
ideology and platform; and (3) gained substantive power over urban
education" (emphasis added).*? For all its accomplishments, how-
ever, Tyack dees not see this movement as embracing the totality of
progressivism in education. Tyack also recognized other factioms
within the movement, including a ngmall libertarian wing," "a small
group of social recenstructionists,” and & collection of
uphilosophers, pyschologlsts and curriculum theorists" whom he
labeled “pedagogical vﬂomnmmmwﬂmm.:uc . According to Tyack, the
pedapogical progressives had greater influence than most of these
other groups, but like Krug, he saw congervative progresslvism as
having had a far pgreater influence over the course of American
educational history.?* . '

Tyack's taxonomy of progressive reformers has had considerahle
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appeal to subsequent historians, as 1t has allowed them to
acknowledge the complexity of the movement while still identifying
a general direction of reform.*? Unfortunately, however, dividing
the movement imto wings does not provide a satisfying solution to
Filene‘s problem, for the "wings" interpretation is at bottom just
a refinement of the revisionist approach. It categorizes and
legitimates the actions of such impprtant dissenting fipures as
Dewey but leaves intact the revisionist argument that a unified
progressive movement closely tied to the business community imposed
a dehumanizing, bureaucratic structure onta public education., The
dissenters remain occasional voices in the wilderness with small
constituencies and mo real impact on reform.'

aAdvocates of both the wings and revisionist interpretations
miss one cruclal issue. They assume that reform was essentially
top-down. Interest groups including women's organizations, organ-
jzed labor, the Socialist party, and politically active ethnie
communities play no role in this view of progressive reform, yet akl
these groups Umﬂnﬂnwﬁ_wnm& in the educational reform politics of the
era. As Daniel Rodgers has noted, dividing the progressive movement
into wings does provide some conceptual clarity, but it misses the
real thrust of Filene's critlcism, which was "to split the
progressive movement mot into two but dozens of pleces, bound only
by the rules of competitive, pluralist politics."*

Succeeding the "wings" {nterpretation in the historlography of
educational progressivism is a new school of thought that does in
fact pay more attentlon to the competitive and pluralistic nature
of educational polities. The emergence of this new school of thought
reflects as much a change in the research euphasis of educational
historians as it reflects a change in interpretation. In contrast
to previous works that attempted to describe national trends, most
recent works on educatlonal polities have concentrated on the actual

_ processes of political reform in a specific clty or group of cities.

Julia Wrigley, for examnple, reveals that "the arena of educational
polities in Chicago was far more contentious than either revisionist
or non-revisionlst historians had allowed. Wrigley found three
major groups battling over educational issues: business leaders and
their allies in educational administration; middle- and-upper-middle
elass advocates of good government; and militant teachers allied
with the Chicago Federation of Labor.* Between 1900 and 1950,
Wrigley argued, elass conflict dominated educational struggles in
Chicago, but this conflict was fought out within the arena of
democratic pelitics. Her study described a series of shifting

- eoalitions among these groups, internal divisions within them,

occasional victories by all sides, and a conslderable amount of
compromise. .

In a study of Chicago, San Francisce, and Atlanta, Paul
Peterson also emphasized the pluralistic nature of educational
politics, while TIra Katznelson and Margaret Weir stressed the
importance of olass conflict and the role of organized labor in the
process of educational reform in Chicago and San Francisco.?® Beth
of these studies eschew the search for a progressive movement oY
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movements and concentrate instead om the pelitical dynamles of
educational change.

No recent work better exemplifies this trend than that of
William Reese. Reese explored progressive educational polities in
four cities--Milwaukee, Toledo, Kansas City, and Rochester--arguing
that a wide variety of groups played important roles in schol
reform. In Reese’s interpretation, achools were not apen to easy
manipulation by business leaders or administrative progressives, but
rather were "contested terrains," arenas of soclal and class
conflict. Rejecting the top-down interpretations that marked so
much previous writing about progressive reform, Reese argued that

school innovation was a dynamie,
involving diverse community groups. Women'’s organizations,
parent associations, labor unions, Social Gospelers, and
Populist and Socialist parties--hardly the featured actors
in analyses of Progressive school reform--nevertheless played
a seminal role in school innovation,

interactive process

Resse labeled all these groups Progressives but notes the difficulty
that the label creates., He wrote, upfter studying various clties,
one encounters a fascinating problem.- Turn-of-the-century reformers
who had diametrically opposed political and 1deological perspectives
--such as Soclalists and capitalist efficiency experts--often
endorsed the same lomovation."?’

With Reese's work we have come full cirele in the search for a
progressive movement in education. Cremin treated practically every
educational reformer of the first quarter of the twentieth century
as a member of the Progressive movement, while Reese avoided using
the term movement and simply called all the participants in the
process of educational reform in this era progressives. Some
progress has has been made, but not as much as one might hope.
Educational historians still need to account for the complex and
often contradictory rationales and processes that lay behind the
profound changes that took place in urban education in this period.

COMMUNITIES OF POLITICAL LANGUAGE IN A RISING DEMOGRAFHIC SEA

In an influential essay Daniel T. Rodgers argued that the key to
understanding the Progressive era is recognizing that in the early
twentieth century the rise of issue-oriented interest groups
coincided with the erosion of political parties as the primary
vehicle of American political expression. He stated: ’

The result was to spring open the political arena to
extra-party pressure groups of all sorts: manufacturers’
organizations,labor lobbies, clvie leagues, trade
associations, women's clubs, professional assoclations, and
issue-oriented lobbies, all trying to directly shape policy.
This was the context within which maverick politicians could
vault into office and "reform" (and vantireform") coalitions
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could blossom. Progressive uo:nwnm--mnwmsmnnma. fluid, and
{gsue focused--was, in short, part of a major, lasting shift

in the rules of the political game .28

Rodgers’s account not only explains the plurality of Interest
groups that Reese and others have identified but also explains why,
within the contested terrain of educational politics, business
groups and administrative progressives geemed to triumph so often.
“In the mnewly fluid, issue-focused political contests of the
Progressive era, the better organized players--the professional
lobhies, the well-disciplined interest groups, and, above all, the
corporations--held massive advantage."®

Rodgers also’ explains how these groups managed to unite omn
specific reform igssues despite thelr deep divisions on fundamental
jdeas and bellefs. Rejecting the notion that Progressives ghared
a "common, static ideological frame,” Rodgers asserted that

those who called themselves progressives did not share a
common creed or & string of common values, however
ingeniously or vaguely defined. Rather what they seem to
have possessed was an ability to draw on three distinet
clusters of Ideas--three distinet social languages--to
articulate their discontents and thelr social visions. To
put rough but serviceable labels on those three languages of
discontent, the first was the language of antimonopolism, the
second was an emphasis on soclial bonds and the soclal nature
of human beings, and the third was the language of soclal
efficiency.*

Rodger's identification of three languages 1s mnot the same as
defining three wings in a movement, Instead, the notion of social
languages--what rhetoricians =and soclologists of knowledge call
vcommunities of discourse"--provides an analytical framework for
explaining how diverse groups came together in the many shifting
political coalitions of the Progressive era. To analyze coalitions
by the languages that tie them together allows for gemerallzatiom,
but it also compels & close reading of the competing languages of
. reform. )

Aamerican politics have always been shaped by distinct languages,
by keywords or phrases that crystalize debate and shape policy
_options. As Alexis de Tocqueville recognized over a century and a
half ago, some keywords such as liberty and equality represent core
values in American life and are central to political debate in this
nation.*? While liberty and equality have become enduring parts of
the American political vocabulary, othex words and phrases such as
‘natural rights, the state, or moTe recently law and order rise and
£all in relation to specific events, orises, or tremnds.‘? Rodgers
has focused on the dominant languages of the mn.omﬂmmmu.d,m era, Eirst
to set the era apart from from other periods in American history and
second to distinguish among the factions of the time by the soecial
values, principles, and priorities they projected and rallied around
in their communicatiens.
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Without question, educational historians will recognize in these
languages the vocabulary of educational polities in the Progressive
era--the ideas and expresasions that enabled diverse groups to
overlook their differences and unite .over specific issues, The
social language perspective clarifies our understanding of the
Progressive era by explaining how Socialists and Populists could
join with vcapitalist efficiency experta" in protesting the corrup-
tion and political manipulation of werd-based machines. As Rodgers
pointed out, these groups differed sharply on numerous lssues, but
they all feared “arhitrary, unregulated {ndividual power" and could
speak much the same language in opposing trusts on the one hand and
ward bosses and machine politicians on the other.*? TFrom this
perspective, the unusual alliances that Reese and others find in
progressive reform campaigns become far more understandable.

Similarly, despite deep ideological differences, leftists, cor-
porate liberals, and curriculum theorists could unite on curricular
yreforms that educators described in texms of the social nature of
human beings. Leftists could support such reforms hoping they would
check the destructive individualism of the Gilded Age, corporate
liberals could applaud the emphasis on teamwork and imstitutional
loyalty, and educatoxs could proclaim that the latest psychological
theories now informed the curriculum. All three groups could see
curricula designed to encourage social relationships as substantial
improvements over traditional practices. Despite grave philo-
sophical disagreements over individual rights and the individual's
relatién to the means of production, the vocabulary of curricular
reform gave these groups a common language of means, even if they
sought different ends. In short, the languages of progressive
educational politics facilitated the formation of successful
coalitions because different groups could read their own agendas
into them. Conflict erupted precisely when groups defined thelr
objectives so clearly as to make coalitions impossihle . **

While the three lanpguages of progressivism explain how
coalitions formed or fragmented, they do not explain why education-
al reform became so urgent a cause in the first quarter of this
century. Without question, a number of major developments in urban
America spurred the campaign for educational change. The enormous
growth of Americam industry, the changing nature of American
capitalism, the millions of immigrants arriving from southern and
central Europe, the rapid pace of urban expansioén, and even the rise
of mass cireulation magazines and newspapers all played =
substantial role in creating a climate for reform. Yet of all the
factors associated with the push for school reform, one factor had
the most immediate Impact on shaping school policy--the unparalled
increase in school enrcllments between 1600 and 1930, Of all the
sunderlying organizational imperatives" that David Plank refers to
in his study of Atrlanta, none seems moré important than enrollment.
Tt was the great catalyst for Frogressive era school reform.

Throughout most of American educational history, the fundamental
condition of urban scheols has been too many children and not enough
funds. As David. Angus has showm, the most pressing problem facing
urban educators in the nineteenth century was building enough

" enrollments jumped from 37,000 to 64,000.
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classrooms fox the thousands. of children pouring into the schools.*®
By 1900 that problem had reached staggering preportions. In
Cleveland, enrollments increased from about 45,000 to over 145,000
between 1900 and 1930, In the same period, enrollments in the
Detroit Publie Schools soared from under 30,000 to over 250,000,
Smaller cities also experienced amazing growth. Between 1900 and
1925, public school enrellments in Atlanta jumped from 14,000 to
over 64,000, In just sixteen years, 1910 to 1926, San Francisco
The story was much the
same throughout the nation,'t

Such phenomenal growth would have overwhelmed even the most
resilient and efflclent of institutions, but this flood of children
practically flattened school systems governed according to policles
and practices largely adapted from nineteenth century rural life,

‘Ward-bhased school beoards vested control of staffing, purchasing,

eurriculum design, and even the selection of sites for new schools
in the hands of individual ward trustees, who proved unequal to the
task of accommodating the enormous growth of urban school systems
in the first quarter of the twentieth century. Ward-based school
boards wrangled over apparently trivial 1ssues while the schools
turned more and more students away, or jammed them into already
overcrowded classrooms and buildings, and the pressure for change
mounted. Whether accurately or not, reformers were able to paint
theilyr cpponents as »political bosses" or uaducational machines™ more
concerned with their own power and prerogativas than with children,
and they were able to channel popular digsatisfaction into campalgns
for changes in school governance.*’

in this context, it 1s easy Co see why the languages of progres-
sive reform had such broad-based appeal. Groups from all parts of
the political spectrum could oppose pelitical bosses oI machines for
thwarting the political aspirations of wthe people" or for providing
jneffilcient city services. As Terrence McDonald argues, the bosses
and machines of the early twentieth century often failed to meet the
demands of constituents for public services in their booming
cities.*® Few such failures touched people more directly than the
failure to provide sufficient schools for their children. Thus,
reformers could appeal to a wlde range of voters by invoking the
language of anti-bossism and the language of social efficiency in
campaigns against ward-based schools or ttyrannical” superinten-
dents. Coalitlons formed qulckly if people were convinced that
their children were attending overcrowded schools or were being kept
out of school because of the corruption and inefficlency of &
"machine."

Rapld enrollment growth also shaped the ways in which reformers
implemented their new policies and practices. The predominance of
school reforms steeped in the language of social efficiency,
particularly in regard to the bureaucratization of schools, may be
viewed as a response to enormous jncreases in enrollment. No other
organizational structure could have dealt with the fleod of
children. Even the curricular reforms of the era, rooted in the
language of social bonds, can be viewed as part of the response to
the rapid growth in enrollment. As David msHmn pointed out, the
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vast increase in the number of children wnnmunwﬂm, school forced
school leaders to search for new mathods to address the very
{mmediate problems of school and classroom management., He stated:

Faced with problems of retention and contrcl, and unable to
use traditional methods of maintaining order, new procedures
were necessary. Instead of using force and coercion, public
schools now sought the pupils’ willing participation. This
was done by minimizing the pressures, especially those of an
academic mnature, and, in genersal, by making school as
' pleasant as possible. Whatever the pedagogical shortcomings
of this approach might have been, it did enable the school
to win che cooperation of many pupils who would have resisted
a more traditional program.*? :

In other words, the pressures of maintaining order in schools
overflowing with children created an environment in which reformers.
promoted currieular reforms that made school easier by stressing
relevant subject matter, social relationships, nonacademic enrich-
ment courses, and extracurriculay activities. Curricular reformers
justified these innovations as encouraging the growth of the social
nature of human heings.®®

In this view, the substantial increase in school enrollments was
the catalyst for a series of yeforms. As ward-based school boards
proved Incapable of dealing with these. emrollment increases,
reformers launched campaigns couched in the languages of anti-
bossism and social efficiency, promising to do a better job in
providing public education., Similarly, enrollment increases also
encouraged new policies and practices that made school and classroom
management easier, These changes, often implemented by principals
and teachers who faced the problems "of overcrowded classrooms and
disciplining students every day, were less directly tled to the
reform campalgns., Indeed, in some cities school leaders introduced
curricular reforms designed to smoothly process large numbers of
children through the system prior to the abolition of the ward
structure.¥!

New York provides almost a textbook example of thls process,
albeit somewhat earlier than other major cities. Beginning in the
1890s, the New York public school system was chronically short of
accommodations, and the ward-based boara of education was unable to
deal with the flood of students. In 1893, some 10,000 children were
turned away from the schools because of a lack of seats. As Diane
Ravitch shows, the exclusien of children from school was one of the
main factors behind the ultimately successful campaign to centralize
and bureaucratize the New York schools.® <There were, of course,
exceptions to this pattern. Some cities such as Memphis and Kansas
city went from ward-hased to at-large representatlon in the 1870s
and 1880s without the pressure of massive enrollment increases and
well before anyone spoke the languages of progressive reform,*?
Similarly, some cities such as Muncie, Indiana implemented
progressive curricular reforms amid relatively undramatic enrollment
increases.® These exceptions must temper generalizations about
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the impact of enrollment increases on urban scheol reform, but they
do not negate the lmportance of such demographic changes. It may
be that the most dynamie interaction of enrollment increases and
educational reform occurred in the "light-house" school systems of
the great industrial citles, whose school systems ultimately set the
standards for high quality education in the Progressive era.

PROGRESSIVE SCHOOL REFORM IN THREE SOUTHERN CITIES

The fundamental problem in comparing progressive educational
reform in the North and South lies in the considerable differences
in the ecomecmic, social, and pelitical development of the two
regions in the first part of this century. While the Progressive
era did see conaidersble industrial growth in the South, such growth
was on nowhere near the same seale ag industrial expanslom in the
North. Nor did the South face the problem of accommodating and
assimilating huge numbers of eastern and southern Europesan
immigrants. The conflicts over ethnic politics and Americanization
that figure so strongly in the aducational history of noxrthern
cities were mot observed to any great extent in southern cities.
Racial polities, including the disenfranchisement of black voters
and the creation of unequal school systems, played a erucial reole
in urban educational history i{n the South, but did mot play a major
role in educational politics in northern cities at this time.%*
Despite these differences, however, progressive school reform diqd
come to many southern cities. The case studies of Atlanta, Hemphis,
and New Orleans provide evidence that the three political languages
of the Progressive era were spoken with a southern as well as a
northern accent.

Perhaps the most striking feature of progressive school reform
in Aflanta and New Orleans is the similarity to contemporary changes
in northern clties. Both northern and southern cities saw school
politics marked by facticnal battles within a single political party
rather than struggles between political parties in reform campalgns.
Whatever class confllct was generated by these struggles occurred
between middle- and upper-class activists rather than between
members of the working and upper classes, All the groups vying for
power used languages of reform. Changes in school governance,
usually from school boards elected by wards to boards elected
at-large, were as much a feature of southexn school reform as they
were in the mnorth. Lastly, southern citles also intreduced
curriculum changes that stressed more modernm, vgoclalized" courses
and programs. As the previous chapters have shown, the exigencles
of local politics gave & specisal flavor to the southern reform
campaigns. what is surprising, however, is that even when local
factors are considered, both the process and the outcomes of reform
appear to have been quite similar in both regions,

Memphis 1s the main exceptien to this generalization. Perhaps
the most important aspect of educational history in Memphis is the
fact that the city underwent some progressive-style reform long
before the Progressive era. As Lynette Wrenn points out, Memphis
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shifted from ward-based to at-large school board elections in 1883,
This shift was not the result of problems caused by a massive jump
in enrollment®® but rather was & consequence of more general
finaneial and administrative reforms brought on by concurrent
fiscal and public health crises. The Memphis campaign te create a
small, at-large school board has many of the hallmarks of later
progressive reform, but it did not produce any of the other reforms
usually assoclated with progressivism. Indeed, almost all other
educational inmovations in the city were postponed for more than
half a century.

With the change In school governance, the members of elite
Memphis soclety who set policy for the public schools insulated
themselves from the demands of the people of the city. In this they
were abetted by the racial divisicn of the city's worklng class, and
by the political quietism and anti-tax ideology of poor whites. The
reform effort in Memphis remained exclusively focused on "more
efficient management" of the echools, meaning low taxes and skeletal
educational services. Other reform issues never even received a
hearing.

What 1s most striking sabout school reform in Memphis 1s how
similar it was to reform in Kansas City. Kansas City shifted from
ward-based to at-large elections in the 1870s. In the years that
followed, an elite group of business and professional leaders con-
trolled the schools, and well into the twentieth century progressive
educational reform in Kansas Clty lagged behind other cities of
comparable size.3” The parallel between Kansas City and Memphis 1s
provocative. School board reform in these cities may have been part
of the larger reform effort that Michael Katz claims buresucratized
eastern and midwestern urban systems by 1875.%% But the timing and
location of these two cases call into question the link that
revisionist scholars find between educational change and deep
atructural economic change.®® In the 1870s and 1880s nelther Kansas
City nor MHemphls was on the cutting edge of America’s economic
transformation, but both cities nevertheless adopted governance
reforms that we assoclate with a dynamic era of enormous economic
and educational change. .

Atlanta and New Orleans followed a meore typilcal path of educa-
tional change in the Progressive era. Both cities experienced rapid
enrollment growth during this perlod. Imn Atlanta, as noted earller,
enrollments climbed from 14,000 to 64,000 between 1900 and 1930,
while in New Orleans enrollments went from over 31,000 in 1900 to
nearly 75,000 in 1930.5° In both cities, the management of growth
was & central political 1ssue,

Competing interests abounded in both cities, but the struggles
between the Progressives and the Conservatives in Atlanta and the
conflict between the members of the Choctaw club and the Refoxmers
in New Orleans were all fought out within the framework of the
Demoeratic party. This factionalism was not unique to the single-
party South. It is important to recognize that urban politiecs in
nany northern cities were equally one-gided in partisan terms. In
Detroit, for example, the battle over progressive reform was almost
entirely decided within the Republican party.s* Similarly, the

public schools.
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Republican party was the arena in which progressive reformers
battled anrwﬁmou candidates in the effort to reform the Chicago

Analysis of southern progressivism in education reveals that
social class aid play a part in these factional struggles, bhut the
class conflict that occurred does mot fit well with the revisionist
account of elite reformers wresting contrel of the schools from
representatives of the working class. In New Orleans the battle
over the ward-based board pltted the middle-class "Boss" Behrman
and the members of the Choctaw Club against progressive, silk
stocking reformers. in Atlanta, the situation was somewhat reversed
with the "progressives” drawn more from the middle class and the
neonservatives" coming from the traditional Bourbon elite. In both
these cases the one consistent element is the conflcit between
middle elass and upper elass politicians for control of the schools,
which parallels the conflicts in northern citles. In his study of
four northerm cities, for example, Reese found that nyard-hased
school boards were never comprised of the poor oY the dispossessed,
They were primarily the bastion of small entrepreneurs or
established businessmen, ﬁnommmmwonwwm. or manufacturers who were
active in various civic affairs."s? The composition of the large,
ward-based school boards in Grand Rapids and Detroit was much the
same. The reform leaders, on the other hand, were drawn from the
upper strata of both citles.®

Other interest groups also played a role in the reform process,
but usually in a subordinate capaclty. Again, North and South
differ mot in kind but in degree. Organized labor in Chicago, for
example, often participated in educational politics and enjoyed some
notable successes. These successes almost always came about In
thwarting policles proposed by business leaders, however, and not
in initiating changes in educational poliey or vﬂmonu.nm.mu In
gouthern citles organized labor was far weaker than up North, and
the reactive pattern was even more pronounced. Even so, the Atlanta
Federation of Trades did have some influence on school reform, in
alliance with the weopservative® faction in aschool politics.

More important participants in southern school polities, in hoth
Atlanta and Memphis, were the teachers. As Joseph Newman and Wayne
Urban have shown, the atlanta local of the American Federation of
Teachers (AFT), was a key acter in school politics in that city.%®
Atlanta's teachers, for example, received a pay raise in 1921 after
the union threatened & strike, In Memphis, teachers did strike in
1918, and.they forced the eity te Increase their salaries. Plank
and Wrenn demonstrate that gouthern teachers were 1little different
from their northern colleagues in their militant stands on this
{sgue, Low salaries and high inflation led to to similar actions
jn northern and southern eicies.®

Nothing belies the notion of a ﬁnomnmmmwdm‘sodﬁamﬂn in these
cities more than the fact that all the contending factions and
groups in educational politics could, at ome time or another, be
labeled progressive. The 1abel is accurate only when we recognize
that all of the participants in these educational struggles spoke
the languages of progressivism in order to advance their own
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political agendas. In New Orleans, as in many northern cities, the
appointment of a mew superintendent provided the isaue over which
reformers and their opponents would clash.®® When Mayor Behrman
appeared to overstep his power in influencing the appointment of the
superintendent, the "progressives” invoked the language of anti-
bossism in thelr calls for change. AS Ginsberg shows, however,
Behrman could also speak the language of reform: he ultimately
supported the reformers' effort to change from ward-based to
at-large school board elections and backed increased power for the
superintendent. The result was a schoel governance structure nearly
identical to that pursued by vprogressive” reformers across the
nation, but one that the Behrman machine could still dominate.

Was anyone in these events a real progressive? Was anyone not?
Neither Cremin's all-inclusive embrace nor the revislonist aggrega-
. tion by motive nox the "wings" Interpretation adequately answers
these questiona. Motives were mixed. Individual and group posi-
tions were fluid, and people were progressive and anti-progressive
on different days. Analyzing the political language of educational
reform glves meaning to this apparent confuslon because such an
analysis can meke sense of the paradox of simultaneous unity and
diversity. It highlights, at once, the mobilizing power of language
and values, yet 1t also recognizes the diverse constituencies that
united and divided given various issues and circumstances. ,

Identifying the real Progressives is even more difficult in
Atlanta, where the two contending factions each emphasized different
reform languages. In this case, the "conservatives" and their
allies in organized labor spoke of "keeping the schools out of
politics" (a varlant of anti-bossism) while the nreformers™ called
For a modernized curriculum drawing on the language of the social
nature of human relationships. Both groups m:vvonnmm.mnswﬁwmnnmnw<m
centralization and social efficiency. As in New Orleans, progressive
reform produced congequences nearly identical to those that cccurred
up North.

CONCLUSION

This essay set out to question the validity of two widely held
assumptions about education in the Progressive erai that a unified
movement produced the great educational transformation of the era
and that public education in southern cities developed and changed
in ways analagous to northern cities. While this brief comparison
of studies on urban educatien in the era is hardly definitive, it

does challenge these assumptlons. Certainly, the notion of a
progressive movement in educatlon seems to have outlived its
usefulness. The educational politics of the Progressive era

involved shifting coalitions, factional battles, and competing
interest groups, none of which fit easily into the categories that
historians have tried to imposa on them, At best, the political
activists pushing progressive school reform jolned together through
their use of political languages, languages that enabled them to
unite in putsuit of specific goals.
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The second assumption--that ﬂﬂomnmmmwdm.macomnwoﬁww.orw:wm vas
uniform across regions--seems more substantial in light of the
studies of southern citles in this volume. Politically and peda-
ogically, gouthern clties differed In degree but not in kind from
northern cities. To explain this phenomenon without relying on the
concpet of a progressive movement, we must focus on what Plank has
called the "underlying organizational imperatives.” This perspec-
ive moves from a focus on school reform and larger social changes
to a close examination of the immediate factors that encourage O
thwart reform. Analyzing these organizational impertives means
transforming the mundane into the significant. Educaticnal histor-
ans need to inquire inte the factors that shaped the everyday
experiences of families, students, administrators, and teachers--
factors such as enrollment growth, overcrowding, school construc-
ion, classroom management, and the like--and to uncover their role
in school reform, Close analyses of these artifacts of institutional
hehavior are necessary to complement the more sweeping interpreta-
jons that now dominate the historiography of educational propres-
{vism, Only with such studies will we arrive at a comprehensive
picture of the dynanics of school reform.
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