
I think we may fairly regard the year 1837, when the 
Massachusetts Board of Education was established, and 
Horace Mann appointed as its first secretary, as the 
commencement of the modern epoch of education in 
this country.

Bamas Sears, 1880

Introduction. Educational Reform: 

The Cloud of Sentiment and 

Historiography

Americans share a warm and comforting m3dh about the origins 
of popular education. For the most part historians have helped 
to perpetuate this essentially noble story, which portrays a rational, 
enlightened working class, led by idealistic and humanitarian in
tellectuals, triumphantly wresting free public education from a 
selfish, wealthy elite and from the bigoted proponents of orthodox 
religion.^ Much current historical writing disputes this interpreta
tion. More and more in recent years historians have attacked the 
notion that fundamental social controversy provided the dynamic 
of national development. Instead, they argue, the apparently op
posing sides in past controversies represent but variations of a 
consensus on fimdamental principles.

But a consensus viewpoint applied to education is no more satis
factory than the older conflict version.^ A hard look at the myth of 
popular education and at realities tiiat are common knowledge 
produces some glaring’ discrepancies and paradoxes. Everyone 
knows that for many years only a tiny proportion of eligible 
children went to high school. Yet the founding of the high 
school, in the conventional version, was a great achievement 
of popular democracy. Could there have been a ready con
sensus to establish expensive, minority institutions? Popular ed
ucation, so the story goes, was an outgrowth of working-class 
aspiration, but the estrangement between the culture of the
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school and the working-class community has been lamented at 
least since the time of Dewey. Such an estrangement implies the 
existence of a deep cultural division throughout society. It seems 
to provide evidence to support the theories that stress social con
troversy, but it also runs counter to the idea of an education- 
hungry working class.

Popular education, according to the myth, started in a passionate 
blaze of humanitarian zeal; but most large urban school systems 
since the later nineteenth century have been cold, rigid, and some
what sterile bureaucracies. Could a truly humanitarian urge to 
help realize widely difihised aspirations have turned so quickly 
into the dispassionate ethos of red tape and driU? How are we to 
accoimt for the discrepancies between myth mid_aeliiality? Are 
parts of the myth valid, parts untrue? To answer these questions 
and brush aside the cloud of sentiment and historiography that 
covers the origins of mass popular education we can start by 
asking a few direct and important questions: Were educational re
form and innovation the product of working-class demands? Were 
the more prominent supporters of popular education motivated 
by humanitarian and democratic concerns? Did educational reform 
entaU fundamental social controversy?

I have asked these questions, which test the myths surrounding 
the origins of popular education, because I hope to suggest an
swers to larger questions that have relevance for educational re
formers of our own time. Did the nature of the origins of popular 
education have lasting consequences for American society? Were 
these consequences, if any exist, beneficial or harmful? By coldly 
evaluating the reform movement of the mid-nineteenth century, 
can we learn anything of use to that of the mid-twentieth? Ques
tions of influence and significance are the most dangerous for the 
historian; they are also the most fascinating and important. Cer
tainly this study cannot hope to prove, in a hard and empirical 
sense, its conclusions regarding the impact of educational reform. 
Yet the results of a study of the mid-nineteenth century strongly
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suggest that the way in which popular education started — its 
social base, its ideology, its pace — had permanent consequences.

My interpretation and conclusions generally differ sharply from 
those of the mid-nineteenth century commentators, who first prop
agated that popular version of educational reform that rests uneasUy 
in the borderland between history and myth. “It is a double decade 
more distinguished than any since the revival of letters for the 
diffusion of knowledge generally among the masses of men,” 
George Boutwell wrote of the twenty years since the 1837 founding 
of the Massachusetts Board of Education.® In the last twenty-five 
years, asserted Judge Emory Washburn in 1864, “A new life . . . 
has been mfused into the whole system of popular education 
here.”<^

As told by these commentators the story was straightforward. 
“For nearly two hundred years our system of free schools was 
sustained directly by the people, without special care or direct 
aid from the government,” the Board of Education reminded 
readers of their twentieth report in 1858. The enhghtened con
sensus of pre-industrial society sustained popular education. “The 
people were then homogeneous; the sentiment in favor of educa
tion was universal; deficiencies in the schools, when they existed. 
Were often supplied by instruction in the family.” The schools 
were not without faults; “there was little completeness of system 
or perfection of detail, yet the results were worthy of all praise.” ®

But the onset of urban industrial growth destroyed the social 
basis of popular education; “a foreign and a manufacturing popula
tion came in; the labor of children became more valuable; in 
connection with the increase of population, the concentration of 
wealth, and the division of sects and of classes, numerous private 
schools sprang up, and it was found that the public schools were 
losing their eflBciency, and the system itself its vitality.” The de
cline of public education “alarmed patriotic and good men, and 
gave rise ... in 1837, to the Board of Education.” With zeal 
the Board and its secretaries, assisted by the legislature, “labored to
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break up the former torpor, to introduce arrangement and system, 
and to secure for the subject of education tha!t place and interest 
which it must have among a free people, if their institutions are 
to be either enjoyed or perpetuated.” ®

Most contemporary chroniclers and later historians generally 
have agreed that the “revival” of education was a great success, 
that the fourth, fifth, and sixth decades of the nineteenth century 
in Massachusetts witnessed the true beginning of the remarkable 
and continuous growth of mass popular education in America. 
But the interpretation of the cultural context of this reform is 
still a matter of historical controversy. As recent historical studies 
have revealed, this movement is by no means as unambiguous as 
it first seems. Underlying the extension of democracy symbolized 
by the election of Andrew Jackson, the nobility of the anti-slavery 
crusade, the remarkable transformation of an agrarian economy, 
the belief in the goodness of man and the reality of progress al
legedly symbolized by Emerson: underlying these phenomena were 
haunting doubts, pervasive value conflicts, and severe social ten- 
sions.7 The movement for educational reform reflected the com
plexity of social development; for, as the Board of Education itself 
observed, education was deeply intertwined with the rest of society. 
To unravel the most important threads, to explicate the relationship^ 
between education and society, is one goal of this study.

The Board of Education connected educational change with the 
buUding of factories, the growth of cities, and the waves of im- 
migration, but they left the nature of the connection vague. Was 
it that industrialism had destroyed public education by dissolving 
its social basis? If so, what did educational leaders substitute for 
an enlightened, homogeneous, agrarian population? Did educa
tion itself play no part in the economic transformation of the 
commonwealth? Were schoolmen only “patriotic and good,” purely 
altruistic? Were the ends of education solely the enjoyment and 
perpetuation of democracy? Did the creation of new institutions 
and the rekindling of interest mean that the educational reform
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movement was a success? What was the relationship of goals to 
results? To begin to answer these questions, we must look more 
closely at the context in which reform flourished; for the goals of 
educational reform were declared amidst a profound change in 
the conditions of human experience within Massachusetts, and it 
is against the backdrop of this change that aU questions concerning 
the relation of education and society must be formulated.

I. THE NEW SOCIETY

“Industrialization” and “urbanization” are such common terms, 
they have so permeated discourse, that they have become con
cepts, abstractions almost devoid of power, more often conjuring 
images of dull textbooks rather than the pains and tensions of 
human beings caught up in the creation of a new world. But to 
assess the significance of events in mid-nineteenth century Massa
chusetts, we must consider quantitative measures of economic 
and social change not as abstractions, but as expressions of a 
profound alteration in human experience. Statistics should serve 
as reminders that a generation, the very generation of educational 
rQformers, watched the contours of society propelled, twisted, and 
bent into radically new shapes, shapes that brought new forms 
to aU aspects of the life of men, to their every relation.

Consider what happened during the life of Horace Mann, the 
most famous educational reformer of the time.® He was bom in 
1796, in the year John Adams was elected president; throughout 
his youth and yoxmg manhood about two-thirds of the population 
of Massachusetts lived in rural commimities of less than three 
thousand people scattered throughout the state. When he was 
fourteen years old, Massachusetts contained less than half a million 
people; between his fourteenth and thirty-fourth birthdays popula
tion increased slowly, by little more than a quarter.® Immigration 
was slow, the population ethnically homogeneous. Urban mer
chants financed trading operations covering much of the world.
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Farming was earned on as it had been for decades, clothes were 
made in the home, and the products of independent craftsmen 
supplemented the work of farming families. Throughout the state 
and nation most people assumed that the Massachusetts economy 
would continue to rest on commerce and agriculture,

But Mann saw all this change. During the 1840’s, throughout 
most of which he was secretary of the Board of Education, the 
population leaped by more than 30 percent; by the year follow
ing his death, i860, Massachusetts had nearly a million and a 
quarter inhabitants. Mann watched the hordes of immigrants pour
ing into the commonwealth. In the year that he was thirty-five 
slightly less than fifteen hundred aliens landed at Charlestown; nine 
years later the number had multiplied almost four times, fourteen 
years later almost eight times, eighteen years later almost nineteen 
times. Most of the newcomers, over seven out of ten iniact_were 
from Ireland; they brought new, strange, and disturbing ways to 
the commonwealth.!! Under a swelling Celtic wave the homoge
neous land of Yankees disappeared forever. Mann himself had 
moved from a smaU town to the city, and many of his contem
poraries did likewise. In southern New England the proportion of 
the population living in towns with fewer than three thousand 
residents declined from 67.1 percent in 1810 to 52.1 in 1840 to 
30.1 in i860. Throughout the same period the proportion of the 
population living in towns and cities with more than 10,000 in
habitants grew from 6.9 to 18.5 to 36.5 percent.!2

In Mann’s youth merchants used the profits from their ventures 
to buy more ships, to invest in new trading enterprises. But the 
embargo imposed on foreign goods prior to the War of 1812 both 
fostered a shortage of manufactured goods, which had previously 
been imported, and reduced drastically the opportunity for in
vestment in foreign trade. The combination of demand and the 
availability of capital stimulated the growth of native industry, par
ticularly the manufacture of cotton cloth.!^ Throughout a large 
part of Mann’s life, then, manufacturing grew in Massachusetts; but
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many of the early ventures, generally small and started without 
sufficient capital, failed by 1820. The years of most marked 
progress, the real onset of industrial growth, began around 1830, 
and the three decades from 1830 to i860 saw the transformation 
of the economy of the state.!^ By the time Mann had been secretary 
of the Board of Education for eight years, in 1845, the value of 
the agricultural produce of the state was only 34 percent of the 
value of manufactured goods. Ten years later that figure had been 
halved. The early forties to the mid-fifties was, indeed, a period 
of remarkable growth in manufacturing as weU as in population 
and immigration. From 1845 to 1855 the yards of cotton cloth 
manufactured rose from 175,862,919 to 314,996,567; and their 
value, corretted for changes in price, rose likewise from nearly 
ten to nearly twenty-one million dollars.!®

Manufacturing had its first great impact on the family. For 
generations New England girls had remained with their families 
until marriage. Now large numbers of farm girls left home to work 
in the mills of Lawrence, Lowell, and other places. Whole famihes 
moved to manufacturing areas and worked in the mills in the 
southern part of the state. Immigration changed this pattern. The 
immigrants swelled the labor force and fostered competition for 
jobs, and the consequent lowering of wages tended to discourage 
native girls from working in the factories. The supply of native 
girls was diminished further by the westward migration of entire 
farm families. Moreover, as large numbers of Irish entered the 
nulls and factories, natives, who found the Irish repugnant, often 
left.!® By the i86o’s the unskilled work in the new large industries 
was mainly the province of immigrants. In Horace Mann’s lifetime 
Massachusetts had acquired a proletariat.

The development of industry was fostered by technological in
novation as well as by the increasing supply of labor; with this 
technology came a new conception of work and a heightened sense 
of man’s power to transform his environment. In the cotton industry 
the introduction of the power loom in 1824 initiated a shift from
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the small yam mill to the large factory in which aU the stages of the 
manufacturing process were gathered under one roof;i^ and after 
1840 the introduction of the turbine provided the first big innova
tion in the source of power for the mills. In 1826 the production of 
wool was stimulated by the invention of the Goulding condenser, a 
device for transferring the filaments of wool to the different ma
chines in the manufacturing process; and the introduction of “self
acting mules” after 1840 increased the productivity of wool manu
facture stm further. Similarly, the shoe industry was revolutionized: 
first came mechanical devices for cutting and rolling leather, then 

pegging machines, and finally sewing machines—all introduced 
between 1840 and i860.” 1® With the new machines one man 
could do the work of scores using the old methods of production; 
Indeed it would almost seem as though [man] were now but just 

entering on that dominion over the earth, which was assigned to 
him at the beginning.” Man “is indeed, ‘lord of creation’; and all 
nature, as though daily more sensible of the conquest, is progres
sively making less and less resistance to his dominion.” Unskilled 
labor and powerful machines were combined in manufacturing 
processes based on the division of labor. For many, work no longer 
remained a craft, an acquired skill, an important part of a man’s 
life; instead men began to be alienated from their work, increasingly 
re-defined as the repetitive operation of a machine, the making of 
a motion that was only one small part of the production of a shoe, 
a piece of cloth, a rifle, or a watch.

Transportation as well as the machine revealed man’s new power 
over nature: “Steam is annihilating space . . . Travelling is 
changed from an isolated pilgrimmage to a kind of triumphal 
procession . . . Caravans of voyagers are now winding as it were, 
on the wings of the wind, round the habitable globe. Here they 
glide over cultivated acres on rods of iron, and there they rise and 
faU on the bosom of the deep, leaving behind them a foaming 
wheel-track like the chariot-path of a sea-god.” 20 it was the rail
road rather than the steamship that immediately affected the life
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'![; tod economy of Massachusetts. Until Horace Mann was nearly 
I: forty years old no railroads existed in Massachusetts. Indeed, his 

work in the Massachusetts legislature helped to spur their advent. 
By the time he died, 1,264 miles of tracks crisscrossed the state.^^ 
Railroads carried raw materials tq the new industries and marketed 
their finished products. They stimulated the development of subr_ 
urbs, a new residential pattern. Within ten miles of Boston, where 
the commuting fare was economical, some places like Saugus were 
virtually created while others, like Lynn, grew phenomenally.22

No aspect of life in Massachusetts remained in i860 as it had 
been in Horace Mann’s youth. The growth of cities stimulated a 
shift from domestic to commercial farming, a trend reinforced by 
the introduction of canals and railroads. Innovation marked agri
culture as well as industry; farmers adopted new tools, like the 
iron plough, and substituted horses for oxen as draft animals. How
ever, the Erie Canal and, after 1840, the introduction of the rail
road ruined some of the developing commercial specialties, like 
wool-growing and beef-fattening, because wool and cattle could 
be obtained more inexpensively from the West. Yet some produce 
remained very profitable, especially vegetables, fruit, and milk, 
which could not be transported long distances without refrigeration, 
and farmers utilized the growing number of branch railroad lines 
to market their goods.^®

Their domestic manufactures supplanted by the products of 
machines, farm women cast about for a new means of supplement
ing their incomes. Some left home to work in the new factories and 
mills or to teach, others turned to new domestic occupations, such 
as raising silk worms, a brief and abortive fad.®^ Stiff, labor for 
carrying on the work of farming itself was not always easy to find, 
for the lure of the city penetrated to rural Massachusetts. As a 
writer m the New England Farmer complained: “Every farmer’s 
son and daughter are in pursuit of some geneteel mode of living. 
After consuming the farm in the expenses of a fashionable, flashy, 
fanciful education, they leave the honorable profession of their



10 I THE IRONY OF EARLY SCHOOL REFORM

fathers to become doctors, lawyers, merchants, or ministers or 
something of the kind.”

The conduct pf business altered with the changes in manufactur
ing and agriculture. “By i860,” writes Thomas Cochran, “business 
had assumed almost aU the varied forms and functions with which 
we are familiar in the twentieth century.” Managers had learned how 
to coordinate “big office staffs, particularly in finance and trans
portation,” and a class of business executives had been created. No 
important monopolies had been formed, but “managers had ex
perimented with almost aU the modern techniques of limited 
competition.” Horace Mann and his contemporaries in the state 
legislature had helped to accelerate the emergence of the new 
economy within their own lifetime. Between the late eighteenth 
and mid-nineteenth centuries the Massachusetts state government 
discarded an almost mercantilist conception of its function and a 
suspicion of industrial growth. Their new, more liberal formulation 
stressed as little governmental interference with the economy as 
possible and a granting of privileges such as incorporation on a 
general rather than a selective basis. Moreover, direct assistance 
through innovations like limited liability and the guaranteeing of 
the security of loans for railroad construction helped to make pos
sible the economic transformation of the state.^'^'

Horace Mann’s adult life encompassed the most remarkable 
changes in the edonomy of the state in the -years before the end 
of the Civil War. In the half decade after his death in 1859 the 
growth of the Massachusetts economy slackened considerably. For 
instance, between 1850 and 1855 the population increased 15 
percent, between 1855 and i860 it grew 8 percent, and between 
i860 and 1865 only 3 percent.^^ The difficulty of obtaining raw 
material during the Civil War fostered a marked declme in the 
number of hands employed in the cotton industry and in the 
amount of goods produced. Likewise, the pace of industrialization 
slackened; between 1845 and 1855, as noted earlier, the value of 
agricultural products dropped from 34 to 17 percent; from 1855

1
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to 1865 it declined only from 17 to 14 percent. Between 1845 and 
1855 the number of hands employed in manufacturing rose 69 
percent; in the next ten years it increased but 10 percent. Business, 
however, was apparently more profitable than ever. In 1845, $.65 
worth of cotton goods were produced for every dollar of investment 
in the cotton industry; by 1855 the figure had increased to $.81; by 
1865 it had skyrocketed to $1.63.^® Probably the decline in out
put during the Civil War caused a shortage, rising prices, and in
creased profit. The rise in prices and the inflation during the Civil 
War were phenomenal. If 1913 is taken as a standard, representing 
100, then the cost of liviug in 1840 was 60, in 1861 it was 61, in 
1865 it was 102.®®

When Horace Mann was bom in 1796, almost no one would 
have predicted that within one lifetime the landscape of the com
mercial and agrarian yankee commonwealth would be spotted by 
foul Irish slums, scarred by iron tracks, disfigured by nulls and 
factories. Even the most farsighted did not expect that more children 
would be growing ^up in cities and urban areas than on farms or 
that women and cMdren would be working in factories, operating 
machines that replaced the labor of scores of men and destroyed 
the traditional crafts of the home. Within the lifetime of one man 
a new society was born, a society that smashed old expectations 
with the force of steam, that ripped apart and restitched the web 
of relationships composing the experience of men.

2. THE NEW EDUCATION

As a new society emerged within Massachusetts, the shape of 
public education expanded into new forms. The educational re
form movement that arose examiued and transformed every aspect 
of schooling, from administration to pedagogy, from finance to 
the sex of teachers.®^ An expansion of public schooling accom
panied the leap in population. Between 1840 and 1865 the number 
of pupils enrolled in winter schools increased 53.8 percent, and the
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number of schools 54.5 percent. Yet the number of teachers in
creased 74.4 percent, 20 percent more than the number of pupils; 
the number of pupils assigned to each teacher was decreasing. 
Augmented teacher salaries accompanied the expansion of educa
tional facilities. From 1840 to 1865 the average salary of male 
teachers increased 65.5 percent, that of female teachers 71.1 
percent. Until the inflation of the i86o’s these increases represented 
real gains because the cost of living remained relatively stable. A 
decreasing pupil-teacher ratio and rising teacher salaries helped 
increase per-pupil expenditure more than two and one-half times 
during this period. The school tax rate, however, changed but little, 
and the state multiplied its total and per-pupil expenditure without 
allocating proportionally more of its resources to schools. A rise in 
properly values, the basis for school taxes, made possible this 
fortunate situation. Indeed, between 1840 and 1865 the value of 
the commonwealth’s real estate more than tripled.

The face of public education altered in other ways, too. Teach
ing became a predominantly female occupation; in 1840, 61 per
cent of Massachusetts teachers were men; by 1865 the proportion 
had dropped more than three and one-third times to 14 percent 
Public schools, moreover, were educating proportionally more of 
the state s children. The number of children attending incorporated - 
academies remained relatively stable, but the number attending the 
more numerous, less prestigious, and often ephemeral unincorpo
rated academies and other private schools dropped markedly. In 
1840, 22 percent of Massachusetts school children attended private 
schools; by 1865 the proportion was halved. The creation and 
spread of a new type of school, the public high school (deflned in 
detail in Appendix B) accompanied the decline in academy at
tendance. The first, the Boston English High School, was founded 
in 1821. In 1840 there were but 18 high schools in the state; in 
1865 there were 108.^2

Presiding over the transformation of public education was the 
state government As it abandoned mercantilist tendencies for a
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jnore liberal, non-interventionist approach to economic life, its 
attitude toward education changed in the opposite direction. The 
state took a far more active and positive role than before in the 
promoticm-ef^ublic education. In 1837 legislature created the 
Board of Education. Although the Board lacked coercive power, 
itr'secretaries used their annual reports to disseminate comparative 
educational statistics and educational theory as well as to advocate 
reform. During this period the legislature also voted to establish 
the first state normal schools in the United States®^ and, in 1852, 
passed the §rst compulsory school law,®^ The most effective sanc
tion the state could use against a town was to withhold its portion 
of the state school fimd, first distributed in 1834. In 1865 it used 
this weapon to coerce recalcitrant towns to nieet their legal obliga
tions to establish high schools.®® The state sponsored and en- 
coxuraged other innovations. It disbursed money for school libraries 
to districts and even commissioned a controversial set of books. 
The legislature permitted the towns to abolish the district system 
(defined and discussed in Part I), and the secretaries of the Board 
of Education encouraged them to do so. The state permitted the 
appointment of paid local superintendents. Secretaries encouraged 
the use of better styles of school architecture, new pedagogical 
techniques, and different methods of school management and 
discipline.®® Local school reports reveal that many of these inno
vations were adopted; the process of education itself was changed.

Within Massachusetts the most remarkable period of economic 
expansion had ended by i860; diuring the half decade from i860 
to 1865 there was little change; the same is true of educational 
expansion. Some measures of education were even marked by 
retrogression. The increase in enrollment, the number of schools, 
and the munber of teachers slowed considerably. Salary increases 
Were slight; indeed, the rise in prices far outstripped the gains in 
the salaries of teachers, whose financial condition deteriorated badly 
during the Civil War, Likewise, the rise in property valuation 
slowed, and the 12 percent rise in per-pupil expenditure could
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hardly keep pace with inflation. Public schools even lost some of 
the inroads they had made on private education. The proportion 
of students attending academies rose slightly, and the number at 
unincorporated academies grew markedly. In the mid-nineteenth 
century a new society and a new education emerged within Massa
chusetts, and their growth patterns were remarkably similar

Thus, to explore the origins of mass popular education is, to a 
large extent, to try to relate the new society and the new educa
tion. The attempt here is to establish, on the one hand, the rela- 
tion between reformers’ ideology and their style of reform an4 on 
the other hand, to see both in the context of fundamental altera
tion in the conditions of life in Massachusetts. By id'eolo^, I 
mean substantially the same thing as Merrill D. Peterson, who 
writes, “the term ideology is given to that synthesis of ideas and 
representations designed to state an ideal and to motivate action. 
It may be true in some of its parts; but it is a gross oversimplifica
tion both of history and of the existing situation, the true recognition 
of which would not be an accord with the feelings and interests of 
the men who advance the ideology.” 37 My frame of reference, it 
should be evident, differs from the prevailing trend in the study of 
the relationship between education and economic development. This 
trend rests, for the most part, on overly simplistic and mechanistic 
assumptions about human behavior.3® I am concerned not with the 
contribution of education to ante-bellum economic growth and gross 
generalizations about “human resource development,” or relations 
between “levels” of education and “levels” of industrialization, but 
with the often subtle interplay of factors in a complex situation, with 
the pattern of interaction formed when major alterations in the 
conditions of life, mediated by the tensions and values of men, pro
voke innovations in social policy. The concern here, as well, is 
with the irony and problems that arise when ideologically treasured 
innovations confront social reality. What, in short, were the re
sults, the consequences of reform?

At the outset the reader should realize that this exploration of
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^felationships is neither narrative nor descriptive history. Instead this 
Igtudy focuses on small, concrete situations, which it tries to examine 
'thoroughly. The intent is not to be narrow; rather it is to start 
with the concrete and through careful analysis to work outward to 
ieonclusions of broad cultural significance. This approach requires 
;fl[ie use of some techniques more often found in disciplines other 
'than history. Interpretation of specific, complex, and frequently 
puzzling phenomena requires the use of ideas developed by social 
psychologists. I have tried not to encumber the text with social 
sciefitific theory, but my conclusions about motivation have been 
pondered and revised in the light of cutrent theories, particularly 
those concerned with the role of ambivalence in motivation. 
Similarly, certain very empirical questions, such as ones about the 
social, composition of high schools, and the kinds of areas in which 
■innovation occmred, are crucial to the analysis. To answer these 
I have hac^to use some fairly elaborate statistical techniques. In 
general, I have included the teehnieal information about the 
handling of the data and most tables in the appendixes and used 
the conelusions of the statistical analyses in the text as they are 
relevant.

To approach the issues with whieh this study is concerned I 
have focused on three important events or situations that seemed 
significant and somewhat surprising. The first is the abolition of 
Beverly High School in i860; the second is the attack of the 
American Institute of Instruction on a respected colleague, Cyrus 
Peircfc; the third is the criticism of the state reform school offered 
by some of the state’s leading reformers, who should, by all ex
pectations, have been its champions. From each situation I have 
tried to build outward, seeing it in the context of state-wide reform 
and assessing its general significance for the time and its implica
tions for the future.

However, I should make elear again that in no sense is this study 
intended as a complete history of the educational reform move
ment. It makes no effort to provide a thorough or even balanced

/
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description of the remarkable development of public education 
within Massachusetts. Little attention is paid to political parties, 
to religious controversies, or to foreign influences. This is not to 
say that politics, religion,' and foreign influences are not important; 
they certainly are, but other scholars have investigated these topics, 
which are the traditional emphases of the historians of education 
concerned with this period.39 This study hopes to provide a different 
and a new perspective. Indeed, it is my feeling that the attention 
paid to the more traditional categories has helped obscure the un
derlying dynamics of the reform movement, and it is precisely- 
these dynamics that this study hopes to iffuminate.

Readers may feel that throughout this study I disparag^ older 
interpretations but do not treat them in specific enough detail to 
support my points. I have not done so quite purposely. For one 
thing, the weaknesses of the older studies are widely recognized and 
have been ably discussed elsewhere. Professor Lawrence Cremin, 
for one, himself the author of an earlier account, has criticized his 
own as well as other interpretations of the educational reform 
movement of the mid-nineteenth century. Professor Cremin has 
also offered a persuasive version of the circumstances surround
ing the origin and perpetuation of the standard account of this 
period.«o In general, the older versions suffer from the same weak
nesses as the books on the Jacksonian period written about the 
same time. Through an equation of the term working man with 
working class, in our modern sense, they have overstressed the role 
of labor in political and social reform. The works of Lee Benson, 
Marvin Meyers, and Walter Hugins, to name but a few, have yet to 
make much impact on educational historiography. The earlier in
terpretations also reflected the then current historiographical em
phasis on the impact of suffrage extension, but we now can be 
pretty well certain this took place before the “Age of Jackson,” 
the actual passing of suffrage legislation and the educational re
vival.'*^ Thus, educational historians have been slower than their 
colleagues in other fields in offering more modem and sophisticated
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1‘fersions of this crucial period. Yet, these older works should not 
||>e simply dismissed; to the discerning and judicious reader,

; jfeasonably weU-versed in present historiography, they offer much 
I * # value ^ Ffank Tracy Carlton rightly saw and stressed the im- 
iJ; portance of industrialization; Sidney Jackson offered excellent in- 
i;r sights into the role of the wealthy who sometimes used education 
[ as a counterforce to social trends that distressed them and whose 

style of reform was pure imposition; Lawrence Cremin has provided 
an exceptionally lucid delineation of the conception of the corn- 
mop school. Because the weaknesses of these older books are, 
significantly, those of a generation of historical writing and because 
the genefal weaknesses of this interpretation of the period and of 
these bgoks in particular have been recognized, it seemed un- 
generous and unnecessary to offer detailed criticisms of older works. 
It seemed, rather, more to the point to concentrate on presenting a 

! new version.



Every period of purely mechanical organization is sure 
in those at the head of affairs to result in a condition of 
intense self-satisfaction and contentment . . , Accord- 
ingly the self-sufficiency of the Eastern educationists, 
as a class, — their satisfaction and thorough content
ment, both with themselves and with the situation,__
was up to a quite recent period, most discouraging.

Charles Francis Adams, Jr., 1880

iart IL The Uses of Pedagogy: 

^jSChers and the Educational Process

; THE ' HERESY OF CYRUS PEIRCE

Cynls Peirce was one of the most respected educators in the 
?-tfe. Horace Mann had been so impressed by a visit to Nantucket 

School that he had chosen its principal, Peirce, to head the 
rst public normal school in America, founded in 1839. Peirce’s 
Jruggles in the early days of the normal school had been truly 
s^iant, but overwork had ruined his health. When he had to re- 
"e,' praise was heard on all sides. By 1839 Cyrus Peirce was an 

;'statesman of the educational revival. Therefore, when in 1853 
jat august body of reformers, The American Institute of Instruc- 
3n', • long champions of normal schools, viciously attacked as 
3resy a mdldly pensorsious speech by Peirce, something was very 
rdng.i
By 1853 educators had developed an emotional commitment to 

1 idpology that awarded them the critical role in the salvation 
: mankind. Throughout Massachusetts the development of a 

'(theory of administrative and institutional reform was accompanied 
ifey the growth of a theory of the educational process. Joined to 
'the making of urban schools was the making of an urban pedagogy.

: In this urban pedagogy educators acquired a tremendous personal 
stakp. And it was precisely because they felt such a stake in the 
dominant ideology that educators viciously attacked Peirce. What 
the ideology of pedagogical reform was, why and how it became 
dominant, and why it so bound schoolmen are questions that lead
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to the origins of critical deficiencies in contemporary urban educa
tion.

Schoolmen, as we have seen, agreed that Massachusetts should 
continue to strive for a prosperity based on large-scale industrial 
development. They also agreed that the growth of cities and fac
tories fostered familial and social decay, and they argued that 
education should both promote and counteract urbanism and 
manufacturing. High schools, one feature of a system of administra
tive and institutional reorganization, were to accomplish both 
goals. Another means of reaching the schoolmen’s goals was to 
try to transform the educational process. Schoolmen agreed that 
economic transformation produced social decay through its perni
cious effects on personality. To counteract these effects they pro
posed that the inculcation of restraint as a trait of character be
come the goal of the educational process. Assumptions concerning 
the effects of society on personality and the goal of the educational 
process were widely shared, as were assumptions concerning the 
nature of that process itself. But a debate emerged over the methods 
through which shared assumptions and goals should be translated 
into practice. Both sides in the debate argued that the techniques 
of the other would not produce the restraint necessary to counteract 
society’s harmful influence on personality. In a sense, both sides 
were right, for there was an unresolved contradiction in the argu
ments of each. And the side that clearly won, the side whose 
arguments became elevated to the status of a dominant ideology, 
diffused a theory that reflected the ambivalence of schoolmen 
toward society. The victorious schoolmen advocated a pedagogical 
theory designed to counteract social ills, but they failed to rec
ognize that in reality their innovations would produce personality 
qualities that would augment the worst of these ills. Intimately 
related to the development of an ideology of the educational 
process, moreover, were the status problems of teachers, the real 
issue, as we shall see, behind the ordeal of Cyrus Peirce.

THE USES OF PEDAGOGY | II7

2. society’s hot stimulus of action

AND THE NECESSITY OF RESTRAINT

The shared assumptions of schoolmen concerning the pernicious 
I effects of society upon personality relate to their observation that 
1; urh|anism 'promoted a reliance upon external stimuli rather than 

up‘on the dictates of an inner sense of purpose and a personal set 
of ethical standards. America, according to an article in the Massa- 
'chUsetts Teacher, had a universal reputation for “activity, prac- 

, ticality and material prosperity.” The distinguishing features of this 
prosperity were “a flourishing agriculture, and a commerce of 

; unrivalled growth” combined with remarkably rapid urbanization;
cities “were springing into life on every side.” The steamboat, the 

> railroad and the telegraph revolutionized communications and other 
inventions made industry “every day more speedy and profitable.” 
In^ surveying the scene, the article claimed, “the national heart 
lehjps and weU nigh bursts with exultation.”

But the national heart also had cause for concern. The triumph 
ofv the material aspects of civilization was accompanied by the 
fraiitic pursuit of wealth and the ostentatious and wasteful ex- 
'traVagance of the newly rich. American society, the article pro
claimed, revealed “a baneful love of display” ^ This love of display 
had become “one of the greatest motive-powers of American 
society,” and the criteria of merit had become “dress, equipage 
. . . style of living,” and “real or feigned possessions.” In an 
increasingly affluent society ostentation had become the mark of 
.the American. “The spirit of the people is almost wholly directed 
to,ithat which is outward. Here lies the essence of the materialism 
of the age.” Another writer echoed the same point: the admirable 
material progress of Massachusetts had fostered “energy, activity 
and enterprise,” but, unfortunately, it had also promoted “the 
noisy, the showy, and superficial, to the neglect of what we most 
need — the broad-based and deep-rooted in mind and morals.”^ 
As the point of reference for their actions Americans were taking
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not the promptings of conscience or internal standards, but the 
possessions and opinions of others, of a venal and shallow society.

Materialism and shallowness were inherently dangerous because 
they bred the temptation to more serious sin. Massachusetts, ac
cording to an article in the Common School Journal, was in par
ticular danger: “What we call civilization and progress, have in
creased temptation a thousand fold; — in this country, ten thou
sand fold. The race for wealth, luxury, ambition and pride, is open 
to aU. With om: multiplied privileges, have come not only multiplied 
obligations, which we may condemn, but multiplied dangers into 
which we may fall ... In this country, all that is base and de
praved in the human heart has such full liberty and wide compass, 
and hot stimulus of action, as has never been known before.” ^ The 
problem was that everything was easy. Sin was to be had without 
difficulty; so too, unfortunately, were money and luxury. In the 
softness of affiuence one point was forgotten, and schoolmen waged 
a continual battle for its re-entry into the public mind; that was, 
simply, “that nothing worth possessing can be had without labor.” ® 
Schoolmen applied their dictum to education: “Nothing is truly 
valuable m-education that does not cost real, steady, energetic effort 
to secure.” ® One commentator thought country boys succeeded 
better in adult life than city youths because of their tough educa
tion. “Too much direct help, too much pampering” had begun “in 
the metropolitan schools” and was “permeating all the institutions 
for instruction.” Pampering was pernicious because it sapped the 
strength of the individual and injured him in his adult life, where 
there would be “no friendly arm to lean upon, no cultivated de
termination to brace up, but a faltering incompetency that ends in 
vain wishes and empty resolutions.” And how would “faltering in
competency” and “empty resolutions” fare when confronted with 
the city’s “hot stimulus of action”? Students needed “a strong and 
resolute well-balanced character,” a character obtainable only 
through “severe discipline.”

Any term referring to an easy or soft quality was pejorative, and
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shch terms were used repeatedly to describe parents’ attitude 
toward their children. Society as a whole was soft; so too were 
metropolitan educational methods; so too was the family. For 
instance, educators’ exhortations regarding the necessity of regular 

»and'punctual attendance of children at school were almost always 
acdo|npanied by terms referring to parental management as in
dulgent and permissive. “Let ‘Need I go to school today?’ be a 
'question to be settled every morning, between a boy six years old, 
and his indulgent, yielding mother” and pernicious effects will 
fojfiow, thundered a writer in the Massachusetts Teacher.^ The 
'“iil4ulgent,” “yielding” character of family life implied a clear duty 
fop^tiie schools. If society was characterized by temptations to 
.softness, and if suspectibility to these temptations was reinforced 
by the home, and, finally, if these attractions were dangerous 
sn^^s, then clearly an institution had to intervene. The role of the 
school became to break dependency, to wean the .child from the 
^ifent to the real world: to perform aspects of the socialization 
process that parents had become unable to carry out

“Children,” one author analyzed, “are the center of observa
tion, care and attendance of the whole family” as long as they are 
ifl tjie “nursery or the sitting room.” There, they learned “to feel 
themselves as individuals.” “Adults,” however, were “treated by 
society in an entirely different way.” The world of the adult was 
olfe pf fixed, laws and customs, .wholly impersonal, often “one
sided and . . . unjust, annihilating individual liberty and dignity 
in a high degree.” The child, in this situation, had to make a 
difi^cult transition: “The child stands between the two extremes and 

a transition from the one to the other, sudden or gradual, methodi
cal or planless, wiU make a vast difference in the formation of the 
child’s character.” To effect this transition, to induct the child 
into the adult world, was the duty of the school: “The important 
<iuty to act as a medium falls upon the school in general, and 
upon the Primary school in particular.” ®

A contributor to the Common School Journal claimed that the
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schools’ assumption of socialization, including induction, resulted 
from the increased complexity of society. Moral and vocational 
education, he said, had previously been the duty of the parent; but, 
he continued, “in the present state of society, a vast majority of 
parents are unable, either on account of their own deficient educa
tion, or from want of time, to attend, in person, to the discharge 
of this duty.” Schools were a result of this situation; schools, that 
is, represented “an arrangement” entered into by all the residents 
of a given area to “associate themselves together, and in their joint 
capacrty, employ a teacher, to perform for them in the education 
of their children, a duty which they cannot attend to, or can only 
discharge imperfectly.” The hiring of a teacher to educate children 
should not be a cause for concern because the employment of a 
teacher was an example of the division of labor characteristic of 
the times. “In the present complicated relations of society and of 
business, claimed the author, “most men undertake to do more 
than they can personally accomplish.”

The Boston school committee, describing their task, made it 
clear that the school’s expanded responsibility included accultura
tion: “taking children at random from a great city, undisciplined, 
umnstructed, often with inveterate forwardness and obstinacy 
^d wnh the inherited stupidity of centuries of ignorant ancestors; 
formmg them from animals into inteUectual beings, and from 
mteUectual beings into spiritual beings; giving to many their first 
appreciation of what is wise, what is true, what is lovely and what 
IS pure.” u Education, then, was partly a breaking away from the 
home, an eradication of pernicious or infantile qualities; but it was 
also a substitution; and schoolmen agreed quite precisely on what 
was to be replaced and on its replacement.

Schoolmen assumed that the unfavorable influence of society 
upon personality was to be countered by the inculcation of a 
restramt based upon sublimation, a substitution of “higher” for 
lower” pleasures.- In 1858 the Boston school committee reminded 

parents that “every pure and refined pleasure for which a child

■t.
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^cqiiires a relish, is to that extent, a safeguard against a low and 
sbqsing one.” To assist the child in substituting higher pleasures. 

|br lower was a key function of the school. Students were to learn 
,io.' check firmly the passionate and to avoid the sensual; this, 

lOfeover, was a realistic goal for education: “Those, whose minds 
Wd, whose hearts have been properly trained and disciplined by 
ellucation, have control over their passions. Having cultivated a 

;'taste for simple and'innocent pleasures, rather than a love for 
^iyicious excitement, their desires are awakened by objects higher 
-thaii any gratification merely animal.” In Beverly the same argu- 
fment was used to urge the establishment of a public library. It 
\ydtild. afford “a profitable source of recreation, and thereby” lessen 
‘the temptation to amusements of an unworthy character.” “Noth- 

^ing’can be more true, than that the best means for destroying a 
taste for a lower pleasure, is by cultivating a taste for a higher.” 

‘The control of the passions coincided with another goal, es
pecially necessary for social mobility but usually expressed in rather 
different terms: the ability to plan for the future. “Forming plans 
fort a distant future,” individuals “rise nearer and nearer to a 
spiritual existence.” Ideally the parents and, if not, the school 
hhd to teach this lesson: substitute future for immediate gratifica
tion: The key words became control, self-discipline, and restraint. 
No quality was more useful and necessary to both society add the 
individual than self-restraint. Restraint it was that separated the 
child from the adult. Men, claimed one writer, “act from principle 
. . The restraints of society are felt. They can see remote con
sequences. But children act from the impulses of their natures 
quickened by the objects arormd them.” - Thus, restraint was the 
personality characteristic central to education; on restraint focused 
the work of the schools, and educators repeatedly stressed the 
associated virtues of “concentration” or “fixing the attention,” 
“earnestness,” “control,” and “self-discipline.”

On the surface a contradiction existed in educational thought. 
Many schoolmen emphasized the importance of the natural, of
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educational methods that accorded with nature. But restraint was 
designed to control natural impulse. The conffict is only surface 
deep, however, because of schoolmen’s conception of the natural. 
“Every living thing below man, except those designed to share in 
his toils,” claimed a writer in the Common School Journal, “may 
be said to be perfectly educated by Nature, or in accordance with 
the will of God”; and man was no exception; the realization of 
God’s will was also the end of the education of man. But God’s will 
was embodied in nature, and thus, “nature is as truly the standard 
for him, as for the nightingale or the honey-bee.” Herein was a 
problem. Would not the work of the teacher represent artificial 
tampering with the work of God? Was not the man closest to the 
standard of nature the uncivilized, the uneducated? Schoolmen 
repudiated this implication. The “state of nature” was “very dif
ferent from ... a state of brutal simphcity, without brutal in
nocence, a state that would paralyze every power possessed by man, 
except the lower agents of sensuality.”

The hero, the model of the natural man, was not the primitive, 
as the same writer’s description of the Indian made clear: “In our 
western forest is the rude child of Nature, and the least caressed of 
any of her children; he is so low, that even the dog, his constant 
compamon, deteriorates in his society; he has rarely sufficient to 
make himself comfortable for a single week; he has no means of 
increasing his knowledge, but his senses and the council-fires of 
his fathers; when civilization touches him, it is with so rude a shock 
that he retreats or dies.” Rude nature, then, needed man; the ideal 
was not the wild but the cultivated. Man improved nature; and 
the divinity of man was represented by his latent but inherent 
capacity for the mastery of the untamed both within himself and 
in the external world. Thus, concluded the author, the “natural state 
of man is a higher state of civilization than he has ever yet known, 
a state that would require the use of all his powers, in their most 
perfect condition.” is The stress on the “higher state of civilization” 
and on control reflect an often explicit fear of the passionate and
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sensual. One writer exclaimed typically: Without counter-checks 
upon passions “what would our race be!” i®

' ' The combined emphasis on' the substitution of pleasures and 
' the' inculcation of restraint coupled with the prevailing conception 
''Ofimature reveals a deep fear of the passionate and the sensual; this 
' fehr reveals a conscious attempt to sublimate, to rechannel energies 
i awa^ from activities leading to social and individual failure and 
'into' those fostering industrial productivity, social cohesion, and 
; individual mobility. If citizens needed an example of the failure of 
sublimation, they had only to look at the Irish: “Did wealth con
sist in children, it is well known, that the Irish would be a rich 
people; and if the old Roman law prevailed here, which granted 
spWial privileges to every man who had more than three, this 
people would be elevated into an aristocracy.” As anyone could 
see,‘^the Irish were not an aristocracy, and wealth did not consist 
In children. Was the opposite true? Certainly the regular appearance 
of advertisements for alleged birth-control and abortion-producing 
pills in most newspapers of the period imphes an effort to reduce 
the size of families. But birth control through artificial means was 
not' a generally accepted notion, even if the pills did work. Thus, 

‘if it were necessary to limit family size in order to maintain an 
adequate standard of living and to provide for one’s children, then 
what remained, except restraint? Historians have pointed out the 
status anxieties of people conscious of the fluid uncertainties of 
life in the mid-nineteenth century, the fear of falling on the social 
scale. Here this anxiety is evident at the heart of the new urban 
pedagogy, in the central goal of the educational process.

XVhen they asserted the virtues of self-restraint and the pernicious 
effects of the easy life, schoolmen visualized themselves counter
acting the dominant tendencies of their time. In 1848, for instance, 
the editor of the Common School Journal warned that “nothing 
has yet been done to counteract what must inevitably lead to the 
ruin of our free institutions,” and called for an increased atten- 
tinn -moralitt/ nnrl virtiip. in tbft schonls.^^ Authors freauentlv
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juxtaposed the characteristics of Massachusetts, the domination of 
the workshop and factory or “insane competition for gain,” “base 
iniquity and fraud,” and the qualities and social characteristics that 
schools should produce.— qualities such as respect for learning 
per se, or “equity and virtue.” ^3 The goal of education became the 
reformation of society through the formation of personality.

In sum, then, the educators’ immense task was to supply in
dividuals with a set of iimer restraints: “Those external restraints of 
blind reverence for authority, and superstitious dread of religious 
guides and fiery penal codes, which once repressed the passions of 
men and paralyzed all energy are now lifted off. If internal and 
moral restraints be not substituted for the external and arbitrary 
ones that are removed, the people, instead of being conquerors and 
sovereigns over their passions, will be their victims and their 
slaves.” 34 The emphasis on “internal” is crucial. Educators were 
to change the point of reference for human action from the external 
opinions and possessions of others to an intrinsic regulator. The 
child, with the help of the school, was to exchange both the in
dulgence of his parents and the gratifications proffered by a vain, 
materialistic society for a set of intrinsic controls. One schoolman 
exhorted, “Instil the desire to be rather than to seem.”

3. THE TRUE IDEA OF EDUCATION

The assumptions of schoolmen concerning the methods of in
stilling restraint rested on a tripartite definition of the educational 
process. “A teacher once asked a boy, ‘What do you intend to be?’ ” 
reported the Massachusetts Teacher; the boy replied, “ ‘I shall 
strive to be a man.' This answer embodies the true idea of educa- 
lioii — moral, physical, and intellectual.” 36 Massachusetts school
men generally would have agreed with this conclusion; three kinds 
of education, they claimed, existed, and each, in the proper balance, 
was essential to the well being of both the individual and society. 
In fact, the omission of any one kind could spell disaster. For
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stance, purely physical education would produce men “of godly 
ppqarance . . . only superior to the untamed hero of the brutes 

It? erect posture.” The pure intellectual would have “the power 
grasp the imiverse . . . but his rule would be the despotism 

’ fe^,” and the merely moral would be a pathetic figure, “a beauti- 
but humiliating negation of itself.” The physical and intellectual 

’ope “would place the soul of a fallen angel in the body of a giant; 
bile that of the moral and physical . . . might prolong the life 

virtue, but only to keep it timidly in known and beaten paths.” 
inplly, the last combination, “the moral and intellectual . . . 
.ofild soon weay itself out in the intensity of its effort to work 

fwppders without the proper mechanism.” 3^
^ *'* The task of the educator was clear, if immense. The assumption 

ia| the school has responsibility for the “whole man” was not a 
i>rc(duct of late nineteenth century social reform invading the school.

^ew, instead, in the first flush o,f urbanization and industrializa- 
v^ion' in the mid-nineteenth century, because even then schoolmen 
* issprted explicitly that the role of the family and church had 
i^tered and weakened, and they argued that the maintenance of 

■social cohesion, even of civilized social life, rested upon the school’s 
■ assiimption of the process of socialization.

Prescriptions for intellectual education derived from a par
ticular conception of mind. “The mind is a storehouse as well as a 
garden,” wrote nn author in the Common School Journal. This 
tjistinction was the epistemological basis of educational theory. The 
mind was both active and passive, and education had to serve both 
aspects. One object of education was to “quicken” the mind’s 
perceptions; to enable it “to see effects in causes.” Its other object 
was “to store the mind with useful information.” 3s This distinction 
Between the aspects of the mind provided a way of combining both 
the older Lockean epistemology and the newer Romantic theories, 
which stressed the inborn, native powers of the individual. Perhaps 
more important, the distinction had definite implications for teach
ing.
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The “g^den” aspect of the mind referred to its innate poten- 
hahties till the soil carefuUy, implied the theory, and powers of 

ought, mvention, reflection, in short, the faculties, would grow 
to matimity. These required a careful husbanding; they grew strong 
through practice and activity, not through passive reception. Mem- 
orizmg facts did not aid their growth; instead, “principles must 
be mvestigated.”^^ Through the investigation of principles the 
power of mind would grow to its ultimate goal: the pupil would 
learn to think and to think for himselfr The emphasis was
clearly on penetration and mastery. Education was to “prepare the 
mind to grapple with the difficulties of life, just as we sharpen tools 
m the mechamc arts,” and education had to insure that the boy 
could digest knowledge and proceed from “fact to principle,” that 
he could “generalize and deduce.” The active mind was the pre
requisite for the active world of Massachusetts, whose citizens’ 
habitual mental state” was one “of tension.” In such an atmosphere 

the rote learner would lose in the “struggles of” the “arena, for 
these require not ‘words, words, words,’ but ideas, which are the 
realities of things, and mental energy, that is, activity and per
severance in the use of them.” The cultivation of the powers of 
perseverance, mastery and penetration of appearance, were nec
essary for more than the business world; they were necessary also 
or the spiritual. Because God communicated with man through 

natural laws embodied in all the manifold objects and processes of 
the umverse, it was not external reality itself that mattered most 
but the divimty or law it represented. The power to penetrate, 
prmciple over fact, again became the object of education. And 
since God’s universe was immense and its lessons countless, school
men argued for a conception of education as a continuous process, 
one m which schooling prepared the mind to acquire its continuing 
education for life: “To have finished education in any part of this 
life, is the boast and complacency only of fools.” The “process of 
education is as enduring as immortality.”

Tilling mental soil was only one part of intellectual education.
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^He organs of sense,” according to an article in the Massachusetts 
jcacher, “are mere vehicles of ideas, and the mind is a blank, 
tpon, which the records of knowledge are to be inscribed.” The 
!qckean side of educational theory clearly implied an important, if 
boi;dinate, place for the inculcation of useful knowledge. Indeed, 

boston English High School, which prided itself on its en- 
ghffined pedagogy, required all students to memorize, precisely, 
let^ntire United States Constitution.
The educators’ Lockean view of the infant mind as, “in a great 

rflp^sure, passive, subject to just such influences as others may 
:hoose to impress upon it” led to a concern with environment as 
^‘educational force. The early passivity of the child, the time at 
i^wmch the mastering and penetrating faculties would be but seeds, 
left the child almost cruelly exposed to environment. The first social 
fconditions with which the child was associated would have a
s I 8

'tremendous impact upon his character as an adult; and when the 
“primitive impressions upon the infant mind” were “of an adverse 
nature,” the teacher’s work increased “tenfold.” “The work of 
eradicating noxious weeds is often vastly greater than that of rear
ing an abundant and life-giving harvest.”

Perhaps most educative within the environment were individual 
human models. The child learned by imitating adults, and a glance 
at the adult models in Massachusetts made some educators shudder. 
One writer referred to the growth of cities, luxury, drinking, and 
other vices and answered complaints about the growth of “juvenile 
depravity” with the rejoinder, “Compare these things together, 
and then say whether men can any longer talk of juvenile depravity, 
without blushing to blistering.” Another way in which pernicious 
models were set before children was exemplified by the habit 
“among the higher and wealthier classes of society” of placing 
children, “particularly during the earliest portion of their existence,” 
under the care of “domestics who, not infrequently, are ignorant, 
superstitious, and depraved.” For the teacher, the stress on the 
importance of models meant the necessity of placing “an elevated
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to ■ ■ ■ ? Tie teacher had
to create a model environment in which he himself exempliiied
the behavior of the paragon as weU as the skills of the pedagogue

The tension betw^n the active and the passive qualities of mtod’
the innate and the blank, is not a contradiction. TOat were innate
were^pabihues and dispositions: the ability to think, for instance

“““*c “d supply the facts. Although the conception of gardening was widely‘TsJd to
press the former, this metaphor was not employed consistently, 

potter common conception, one sometimes used by the same 
p^ple "lio s^ke of gardening, was shaping or molding: the 
teacher molded the plastic mind of the child. As the Lai^ence 
school comimttee wrote, “How pliable are fte young minds of the
fa>wTr 'f” *'“ds Of a kind and

thful teacher; truly they are ‘as day in the hands of the potter ’

teai*er The conceptions behind molding and gardenine cer- 
^^y differ, but the literature of pedagogy feaves L irnTrLbu 

that they were not used to convey different ideas of mind, but
rafter, quite Wly employed to convey the idea of innate potential 
at the mercy of a powerful teacher.

The mind, we must remember, was only one of the three mam 
responsibilities of the teacher. “Moral education,” wrote a prize- 
wmnmg essayist in the Massachusetts Teacher in 1856 “is the great 
want of the age.“ This complaint was loreshadowfd’in ft^ fa^; 
fortes and ^hoed in the sixties. Schoolmen felt themselves fa^ 
more successful m reaclung the inteUect than in touching the heart.

the times a ” C'Tcciaffy difficult since
fte nmes inspired agamst the schools: “The close application to

usiness, the incessant intellectual activity which mark [sic] the
toes, ha™ a tendency to check the flow of affect and harden the
to. while the arts and commerce, the fashion and etiquette, the
trade and poht.cs of a reflned civilization, foster a voluptuous
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materialism that would revel in ostentation and luxury.” The assign- 
merit of final influence among home, school, and church was not 

» eRtir% clear in this period, but there was widespread agreement 
that the school would have to undertake the bulk of moral educa- 

f : tiOni'since this task was beyond the competence of the two other 
how? Here again, the emphasis was on learning 

f through models and grasping the truth underlying appear- 
f ance?; The student would not learn morality through “lecturing 
J QH ahics, but by an upright example ... and by improving 
^ favorable opportunities for the practical inculcation of moral 

truth.”
If upright examples and favorable opportunities failed, however, 

there was no hesitation about using more forcible methods to in- 
surfe desirable behavior. Take, for instance, the case of Common
wealth V. S. M. Cook. The teacher. Cook, had beaten an insolent 
apd, disobedient boy, one Lewis Winchell, whose father entered 
charges of assault. The judge emphasized that the teacher, stand- 
ingjn loco parentis, had every power of correction in the school 
that the parent did in the home. The duty of both was to “maintain 
gdod government . . . and secure proper subordination in all 
members.” Besides, pointed out the magistrate, the law exphcitly 
sarictioned resort.to corporal punishment when physical force be- 
cairie necessary to maintain the teacher’s authority and preserve 
the order of the school.

In fact, continued the judge, not only was corporal punishment 
permitted, it was an “imperative duty.” The schoolmaster was liable 
Oply if he had acted from “vindictive feelings, or under violence of 
passion or malevolence,” but this, clearly, had not been the case. 
In language that might have been applied to a crime against the 
state as well as to an act against a teacher, the judge noted that the 
boy “assumed at the outset an attitude of defiance; and through the 
whole manifested a spirit of rebellion against the authority of the 
master, by open and violent acts of resistance, and the most in
solent and profane language.” One duty of the school was to insure
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Civil and social order at a time when both were increasingly in 
jeopardy. Schoolmen preferred inner controls; but when indulgent 
parents and a pernicious environment bred unquenchable defiance 
then the real fear of social chaos and the determination to insure 
order behind pedagogical theory came forth in an unflinching 
assertion of the combined power of the state and teacher over the 
mdividual child and his parent.

Moral education was, in fact, a kind of inteUectual totalitarian
ism. Relativism was inconceivable. The schools were to transmit, 
if possible by example and experience, if not by force, a pre-defined 
set of Ideas, behaviors, and standards. Moral education was based 
on the assumption of the rationality of man and the universe. If 
children could only see the natural law, the divinity behind ap
pearance, they would understand and consent to the regulations of 
adult society. Nineteenth century Massachusetts schoolmen drew a 
sharp line between individualism and deviance. Individualism in 

e pursmt of the “good,” in terms of both method and goal, was
dTngerous ^ sociaUy

The final ingredient in education should not be neglected. Horace 
Mann s many reports on improved methods of school construction 
s emmed from an enlightened appreciation of the importance of 
the physical. Interestingly, the arguments for the introduction of 
formal physical education into schools in this period became as
sociated with schoolmen’s perception of the consequences of
aLTr^h°''i conditions of city life at home
md at school wrote the Boston superintendent of schools in i860,
a c stands a poor chance to enter upon the career of life 
aving a good physical system, a body healthy, strong, weU formed,

munt T uneducated
country boy fared better m the “race of life” than his highly 
educated city-bred competitor.^® ° ^

When schoolmen wrote of the unending nature of education and 
the mtrmsic pleasures of learning, they came close to defining the
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al^ of education in terms of the joy and delight it brought to the 
diwdual. But they always stopped short of this point and turned 

extrinsic goals. In the last analysis, their own perception of 
^Ocialmeed shaped the schoolmen’s objectives. Here, then, we see 
|hat‘education was an imposition in three senses. In the first place, 

Ae previous part of this study has shown, educational reform 
^as'imposed by the prominent upon the community. Second, the 

(oajs of that reform represented the imposition of upper- and mid- 
lle-dass fears and perceptions of social deficiencies. Third, the 

,6ontfent of a' reformed education represented an imposition of the 
.Ivaldes of communal leaders upon the rest of society. There was 
filittie of the humanitarian in educational reform; it was principally 
indoctrination, an attempt by promoters to re-make the rest of 

^mankind in their own image. It would be wrong, however, to 
criticize reformers for not accepting now current notions of cul- 

• tural relativity, for this is a modern concept. Reformers, did not 
share our own haunting doubts about forcing middle-class values 
,oh the working class; they were confident that their own values were

Hat.

4. A NEW MOTIVE TO MORAL EXCELLENCE VS. EMULATION

Schoolmen agreed on the overall nature of the educational 
process; they even agreed on the ends of schooling. The sordid 
materialism of society bred personalities that took as their standards 
for action, their cues for behavior, the vain and often dangerously 
iifimoral code of those around them. The duty of the school was to 
supply that inner set of restraints upon passion, that bloodless ad
herence to a personal sense of right, which would counteract and 
so reform the dominant tone of society. This goal was to be at
tained through nicely balancing intellectual, moral, and physical 
education; and the forms of education were to stress hard work and 
the provision of the models that, more than any lecturing, would 
form the personality of the child. On the matter of the means of
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education, however, there was disagreement. No one dissented from 
the glorification of hard work and the repudiation of softness; but 
a debate emerged on methodology and curriculum. Ranged on one 
side were schoolmen who advocated educational innovations termed 
soft and debilitating by their opponents. The soft-line educators, as 
the mnovators wUl be termed, accused the proponents of the hard
line, as their antagonists will be called, of catering to the very mo
tives that had hastened the decay of society. In both cases charges 
were levelled at the social implications of motivational techniques; 
in both cases those implications were thought to hasten the further 
disintegration of public and private morality.

Rote recitation based on the diligent adherence to a textbook, 
claimed one writer, gives “the scholar a distaste for the study.” 
Instead, “the child should be interested in what he stucfies.” 
Likewise, in answer to the all-important question, “How shall the 
teacher form in his scholars, habits of industry and perseverance?” 
another commentator replied, "by exciting their curiosity.” ^ Here 
was the essence of the ideology of the soft-line educators; they 
would reform instruction to accord with the interests of pupils; they 
would develop in students the necessary intrinsic self-controls 
through leading them to internalize a love for knowledge. Thus, ac
cording to one description, the model teacher “should connect with 
his instructions, as far as possible, what is interesting and attractive; 
so that the associations, formed in the minds of his pupils, will 
leave them in love with the subject of investigation, and, in proper 
time, bring them back to the pursuit with readiness and alacrity.^^ 

But interest was not to be equated with ease; there was here a 
fine distinction, and the teacher “should be careful, that awakened 
curiosity be not gratified too soon, by unnecessary and super
abundant aid, leaving no motive and no opportunity for effort, on 
the part of his pupils.” On the other hand, interest should not be 
allowed to suffocate beneath a cloak of “appalling difficulties.” 
Ideal teaching should strike a balance. The teacher “should in
termingle with text-book instruction a due proportion of familiar
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turing; enougji of the one with the other to guard against the 
-picious effects of excess in either.” “The pupil must be made to 
rk;,bpt he must work volimtarily, cheerfully, with hope.”

’‘/“The matter of object teaching,” reported a pleased writer in 
■fipf “is rapidly growing in favor with leading educators.” Ob- 

"ct teaching, which originated m Europe, meant different things 
different people; in general, however, the term refers to a type 

’ pedagogy stressing the structuring of individual lessons, especially 
science, around students’ observations of natural objects pre- 

nted by the teacher. Object teachmg was a favorite innovation 
long the soft-line educators. In childhood, they claimed, knowl- 

dge is acquired “through the senses”; to disregard the senses, 
erefore, “is to violate the first principles of correct teaching.” With 
3th children and adults, moreover, comprehension and appeal are 
su^y correlated, and “the study of objects vmder a skillful teacher,
‘ sure to secure the attention and interest of the child.” Object 

|eachiQg was a desirable innovation because it met the new criterion 
(Of appealing to children.

Schooling, some soft-line writers advanced, should be concerned 
fcwitji the real world; and proponents of this point of view were 
/dejSaiitely in the camp of the soft-line educators. Their arguments 
rf6r curriculum reform were concerned with two issues; one was the 
introduction of drawing and bookkeeping, the other was a lessened 
emphasis upon the classics and a correspondingly greater stress 
on the sciences. The soft-line educator’s attempts to introduce 
drajving into the schools were dismissed typically by one hard-line 
critic as “pretty generally . . . condemned, as the idle and un
profitable resort of those who are prone to make caricatures of 
visible objects, rather than puzzle their heads with close applica
tion and hard study.”

The advocate of drawing, however, rejected the implication that 
he was equating interest and ease, thereby violating the dogma of 
the virtues of effort. Instead, he attempted to demonstrate the 
practical utility of drawing to engineers, professionals, architects.
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machinists, and mechanics: “in a pecuniary point of view,” he con
cluded, “skill in drawing must prove highly beneficial to almost 
every class of the community,” No educator, of course, could 
justify a subject on merely utilitarian, especially fiscal, grounds, 
since the acceptance of the financial criterion as sole arbiter of the 
content of the curriculum would represent a capitulation to the 
worst qualities of the times, indeed, a reinforcement of the very 
tendencies that schools were to offset. Thus, the drawing advocate 
defended his subject on other grounds: “Independently of its 
utility as contributing to success in business, its refining and elevat
ing effect is by no means unimportant. He who has learned to 
depict the beauties of nature and art, more highly appreciates, and 
more keenly relishes those beauties; and hence has within him
self an additional source of innocent enjoyment, and a new. motive 
to moral excellence.” In sum, drawing conveniently imited sub
limation and preparation for business success in one curriculum re
form.

An even stronger statement was provided by an advocate of 
bookkeeping who contended “that much of our instruction is un
practical; it does not assimilate easily with the wants of futiure 
life.” To “render education practical ... to select practical 
studies; and not only that,” but to give “them aH a practical turn” 
was his goal. The failure of students to acquire an acquaintance 
with the practical branches of mathematics, he argued, caused 
considerable inconvenience; and it was “far better” for students to 
learn relatively simple, but practical, numerical operations in 
school than “amid the cares and necessities of business, when per
haps a ‘firm’ may be obliged to go into bankruptcy in consequence 
of a few luckless mistakes and omissions.” Yet, even the extreme 
practicalist could not omit his obeisance to the sacred aspects of 
educational theory: “such things are not to be learned at the 
expense of a sound and thorough discipline; by no means. That 
is the great end of all intellectual training. For this we must ever 
rely mainly upon the severer branches.”
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sppie advocates of innovation, however, argued that subjects 
hen than the traditional “severer branches” combined mental 
scipline with other desirable qualities. An instance of this sort of 
gument was a speech of Thomas Sherwin, principal of Boston 
glish High School, in an 1856 debate concerning “The Relative 

nportance of Ancient Qassical and of Scientific Studies in an 
inerican System of Education.” Sherwin began by admitting that 
assical study had many benefits. His criterion, he somewhat dis- 
mingly admitted, was usefulness, “in its largest and best sense, 
efulness was “one great end and object of life, and he regarded 

im ds the greatest man who contributes most to the physical, in- 
IJectual, and moral good of humanity.” Here, Sherwin felt, the 
iehces were clearly superior to the classics, and as evidenbe he 
ted'social and industrial improvements made possible by advances 

pilre and applied science. Not content to rest his case on 
ilitarianism, Sherwin turned to the traditional defense of the 
ass|cists and asserted, “As a mental discipline, the study of science 
ay 'boldly challenge comparison with that of the classics,” And he 
eant the applied as well as the pure sciences.^®
Finally, Sherwin revealed his real affinity with the soft-line 

ducators. “The interest which it awakens,” he claimed, “is another 
enefit of the study of the sciences.” He knew many boys who, 
isgusted with the dry details of Latin and Greek Grammar, had 

ecome disciplinary problems in school; but when these same boys 
ere introduced to science, “they had no time for mischief. The 
tefbst aroused by science teaching was an intensified form of that 

roused by object teaching, since “new truths” were ‘ constantly 
resenting themselves and the pathway of the learner” was strewn 
fith objects, each of which invites and fixes his attention.” The 

l^rousal of interest, admitted Sherwin, is not always a measure of 
Worthiness; “yet when the highest degree of utility and the loftiest 
fliental efforts present also a strong attraetion to the learner, this 
^traction is a recommendation.” Moreover, “except to a few 
peculiarly constituted minds,” it is doubtful, Sherwin contended.
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if the appeal of the classics can ever equal the attraction of the 
sciences. U other words, the sciences, at the least, were not iu- 
fmor to the classics in terms of either discipline or utility; thus, 
aU things being equal, it was legitimate to employ interest as the 
cnterion for judgmg between the relative merits of the two This
cnterion accepted, the sciences clearly won the dominant place in 
the curriculum.®® ^

Advocates of pedagogical reform graduaUy succeeded in spread
ing their notions to the schools. School reports, especiaUy in the 
ixties, reveal that innovations were entering the schools, that in 

some instances the process of education was changing. In Lawrence, 
as we have seen, object teaching, physical instruction, and music 
e tered the curriculum. In Beverly the same three innovations were 
aU minated and sponsored by the school committee, and the high 
school curriculum was hberalized in a way that would have maL 
Sherwin happy. Latm became optional and bookkeeping, botany 
geology, and chemistry entered the curriculum as electives. The 
1 eal of their schools, proclaimed the committee, was a sound mind 
in a sound body.®^

Another important educational issue was reflected in Beverly. 
On March 26. 1827, the grammar school master in the Grammar 

istnct, Rulus Putnam, Jr., advised the school committee of his 
dissatisfaction with a system of school “government” that offered 
M mdu^ments “to a proper . . . effort, and to close application” 
only the hope of distinction in school, or the fear of censure and 
pumshment. • The attainment of eminence in the future hardly 
moved yoMg scholars, who cared only for “some immediate, or 
not very distant reward.” On the other hand, the problems with 
punishment were twofold: it had a tendency “to cramp tte mental 
energi^ and prevent the faeulUes from exerting their whole 
strength m a proper manner”; and second, it could control only 
a few pupi s at any one time. What was needed, said Putnam, was 
a system of school management avoiding corporal punishment and 
offermg nmnediate rewards. To meet these criteria Putnam recom-
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lended the appropriation of a small sum of money to be divided 
^eekly among students, according to a system of merits and 

iemerits.®^
Although no record exists, it is doubtful that Putnam’s sug- 

Igestion was adopted, because one of the leading school committee
-men was William Thorndike, a wealthy merchant who advocated a 

I theory of motivation very different and more in line with the con
tentions of soft-hne educators throughout the state. Thorndike, 
too, looked to a system of school government avoiding physical 
punishment and providing immediate gratifications. But he argued 
that the praise and affection of the teacher were themselves rewards 
of the highest order, as were the internal pleasures that came from 
both, learning and a job weU done. In fact, according to one town 
historian, Thorndike’s influence was instrumental in persuading 
the town schools to discard emulation, which previously had been 
used as the principle of motivation. In a report on discipline 
Thorndike stressed that his goal was:

to secure the attention of the scholars to the duties required of 
them, by engaging their affections, and offering as a reward for 
faithfulness, not the record of their good deeds, or the tempting 
allurements of gifts, but the smiles of a kind and endeared in- 
structer [sic], and the satisfaction of an approving conscience, —• 
feeling anxious that purer motives should stimulate the mind 
and swell the heart, than those which proceed from the promise 
of pecuniary rewards, or the display of acquisitions, the only 
value of which is their secret influence, and the tone they give to 
character and principle.®®

Thorndike was echoing the contentions of the soft-line educators 
who attacked currently practiced techniques of motivation. Like 
Thorndike, the soft-line educators directed part of their assault 
at the appeal to emulation as a motive for learning. An example 
is one educator’s criticism of the practice of the Boston grammar 
schools, which awarded medals and premimns to the most success-
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ful scholars. Awarding premiums for achievement, wrote this school
man, was pernicious: students “with a premium before their eyes” 
were tempted to study for . . . effect . . . rather than for a 
deep, thorough acquaintance with the subject; to appear well, 
rather than to do well.” Premiums, he continued, provided an 
artificial stimulus” that reinforced the very social tendencies 

schools existed to eradicate. His “chief objection” to premiums 
was that they fostered “emulation” and tended “powerfully to 
excite and foster a class of passions and feelings which are al
ready . . . too active, and are producing much unhappiness in 
the world.’ Emulation, in short, was “the commencement of that 
competition, — that perpetual scrambling for the loaves and fishes, 

that feverish aspiration for office and place, — which we see in 
after-life going on aU around us, and which-makes the eye of en
lightened humamty weep.” Emulation was, moreover, according to 
definition, “a desire to excel for the sake of the gratification of 
being superior to others.” In this sense, emulation reinforced the 
shallow, materialistic, and ostentatious aspects of society; it pre
vented the schools from instilling within students an intrinsic set 
of controls and standards. At the same time, it appealed to the 
desire for gratification, and gratification is a passion. Thus, in 
reinforcing a passion, in catering to the sensual, emulation counter
acted the school’s attempts to substitute non-sensual for physical 
pleasures; it defeated the work of sublimation, which schoolmen 
strove to foster. “Let us,” concluded the writer, “at an early 
period, begin to treat children as intellectual and moral beings, 
susceptible of influence from considerations of a pure and noble 
nature. If man could be touched only through emulation, then 
he was in reality no better than an animal. If man could be touched 
only through emulation, then the whole carefully constructed 
rationale for his own existence would tumble down about the 
teacher s head, and teachers, it will be pointed out shortly, had 
more than an intellectual stake in the ideology of educational 
reform.
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Who, then, supported emulation? Who were the hard-line edu
cators? The answer is not entirely clear, but various sources con
nect opposition to object teaching, curriculum reform, and other 
innovations with opposition, sectarian and secular, to the Board 

rof Education and its secretaries. In 1844, opposition came to a 
head when thirty-one grammar school masters of Boston violently 

. attacked the seventh annual report of Horace Mann. In this 
struggle, at least, the lines were clearly drawn; and the hard-soft 
dimension became the focus of the controversy. To the grammar 
school masters Horace Mann and his supporters were dangerous 
radicals, whose attempted innovations were directed, consciously 

, or otherwise, at xmdermiiung social and familial stability as well 
as further unravelling the moral fibre of Massachusetts children. 

“The object of the elementary instruction of our public schools 
. . is, not alone to impart a certain amount of knowledge,”

, declared the grammar school masters, “but to give training . . . 
to discipline and strengthen their minds, and prepare them, as far 
as is possible for that independent action, which will be required 
of them in the discharge of the duties of life.” The grammar school 
masters also wanted an essentially strong citizenry guided by 
intrinsic standards. Their enemy in the attainment of their objective 
was, they asserted, Horace Mann and his innovating followers. 
The masters centered their attack on Mann’s appeal to the interest 
of the learner as a motivational technique. One critique of reliance 
on this sort of motivation was connected with the masters’ ob
jections to object teaching. In his seventh report, Mann had stressed 
the virtues of object teaching as practiced in Prussian schools. The 
masters replied:

That the method pursued by the Prussian instructor, is calculated 
to interest the mind of the pupil, we would not deny; for the 
variety of information and illustration must, without fail, gratify 
his curiosity, and for the time arrest his attention; but it will 
in no degree induce that habit of patient and constant attention
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to a subject, to which we have before alluded. On the other hand, 
the variety of information presented, and the novelty of illustra
tion, would tend rather to dissipate, than to strengthen the 
habit of calm and deliberate attention to a single subject. And 
the mind of the pupil, instead of forming the habit of inde
pendent and individual effort . , . would become accustomed 
to act only through the force of that excitement which is sup
plied by the teacher.

The essence of,the masters’ criticism was that the pupils became 
dependent upon an outside stimulus; they became “accustomed to 
depend, for their motive to mental effort, upon that excitement 
alone which is furnished by their teacher.” Object teaching fos
tered an accentuation of child-like dependency and its corollary, 
the lack of internalized motivation. Both of these were conditions 
that both hard- and soft-line educators said the school was to 
overcome. The appeal to interest expressed in object teaching 
had disastrous social implications: “And we most earnestly pray 
that our country, — whose citizens are already, to a great extent, 
destitute of habits of independent thought and deliberate action, 
and too much accustomed to think and act through the forced 
excitement of motives that may be, and often are, supplied by 
wicked and designing men, — may be kept forever safe from a 
system of public instruction which we think calculated to augment 
so great an evil.” The masters were indeed firm in their rejection 
of motivation based on the interest of the child. “Nothing,” they 
declared, had yielded more “mischief,” and had been more “sub
versive of real happiness, than mistaking what may afford the 
child present gratification, for that which secures him lasting good.” 
This had been precisely the mistake of Horace Mann, who would 
have the teacher first amuse the child, so as to gain his good

will at any expense, and would, then, have him attend to duty as 
a secondary matter.” Mann’s comrse of assigning priority to the 
pleasure of the child threatened “the welfare, both of the indi
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vidual and society, by sending forth a sickly race, palsied in every 
limb, through idleness,” and determined “to gratify a morbid 
thirst for pleasure.”

The masters also attacked other educational innovations. Of 
Mann’s attempt to encourage the teaching of reading through the 
method now known as “look-say,” the masters, predictably enough, 
snorted that it was an instance of his “misguided effort to make that 
pleasant, which, to some extent at least, must be disagreeable; to 
make that easy, which, from the nature of the case, is beset with 
unavoidable difiBculties.” They also attacked other actual and 
proposed innovations: the normal schools, the criticism of cor
poral punishment, and the disparagement of emulation. In their 
attack on the denigrators of emulation the real concerns of the 
masters began to emerge. Emulation was an important point be
cause it was related to the problem of authority, perhaps the issue 
at the heart of the masters’ worries. The masters considered them
selves realists, in contrast to the soft-line educators, and they 
urged the “great importance” of “taking hmnan nature as it really 
exists.” Their view of human nature was essentially Calvinistic. 
The Emersonian emphasis on the inherent goodness of man, which 
the masters rightly claimed was reflected in the theories of Mann 
and his followers, was to these experienced schoolmen a naive 
example of wishful thinking. Perhaps \mfortunately, but neverthe
less xmdeniably, emulation was a basic human instinct. Therefore, 
a judicious appeal to emulation was a necessary component of 
educational practice, since teachers had to take into account aU 
of man’s motives and instincts. “Since nature has admitted its 
[emulation’s] existence,” wrote Reverend Leonard Withington in 
a passage approvingly quoted by the masters, “we are to allow 
it . . . Within boimds . . . emulation may fire the genius . . . 
without inflaming the passions or corrupting the heart.” With 
few statements could the soft-line educators disagree more.

The errors of the soft-line educators, the masters claimed, led 
them not only to overlook a basic facet of human nature but also
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to neglect the very. foundations of school discipline. “But upon 
what shall school discipline be based?” asked the masters. “We 
answer unhesitatingly, upon authority as a starting-point.” It is 
scarcely too mu6h to say that nothing was more important for the 
masters than submission to authority, and their protestations con
cerning the necessity of authority indicate their sense of the funda
mental alteration occurring within the power structure of society. 
The masters reminded their readers that even in a democracy 
authority was necessary: “He who would command even, must 
first learn to obey.” Indeed, when authority was the issue, the 
masters were imequivocal that:

implicit obedience to rightful authority must be inculcated and 
enforced upon children as the very germ of all good order in 
future society, no one, who thinks soundly and follows out 
principles to their necessary results, will presume to deny. Yet, 
it is quite! offensive now-a-days to ears pohte, to talk of author
ity, and command, and injunction. We must persuade, and 
invite, and win. Respect for law is hardly sufficient to insure 
the infliction of its severe penalties. Thus the restraining in
fluence of fear is ineffectual where most needed. Penalties, being 
too much dreaded by the innocent, are, for that very reason, 
too little dreaded by the guilty; who soon learn to avail them
selves of the protecting shield that overstrained mercy casts 
before them.

The age was soft; it was an age “remarkable for the ascendancy 
of sympathy over the sterner virtues. Kindness, powerful, over
whelming in its proper sphere, has assumed a false position.” 
Nevertheless, reminded the masters sternly, kindness was second
ary; “kindness cannot supply the place of authority, nor gratitude 
that of submission.” 58 The masters, in fact, were caught in a 
contradiction. They called, on the one hand, for individuals with 
internalized standards; persons whose actions adhered to an inner 
sense of right, not the dictates of society. Yet, on the other hand,
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they emphasized and preached obedience to an external authority; 
it was, moreover, an unquestioning obedience for which they asked. 
;From whatever portion of the “great chain” of authority emanated 
' a command, the “bounden duty of aU” was not to “demand to 
know the reason of the command, as a necessary condition of 

; obedience, but simply” to ask “if it be really the voice of rightful 
authority that speaks.” “True obedience is a hearty response to 

; acknowledged authority. It does not voluntarily comply with a 
'request, but implicitly yields to a command.” 5® The ideal of the 
masters was not the society that was emerging, but an older, 
perhaps idealized order, in which roles and relationships were 
fixed, in which the “great chain” of authority was well-defined.

On the basis of their assumption of the importance of authority, 
!thq masters had due cause for worry. “Authority ... is clearly 
the starting-point of all government; the corner-stone of all order. 
Remove it, and the reign of anarchy and chaos instantly succeeds.” 
Ahd its removal is precisely what Horace Mann and his associates 
were trying to accomplish. The person who permitted any deviation 

' from “docility” or “obedience” was a “disorganizer . . . weaken
ing, and dissolving the primal bond of civil society; and sapping the 
foundations of social order.” And this is what the theories of 

: Mann intended; these theories claimed to foUow nature, but their 
romanticized view really meant capitulation to “mere inclination.” 
Children were taught “to lean upon the experience of others, to 
notice merely the superficial relations of things, and to trust for 
kno]vledge to the easy process of cursory observation. Now this 
propensity to observe without analysis, nature provides for with
out any artificial aid. Indeed, it predominates in children and 
savages.” And is this where Massachusetts was heading? Toward 
a society of children and savages?

Part of Mann’s problem, according to the masters, was that 
he was an inexperienced theorist. “Education,” wrote the Reverend 
Leonard Withington, “has often been tampered with by vain 
theorists.” Indeed, a strong, explicit dislike of theory permeates
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the masters’ diatribes; in their elevation of tradition and common 
sense and in their opposition to rationality and theory the masters 
revealed their almost classic Burkean conservatism. Withington, for 
instance, asserted, “Our conviction is” that education has “much 
more to hope from the collected wisdom and common prudence of 
the community, than from the suggestions of the individual”; and 
he proceeded to attack Locke, Milton, and Rousseau.®^ Mann was, 
in fact, more than a theorist; to the masters and other hard-line 
educators, he and his followers were dangerous radicals. Radical 
was to them a pejorative term of the utmost power. Thus, in a 
discussion of Mann’s advocacy of normal schools and of his 
theories in general, the masters asserted with condemnation, “It is 
hard to conceive of any thing more radical and less conservative 
than such views.” Horace Mann and his cohorts had broken 
with the past; and their break, felt the masters, threatened the 
future of society.

The advocates of educational reform, associated with the ad
vocates of social reform in general, threatened more than the 
future of society. They threatened the grammar school masters 
themselves. Pleas for educational reform implied that the grammar 

school masters were using cruel and obsolete methods and were 
unfit for their jobs. At least this is how the masters perceived the 
appeals for innovation. George Emerson wrote to Mann that the 
masters “say you are not sufficiently acquainted with the Boston 
schools, and that you do them an injustice when you imply that 
that there are better schools in Prussia.” The grammar school 
masters were career, not itinerant, teachers; they were proud of their 
work and felt that they were the representatives of an honorable edu
cational tradition within the city. Yet, “the public mind,” complained 
the masters, has been so far poisoned, that great distrust is felt in 
aU teachers of the old school.” e® And to them the old school, 
which they represented, was the good school. Even worse, Mann’s 
seventh report, to the schoolmasters the most objectionable of the 
generally pernicious educational tracts of the times, would be
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widely circulated both within America and in foreign countries. 
People living outside the state would assume that Mann’s dis
paraging remarks concerning Massachusetts teachers applied spe
cifically to Boston, since Mann had an office in Boston and since 

; Boston and the state were often equated in the eyes of outsiders. 
“Who, at home or abroad,” complained the aggrieved masters, 
“will not think of the metropolis, when they read the secretary’s 

^reflections upon the teachers and the schools of Massachusetts?” ®® 
The attack of the masters was the culmination of three types 

of assaults on educational innovation. One was the assault on the 
motivational techniques of the reformers, already described. The 
second was the assault on the secular natiure of Massachusetts 
education imder its more recent legislation. The masters themselves 

■ referred to Mann as sacrilegious, but Withington made the explicit 
connection between the modem softness in teaching methods and 
a pernicious new softness in school religion. “Children,” he com
plained, “were to be led along by the cords of love.” A “general 
Christianity,” was to be taught, one “so weakened and diluted that 
infidels might believe, and sensualists applaud it.” Part of the 
authority that modern education was challenging was that of re
ligion.®’^ Withington’s harangue provides a link with a third kind 
of attack on educational innovation: the attack on centralization. 
Four years earlier a committee of the Massachusetts legislature 
had reported in favor of abolishing the Board of Education and 
the normal schools. Withington referred glowingly to the committee 
and urged legislators to re-read its report.®®

The Board of Education, according to the committee’s report, 
was founded as an instrument of recommendation only but had 
become an organ of regulation. The Board made recommendations 
that were virtually rubber-stamped by the legislature. Even if the 
Board had been adhering to its statutory functions, the authors 
of the report would still have opposed it since they argued that, 
in any case, voluntary teachers’ associations were the best sources 
of information and reconunendation.®® Unhampered, inter-associa-
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tion rivalry would most effectively produce and promote pedagog
ical advance. However, these associations, which had done an 
outstanding job before the creation of the Board, were declining. 
Who, for instance, could speak freely at a convention called by a 
governmental agency? '^0

At any rate, the progress achieved in professions not under 
pvernmental control demonstrated that it was wisest to leave 
innovation to “private industry and free competition.” The regula
tion and dissemination of pedagogical ideas was not, however, the 
worst sin of the Board. Most dangerous of all, the Board was 
trying to remodel Massachusetts education on French and Prussian 
lines, and both were highly centralized systems. Centralization, ac
cording to the authors of the report, would destroy the distinctive 
virtues of Massachusetts. They cited focqueville as the source of 
their observation that New England had derived great strength 
from its system of local self-government and that the absence of 
public spirit was, in Europe, “the greatest obstacle in the way of 
pubUc improvements.” Our “system of public instruction,” argued 
the committee, “has proceeded upon the idea, that the local ad
ministrators of affairs, that is to say, the school committees of the 
several towns and districts, are qualified to superintend their 
schools, and might best be trusted with that superintendence.” 
This was the American way; local administration “is not confined 
to public schools, but extends to every other department of life.” 
Besides, local administration, the committee noted with accuracy, 
“interests a vast number of people in their welfare, whose zeal and 
activity, if they find themselves likely to be overshadowed by the 
controlling power of a Central Board, will be apt to grow faint.” 
Thus, to the committee the Board represented “the commencement 
of a system of centralization . . . contrary, in every respect, to the 
true spirit of our democratic institutions.” To the authors of the 
report the demands for statistics, the normal schools, and the 
creation of school libraries were the Board’s primary agents of 
tyranny. Without any doubt, the committee noted, “common
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schools may be used as a potent means of engrafting into the 
iminds of children, political, religious and moral opinions.” But, 

“in a country like this, where such diversity of sentiments exists, 
■especially upon theological subjects, and where morality is con
sidered a part of religion, and is, to some extent, modified by 
Sectarian views, the difficulty and danger [of trying to] introduce 
;ffiese subjects into our schools, according to one fixed and settled 

j,lan, to be devised by a Central Board, must be obvious.”
The report, therefore, recommended the abolition of the Board 

of Education* and the normal schools, which departed from 
precedent by taking education out of the hands “to which our 
ancestors wisely entrusted it.” The Board was attempting “to form 

;all our schools and all our teachers on one model”; and such an 
attempt, the authors concluded, “would destroy aH competition — 

■all emulation, and even the spirit of improvement itself.”
In all three types of complaints — instructional innovation,

* In i860 there was another proposal to abolish the Board of Education. 
This time the committee investigating the matter reported in favor of re

tention {House Document 127, i860). In order to demonstrate the nature of the opposition to the Board, the committee printed a few of the petitions 
it had received. These spoke louder than any argmnents, for, by i860, op
position to the Board had sunk to a bumbling semi-literacy, as the following 
passage (mis-spellings and grammatical errors reproduced) makes clear. 
“All parties want to see education thrive in massachus what will become 
of those orphan such as our Honerable secretary pict up down to Salem 
without something bearing resemblance to what I have been saying, why 
not take care of these things by the school districts it is much cheaper . . . 
it seems to me this will raise the lower end & bring them all into a solid 
phalanks to march onword & upword to gether & not have them scattered 
from dan to basheba. it seems to me this will not only be the best way but 
the ceapest way, for I know something about the value of money as means 
to ends & this is another reason why I ask you to divide the Fund (and he 
further demanded) the abolition of the Board of Education, who are prodi
gating the people’s money, & sticking their hands into the money up to 
their elbows, till their eyes stick out with fat; (he demanded it) in the 
name of the Great Jehova and the Continental Congress, (who for their 
blessed deeds) . . . have been judged worthy to enter their fathers house 
not made with hands and eternal in the heavens & that to day are ranging 
those bright elysium fields that sourround their father mansion” (pp. 4-5).
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secularization, and centralization — the reformers were perceived 
as radicals, altering the tried and true, the source of stability, 
strength and virtue. The opponents of the Board, its secretaries, 
and its ideas wanted, in part, to turn back the direction of develop
ment and return to a simpler, static society, a society in which 
the somces of authority were clear, a society in which the school
master and the clergyman were important and in which decisions 
could be made, as they had always been, by the townspeople 
mutually associated and free from the pressure of a state govern
ment presiding' over and fostering the creation of an urban-indus
trial society.

These critiques of innovation underscore two extremely im
portant points about education in this period. First, tliere was 
virtually no opposition to education per se, or to public education. 
Virtually everyone agreed, or if they did not they kept still, that 
it was a good idea for a child to get some schooling. It is sometimes 
implied in historical, writing that attacks such as that of the legisla
tive committee on the Board were attacks on education. This is 
simply not so. The committee wrote, “An attempt may be made 
to identify the interests of common schools with the existence of 
the Board of Education, and any objections to that Board, may, 
perhaps, be regarded by some, as a covert assault upon our long 
established system of public instruction.” According to the com
mittee, however, this would be wrong, for the public schools 
far antedated the Board; and criticism of the Board was thus 
basieally irrelevant to attachment to common schools. “It is, in
deed, the attachment of your Committee to that system,” the 
legislators asserted, “which has induced them to investigate, with 
care and attention, the tendencies of the Board of Education.” 
The same could be said of the masters and, probably, of many 
sectarians. The controversies of the time were not between pro- 
and anti-education forces; they were, rather, between advocates of 
different types of educational administration, of different styles of 
educational development, of different techniques of pedagogy. This
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is not to say that the controversies were only skin deep; they 
were not. People felt passionately about the issues involved and 
they often had much at stake; but they did agree that some sort 
of public schooling was a good thing.

To realize that the opponents of Horace Mann and his followers 
were not opposing education but were arguing for a different sort 
of education is to see, also, the existence of an alternative to the 
kind of reform that prevailed. This is important. This study has 
been, and will continue to be, critical of the reformers. So far it 
has charged that the fast and hard imposition of educational in
novation upon skeptical and reluctant citizens contributed to the 
estrangement of the school from the culture of the working-class 
community. However, if this were somehow inevitable, if the 
reformers of the time had no other choice, then the criticism might 
be excessively moralistic or simply irrelevant. But there was a 
choice, at least at the beginning of the movement. A vocal and 
articulate group argued, in effect, for more slowly paced educa
tional development. The legislative committee advocated schools 
that would continue to be integral parts of the community, re
sponsive to its values, sustained by its efforts. They wanted change 
tq come through community action; they sought, in short, an in
digenous rather than a “hot house” style of educational develop
ment. These critics of Mann and his supporters sensed that 
professionalization and centralization would, to a large extent, cut 
off the school from the community; and they were right.

In spite of their denigration of the altered social and economic 
characteristics of Massachusetts, the soft-line educators were more 
in tune with their society than were the proponents of the hard 
line. The former group’s emphasis on teaching through an appeal 
to interest was, implicitly, an assertion of the importance of the 
individual. They recognized the irrelevance of old sources of 
authority in a society of altered roles and relations. What would 
be the point of teaching obedience to external authority, if ex
ternal authority could not be located? Yet the innovators believed
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that the complete absence of any authority over actions would 
lead to chaos and only intensify the socially disintegrating tend
encies, about which they worried quite as much is their antagonists. 
Thus, the soft-line educators sought to internalize the somrce of 
authority, to create individuals who could steer their own way 
in an industrializing, urbanizing society, but who would steer 
with propriety, decency, and compassion. The soft-line educators 
claimed they were concerned with the higher, spiritual aspects of 
life; ironically, they stressed the very qualities most necessary for 
social mobility and economic success. Their ideal product would 
be superbly equipped to enter the competitive arena of Massachu
setts business life. He would possess all the qualifications necessary 
to continue the development of urbanism and industrialism, all 
the qualities necessary to foster those aspects of society that had 
a pernicious effect on personality, and through personality on the 
life of the commonwealth.

The significance of the hard line is threefold. In the first place, the 
battle was a manifestation in the educational arena of a conflict in 
other areas of reform, a conflict in other states as well as in Massa
chusetts. In the 1840’s especially, prison reformers advocating an 
environmental theory of crime and a penal system based on kindness 
and an effort to rehabilitate fought against experienced wardens of 
prisons who, pessimistic about the possibilities of rehabilitation, ar
gued for a harsh system of punishment and an'effort to break a man’s 
will and produce repentance.'^^ As one historian put it, “We may 
summarize the debate over capital punishment as a struggle be
tween reformers who emphasized the effect of environment on 
moral behavior, arguing that criminals should be cured instead of 
being punished, and traditionalists who finally abandoned the ra
tionalistic theory of deterrence and fell back upon a doctrine 
of intrinsic and absolute justice.”Other reformers struggled 
against what they considered harsh and obsolete methods of treat
ing the insane; and psychiatrists lamented general practitioners 
who rejected modem theories, continued to try to cure mental
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disease through physical means such as bloodletting, and who 
almost totally refused to testify that any criminals were insane.’^® 
The process of creating new institutions, or reforming old ones, to 
cope with mounting social problems was characteristic of the 
1840’s. Essentially, this process generated a fundamental debate 
on the nature of man. Arrayed on one side were theorists repre
senting an environmentalist, optimistic viewpoint. On the other 
side were practitioners, reflecting a more Calvinistic, pessimistic, 
and conservative approach to problems such as crime, insanity, and 
education.

In the second place, the soft line clearly won in mid-nineteenth 
century Massachusetts — in the material consulted for this study 
no other significant outburst of the hard line appeared — and the 
victory of the soft line marked the ending of serious educational 

, debate. Its virtues or fafiings aside, the vigorous articulation of the 
hard line had fostered a healthy situation. From the conflicting 
viewpoints might have arisen a genuine and constructive dialogue 
that would have forced educational promoters to face the con
tradictions in their own ideology and to examine, refine, and 
mprove their theories. A continuing debate between socially re
spected opponents might have forced educators continually to 
confront their ideas critically; it might have prevented the onset 
of the complacency that helped make educational thought in
creasingly sterile, unreal, and routine. The victory of the soft line 
was a major defeat for the quality of American education.

But why did the soft line spread through school reports and 
teachers’ jommals and become elevated to the status of ideology? 
One reason was the political power that Mann and his supporters 
wielded during and after the controversy. It is the consequence of 
this almost brutal exercise of power that marks the third way in 
which the controversy between Mann and the masters was sig
nificant. One political tactic was for Maim’s friends immediately to 
petition the legislature to establish a new normal school. The bill 
they sponsored was successful, and in this respect Mann and his
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followers proved their power to further their favorite innovation 
in spite of widespread public criticism. In the state legislature it 
was clear on whose side power lay.

The other ploy was the concerted attempt by Mann’s friends, 
particularly Charles Sumner and Samuel Gridley Howe, to spear
head a takeover of the Boston school committee. “Once in office,” 
writes one historian, “they would have the whip hand over the 
masters and could put through & 'purgation’ of the personnel of 
one school, replacing them by progressives who could then run 
it as a model that would effect a revolution in education.” The 
school committee could have a whip hand over the masters be
cause teachers did not have tenure and were voted upon annually 
by the committee. Through active political maneuvering Sumner 
and Howe received nominations by the Whig party as two of 
their candidates for the school board, and Howe was elected. 
Although the reformers were not a majority, their impact was 
strong. Two of them, including Howe, managed to get themselves 
appointed to examine the grammar schools. Contrary to custom, 
they gave written examinations with questions previously unknown 
to the teachers. On the basis of these examinations they published 
a scathing indictment of the Boston grammar schools in their 
annual report. They tried hard to prevent the re-hiring of some of 
the offending masters, and they obviously made life uncomfortable 
and insecure for a number of them. Indeed, although the most 
offensive master was not fired, he was transferred (temporarily as 
it turned out) to another school. There were even reports that 
corporal punishment was discontinued in Boston; and other re
forms were started. The most important was the consolidation of 
the administrative system through elimination of the separate, un
wieldy primary school board, foUowed in a few years by the 
appointment of a city superintendent of schools, one of the re
formers’ primary goals. Administrative changes in general en
hanced and tightened central supervision at the expense of the 
virtual autonomy the masters had previously enjoyed.”^^
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It is hard to imagine that corporal punishment really disappeared 
from the schools, or that the masters changed their minds on the 
topics of controversy. In fact, evidence from the 1870’s reveals 
that even if corporal punishment had once been abolished, it had 
returned; that even if the masters had once been silenced, they 
could still cause trouble.'^® Yet for this period it is important to 
remember that it had been demonstrated how unwise it was to op
pose the reformers, how brutal and vindictive they could be, how 
they could heap public scorn on anyone who fought them. For 
a schoolmaster to resurrect the hard line would be to commit 
professional suicide. Teachers were not about to do this, and those 
teachers who wrote in the 1850’s found different tactics for in
creasing the respect of the community for the work of the educator.

5. god’s gardener: strategies of teacher mobility

“It is not easy to account for the fact,” complained a writer in 
the Massachusetts Teacher, “that the calling of a teacher is gen
erally ranked, not only below the other professions, but even 
below some of the more common industrial pursuits.” Easy to 
account for the fact or not, no one dissented from the conclusion 
that the social status of teachers was dreadfully low. If money had 
become the measure of all things, as social critics maintained, 
then the rank of teachers was no mystery; teachers were paid very 
poorly.

In 1843, “ill one of the most cultivated towns in the Common
wealth,” the author of an article in the Common School Journal 
had set out to determine “the wages of journeymen, shoemakers, 
carpenters, blacksmiths, painters, carriage-makers, wheelwrights, 
harness-makers, cabinet and piano-forte makers, and some others.” 
His conclusions were distressing. Every trade received more: “some 
of them received fifty, and a few one hundred per cent more than 
was paid to any of the teachers of the district schools of the 
town.” Similarly, nine years later, in 1852, the enlightened
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school committee of Cambridge complamed: “The largest salary 
paid to a public teacher in Cambridge is not equal to that of a 
confidential clerk in a commercial establishment; it is about half 
as large as the salary of the Cashier in a Boston Bank; while the 
lowest salaries paid in the Alphabet and Primary Schools are less 
than the wages of a good cook, and not more than as much as 
can be earned by a tolerable needle-woman. A fashionable music 
teacher or dancing master easily makes an income superior to 
the combined salaries of all the teachers in the Cambridge High 
School together.” si There were reasons of substance as well as 
pride for teachers to seek to raise their status and to educate the 
public concerning the importance of' the common schools.

The teachers themselves consciously adopted strategies designed 
to raise their standing within the community. The improvement of 
status was the motive, for instance, behind the founding, in 1847, 
of the Massachusetts Teachers Association and the establishment 
of its journal, the Massachusetts Teacher, in the following year. 
The first issue of the journal explained that the people, in the 
present age of equality, were “fast taking the reins in their 
own hands,” and were “driving on, by motive powers entirely 
their own, — Association and the Press^ Although both associa
tion and the press had been used by religious and political groups 
with great success, educators still lagged behind the times in their 
failure to use the most modem means of mass influence. The article 
concluded, “If we wish the teacher in Education to rank beside 
the teacher in Religion and Government, we must use the same 
means that they employ.” ^2

One strategy for the improvement of teacher status was to 
remove the blame for educational failmre from the school to the 
home. Articles in the Massachusetts Teacher reminded readers of 
the power of parents to increase the teacher’s influence or, on the 
other hand, to undermine his efforts. For instance, some parents 
complained of the severity of school discipline; but, chided an 
article, all too often children learned disrespect for authority,
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especially for the school, at home. “If parents were sufficiently 
faithful in . . . home preparation, the necessity for stringent dis
cipline would be greatly diminished, and the moral influence of 
the"teacher . . . greatly enhanced.”

The editor of the Massachusetts Teacher commended the views 
of a speaker at a recent teachers’ meeting to “the careful con
sideration of our readers.” “Ought not teaching,” the speaker 
asked, “to be raising [^ic] to the rank of a liberal profession, dis
tinctly recognized as such?” To accomplish this end persons enter
ing teaching from “caprice” or temporarily from financial motives 
Shpuld be barred in the future. Professionalization would be as
sured by “a high standard of preliminary requisition,” “emol
uments corresponding to its true dignity and value,” and protection 
“from the intrusions of the incompetent and unskillful.” The time 
had arrived for the employment and evaluation of teachers to be 
freed from “the verdict of men engaged in other occupations”; the 
teaching force had to secure “its own professional faculty, or ap
propriate body, of whatever name, competent and empowered to 
grant professional certificates, licences or diplomas.” To the 
speaker, and apparently to many other teachers as well, the hall
mark of a profession was control over entry. Through control 
over entry teachers hoped to become permanent, well qualified, 
and prestigous professionals.

Teachers’ recognition of the importance of permanency and 
qualification implied the necessity of special training. Thus, in 
contrast to the earlier response of the Boston schoolmasters, 
the Massachusetts Teachers Association in the 1850’s allied itself 
with the normal schools and with educational innovation. One 
author of an article in the Massachusetts Teacher employed an 
analogy that would be used, in the future, with increasing fre
quency: “The man who imagines himself a teacher, qualified for the 
responsible duties of an instructor, merely because he has seen 
others teach in a particular way, is just as much an empiric, as 
a pretender in medicine, who occasionally walks through the
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wards of a hospital.” “The day for quack pedagogues is passed.” 
Certainly, “no person” could “excel as an instructor” who failed 
to “make some special preparation for his work, and acquaint 
himself with the philosophy of teaching, and the art of conducting 
and governing a school.” Theory and normal schools became 
allies of the teachers in their drive for status. They provided the 
mystery that would set teachers apart from the rest of mankind. 
Theory and special preparation contained the potential to make 
schoolteaching a profession.

The denial of responsibility for failure, the desire to gain control 
over entry, and the emphasis on proper preparation were all 
important strategies of occupational mobility; buf‘none were as 
dominant, or as basic, as the continual repetition of the absolute 
superiority of the teacher and his calling to all other men and 
jobs. The Massachusetts Teacher repeatedly printed articles con
cerned with the compensation of the teacher. What was this com
pensation? What could compensate for the absence of money and 
respect, the absence of any of the usual criteria of success in a 
materialistic society? Simply this: the teacher was above money. He 
served not the spirit' of materialistic gain; in fact, it was he who 
counteracted the sordid tendencies of his age; on his shoulders lay 
the burden of inculcating a respect for the spiritual in place of the 
sensual, of fostering the internalization of restraint, of preserving 
morality and social cohesion. In short, the teacher, God’s emissary, 
was responsible for the future of the human race. An article in 
the Massachusetts Teacher pointed out the teacher’s elevated posi
tion:

An employment is elevated in dignity in proportion to the 
importance of its subject, or the materials with which it has to 
do. The magistrate, or the commander of an army, ranks above 
the herdsman, for the one governs brutes, the other, men. The 
maker of chronometers takes rank above the blacksmith, be
cause he is employed with more costly and delicate materials.
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Upon this principle, the work of teaching, especially if we in
clude in this term the work of the ministry, surpasses all other 
occupations in point of dignity. The farmer, the mechanic, the 
merchant, are employed with material and perishable things. 
The legal profession is busied with forms and precedents, and 
with crimes and penalties, and, with the exception of its plead
ing, it has but little to do directly with the mind. Medical skill 
is employed almost exclusively upon the outer man, the tem
porary habitation of the soul. But the subject of the teacher s 
work is the mind, the masterpiece of the great Architect, 
delicate in structure, transcendent in value, immortal in destiny.®®

Similarly, a stanza from “God’s Gardener,” written expressly for 
the Teacher, exhorted:

Magnify your office, teacher!
Higher than the kings of earth; —

Are you not the prophet, preacher.
To the future giving birth? ®’

Regardless of the opinion of the community, the teacher at least 
had the compensation of knowing that his was the most impor
tant office on earth.

Teachers took seriously the notion of their moral influence; to 
them an attack on that notion was a personal assault of the gravest 
danger. This was the threat that provoked the attack on Cyrus 
Peirce at the annual meeting of the American Institute of Instruc
tion in 1853. In that year the Institute awarded the prize for its 
flnrmal essay contest to Peirce for an essay entitled “Crime, its 
Cause and Cure.” On Wednesday, August 17, 1853, in the after
noon, Mr. Peirce read his essay before the assembled educators. 
The point of the essay, according to Peirce, was that secular 
instruction by itself was no guarantee against crime, and in his 
plea for increased moral instruction he pointed out that an in
crease in crime had accompanied the increase in the provision of
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formal education. He cited surveys purporting to show that con
victs were often better educated “than the generality of their 
class.”

The educationists responded with fury. To them Mr. Peirce had 
not only denied the moral efiBcacy of the common schools but had 
implied that they contributed to crime. Mr. Bishop of Boston com
plained that “he felt called upon, as having spent his whole life 
m the Common School cause, to say that we ought not to be 
told that for thirty years we have been doing the pubUc an injury, 
by a defective system of education. He denied it.” Dr. Hooker of 
Hartford commented on Peirce’s statistics; he admitted he had 
no evidence but nonetheless declared, “There must be some mis
take.” Even Barnas Sears, renowned for his urbanity and concilia
tory tact, “remonstrated against sending out such a prize essay as 
this. It was a libel upon the Common Schools of New England.”

The Institute did not allow the essay to be made public, voting 
instead to return the essay to its author but to allow him to keep 
the pnze money.®** Peirce’s mild doubts and strictures had threat
ened the very foundations upon which the educationists based their 
existence. With its most august solemnity the synod found him 
guilty of heresy. Facts were irrelevant; teachers knew they were 
above the rest of mankind; they knew that, in the last analysis, 
they alone were responsible for the future of civilization; whatever 
statistics might show, they knew they were succeeding. Else, how 
could they continue to live in penury and submit to the scorn of 
society? If their interpretation of Peirce’s essay was correct, and if 
they accepted this interpretation as true, then in forsaking business 
for teaching, in scorning the market place, teachers would be not 
saints but failures.

Moreover, teachers’ salaries might be threatened by Peirce’s 
criticisms. Although teachers’ salaries were low by comparison 
with other occupations, they had risen substantiaUy in the years 
between 1840 and 1853. And the increase was a real one since 
the cost of living had remained relatively stable (see tables in
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Appendix A). One conclusion that teachers could draw was that 
the public was buying the ideology of reform and slowly accepting 
the central role of the pedagogue in shaping the future of society. 
What would happen if Peirce’s notions became public? What 
would happen if teachers were exposed as impotent or hurtful? 
Surely there were financial as well as emotional reasons for the 
Institute to turn its fury upon a former champion of its cause.

The new urban pedagogy in which the teachers invested so 
heavily could not reach its goals. Within educational ideology 
contradictory perceptions of the new society were fused into a set 
of. goals that were sometimes logically incompatible, nearly al
ways implausible. To join the best of the past with the dynamism 
of the future, to permeate a landscape of cities and factories with 
the social and moral virtues of the countryside — all this, as the 
Lawrence experience, especially, has revealed, was more than 
education could do, more, probably, than any set of institutions 
could accomplish. At its core the ideology was soft; the threads 
that joined the dualistic goals of schoolmen were woven of the 
flimsiest logic. Schools were to unleash and contain the forces of 
industrialism, to push social attitudes into a shape that fit the mold 
of the future and the contours of the past, to send forth individuals 
supremely equipped both to resist the degenerating tendeneies of 
modem life and to hasten their development. Throughout educa
tional ideology ran deep fissures straining always to split into 
chasms; but schoolmen leaned ever more heavily upon their con- 
stmct and refused to see its flaws.

Cyrus Peirce had been right. Despite the common school revival, 
erime had increased.®^ Educators’ paranoiac response, their cate
goric denial of what had really happened, set the tone for the fu
ture. Educators were developing their own world. They had associ
ations and training schools to impart their own version of the truth. 
Soon teachers would win the certification laws that they asked for 
in the 1850’s; teaching had acquired a core of career professionals 
— high sehool principals and administrators — that would expand



l6o I THE IRONY OF EARLY SCHOOL REFORM

in size until it controlled all aspects of local school affairs except 
the committees themselves.®^ Soon teachers would have a machine 
so large that they would be able to talk only to each other. And to 
talk to each other would become increasingly necessary. Because 
they built the rationale for their own existence and their increasing 
command of community resources upon an implausible ideology 
ever more divorced from reality, educators had to turn inward; 
they had to avoid a hard look at the world around the schools 
and at their own work; they had to retreat into an ideology that 
became a myth. By the 1850’s educators had helped set the stage 
for the rigid, sterile bureaucracies that soon would operate most 
urban schools.
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