
Colonial America

Religion, Inequality, and Revolution

The narrative begins by considering education and society during the colonial
period of American history. Extending from the beginning of the 17th century
(1600s) to the American Revolution (1776–1783), this period encompassed
nearly two centuries, and witnessed the appearance of a nascent Euro-American
society in North America. It was a beginning for much of what eventually 
came to be seen as American culture, behavior and attitudes distinct from those
found in other parts of the world. And it was an era of sweeping social changes,
prior to industrialization and major urban development. Colonial society was
agricultural and it was cast on a small scale. But it was also a society in flux,
experiencing growth and other changes that eventually led to the Revolutionary
War and a new age in American social and political history.

A revealing glimpse into colonial society is offered by the experiences of one
of its best known and most historically controversial figures. It provides a sense
of life at the time, and insight into perhaps the most essential aspect of edu-
cation: the difficult process of growing up.
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1

FOCAL POINT: PARENTS AND CHILDREN IN A NEW WORLD

Cotton Mather, who lived between 1663 and 1728, was one of the
most influential and celebrated men of his time. He was perhaps the
leading cleric (minister) and intellectual in New England during the 18th
century. He had been named for his maternal grandfather, the well-
known English cleric John Cotton. Mather was the pastor of Boston’s
famous Old North Church, having followed in the footsteps of his father
and grandfather in that pulpit. In short, the Mathers were a renowned
family; Cotton’s father, Increase, even served for a time as president
of Harvard College. Cotton was appointed an overseer (or trustee) at
the college twice during his lifetime, and is widely credited with being
responsible for the establishment of Yale, later turning down its
presidency. He was also a controversial figure in the infamous Salem
Witch trials in 1692, having published a tract against witchcraft a few
years earlier. Altogether, he authored hundreds of works, including the
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famous Magnalia Christi Americana—a history of Puritanism in America
(Silverman, 1984).

In addition, Mather was an inveterate keeper of diaries, and his daily
reflections, unusual even for the most literate of ministers, provide a
unique window on his time. For purposes of this account, Mather’s
chronicles of his family life are quite revealing, for they offer insight into
the trials and tribulations of an 18th-century parent (Hiner, 1979).

In 1717 Cotton Mather was profoundly troubled. The reason was 
his children, and his 18-year-old son, Increase, in particular. “Creasy,”
as the son was nicknamed, had been accused by a local “harlot” of
fathering her child out of wedlock. Mather was mortified, writing in his
diary, “Oh! Dreadful Case! Oh, Sorrow beyond any that I have met
withal! What shall I do now for the foolish youth! What for my afflicted
and abased family?” Mather managed to keep the case out of the local
courts, and he also kept Creasy confined at home, plying him daily with
sermons and remonstrations for piety and good behavior (Hiner, 1979).
But Creasy was not altogether contrite. Just two weeks after being
accused, Mather wrote that young Increase had “made a worse exhi-
bition of himself unto me . . . than I have ever yet met withal.”

Seemingly desperate, Mather wrote in his diary, “Oh my God, what
shall I do? What shall I do?” He had harbored great hopes for Increase,
consciously naming him after his own father in expectation that the
child would continue the Mather tradition of conspicuous piety and
religious stewardship in colonial Massachusetts (Silverman, 1984).
What he found instead was a continuing source of anguish and pain,
disappointment tempered by love but nonetheless humbling and
humiliating. It was a telling trial of parenthood.

Altogether, Cotton Mather was father to some 16 children. This was
a high number even for colonial America, where the average birthrate was
about eight children per married woman (more than four times today’s
rate). But Mather also lived to see all but five of his children die, most
before the age of four. He buried two wives also, and had married a third
just two years before the accusations against Creasy began (Hiner,
1979). It is possible that the large size of his family was partly an effort
to compensate for these losses. Some researchers have speculated that
high birth rates were a response to the fear of death and uncertainty in
the New World; if children were likely to die a family needed more of them
(Moran & Vinovskis, 1992). No doubt the revelations about Creasy did
little to ease Mather’s anxieties about his children.

There is abundant evidence, however, that Mather cherished his son
deeply. Less than two years after the charge of an illicit union, Creasy
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was accused of “bearing a part in a night-riot, with some of the most
detestable rakes in town.” Once again Mather was distraught. “My mis-
erable, miserable, miserable son Increase,” he wrote in his diary, at
the same time asking, “Oh what shall I do?” He decided to send Creasy
to stay with his grandfather, who was also upset at his behavior, and
to write him a “tremendous letter” threatening that he would “never
own him or do for him or look upon him” until he earnestly repented.

Shortly after sending his son away, though, Mather found himself in
tears as he asked God to help his son. “Ah poor Increase,” he wrote
in his diary, “Tho I spake against him, yet I earnestly remember him,
and my bowels are troubled for him.” A little later, in writing to another
pastor for help with Creasy, Mather predicted that “when you see him,
you will certainly love him” (Silverman, 1984). Creasy continued to be
a test to his father’s devotion until his untimely death at sea in 1724.
But Mather’s torment upon hearing the news reveals the depth of his
affection for the wayward son. “Ah vain world,” he wrote, “how little is
to be expected in thee and from thee . . . disappointed harvests, how
frequent are you . . . this world will afford us no substantial happiness.”
In this respect Mather’s feelings toward Creasy were not unusual: he
grieved openly and sorrowfully when each of his children died. The fact
that it occurred so frequently, or in the case of Creasy so far away, did
nothing to diminish the pain. Youthful indiscretion, sickness, and death
were all a part of life for Cotton Mather and other parents in 18th-
century British North America. But families were bound together with
genuine love and affection, even if they were separated by vast dis-
tances and for long stretches of time. It was these sentiments that
defined parenthood more than any other.

In many respects, Cotton Mather’s behavior was quite contrary to
what one might expect of a didactic 18th-century cleric of his stature.
He did not assert the authority of patriarchy or parenthood, and he did
not command his son or threaten him with dreadful punishments
(except an apparently hollow warning of banishment). Nor did he throw
him out on his ear, or condemn him to damnation and suffering. Rather,
he fretted despondently, as one who identified with Creasy’s plight and
cared deeply about his future prospects. Despite his conservative
religious background, in this respect Cotton Mather was quite a modern
parent for his time. Behavior such as his would come to be emblematic
of familial relations in Colonial America (Morgan, 1966).

Historians have suggested that the Europeans who settled in the
New World acquired a distinctive view of life and social relations
(Bushman, 1967; Butler, 2000). Part of this was a reaction against Old
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Life in a New World

As difficult as it may be to imagine today, North America seemed truly a 
“New World” in the 17th and 18th centuries, the time and place referred to as
Colonial America. At least this was true for Europeans who came to the Western
Hemisphere to settle—or to profit and plunder—between 1492 and 1776. It was
a vast stretch of time, of course, and much happened between the moment when
the first White settlers arrived in North America and the American Revolution.
A largely English colonial society was established, and it evolved rather quickly
from one generation of settlers to the next. On the western side of the continent,
and in Florida and the southwest, Spanish settlements were established, and they
too witnessed considerable change. This was an early manifestation of what
today is called globalization. It was a complex transformation but it is still
possible to make certain observations about the period as a whole. It was a time
quite different from today.
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World traditions of upholding inherited privilege, and hierarchical rules
dictating status and limiting opportunity. However much these
European settlers may have missed their former society, the New World
offered a different set of expectations and a life free of countless
constraints posed by the old order. Even though many young men
observed what historian Harvey Graff has described as the “traditional
pathways” by following in their father’s vocation and station in life,
others did not. American children did not even have the memory of
European convention to constrain them, and alternative pursuits often
proved inviting (Graff, 1995).

Cotton Mather, for all of his regard of tradition and respect for
authority, was a product of this new social environment. He did not
dictate orders to his children as much as he educated them. In this
respect it is possible to say that he attempted to transmit a high level
of cultural capital to his offspring. But the transfer of these attributes
was never automatic; nor was it often easy, as Mather’s experience
with Creasy suggests. Mather worried about his children’s prospects,
but all he could give them was training and wise counsel. It was up to
them to make their ways in the world as free, autonomous individuals.
And of course there was Mather’s undying affection, a source of great
pleasure in his life and also extraordinary anguish. Such is the puzzle
of human development and education in the modern era: How to pre-
pare the next generation for the challenges of the future, while trying
to protect them from the dangers? It was a dilemma especially poignant
in the New World.
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Throughout this period, most of North America was a vast wilderness,
inhabited only sporadically by a native population numbering just a few million
across the entire continent. It was said that during the 1600s, visitors to New
England could smell pine trees more than a hundred miles off shore. The first
European settlements were tiny, and did not extend very far into the continent’s
interior. Residents of these colonies lived in close proximity to nature, and 
its hardships were a major preoccupation, especially the weather and wild
animals or pestilence. Life in these circumstances was a constant battle against
the elements, and dogged perseverance was required to forge a living from the
backwoods.

Of course, the North American continent was already inhabited when 
the first English settlers arrived. The Native Americans, or “Indians,” as they 
had been dubbed by Christopher Columbus, were a diverse and occasionally
contentious population, embracing hundreds of different social and cultural
groupings. The vast majority lived in agricultural and hunting societies, cast on
a scale considerably smaller than European nations, even if there were excep-
tions in certain tribal federations. Although the American Indian population
was substantial, it was spread thinly across the landscape. Divided into relatively
small and isolated tribes and without advanced military technology, the Native
Americans were often unable to resist the demands of Europeans in disputes
over land or other issues. As a consequence, they were readily defeated,
exploited, and pushed out of the way to make room for the expanding White
population in the “New World.” In educational terms, this was perhaps one of
the most basic and profound lessons taught by the experience of colonial
settlement: the Europeans saw Native Americans as an inferior people. When
not feared, they were to be crushed and discarded if standing in the way of
“progress,” pitied and made “civilized” once they were defeated (Nash, 1974,
2000).

The self-righteous attitudes of Europeans who felt superior to American
Indians took different forms, and were not always expressed in hostility or
violence. Some newcomers found themselves beguiled by the handsome features
of the natives, or by their deceptively simple, natural lifestyle. But even the
“friends” of the Native Americans often sought to convert them to a particular
religion, teach them Christian morality, or alter their culture in countless other
ways. This early contact between two vastly different social and cultural tradi-
tions marked what was perhaps the first great process of social change in what
is today described as American history. It was a transformation that proceeded
largely in one direction, with American Indian society being forcefully pushed
to the margins of the emerging European-based civilization, even though Whites
certainly learned a great deal from Native Americans in the process (Axtell,
1985). In light of this history, the term New World is both telling and ironic.
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The Different Worlds of Colonial North America

The process of cultural interaction and displacement that led to European domi-
nation of the Western Hemisphere was in full bloom by the time Englishmen
came to settle in the opening years of the 17th century. In time, British North
America came to be a large, diversified land, extending along the Atlantic
seaboard in a series of colonies, each established under different circumstances.
Religious expatriates started some of these settlements; others were founded for
personal or collective gain. It was a dominion marked by different climates and
a varied topography, and settled by people from a wide variety of backgrounds.
Accordingly, it is difficult to make generalizations about the colonial population
and the various educational practices and institutions characteristic of the time.
It is wrong, consequently, to speak of a single, unitary colonial culture. Instead,
there were different societies in British North America. Although they shared 
a number of similarities, each was quite distinctive—especially when it came to
everyday culture and educational customs. 

Spanish colonial settlements were a bit different. The Spaniards launched
exploratory missions and dispatched expeditions in search of fortune nearly a
century before the English. In North America they established outposts that
grew into settlements in Florida during the 16th century, Texas in the 17th
century, and along the Pacific coast in the territory of California during the 18th
century. These colonies did not attract large numbers of European settlers.
Instead, they generally were collections of missions and ranches, with garrisons
of troops to protect the interests of the Spanish crown. These outposts were
attacked by British and French raiders, especially in Florida; the principal point
of Spanish settlement and political authority lay to the south in Mexico (Rawls
& Bean, 2003; Weber, 1994). 

Most historians divide British colonial America into three broad regions,
each representing a large contiguous territory and its corresponding population
(Henretta, 1973; Main, 1965). The first, in order of settlement, was the South,
which began with the settlement of Jamestown in 1607. Representing the
colonies of Virginia, Maryland, the Carolinas, and Georgia, the South was
characterized by specialized forms of commercial agriculture, along with a social
structure and cultural tradition well adapted to its dominant commercial
interests. Just to the north were the middle colonies, the largest of which were
Quaker Pennsylvania and Dutch New Amsterdam, later named New York by the
English. These colonies, which also included New Jersey and Delaware, featured
a heterogeneous mix of peoples who had come to the New World for a variety
of purposes. To the north of the middle colonies was New England, perhaps the
best known and most studied of the colonial regions, and oft-noted in regard to
the history of education.

A distinctive pattern of economic development and a correspondingly
singular array of cultural and political traditions characterized each region. All
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of the colonies were preindustrial and local economies were dominated by
agriculture, but climate and terrain made for considerable variation in the way
people worked and lived. The South, with its relatively warm climate and long
growing season, quickly became dominated by an export economy trading in
tobacco and to a lesser degree rice and other cash crops. At the start of the
colonial era, land was plentiful in this part of the continent, but labor was not.
Southern landholders turned to involuntary labor, indentured servants at first
and eventually to progressively larger numbers of African slaves. To the north,
large-scale agriculture of this sort was rare, although not unknown, and small
freeholder farms predominated, usually worked by a single family. The quality
of land for cultivation varied a good deal. These farmers generally produced little
for the export market, although many participated in the expanding local trade,
particularly near towns and cities (Henretta, 1973; Hofstadter, 1971).

Culturally, different traditions characterized each of these vast areas, and of
course there were innumerable localized customs as well. In the South, for
example, the wealthy planters (or plantation owners) represented the cultural
and political leadership of local society. Even if they were a minority of the
population, they set the tone for prevailing values and patterns of institutional
development—including educational practices. Elsewhere, the local colonial
leadership was dictated by the circumstances of each colony’s founding. Religion
was an important factor in the cultural identity of the various settlements,
especially in the North. Of course, religion is still a key aspect of culture, but it
was especially significant in the 17th and 18th centuries. Religious beliefs and
practices were critical elements of personal identity, much the way nationalism
or ethnic identity may be today. It was an age of religious ferment, moreover,
and there was considerable conflict between warring religious traditions on a
world scale. The settling of British North America followed closely on the heels
of the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-reformation, events that
shaped the way most people thought about the world and themselves (Fischer,
1989; Morgan, 1975). This was especially true when it came to education.

Religious beliefs differed widely across the colonies. In the South, the wealthy
planters were generally Anglican, the established Church of England, which had
split from Catholicism during the reign of Henry VIII. On the other hand,
dissident religious groups, hoping to practice their beliefs outside the established
church, largely settled the New England and middle colonies. The Quakers in
Pennsylvania were one such group, along with the Catholics in Maryland, and
a little later the so-called Scotch-Irish in Pennsylvania, New York, and elsewhere.
But the best known and probably the most important of the religious colonies
were those established in New England. And it is there that discussions of the
connection between religion and education in American history usually begin.
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Religion, Culture, and Education

Most Americans are familiar with the story of the Pilgrims establishing Plymouth
Colony in New England during the early 1600s. Like the Pilgrims, many migrants
to British North America came in pursuit of religious autonomy. Other groups
seeking to practice their own faith settled nearby, the most important being the
Puritans. They founded Massachusetts Bay Colony and the city of Boston, which
became the most important settlement in the region. Their beliefs and ideas
reflected elements of what became American culture in the years that followed.

The Puritans—along with most other religious groups in North America—
were resolute Protestants. In particular, they were followers, to one extent or
another, of the French theologian John Calvin (1509–1564), who had rejected
papal authority to form a church based on biblical interpretation and faith. They
departed England because they believed it a corrupt and decadent society, and
they hoped to establish a more perfect social order based on moral authority 
and religious virtue. Like many other Protestants, they rejected what they
believed to be empty rituals in Catholic and Anglican religious practices. They
held that each person bore an individual relationship to God, based on piety and
goodness, although they were hardly prudes either. Such beliefs, however, did
not always mean they were willing to tolerate the religious views of others.
Consequently, there were occasional conflicts that marked the first century of
settlement in New England (Miller, 1956, 1959; Rutman, 1977). Such clashes
notwithstanding, most of the people who came to live in this part of British
North America were Protestants, and believed that the grace of God was mani-
fest in the ideas of his subjects and the lives they led.

The religious beliefs of the Puritans, the Pilgrims, and other groups in New
England held great consequence for educational practices there. It would not be
wrong, in that case, to view religion as a principal component of the ideology 
of the age. Perhaps the most fundamental tenet of Protestantism was the belief
that each person needed to form a personal connection with God. To do this, of
course, one had to be able to read and interpret the Holy Scripture, catechisms,
and other religious writings; in particular it meant that every man, or person,
should be able to read and interpret the Bible. This required literacy, and the
ability to reason from principles conveyed through a variety of texts. It was a set
of skills that earlier generations of Europeans had not cultivated widely. In the
era of Calvinist Protestantism, however, becoming literate and knowledgeable
was taken as a great virtue, in the service of religion. This meant that historically
new importance was attached to education.

Social theorists have long debated the historical significance of Protestantism,
and Calvinism in particular, as a transforming influence in the development of
Western civilization. Max Weber, the famous German social scientist of the early
20th century, argued that the Protestant Reformation was linked to the rise of
capitalism as an economic system, along with its distinctive pattern of social and
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ideological practices. In particular, Weber suggested that Protestant, and espe-
cially Calvinist, predilections for self-denial (an ethic of simplicity and thrift),
hard work, and self-improvement (education and careful investment of wealth)
contributed to the ideas of merchants, financiers, and forward-looking aristo-
crats who spearheaded the emergence of modern capitalist society (Weber,
1930). It was an ideological outlook especially well suited to capitalism as a social
and economic system. In the New World it shaped the thinking of thousands of
small free-holding farmers and the entrepreneurs who served them as trades-
men, innkeepers, and peddlers. While the relationship between religion and
economic and social development was not necessarily direct and immediate,
there is broad agreement among historians that the appearance of Protestantism
as a social movement in the 16th century presaged an era of unprecedented
social change (Landes, 1998).

The movement of Europeans to North America, in that case, can be con-
sidered a part of a massive social and ideological shift that occurred between 
the 16th and 19th centuries (1500–1800). At least, this can be said of the first
European settlers in what became New England. The rise of Protestantism in 
its various forms signaled a renewed commitment to human perfectibility 
and moral improvement. Migration to North America also entailed a grand
experiment in economic development, one predicated on creating permanent
settlements and an extension of English society. This was different from the
colonies of other European powers, which often viewed the New World as a
source of immediate exploitation rather than extended investment and settle-
ment (Landes, 1969). These factors helped to give residents of British North
America a distinctly modern and capitalistic sensibility by the end of the 17th
century. Such predilections eventually would contribute to the outbreak of
revolution, but they also contributed to the appearance of new ways to think
about the organization of society.

Education for a New World

Schools were fragile institutions in the colonial world, existing alongside older
and more familiar agencies of education, the family and the church. Even
though there was a high level of rhetorical commitment to formal education in
some colonies, in practice it appears that schools typically were attended infre-
quently, and only a minority of colonial youth would be considered “educated”
by today’s standards. Big changes in the economy and the intellectual life of the
colonies affected education, but it is not clear that formal schooling played a
significant role in these events either. To understand education in much of
colonial America, in that case, it is important to consider the ideological, social,
and economic forces that shaped social development.

The cultivation of skills and the transmission of culture were major concerns
of English settlers in North America, evident almost immediately upon arrival.
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This was especially true in New England, where early laws called for establishing
schools and for educating young men—and eventually young women too.
Another early sign of the importance of education and learning was the Puritan
decision to establish Harvard College in 1636. Massachusetts Bay Colony has
been described by historians as a “theocratic” society, one that placed special
value on the necessity of moral and religious leadership (Miller, 1956). Given
this, preparing a cadre of educated leaders was considered essential to the moral
and intellectual life of the colony. Such was the principal rationale for creating
early colleges. In the wake of religious debates and schisms, other institutions 
of higher learning were started in nearby Connecticut (Yale College, 1701) 
and New Jersey (today’s Princeton University, 1746) to train yet more religious
leaders. Eventually some nine colonial colleges were established, providing a
modest but important supply of educated men for the ministry and other pro-
fessional roles in the colonies (Cremin, 1970). Similar educational opportunities
were provided by various academies, which often sent students on to the colleges
to complete degrees (Nybakken, 1997).

The colonial colleges and academies were small institutions, attended by a
tiny fraction of the young men at the time. At most they possessed just a few
buildings and enrolled no more than a couple hundred students, many of whom
never graduated. Even the sons of colonial intellectuals, like “Creasy” Mather,
often exhibited little interest in higher education. Yet, for the small and tightly-
knit elite they were critically important institutions. The curriculum focused on
Latin and Greek, languages that linked the cultivated domains of science and
theology at the time. Knowledge of classical languages and related subjects thus
represented a form of cultural capital that distinguished the well-educated from
the rest of the population. Advanced schooling may not have been as important
as today, but it still commanded respect in certain circles. For the leadership of
the British colonies, the development of the colleges was an essential act of
investment in higher learning (Vine, 1976).

For most colonial children, on the other hand, the only opportunity for
formal instruction was offered by local schools, which were conducted under 
a variety of circumstances. These institutions were also quite small, and those
who bothered to enroll usually did so for less than seven or eight years, often
attending only four or five months each term. They studied the Bible, along with
spellers, books of prayers, catechisms, and other religious texts. The famous New
England Primer was the best known of a range of reading materials used for
lessons in spelling and grammar, along with morality and virtue (Axtell, 1974).
In these respects, the school was an extension of the home and the church, where
religious instruction and reading commenced and were encouraged to one
degree or another. Families with a greater stock of formal education, and the
skills and knowledge that accompanied it, could give their children an advantage
in the transmission of cultural capital. But most people in colonial America did
not view schooling as a route to higher social status or economic improvement.
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Rather, the purpose of formal education was principally to augment the devel-
opment of reading and reasoning abilities necessary for participation in a society
shaped by religious values and a growing market economy.

Schools were probably most common in the colonies of New England, where
the theocratic and Protestant purposes of formal education were clearly
invoked. In 1647, Massachusetts enacted a law requiring towns of 50 families or
more to establish a school, to confound the “Old Deluder Satan” in his unending
quest to lead Christians astray. Connecticut enacted a similar decree just a few
years later. Although it is unlikely that most towns complied by immediately
establishing a school, the appearance of such measures signaled the importance
that colonial leaders attached to formal instruction (Cremin, 1970). If the idea
of a perfect society, based on a firm set of religious principles, was to be trans-
mitted from the first generation of settlers to their offspring, some form of
systematic educational process was necessary.

It would be wrong, however, to conclude that this legislation represented the
development of a modern school system. Schooling in colonial New England
was intended to supplement—not supplant—the central role of the family 
in transmitting religious values and basic scholastic skills. It was left to local
authorities, and the taxpayers, to decide whether formal schooling was even
necessary in particular towns and villages. Consequently, the “Old Deluder
Satan” law was often honored in the breach, especially if relatively few families
were interested in supporting a school. Often it was the influence of social
capital, or relationships supporting a shared set of values and behavioral norms
with respect to education, that made the difference. If local communities did not
share the view that schools were important, on the other hand, formal education
languished. Over time the logic of Protestant values regarding education proved
decisive, especially in more developed communities. As the population of the
region grew in the 17th century, the likelihood of schools finding support
increased apace. Education remained largely a voluntary affair, and it was left to
individual families to decide just how much schooling was needed for their
children, but community norms gradually exerted greater influence on such
decisions (Axtell, 1974).

Schools in colonial New England—and elsewhere in this period—usually
were tiny institutions, run by a single teacher, or master, the term used at the
time. Outside Boston, New York, or Philadelphia, schools rarely were larger than
a single classroom, attended by perhaps several dozen students. Although there
were a few legendary teachers, such as Ezekiel Cheever of the Boston Latin
School, many were college students or recent graduates waiting to be called to a
pulpit or some other vocation. Yet other teachers were men of modest educa-
tion, ill suited by temperament or training for other lines of work, who managed
schools for lack of better prospects (Brown, 1902). By the early 18th century,
female teachers taught younger children in “Dame Schools” in some commu-
nities, usually in their own homes. Consequently, teaching was a relatively 
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low-status occupation from the earliest times, even when schools were relatively
few and education was at least nominally assigned importance in the culture and
by colonial leaders (Perlmann & Margo, 2001).

The question of schooling notwithstanding, the effort to preserve the reli-
gious purposes and the theocratic culture of Puritan New England in the 17th
century was generally a failure. This was principally due to population growth
and economic development; as the next generation grew older and new waves
of immigrants arrived, it became impossible to maintain firm standards of
religious conformity. In the 1660s, religious leaders loosened requirements for
church membership in order to attract the next generation of parishioners, who
often lacked the religious zeal of their parents. This was the so-called “halfway
covenant.” Other religious changes were important too, especially revivals that
periodically swept the countryside. By the end of the 1600s, the original Puritan
theocracy had virtually disappeared. Religion continued to be a pre-eminent
factor in the cultural lives of most New Englanders, but church leaders were not
able to command the same authority their forefathers had wielded just two
generations earlier (Rutman, 1970).

These developments demonstrated just how difficult it was to transfer the
values of one generation to the next; it turned out that the transmission of
culture could not be legislated. Despite measures such as the “Old Deluder
Satan” law, schools simply could not sustain the traditional religious values of
the original Puritan settlers. As noted earlier, moreover, they probably reached
only a fraction of the children in colonial society. The distinguished educational
historian Lawrence Cremin counted just 11 schools in Massachusetts in 1650,
serving some 2,339 households (or one for every 212); by 1689 the number of
schools had grown to 23 and households to 8,088 (one for every 352) (Cremin,
1970). And as seen earlier, the vast majority of these schools were quite small,
and colonial families were rather large. A conservative estimate, in that case,
suggests that fewer than one in 10 children attended school at any one time.
Even if the number of schools increased significantly in the 18th century, as
some historians have suggested, many children probably attended them only
briefly, if at all (Woody, 1923). Clearly, these institutions were limited in their
purview, even in the region with the greatest explicit commitment to education.
This suggests that underlying shared community interest in formal education, a
central component of social capital, was often not very strong in early New
England, at least by present standards. Many families probably relied on other
resources to help impart basic reading skills and other forms of knowledge
deemed important (Bailyn, 1960). Schooling simply did not play the critical role
that it does today.

But change was in the air. Colonial society was in a state of flux, especially in
New England. By the time Cotton Mather endured the torment of observing his
children flounder on the road of life, things had evolved significantly. The popu-
lation of British North America expanded inexorably, from less than 100,000 in
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the mid-17th century to about 1 million by the time of Mather’s death in 1728.
It would grow to about 3 million by the time of the American Revolution. This
was a big increase, even if it still was a relatively small number in the vastness of
North America. This growth meant new opportunities for commerce and trade,
as well as new lands to be cultivated and regions of the continent’s interior to
explore (Butler, 2000).

In the two decades following 1720 the volume of colonial exports to England
more than doubled (Henretta, 1973). The next generations moved out of the old
settlements and established new ones. As the tide of trade grew, much of it in
farm and timber products, new job opportunities appeared, along with pos-
sibilities for enterprising merchants and financiers. Colonial society, although
still largely agricultural and technologically primitive, began to exhibit some of
the characteristics of modern capitalism. Wealthy merchants controlled larger
portions of trade, and farmers produced more crops earmarked for the inter-
national markets. People at all levels of society exhibited a new level of interest
in acquiring wealth. With this, old commitments to shared religious ideals and
practices were weakened further. As historian Richard Bushman suggested, in
cultural terms this process represented a transition “from Puritan to Yankee”
(Bushman, 1967).

Perhaps the most popular single series of cultural events in colonial times
represented the Great Awakening, a period of religious revivalism that occurred
principally in the 1730s. British evangelist George Whitefield, a young man with
extraordinary oratorical gifts, arrived in 1739 and proceeded to travel up and
down the colonial seaboard, speaking (or shouting) to growing throngs. While
not directly challenging traditional beliefs, Whitefield preached a doctrine of
salvation based on faith and good works, a gentle revision of the views of Puritan
forefathers. Where the elders had believed in an elect leadership of learned
ministers, Whitefield held that conviction and commitment to God was more
important than scriptural interpretation (Heimert, 1966; Hofstadter, 1971;
Rutman, 1977).

Ideas such as these dealt a final blow to the Puritan orthodoxy, already weak-
ened by in-migration and intergenerational differences in religious views and
practices. But Whitefield and his many followers, including influential Puritan
divine Jonathan Edwards, also infused new energy into the Protestant values that
underlay colonial society. New colleges were started to train “new light” (enthu-
siastic) ministers, and added emphasis was placed on the importance of basic
literacy skills for reading religious texts (Cremin, 1970). In a short time, religion
became both more accessible and more democratic in orientation.

Yet another important source of influence on the intellectual and cultural life
of colonial North America was the broad scientific and ideological movement
known as the Enlightenment. Even more diffuse and variegated than the
Reformation, the Enlightenment was a revolt among European intellectuals
against superstition and religious dogma, an affirmation of the power of reason
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and scientific discovery. Its leading English figures included Isaac Newton and
John Locke, but there were many others. In general, these men stood for ending
artificial status distinctions based on principles of “divine right,” typically
espoused by the European aristocracy. We often take these Enlightenment ideas
for granted today, but they constituted a revolutionary ideology at the time, a
point of view sometimes referred to as modernism. Representing the principles
of natural equality between men (people), these ideas spread with the circulation
of books, pamphlets, and magazines, and often found an appreciative audience
in the New World. After all, the Enlightenment thinkers represented a per-
spective well suited to the expansive capitalist and individualistic ethic of British
North America, where solving immediate, practical problems often came to take
precedence over the preservation of orthodoxy. Enlightenment ideas about
social equality were also well received in colonial America, as aristocratic preten-
sions and claims to status had little relevance in a land of free-holding farmers,
merchants, and planters. Although the direct influence of Enlightenment figures
may have been limited to the most literate and cosmopolitan colonists, the ideas
of these thinkers were well suited to the social conditions emerging in the New
World (Butler, 2000).

British colonial society, in that case, underwent a critical process of social 
and ideological change in the 17th and 18th centuries. It was shaped both by 
the changing atmosphere of European intellectual and religious life, and by the
evolving economy of the North Atlantic world. Similar forces were evident in
the Spanish settlements that were growing more slowly on the west coast and 
in the southwest, if on a somewhat smaller scale. Schools were established, but
served a relatively small segment of the population. Other children in settle-
ments across the continent learned more practical lessons from adults who
taught them in a variety of settings. Thus it is clear that the earliest schools in
American history were not very effective agencies of change. Rather, the impetus
came from the market economy, the arrival of new groups with values and 
religious beliefs different from the original settlers, and a growing populism 
in religion and politics presaged by the Great Awakening and the arrival of
Enlightenment ideas. The changing intellectual and ideological atmosphere
reflected the growing circulation of books and other reading materials in
colonial society, and not the influence of formal institutions of education. 
If anything, schools were intended to be conservative institutions, bulwarks
against change that reinforced traditional beliefs and moral virtues. Insofar as
they contributed to a rising level of literacy in colonial America, schools also may
have helped to lay the foundations of the period’s most far-reaching process of
social change: the American Revolution. But that was a later development, one
to be considered in due course.
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Schools and Literacy

New England may have been the most self-consciously religious region in British
North America, but it certainly was not the only collection of colonies concerned
with the transmission of culture. In the west, Spanish missions and other schools
provided a Catholic education to the sons and daughters of ranchers, although
comparatively little is known about them. Other social and religious groups
settled in the British colonies to the south, and they each had different traditions
of education and cultural transfer. The Dutch brought their own religious
practices with them to New Amsterdam, later called New York, and the Quakers
(an English dissenting religious group) established the colony of Pennsylvania.
Virginia, the Carolinas, and other Southern colonies were divided, with the
coastal or tidewater regions settled by planters interested in exporting tobacco,
rice, and other agricultural products, and the Piedmont or backcountry popu-
lated by yeoman farmers. The planters generally remained solidly Anglican,
whereas other settlers represented a variety of Protestant denominations,
although there were small pockets of Catholics in Maryland and elsewhere. Like
New England, these colonies also grew substantially in the late 17th and early
18th centuries, and as new generations of settlers set out on their own, questions
of religion and culture inevitably were raised (Greene, 1988). Even if newcomers
did not challenge orthodoxy as dramatically as in New England, all were 
affected by the Great Awakening and the new-found enthusiasm for popular
religion it signaled. The result was a gradual lessening of religious distinctions
among the various colonies with time. A more populist and liberal (or tolerant)
Protestantism, and the values it represented, became a feature of many
settlements in British North America by the 18th century (Hofstatder, 1971).

Even so, in the colonies outside New England the schools numbered fewer
than in Massachusetts and its neighbors. By Cremin’s estimate, in 1689 Virginia
counted only eight schools for more than 7,000 households (or about one for
every 900); and New York had 11 for about 2,200 families (one for every 200)
(Cremin, 1970). For most colonial children, schooling was not a major element
of life, although it appears to have been more important in northern colonies
than in the South. This, of course, points to the connection between religion and
education. Children went to school to learn to read for largely religious pur-
poses, and not to prepare for work or for other aspects of life. In New England,
the local theocratic authorities had tried to mandate the provision of schooling
for religious purposes, and families there clearly valued schools more than in
other colonies. Governments rarely advocated schooling elsewhere, especially in
the Southern colonies. In a famous statement, Lord Berkeley of Virginia stated
in 1671, “I thank God that there are no free schools nor printing, and I hope that
we shall not have these [for a] hundred years.” Berkeley, who was governor at
the time, echoed the view of many aristocrats and wealthy planters, saying that
“learning has brought disobedience, and heresy and sects into the world”
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(Fischer, 1989). As a corollary of attitudes such as this, there was less interest in
schooling in the Southern and middle colonies.

Statistics on literacy, the ability to read and write, seem to bear this out,
although it is not clear that literacy was always linked to schooling. The region
with the highest rates of literacy, measured by counting signatures on wills, was
New England. Historian Kenneth Lockridge estimated that about three-quarters
of the male population there was literate in the mid-18th century, and nearly
90% by the time of the Revolution. Literacy rates appear to have been somewhat
lower in the middle colonies, New York, and Pennsylvania, but they were the
lowest in the South. Lockridge placed the male literacy rate in Virginia at about
70% by the end of the 18th century. Interestingly, literacy levels in England were
comparable to those observed in Virginia. Indeed, historians have noted that
schooling and literacy practices in the areas of England that colonists migrated
from appear to have been similar to patterns noted in the various colonial
settlements. There does seem to have been a general correspondence, in that
case, between the amount of schooling provided in the colonies and the levels
of literacy observed by historians, an association no doubt linked to cultural
practices carried over from the Old World (Fischer, 1989; Lockridge, 1974). 

It is uncertain, however, whether literacy was simply derived from formal
instruction, particularly in schools of the sort listed above. Lockridge attributed
much of the growth of literacy to changing “functional demands of society.” By
the late 18th century, he wrote, “land was obtained by purchase, often from an
entrepreneur, and deeds were registered in the county court” (Lockridge, 1974).
In other words, reading and writing skills became increasingly important for the
performance of essential commercial tasks, such as transferring property and
keeping accounts. Here again, economic growth appears to have been a source
of social change, along with the development of the legal system and the advent
of public record-keeping. In this case, the expansion of commerce and govern-
ment made basic literacy skills indispensable. And once there was a clearly
recognized need for these abilities, people began to find ways of attaining them,
including formal instruction of one sort or another.

As it turns out, there were multiple avenues to the attainment of literacy in
colonial America. The wealthy often hired private tutors to teach their children
to read, especially in the South, and others were taught at home or in other
settings, as apprentices, for instance. No doubt there was considerable “on-the-
job” learning of requisite skills, and bright, enterprising boys (like young
Benjamin Franklin) picked up knowledge from their employers and fellow
workers. There was more specialized training for certain jobs also. In the larger
cities, it was possible to gain essential skills in “writing schools” and commercial
classes run by entrepreneurial masters, providing lessons in a variety of subjects
deemed important in the growing world of mercantile commerce (Cremin,
1970; Kaestle, 1973a). As literacy became more important, new routes to its
achievement became available. And in the most commercially expansive regions
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of the country, particularly in the cities, literacy rates among both men and
women rose sharply in the 18th century. 

Literacy statistics are interesting, in that case, but difficult to interpret. Not
surprisingly, in all colonies literacy was highest for those with property and
wealth, and it was generally higher for men than it was for women. But rates
among the poor were highest in Puritan New England, a fact that seems to
support arguments for the importance of religion and schooling. There is evi-
dence that women in certain parts of New England had attained high levels of
literacy as well. It was probably the case, moreover, that individuals with more
schooling possessed greater mastery of literacy. Simply put, they could read
better. There is little historical evidence about proficiency in reading, however,
apart from the general circulation of books, newspapers and other forms of
reading material. And on this score, there seems to have been only a little
variation among the colonies, some of it a function of population size. By and
large, British North America was a literate society, even if schools were better
developed in one region than another (Moran & Vinovskis, 2007). 

Literacy of one sort or another was essential, of course, to the development
of colonial society. It aided the transmission of information and knowledge,
matters that became increasingly important with the growth of commercial
enterprise and political affairs. In general, the circulation of printed materials
was quite wide and the number of published items rather large throughout
colonial America, especially in towns and cities (Cremin, 1970). Newspaper and
magazine circulation figures and book sales (press runs), on the other hand,
were generally modest. This suggests that reading materials were often not kept
by individuals, but rather were passed from one group of readers to another. In
this way, a relatively small volume of printed material probably reached a wide
audience. In this respect, literacy appears to have had a strongly communal
flavor in 18th-century America. Given this, uniformly high levels of literacy
proficiency may not have been very important, as long as at least some members
of colonial society were relatively good readers. If a man was unable to read
something, after all, he may have been able to have it read aloud or the contents
described (Brown, 1989). This was done with all types of reading material, from
the Bible and religious sermons and commentaries to the hundreds of political
tracts and pamphlets that circulated in years preceding the Revolution (Bailyn,
1967; Hofstader, 1971). Thus, the benefits of literacy were probably spread quite
widely, and much informal literacy instruction undoubtedly was conducted in
the everyday exchange of information on a wide variety of topics.

It is likely, consequently, that the levels of literacy that historians have
identified in the various colonies were caused by a number of factors, including
the availability of schooling, religious values, the volume of reading materials,
and overall levels of trade and information exchange. As a consequence of these
influences, literacy was considerably more widespread in the New World than
in the Old, and the highest levels were to be found in New England, which also
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had more schools than any other region (Bailyn, 1960; Fischer, 1989; Lockridge,
1974). The precise relationship of literacy and schooling remains something of
a historical puzzle, but schools alone probably did not produce the high levels
of reading in some of the American colonies.

Literacy is an intriguing problem in itself, but it also raises a number of
questions about colonial education. If so few children attended school at this
time, and schools played such a small and uncertain role in the educational
process, just how was culture transmitted from one generation to the next? How
were skills developed, and information imparted about the facts of life in the
New World? To answer these questions and others, it is necessary to consider
the realm of informal education, or the ways people learned and lived on a daily
basis in colonial society. It is this set of processes that may have constituted the
most important educational activities of the age.

Education by Other Means

Society in the New World was cast on a very small scale. As indicated earlier, this
was a preindustrial time, when most things were made by hand and people
rarely traveled long distances, even if commodities increasingly did. Cities were
small by modern standards, and the vast majority of the population seldom set
foot in them. Most settlements numbered no more than several dozen families,
and visitors were few and fairly far between. Even in such relatively densely
populated regions as New England there was a pervasive sense of isolation in
many places. Most people in other colonies did not even live in towns or villages.
Instead, they were on farms scattered across the countryside. Even though there
was a growing commerce in agricultural produce, lumber, and other goods,
these folks lived in worlds circumscribed by their immediate families and
neighbors (Butler, 2000; Main, 1965).

For typical colonial settlers comforts were scant, at least by modern stan-
dards. Their dwellings were small and cramped, lighting sparse, and other
amenities rare. Virtually every household chore, even one as simple as drawing
water, was performed by some measure of human labor. There was little of what
one could call manufacturing on a large scale in colonial America; there was
limited economic development. Most things people owned, consequently, were
produced by hand, often not at a far distance from where they were used. Skilled
labor, necessary to produce many items of utility and value, was at a premium.
Although the New World certainly offered abundant resources, long hours of
hard work were required to produce the goods that people needed to survive and
prosper (Demos, 1970).

Even if life was difficult in colonial North America, however, it was better in
many respects than what people endured in Europe. Although there was a great
deal of variation on this score, life expectancy was greater in New England than
in most parts of the Old World, and there was considerable social stability as
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well. Compared to Europe, land was abundant, and a man only needed to toil
hard to make a living and, with a little luck, to succeed. These favorable con-
ditions also contributed to the lessons of life in the New World (Fischer, 1989;
Vinovskis, 1979). People began to feel that hard work was eventually repaid with
tangible rewards. In the face of abundant resources, on the other hand, poverty
came to be seen as the consequence of an inability or unwillingness to work.
Ideas such as these, reinforced by the resource-rich environment of a sparsely
settled colonial society, eventually would become a cornerstone of traditional
American beliefs.

Given the wealth of natural resources and the small but growing population,
labor quickly became the most critical element of the colonial economy. This
had profound implications for the social structure of different colonies, depend-
ing on the types of workers needed and commodities produced. Shortages 
of labor in the Southern colonies, where unskilled workers were needed for
clearing land and harvesting tobacco (the chief export of the region until after
the Revolution), led to the widespread use of white indentured servants and
black slaves. In the North, where agriculture was dominated by subsistence
products and local markets rather than export crops, these forms of labor were
less prevalent. From the very beginning, in that case, the differing economic
circumstances of the various colonies, dictated in large part by climate and
agricultural conditions, created distinctions between the principal regions of
European North America (Main, 1965). 

In sparsely settled colonial settings, there were few institutions, educational
or otherwise. By and large, life revolved around the family, the central unit of
productive activity. As a rule, families were large in British North America,
averaging about eight children per household through most of the 18th century.
This was a higher level of fertility than found in England at the time, and
reflected the premium attached to labor in a society where land was acquired
relatively easily. Economic historians have suggested that family size was greater
with abundant land and scarce workers because children became potential help-
ing hands. They also have noted, however, that high birth rates were sustained
even when certain colonies became densely populated. Like Cotton Mather,
settlers in British North America valued their children, and many had large
families even when circumstances seemed to dictate otherwise (Demos, 1986;
Henretta, 1973). In terms of population, early American society was expansive,
and the New World conveyed a sense of optimism about the future that was
often less evident in European settings.

About nine out of 10 European settlers in the colonies were farmers of one
sort or another. Although there was considerable variation in the types of crops
they cultivated and the ways they made a living from them, the majority con-
sumed much of what they grew or traded it locally for goods and services. This
meant that most of their time was taken up with daily tasks of caring for crops,
with the busiest times at planting and harvest, and minding animals, preparing
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food from raw produce and meat, and maintaining the tools, farm implements,
and other meager elements of technology at their disposal. They also built and
maintained their houses, barns, and other structures necessary for life in relative
isolation, although many tasks were also shared with neighbors. Added to this
were innumerable other household chores, such as cleaning, childcare, and
making and repairing clothing.

For the men of these households, this way of life usually meant caring for 10
or 12 acres of crops, the most that could be planted and harvested with a family’s
manual labor, along with tending draft animals (horses, oxen, or donkeys),
working on buildings, and performing other tasks counted as heavy labor. For
the women it meant food preparation, cleaning, mending clothes, and childcare.
The latter was especially important, given the high fertility rate. With eight
offspring, a colonial woman could be pregnant or nursing a baby almost con-
tinually for as many as 24 years. Given the fact that the women typically married
in their early twenties, this meant that their years of greatest strength and vitality
were preoccupied with childbirth and caring for young children (Henretta,
1973; Mintz & Kellogg, 1988; Norton, 1980). And this was accomplished in a
setting with few modern comforts and conveniences. For most families, pros-
pering in conditions such as these required hard work and perseverance. It also
called for a special type of education.

With so much to be done, and so much dependent on accomplishing these
largely manual tasks, children contributed a great deal to the success of most
colonial households. This, of course, provided a strong incentive for having large
families, but it also dictated a peculiar form of socialization. Children were
raised with the expectation that they would contribute their share of respon-
sibility for the family as a whole. Hard work was not to be shirked; indeed, it was
considered a virtue. Relevant skills and bodies of knowledge, ranging from
farming, carpentry, husbandry, and hunting to food preservation, soap making,
cooking, and sewing, had to be imparted along the way, so that children could
perform these tasks and be ready to maintain their own households upon
reaching majority. By and large, these were not topics associated with schooling.
At the same time that families worked to survive, consequently, a continuing
process of education and training unfolded in most colonial homes. It was a
system of education that was well suited to the conditions of the New World;
indeed, it was essential for survival (Demos, 1970, 1986; Morgan, 1966). And it
set the stage for subsequent developments in the history of American education.

Contrary to some stereotypes of harsh colonial ideas about children, parents
in British North America exhibited great affection for their children. The anguish
Cotton Mather suffered over the fates of his own children was doubtless felt by
many other parents whose offspring were beset by similar catastrophes. Historian
Jay Fliegelman has observed that the most popular books of the era often dealt
with childhood and the transition to adulthood. Colonial Americans appear 
to have been especially drawn to stories that emphasized the independence of
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children and the effects of lessons learned away from parents and family. This
literature was influenced by the ideas of John Locke and other Enlightenment
thinkers who suggested that individuality and reason were characteristics
parents should foster in children, and not obedience and obsequious loyalty.
Colonial fathers were advised, consequently, to forge relationships of friendship
and mutual respect with their offspring, and not to assert their power or exert
undue control over their households. The result, Fliegelman suggested, was an
“American revolution against patriarchal authority” in the 18th century, which
defined distinctive patterns of child-rearing (Fliegelman, 1982). Colonial
parents loved their children, but they also wanted them to grow up to be free
and independent members of the larger society.

Historians of the colonial family have noted a peculiar custom among many
households, especially in New England and other northern colonies: sending
older children away to board with other families, especially neighbors or rela-
tives. Historians have surmised that this was done to provide training, a sort of
apprenticeship in a variety of tasks useful around a colonial household. But 
why send them away when there was so much work to do at home? Children
were sent out, it is speculated, so they could be disciplined more effectively. It
undoubtedly also served as a way of imparting independence, helping children
to pull away from their immediate family and to form relationships in the larger
world (Norton, 1980; Rury, 1988a; Smith, 1980).

Parents worried about pampering their own children, or giving in to their
tendencies to resist the regime of hard work in colonial society. They were also
concerned about children becoming overly dependent on their parents or each
other. So they sent their children to other households, at the same time that they
took in teenage children from other families. This practice principally affected
young women, but boys were occasionally boarded out as well. In this way the
family served as an institution for somewhat more formal expectations about
education. The critical task of imparting knowledge and skills relevant to the
challenge of maintaining a household in the New World made this a necessity.

Of course, there were also traditional forms of apprenticeship for young men
interested in learning a trade. This was a practice with deep roots in European
history, and it was observed widely in the colonies. In many respects, boarding
children out to other families comprised a special form of apprenticeship. In
both cases formal contracts were drawn up, periods of service outlined, and
lessons to be learned agreed on. It was typical for the host household, or the
master in the case of an apprentice, to provide food, lodging, and other neces-
sities of support in exchange for work, and to train and educate the child in 
the period specified by agreement. As colonial society grew, concerns were
expressed about the quality of education and training received by apprentices.
Benjamin Franklin, for instance, railed against cruel masters who summarily
ordered their charges about and who did not take their education seriously.
Franklin himself had endured such an apprenticeship for a time, as did many
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others (Cremin, 1970). Such controversy was testimony to the importance this
form of education came to assume in colonial society.

Thus, even if relatively few of North America’s European settlers attended
school, all of them received an education. They learned from their parents and
from the churches they attended, along with the apprentice and “boarding out”
arrangements that were so ubiquitous at the time. This was true in the Spanish
settlements that took shape in California and Texas during the 18th century, as
well as the British colonies on the eastern seaboard. Given this, it is hardly a
wonder that so few institutions of formal learning existed during much of the
colonial period. Education was largely an informal affair, embedded in a host of
other social relationships and guided by the necessities of life and work in a New
World. This would change—somewhat remarkably—in the years to come.
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FOCAL POINT: EDUCATION AND SOCIAL BETTERMENT

The most dramatic change in 18th-century British North America, of
course, was the revolution waged by the colonies for independence. As
in most political upheavals, a larger process of social change accom-
panied this war, and education was affected profoundly. The American
Revolution brought new ideas about schooling and its role in the social
order, and these notions eventually led to the appearance of new
educational institutions and practices. One example of this new way of
thinking about education appeared in New York City in the years imme-
diately following the Revolution.

In the year 1785, the American war against King George III of Great
Britain had just ended. Members of the newly formed New York
Manumission Society came together in a large room for their second
meeting. Comprising many of New York’s most prominent citizens,
including such famous figures as Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, the
group was formed to protect recently freed slaves from being kidnapped
and shipped to the South, where they could be sold back into slavery.
The war had changed New York’s population visibly. The city had grown,
and it became the temporary capital of the new nation, but there were
social changes too. Among other things, the war had increased the
number of ex-slaves in New York, as many had escaped servitude when
their Tory masters fled the country, and ruthless slave traders were
rumored to be preying on them. There was the danger of anarchy, as
violent abductions of innocent freedmen (ex-slaves) were reported. It
was a situation that called for an organized response on the part of New
York’s leading lights (Rury, 1985).

The men of the Manumission Society were 18th-century liberals,
influenced by the ideas of Locke and other Enlightenment figures. Given
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this, they were opposed to slavery and considered it a violation of basic
human rights. Yet, being men of means themselves, they were also con-
cerned about the enormous investment that existing slaves represented.
Here the ideals of the Enlightenment encountered the hard realities of
property relations that underlay the capitalist economy of the New World.
Consequently, these men supported a “gradual abolition” of slavery,
whereby the children of slaves would be granted freedom upon reaching
the age of majority, 21 years old. This, of course, would eventually lead
to the end of slavery, when adult slaves all died. It was not personally
beneficial for slave parents, but it did promise to eliminate slavery in the
future, as was later accomplished in New York and other Northern states.
The wealthy and influential members of the Manumission Society, after
all, were interested in social reform, but they did not advocate radical
measures that would threaten property. While they hardly wished to
overturn the existing social order, especially after the chaos of the war,
they did feel strongly about the principles of freedom and republican
democracy articulated in the Revolution (Zilversmit, 1967).

At their second meeting, however, members of the Manumission
Society were presented with some disturbing news. It was reported that
freed slaves had been involved in a series of disturbances in the city.
In particular, there were reports that they had become associated with
sailors and other individuals of questionable repute, and that they had
been observed “playing music” and dancing “in their homes” into the
late hours of night. This information was not happily received, and 
the conversation quickly turned from the issue of saving ex-slaves to
questions of proper behavior and propriety among the freedmen. It was
resolved that the society would make its concerns known, and that it
would “withhold the benefits” of its association from those parties
engaging in such activities. Clearly, the good men of the Manumission
Society did not approve of the behavior attributed to certain members
of New York’s free Black population. At subsequent meetings, they
considered measures intended to forestall reports of this sort of behav-
ior in the future. They voted to establish two new institutions for New
York’s free Black residents: a church and a school (Rury, 1985).

The New York African Free School, the Manumission Society’s
“charity school” for free Black children, opened its doors in 1787, the
same year the Constitutional Convention met to discuss a legal frame-
work for governing the new nation. From the beginning, the school was
intended to provide an education in traditional morality for the children
of ex-slaves. Its purpose was to see that they did not “inherit the vices
of their parents acquired in slavery or to learn similar ones through want
of a proper education.” As historian Carl Kaestle has noted, the school
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was intended in this regard to intervene between these children and
their parents, whom the Manumission Society did not believe were
capable of teaching properly traditional values. Here the purpose was
different from the town and district schools of New England and other
colonies, which were intended to supplement the education children
received at home. Charity schooling, largely confined to the cities, was
supposed to reform the poor, not necessarily to reinforce and extend
the values of their parents. And the key to this was teaching them how
to behave properly (Kaestle, 1983).

Protestant religion and morality dominated the curriculum of the
African Free School, as in similar institutions established elsewhere. The
school was not large, enrolling just 100 students at the start. Many
members of New York’s free Black community doubtless greeted it with
an understandable suspicion. But before long, it had succeeded in one
of its principal aims: identifying a core of respectable families within the
free Black population who could be called upon as leaders. It was the
members of this group, the Manumission Society hoped, who would
serve as examples to others, and who could exert pressure on less
reputable members of their community to behave properly (Rury, 1985).
The men of the Manumission Society were liberals, after all, and believed
that even the most stubborn and disreputable individuals were subject
to improvement. It was their considered opinion, however, that the best
course of change was in one direction—toward greater conformity with
the norms of Protestant rectitude and the values of mercantile capi-
talism. For them, schooling was an instrument of reform, a way of
changing individuals and groups—and ultimately society—for the better.

This was a form of 18th-century education that went well beyond the
confines of the family and immediate community for certain groups of
children. The Revolution signaled a distinctive set of attitudes about
society and the role of education in changing it. But the ideas and
approaches adopted by reformers were not altogether new either. The
New York African Free School was a prominent example of a certain
type of schooling that had deep roots in the evolution of British North
America. As historian Gary Nash noted, European settlement had
created a diverse society by the mid-18th century (Nash, 1974/2000).
The institutions and methods developed by the Europeans to train and
educate other groups, especially Native Americans and Africans, were
distinctive, and quite different from those established for their own
children. This, too, was a vital part of the development of education and
the transmission of culture in the New World. And it was one that would
have important implications for schools as they took shape in the
decades following the colonial period as well.
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Education for Civilization

The issues facing the New York Manumission Society were not entirely new ones
in the 18th century. One of the central questions that emerged with the growth
of colonial society, one that did not concern the “old world” of European
society, was just how people from vastly different racial and ethnic groups were
going to coexist. The answer, by and large, was on terms dictated by the White
Protestants who comprised the leadership of the various British colonies. This
held important implications for the education of non-Europeans, who repre-
sented the majority of North America’s inhabitants in the 18th century.

By the mid-1700s, British North America was home to people who histor-
ically had come from three different continents. As noted earlier, they included
European settlers and American Indians. The third group was Africans, who
were brought to resolve the labor crisis, especially in the South but in other
colonies as well. Each of these groups comprised a substantial portion of each
colony’s population, even if Native Americans generally were pushed to frontier
areas, on the fringes of European society. Africans grew significantly in number
as the slave trade picked up after the 17th century, and a host of new laws
solidified their status as slaves, a category of bondage that had not existed in the
English law prior to that time. By the second half of the 1700s, Blacks constituted
about a fifth of the colonial population, almost double their proportion in the
United States today. In some parts of the South, such as South Carolina, they
outnumbered both Europeans and Native Americans; in the words of historian
Peter Wood, they were a “Black majority” (Wood, 1974). Even in such northern
cities as Philadelphia and New York, Blacks counted nearly a quarter of the
residents—about the same proportion as today. All things considered, in that
case, colonial America was a multiracial society. Statistically it was not unlike
parts of the United States today, even if the various groups interacted less
frequently. This raised questions about acculturation and socialization that were
impossible to ignore.

The Europeans who settled in North America were acutely aware of the social
and cultural diversity posed by the New World. In the South, elaborate legal
barriers were erected to separate Whites and Blacks during the 17th century,
among them widely different provisions for education. It took time for the
institution of slavery to develop completely, but by the early 1700s there could
be little doubt that Africans occupied a distinctly inferior social position, even
compared to the most destitute European indentured servants (Morgan, 1975).
Explanations were constructed to account for these racial differences in 
social and legal status, with the early development of a racist ideology that would
hold non-Whites inherently subservient to Europeans, and to Englishmen 
in particular. In some quarters, there was greater sympathy for the Native
American population. Schools were established to accommodate the education
of American Indians, including Dartmouth College, although this feature of the
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institution was short-lived. Most such experiments ended with very few non-
Whites receiving an education, however. For the most part, the schools estab-
lished by European settlers were for Whites only (Cremin, 1970; Hofstadter,
1971).

While colonists established schools for themselves, missionaries undertook
the education of others. This form of education was especially important in
Spanish California, where more than 20 Catholic missions had been established
by the late 18th century. Many of these outposts made the education of native
people a focal point of activity, with special emphasis on teaching Spanish and
the Catholic catechism. The Spanish authorities believed that educated Indians
would make pliable leaders, who could act as intermediaries between the
Europeans and indigenous peoples. American Indian children selected for
schooling were separated from their families, and required to learn the tradi-
tional curriculum brought by their missionary teachers. It was a model of
obligatory education that would be utilized extensively during a later period of
American history (MacDonald, 2004).

The most important British missionary campaign was launched by the
Anglican Church. Concerned about the growth of the colonial population in the
closing years of the 17th century, a group of influential Anglicans started 
the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, or SPG, as it came
to be known. The founders of the SPG worried that God-fearing Englishmen
would drift away from the church in the relative isolation of the colonial
wilderness, or that they would fall under the influence of the dissenting groups
prevalent in the colonies, such as the Puritans, Pilgrims, and Quakers. There
were yet other religions to worry about also, with the Presbyterians and the
Catholics being the most prominent. And of course there was also the question
of non-Christian residents of the colonies: Native Americans and Africans. Over
the next eight decades, the SPG dispatched hundreds of ministers and teachers
to the New World, with the aim of “saving” the English population, and con-
verting the non-English people of the colonies to the glories of Anglican faith
(Calam, 1971).

The SPG encountered a good deal of resistance to its plan, as one might expect,
and in the end it probably accomplished relatively little in the way of conversion.
Outside the cities and large towns, its preachers and teachers found it difficult to
find sufficient numbers of Anglicans to support churches and schools. Native
Americans and Africans presented troubling educational dilemmas that proved
largely intractable in the end. Perhaps the biggest problem, however, was the
failure of the SPG to consider its mission in terms of an educational exchange
between cultures. Instead, the SPG believed its duty was one of proselytizing and
conversion. In particular, its role was to make good Anglicans of the uneducated
Native American and African (slave) populations (Cremin, 1970).

Not surprisingly, the SPG campaign of education for conversion engendered
relatively little interest on the part of Native Americans, who generally found the
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religious content of the SPG schools to be irrelevant to their interests. Slaves,
although interested in the skills to be gained in school, were often not allowed
to participate by their masters. Indeed, a slave revolt in New York was blamed
on a church school. Both groups, moreover, had their own traditions of social-
ization, and doubtless preferred to teach the children their own values, customs,
and beliefs. Thus, although the SPG did open many schools, most of them did
not last very long, and their cumulative impact was slight. The SPG probably
exerted greater influence in the area of publishing. The group printed many
books and religious tracts, and thousands of Bibles, which circulated throughout
colonial society, an effort that almost certainly reached many more people than
the schools (Calam, 1971).

However ineffective the SPG may have been as an educational force in
colonial America, it did represent a model of a different kind of educational
institution that would become more prevalent in the late 18th century: urban
charity schools like the African Free School described earlier. Often operating 
in a single classroom, sometimes in the evening or on Sundays, these schools
would serve groups that could not afford other types of schooling. As American
cities grew, especially in the years following the Revolution, this type of school-
ing became more commonplace. It is little wonder, in that case, that the
Manumission Society decided to create a charity school for the children of freed
slaves when given reports of troubling behavior in the city’s Black population.
They were drawing on a tradition in American education with deep roots in the
colonial era. It was a practice that would be put to new uses, however, in the
years to come.

Building a New Nation

It is an old axiom that political and social upheaval is often accompanied by a
transformation in education. The American Revolution, which started nearly 
a decade before the Constitution was finally drawn up, produced widespread
social and political change in British North America. The Revolution was
influenced by the ideas of such Enlightenment thinkers as John Locke and
Charles Louis Montesquieu. As stated prominently in the Declaration of
Independence, it was premised on an assumption that “all men are created
equal.” Notwithstanding the question of slavery and racial inequities, this view
of the social order held profound implications for the political future of the new
nation (Bailyn, 1967; Morgan, 1975). It also led to a number of telling changes
in the educational arrangements of colonial society.

Among the most important challenges facing the newly formed United States
of America, was establishing a system of education that would prepare its people
for citizenship in a new social and political order. The ideals of the Revolution,
informed by Enlightenment notions of equality and democratic governance,
suggested a political system of popular rule through periodic elections. This was
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a new and untried idea, however, so when the new government of the former
colonies was being debated in the 1780s, many were pessimistic about the
prospects for a truly representative form of government. The men who drafted
the Constitution included some astute students of history, and experience
suggested that republics were doomed to failure. Ancient Rome was often cited
as a prominent example. The difficulty seemed to stem from the problem of
popular control by elections. Could the common man, poorly informed and
subject to manipulation by elites, be relied on to uphold the principles of fairness
and honesty that were vital to the country’s future? Prevailing theories of
government held that the aristocracy was naturally suited to rule, even if it
needed the guidance of representative assemblies, such as the British Parliament.
The very idea of a popularly elected government, without the stabilizing
influence of a landed aristocracy, was dismissed by many contemporaries as
potentially disastrous (Brown, 1996; Tyack, 1967).

Because of these sentiments, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin, and the other
leaders of the emerging republic felt that if the new nation was to succeed,
education was essential. Voters in a representative democracy, after all, had to
be well informed, and prepared to critically assess the arguments and opinions
of the day. If democracy was to take root as a political tradition, popular
education had to become an American institution. This became a rallying cry 
of the movement to establish a government for the United States, and a point of
departure for the elite men then forging a new political culture in the former
British colonies (Cremin, 1970). The question remained, however, of whether
such a system of education could succeed in a country as large and diverse as the
United States.

A modest number of proposals and recommendations for establishing 
an educational system accompanied the Revolution. Education and schooling
became topics of discussion and debate, the subject of speeches, addresses,
articles, and pamphlets. Seven of the new state constitutions made reference to
education, and this too prompted controversy. Jefferson proposed his famous
plan for establishing publicly supported schools throughout Virginia, in a 
“Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge” in 1779, even before the
Revolution finally ended. Characteristically, he believed that widely distributed
and free schooling would lead to the rise of a “natural aristocracy” of talent and
accomplishment, which would provide leaders for the new nation. Jefferson’s
plan was never adopted, even after he reintroduced it later, but it reflected the
significance attached to education in the minds of many Revolutionary leaders
(Brown, 1989, 1996).

Among the most prominent of the advocates of a new education after the war
was Benjamin Rush, a well-known Philadelphia doctor, professor, and signatory
to the Declaration of Independence. Rush called for establishing schools across
Pennsylvania, supported by taxes and land grants, citing “fewer pillories and
whipping posts and smaller jails” among the chief benefits to society. In a
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famous statement, Rush advocated making American children into “republican
machines” through improved systems of schooling. Noah Webster, author of
the first American dictionary and speller, also advocated universal free
education to foster national unity. Webster called for schools to establish “an
inviolable attachment to their country” in the minds of children, and urged
Americans to “begin with the infant in the cradle; let the first word he lisps be
Washington” (Rudolph, 1965; Welter, 1962).

As quaint as these ideas may sound today, they represented a radical break
with the prevailing educational views and practices of colonial North America.
They stand in stark contrast, for instance, with Lord Berkeley’s utterances
against popular education a hundred years earlier. They also helped to make
education a national concern. These new proposals and others like them called
for an end to schooling as a purely localized set of practices, undertaken largely
for religious purposes or the transmission of community values. In the wake of
a political revolution, schools suddenly assumed new importance as agencies of
political socialization, even though this term—a product of 20th-century social
science—was never used at the time. National leaders believed an educated
citizenry was essential to the future. The United States has been described as the
world’s “first new nation,” and in the context of forging a new national identity,
especially during the years immediately following the revolution, the idea of
schooling gained new significance (Lipset,1979).

On the other hand, these were merely proposals offered by elite and well
educated national leaders, and the question of whether American schools would
in fact come to perform these functions was a different matter. In fact, none 
of the radical calls for new statewide or national systems of education were
adopted in this period. Schooling, after all, was largely a local matter, and most
Americans at the end of the 18th century had far more pressing concerns to
occupy their attention—such as making a living. The creation of systematically
organized, state controlled systems of public education dedicated to purposes of
mass socialization would have to wait for another generation of visionary
leaders. But a new way of thinking about schooling had been broached by the
Revolution, and yet other changes were set in motion that had a more imme-
diate impact on educational practices.

Republican Motherhood

Among the most important and underappreciated effects of the American
Revolution was its impact on the lives of colonial women. Like most early mod-
ern societies of the Western world, British North America was quite patriarchal.
Women had few publicly accorded rights inside or outside the family structure,
rarely worked outside the home (unless widowed), and usually had little formal
education. As noted earlier, statistics on literacy in the 18th century, collected
by studying signatures, indicate that the majority of women were illiterate. New
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England was an exception, as female literacy may have exceeded 60% by the late
18th century. But even there, large numbers could not read. Women, it was
widely believed, did not need to be literate, because they were not formal
members of many colonial churches, a status reserved for men, and were
expected to rely on their husbands for moral guidance and conducting business
affairs (Brown, 1989; Kerber, 1980).

But circumstances were changing. This was partly due to the liberal atmos-
phere of family life in colonial America, seen earlier in the discussion of Cotton
Mather. Women were also affected by the fact that they had been relatively few
in number through much of colonial American history, a demographic trait
typical of many colonial or frontier societies, which are usually settled first by
males. This helped to informally raise their status, because men came to value
them in light of their scarcity. Added to these factors was the impact of the Great
Awakening, with its sweeping liberalization of traditional religious views and
practices. Even if George Whitefield and other leaders of the Great Awakening
were not proponents of women’s rights, their criticisms of traditional churches
may have created more openness to women’s participation in religious life.
Developments such as these were part of a more gradual reaction against
patriarchal views and practices in colonial society, leading up to the Revolution
in the last quarter of the 18th century (Norton, 1980).

There was also evidence of changes in women’s education during the colonial
period. Lockridge noted a significant shift in female literacy, growing from 
the late 17th century through the time of the revolution. In New England, the
proportion of women able to sign their wills increased from less than a third to
nearly half in this period. Other historians have argued that these figures
underestimate the extent of female literacy there, and that it probably was
considerably higher. All of this suggests a growing openness to female learning,
and perhaps increased involvement by women in formal education (Lockridge,
1974; Perlmann, Siddali, & Whitescarver, 1997). The “dame schools” appeared
in this time frame, classes conducted by women for young children—both boys
and girls—in basic literacy skills along with lessons in morality and good
behavior. Some girls also may have been introduced to domestic arts, sewing,
embroidery and the like, and manners in special schools, particularly in the
larger towns and cities. As the number of schools increased in more commer-
cially developed parts of the countryside, new opportunities for women’s
education appeared there also. For example, girls were allowed to attend the
short summer sessions in New England schools during the late 18th century.
This may account for some of the observed improvements in literacy, along with
greater openness to women’s involvement in religious affairs (Perlmann &
Margo, 2001; Sklar, 1993).

Historians suggest, however, that even more sweeping events affected
colonial women with the advent of the Revolution. This was due in part to the
disruptions of daily life that usually accompany war. Many women, for instance,
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found themselves alone when their husbands left or were killed in the conflict.
As a consequence, women ran businesses and conducted household affairs in
their absence, or longer in the case of those who became widows. They nego-
tiated contracts, paid debts (often without prior knowledge of their existence),
managed employees, and conducted correspondence (despite poor literary
skills). In short, women were required to fill a variety of male roles, and, in doing
this, they implicitly—and sometimes explicitly—highlighted the question of
female capabilities (Kerber, 1980; Norton, 1980).

Beyond the upheaval in gender roles occasioned by the war, there was the
ideological impact of the Revolution, especially its broadly egalitarian rhetoric
and Enlightenment intellectual roots. The words “all men are created equal” in
the Declaration of Independence, after all, inevitably raised the question of
women’s status too. Abigail Adams urged her husband John, “do not forget the
ladies,” and leaders began to weigh the roles of women in the emerging social
order (Norton, 1980). Even though the weight of popular opinion probably 
did not change much regarding differences between men and women, the pos-
sibility that women deserved more rights and greater social recognition became
a subject of wider debate. The late 18th century also saw the development of a
nascent movement for women’s rights internationally. This was the era of Mary
Wollstonecraft’s call for women’s equality, and other treatises on equality of the
sexes. A new view of women’s status was emerging (Rendall, 1985).

There was a shift in thinking about women’s education as well, even if it 
was largely unrelated to more radical propositions for women’s rights.
Revolutionary leaders, faced with the question of educating citizens for the new
republic, came to view American women as a vital resource. Benjamin Rush
probably was the best known proponent of women’s education following 
the revolution, but there were many others as well. The reasoning was
straightforward: If children needed to be trained in the virtues of republican
government, the task of early education would fall to their mothers. Hence it
followed that American women had to be educated, at least enough to read,
write, and teach their children moral precepts and principles of American
democracy. This is a view of female roles that historians have labeled “republican
motherhood,” and it became the rationale behind a surge of interest in women’s
schooling during the later decades of the 18th century (Brown, 1989; Kerber,
1980).

Benjamin Rush’s celebrated “Female Academy” in Philadelphia was only one
of perhaps scores of similar institutions established in the United States in the
decades following the Revolution. Unlike Rush’s school, however, many others
apparently were coeducational. These schools were not large, and many of them
probably only lasted a short time. But the very fact of their existence pointed to
a new set of attitudes about women’s education. These institutions generally did
not teach the classical languages, the curriculum of the era’s more prestigious
male academies. Instead, they typically offered a course in literature, history,
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languages, and the “domestic arts,” subjects deemed appropriate for young
ladies (Woody, 1929). These were also subjects well suited for preparing women
for the task of educating their own children, particularly their sons, and rearing
them for citizenship in the new republican social order. Thus the new female
role of “republican motherhood” was ultimately quite conservative, and was 
tied more closely to the theme of nation building than to ideas of women’s
liberation. At the same time, however, it marked a radical break with the status
of previous generations of women, and set the stage for yet other developments
in the history of American education (Nash, 2001).

The movement to establish schools for women in the closing years of the 18th
century was important, but it would be wrong to suggest that it represented a
change in the experiences of most American women. These small and largely
ephemeral academies, despite their numbers, could educate just a tiny fraction
of the female population. As noted earlier, even in New England women
probably attended school only during the summer sessions, and elsewhere few
women attended any kind of school at all. In a largely agricultural society, where
wealth was accumulated slowly and through painstaking effort, it is hardly
surprising that relatively little energy was devoted to women’s schooling. Yet the
idea that women should be educated, once broached, would prove impossible
to suppress for long. In the years to come, it would have a transforming effect
on the development of the nation’s school system (Nash, 2005).

Education and Social Change in Colonial America

There can be little doubt that British colonial society evolved significantly during
the 17th and 18th centuries. As noted earlier, this was partly due to simple popu-
lation growth; new patterns of behavior appeared as the numbers of Europeans
multiplied more than threefold in the century prior to the Revolution. But there
were other forces at play too. The value of land increased and the volume of
trade surged forward, fostered by an expansive capitalistic ethic that eventually
eclipsed the religious and cultural conservatism of the original settlers. This was
a gradual process of change, but it was punctuated by such dramatic events as
the Great Awakening and the Revolutionary War. British North America
remained preindustrial and rural in character, but change was inexorable. By 
the end of the 18th century, many aspects of an emerging national culture,
embracing values of individualism and self-determination, were beginning to be
evident. Colonial society was giving way to what is known today as America.

This was not an easy process. It entailed displacement of the Native American
population and the movement of millions across the Atlantic to the “New
World.” As many as a fifth of these people were Africans, the vast majority slaves.
Many Europeans, moreover, worked as indentured servants, often with little
realistic prospect of freedom. In other parts of North America, Spanish settle-
ments maintained the interests of the Spanish Crown and the Catholic Church,
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providing land to favored noblemen and missions, and ruling the native
population with veiled despotism. Despite its growth and relative prosperity, in
that case, colonial society was marked everywhere by great inequity. This too
would become a telling characteristic of American life.

For most of this period, education played a minor role in the transformation
of colonial society. Schools were small and usually reinforced traditional values,
and they touched the lives of a fraction of the colonial population. The various
avenues of informal education that existed at the time, ranging from apprentice-
ship to literary circles, may have done more to transmit essential skills than the
schools.

The biggest changes in colonial society, however, came with the approach of
the Revolution. The movement to sever ties with England, culminating in the
Declaration of Independence and the war that followed, gave birth to a new
republican sensibility in British North America, a development with enormous
implications for education. In the ferment to establish a new nation on prin-
ciples of popular rule and representative government, great significance was
attached to education as an instrument of political socialization. At the same
time, the purview of popular education was widened to include women and
certain members of racial minority groups, even if such changes were isolated
and episodic. A new vision of civil society was emerging, albeit in fits and starts,
one holding great moment for the future of American schooling.
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Emergence of a Modern School System

The 19th Century

The dawn of a new century in 1800 was a momentous time in the United States.
The new nation was brimming with energy and plans for the future as its citizens
contemplated the vast continent they were settling. It was a land of great natural
wealth, and immense challenges too. The decades to follow marked a time of
important transitions in the development of American society, and the history
of American education. The United States expanded across North America, and
national systems of transportation and communication began to take shape.
This period also saw the creation of state-supervised systems of public edu-
cation, beginning with common (or primary) schools and eventually extending
to high schools and universities. The reach of formal education expanded
considerably as a result, with greater numbers attending school for ever longer
periods of time.

Perhaps the most basic changes in 19th-century America were economic and
social: It was a time of manufacturing growth and urbanization. This era
brought the Industrial Revolution to the United States, a development that
started decades earlier in Britain. As suggested in the book’s Introduction, there
were important links between industrialization and the evolution of American
schools. Economic development contributed to the expansion and improve-
ment of education; as income grew and the economy became more complex,
people attached greater value to schooling. Industry also provided important
models for the growing school system. Like most forward thinking Americans
of their day, school leaders were impressed by the power and efficiency of early
factories, and they proclaimed the virtues of a disciplined and orderly workforce.

Industrialization stimulated sweeping social change, and this too influenced
the development of schooling. Educators worried about the immigrants that
industrial growth attracted to American cities, and they designed institutions to
prepare children for changing work roles and citizenship. Guided by an emer-
gent ideology of Protestantism and republicanism, these reformers sought to
utilize schooling to impart traditional values. Poverty also became a big prob-
lem in rapidly expanding cities. Urbanization and growing inequity brought
considerable uncertainty, and many Americans started worrying about main-
taining social order and stability. This made some cling even more anxiously to
the beliefs and practices of an earlier era, and it sharpened debates over the

2
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future course of education in this young, rapidly evolving society. With this a
foundation for the nation’s modern school system was established.

The 19th century was also a time of ferment in American culture. It was
marked by lively debates over questions of child-rearing and how best to educate
children both in and out of school. Gradually, the attitudes and practices of
earlier times, emphasizing tradition and authority, gave way to more liberal
views of education and the rights of children. But the process of change was slow
and halting. The newly created American republic was large, and was under-
going rapid—if uneven—social and economic development. Old ways died
hard, and new ones struggled to gain acceptance.
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FOCAL POINT: PARENTS AND CHILDREN 
IN AN AGE OF TRANSITION

No matter the period, ideas about schooling are inevitably influenced
by social norms and expectations regarding children. This is an impor-
tant aspect of ideology as it has affected education. Schools, after all,
came to comprise an important element in the experiences of children.
It stands to reason that these institutions would exhibit many of the
same concerns that affected parents and other adults interested in the
growth and behavior of children. Looking at debates about child-rearing
in the 19th century can thus reveal much about the ideological context
of American education during its formative years.

American parents faced a dilemma in the early 19th century. Living
in a society imbued with an ideology of freedom and principles of
democracy, many were reluctant to employ harsh forms of compulsion
in raising their children. “It is a most wretched and coarse barbarity that
turns the house into a penitentiary,” declared the minister Horace
Bushnell in 1849. “Where the management is right in other respects,”
he added, “punishment will be very seldom needed.” Bushnell and 
like-minded writers believed it the duty of parents to demonstrate to
children the virtue of good behavior and the advantages of conforming
to social norms. Love and affection were prescribed as the means to 
a happy and upright childhood; the way to a child’s spirit was through
the heart, not through fright or retribution. The will of the child was not
to be broken (Fass & Mason, 2000). Rather, it was to be guided and
shaped, and for that to occur the child must freely accept compliance.
Physical punishment and coercion presented the dangers of resentment
and bitterness, without the benefit of reformed attitudes or habits.

On the other hand, parents also worried that offering children too
much choice risked youthful indiscretion or even ruin, not to mention
the danger of self-indulgence and irresponsibility. The challenge was
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persuading them to willingly consent to the constraints of responsible
behavior, and to the ideal of republican responsibility and self-
government. In scores of advice books and manuals, parents were
instructed to develop such strong ties of fondness and care that the
mere possibility of disapproval would discourage misbehavior. “The
love of his parent and his Maker should be the leading strings of a
child,” wrote one author, “and the fear of losing it a sufficient motive
to deter them from evil.” Constraint was ever present, but it was best
expressed in the gentle but firm dispensation of approval and accep-
tance from adults, especially parents. The key to raising responsible
and successful offspring was love harnessed in the service of proper
socialization. In the end, the reasoning went, it would lead children to
freely accept the correct path (Block, 2012). 

The practice of withholding affection as a form of control became
more visible in American child-rearing as a result of such beliefs.
Popular children’s novels featured scenes of boys and girls suffering
disapproval or mild reprimand, being sent to a remote room or corner
of the house to dwell upon their misconduct. In one such account, the
writer Jacob Abbott’s young character Rollo was forced to eat a supper
of plain bread, sitting on the back stairs, for being “an undutiful son.”
Poor Rollo reflected on his behavior while the family enjoyed a sump-
tuous dinner, an experience that steeled his resolve to “never be
unfaithful in his work again” (Abbott, 1855; Kaestle, 1983). In Abbott’s
account, it was parental disapproval that stung most, although missing
some appetizing apple pie hurt too. The reader soon learns that the
lesson had struck home, and “in the course of a month Rollo became
quite a faithful and efficient little workman,” finally learning the
satisfaction to be gained from a job well done.

Writing about these measures was one thing, of course, but actually
practicing them was another, and the question of willful children turned
out to be especially difficult. It was unlikely that most parents suc-
ceeded in conveying lessons as easily as Abbott or Bushnell implied,
and controversy sometimes erupted in attempts to exercise such con-
straints. A telling case concerned Francis Wayland, president of Brown
University and author of popular textbooks on ethics and politics. In
1831, he published an anonymous letter in a local Baptist newspaper
about an incident with his son, Heman (McLoughlin, 1975/1985). It is
revealing because Wayland both described his course of action and
attempted to justify it on religious grounds. It provides a rare glimpse
into the thinking of an educated American parent concerned with the
proper upbringing of a child, not unlike the example of Rollo above but
more extreme.
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The episode occurred when Heman was just 15 months of age
(terms in quotations are Wayland’s own). Wayland described his son
as unusually “self-willed,” with a quick temper. One morning when
Wayland took the boy from his nurse, Heman began to cry “violently.”
Determined not to let the child have his way, Wayland held him until 
he stopped, and took away a piece of bread the boy clutched in his
hand. When Heman stopped crying, Wayland offered the bread but the
child threw it down. Wayland then resolved that Heman would not eat
until he accepted food from his father and voluntarily welcomed his
affection. Moreover, he was to be restricted from contact with other
members of the household. Thus began a test of wills that would last
more than 30 hours.

Heman was kept in a room by himself, only to be allowed food when
he accepted it from his father. When Heman took the bread but refused
to embrace his father, the food was taken back. The boy was obstinate
throughout the first day, despite Wayland’s regular visits, “every hour
or two,” and his speaking “in the kindest tones.” Wayland described
the boy “hiding his face in the bedclothes” and crying “most sorrow-
fully,” but he refused to approach or embrace his father. Finally, in the
late afternoon of the second day, young Heman relented, after nearly
two days without eating. In the end he “repeatedly kissed” his father
and “obeyed his every command.”

Wayland clearly believed that his approach in this case was appro-
priate, perhaps even exemplary, and wrote about it as a lesson to
others. In justifying his actions, Wayland reasoned that if he had not
confronted the child’s will, “I must have obliged my whole family to have
conformed in all their arrangements to his wishes.” He noted that
Heman’s disposition toward other members of the household also
changed as a result of the incident. Describing Heman as now “mild
and obedient,” he commented approvingly that “my whole family has
been restored to order.” In drawing principles from the incident he
declared, “there can be no greater cruelty than to suffer a child to grow
up with an unsubdued temper” (McLoughlin, 1975/1985). Wayland
believed he had performed a great service, both to Heman and to
society at large, and he wrote to provide a lesson to other parents. And
he did so without using corporal punishment, outwardly exhibiting
warmth and affection.

The incident reflects a set of attitudes about parental responsibility
and child development that were commonplace among Protestants.
Willfulness in children was often considered a special kind of vice,
parallel if not equivalent to original sin, and critical to overcome by
learning obedience and respect for authority. The child-rearing stories
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and advice books of the age warned of children disregarding their
parents, or engaging in self-centered behavior. The purpose of disci-
pline was to teach a particular kind of self-control and conformity to the
expectations of adults. Such children ran the danger of becoming poor
citizens, adults who ignored the rules of society and religion. Making
the young conform to adult expectations was seen as being in their
best interests, and representing the best possible course for society
as well (Kaestle, 1983; Mintz & Kellogg, 1988). The trick was to accom-
plish this without resorting to retribution or coercion, to allow children
to choose the proper course of behavior.

It is important to bear in mind that Francis Wayland probably was not
a typical American parent. He held intense religious convictions, and
as an educator was accustomed to exerting authority over the young.
He seized on the use of food as an opportunity for confronting Heman’s
temper, even if he did not anticipate the ordeal that ensued. Although
Wayland’s account of the episode was published, not everyone thought
it an example of good parenting. A second local newspaper published
two responses criticizing the course of action described in Wayland’s
letter, one characterizing it as starving an “infant boy . . . into a state
of passive obedience” (McLoughlin, 1975/1985). Even in the 19th
century, not all agreed with adult domination of children and the need
for curbing the “willfulness” of their spirits. As suggested above, many
parental advice books of the era cautioned against breaking the spirit
of young children, instead urging that natural playfulness and curiosity
be nurtured and allowed to flourish. But few questioned the need for
children to respect their parents and ultimately to adhere to paternal
authority (Wishy, 1967).

There can be little doubt that the case of young Heman Wayland
represented traditional American conventions about children and
education, despite the severity of his father’s didactic mode. Most
Americans at the time certainly would have agreed with the proposition
that children must obey adults, and should learn self-control at an early
age. Many would have imparted such lessons quickly and harshly with
one form or another of corporal punishment, a course of action Francis
Wayland pointedly rejected, in conformity with Bushnell and other
writers. The belief that children should be taught obedience and respect
for authority clearly dominated much of American education. It was
telling in this regard that Wayland’s critics compared his actions to
those of schoolmasters accused of flogging their pupils, yet another
point of controversy in the 19th century. Wayland surely disagreed with
this analogy, as he emphasized the gentle demeanor with which he
administered his treatment of Heman. Moreover, his principal objective
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An Age of Expansion

The 19th century was a time of national extension, as the United States spread
across the North American continent. It was also an era of accelerating change
in the economy and social structure. Industrialization took root, along with the
manifold social changes associated with it. As the volume of goods and income
increased rapidly, extremes of wealth and poverty widened. In sheer numbers,
the population grew geometrically, increasing from 5.3 million to about 75
million over the span of the century. The English-speaking populace extended
west, establishing new towns and cities, and eventually counties and states.
Geographically, the continental United States came to assume its now familiar
shape, forming one of the largest nations in the world. Even more significantly,
this territory was rapidly filling with fresh waves of settlers and came to represent
an expansive network of markets, and thus a powerful inducement to the
development of industry. By the end of the 1800s, the United States was no
longer a slender string of settlements extending along the Atlantic coastline;
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was to have the boy acknowledge his affection. Few educators would
have disagreed with this purpose. Critical commentaries about such
abusive masters notwithstanding, most schools upheld adult authority
as vital and the importance of children’s compliance before all else,
however it was conveyed (Finkelstein, 1989; Hogan, 1990).

Social theorists since Max Weber have suggested that the ability to
exercise self-control, to repress one’s emotions and desires, was a key
component of the development of capitalism. This is one reason why
pietistic Protestantism such as Wayland’s is thought to be a foundation
stone of modern society. Good capitalists, after all, did not dispense
their riches by following base impulses; they saved and reinvested
them to advance the greater glory of Protestant civilization. Francis
Wayland, in addition to restoring order to his own household, was
teaching young Heman to exercise restraint, to control his feelings, and
to heed the influence of virtuous adults in his life. And it appears to
have worked, as Heman grew up admiring his father, following in his
footsteps and becoming a college president. These were the lessons
of middle-class American child-rearing in the 19th century, however 
they might be imparted, and they were the ideological wellsprings of
much of the nation’s formal system of schooling. The ethic of improve-
ment through self-control and devotion to work, conveyed through a
systematic process of socialization in family life, contributed to the
development of American education and to economic growth (Greven,
1977; Rodgers, 1978).
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instead, it was the largest economy and perhaps the most powerful nation in the
world (Brownlee, 1979).

Even with these developments, industrialization did not occur overnight.
Factories capable of manufacturing vast quantities of goods needed access to
markets for the sale of products. They also required manpower, eventually in
large numbers. The United States was a big country and its population was
widely dispersed, often making labor a scarce commodity. At the start of the
industrial age American cities were small and most people lived in the country-
side. The development of a national transportation network was a necessary
precondition to industrialization, a means of moving products and people. This
would become the infrastructure for developing national markets, both for
goods and for labor (Cochran, 1981).

The creation of this network was a principal task of the early 19th century. It
was an age of large-scale projects, building roadways, canals, and eventually
railroads to link the cities and regions of the country together. Historians have
variously dubbed this period the “transportation revolution” or the “market
revolution” (Sellers, 1991; Taylor, 1968). In either case, it was a time when the
distances separating places seemed to shrink. It became easier to travel, and
more important, goods produced in particular locations became more widely
available everywhere.

Improved transportation held important implications for social and political
life as well. News and information traveled with people and merchandise, 
and hence were communicated more effectively. Political parties could wage
national campaigns more easily, and public figures could travel widely to
promulgate political or religious views. With a growing network of roads, canals
and railroads, a national consciousness of shared concerns and values emerged,
spurred by political debates and foreign conflicts, such as the War of 1812.
Disputes over territorial expansion and the divisive question of slavery also con-
tributed to this. People were less preoccupied with local issues, even if everyday
problems remained important. A shared set of concerns gave new meaning 
to the term American as a source of identity and pride. The transportation
revolution helped to hasten the evolution of a national character (Sellers, 1991).

The development of this infrastructure picked up the pace of economic life
and contributed to industrial growth. Access to markets made the building of
factories, already widespread in Britain, a practical step in the United States. As
it became cheaper to transport merchandise, economies of scale reduced prices
for ever larger quantities of manufactured goods. Starting with the New England
textile industry in the 1830s and 1840s, industrial growth extended well into the
following century. Between 1820 and 1860 the volume of cotton cloth produced
annually in New England mills increased from less than 14,000 yards to nearly
a million. And the pace of change increased even faster after the Civil War.
Between 1860 and the turn of the century, the value of manufactured products
jumped nearly eightfold, from less than $900 million to more than $6 billion,
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without inflation. Textiles continued to be important, but new industries
eventually led the advance, particularly iron and steel, paper, petroleum and
chemicals, machine tools, and the processing of agricultural products, especially
meat (Brownlee, 1979).

Over the course of the 19th century, manufacturing grew from less than 5%
of the gross national product to more than half. This led to an unprecedented
expansion of the economy, with the volume of manufactured goods growing
more than four times faster than the nation’s population. Per capita income, 
a figure that included children, increased at a similar rate. The impact of 
these changes was uneven, yielding great fortunes for some and severe poverty
and deprivation for others. At the same time, however, it contributed to the
prosperity of other Americans by helping them acquire a widening array of
commodities (Dalzell, 1987). The foundation of what often is described today
as the American way of life was established with industrialization.

The growing wealth produced during this period was accumulated at
considerable cost. The rise of the factory system meant a loss of autonomy and
independence for many workers. It also contributed to a devaluing of profi-
ciency, replacing skilled labor with machines. Apprenticeship, long integral to
the education of American youth, especially boys, gradually disappeared. As the
scale of industrial production increased, thousands of workers and their families
crowded together in drab factory towns or industrial cities, often living in
conditions described as miserable. Beginning in the 1840s and escalating quickly
after the Civil War, millions of European immigrants came to the United States,
many seeking jobs in the burgeoning industrial economy. Industrialization
appeared to have produced a new class of unskilled, impoverished workers, and
a high degree of cultural and social diversity. Cities and towns grew larger and
dingier; even the countryside was changed, as mechanized farming and large-
scale agriculture slowly became more commonplace. The Industrial Revolution
altered the face of America, but not everyone felt it was a change for the better
(Laurie, 1997).

Industry, Cities, and Education

Even if many did not recognize it at the time, the impact of economic develop-
ment on education was pervasive. Schooling became an increasingly significant
social issue as the industrial revolution unfolded. The nation’s total investment
in education grew dramatically, as larger segments of the population attended
school for greater lengths of time. Economic historian Albert Fishlow estimated
that the average American received just 210 days of formal education in a
lifetime in 1800. By 1850 that figure had more than doubled and by 1900 it had
jumped to 1,050 days, about half of what it would be in 2000. Because these
figures represent averages, it is important to note that some children, especially
the well-to-do, received more schooling than this, while others got considerably
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less (Fishlow, 1966a). In the course of these changes, however, formal education
began to assume the familiar dimensions of school experiences as they are
known today.

Apart from the sheer quantity of education, the character of school began to
change as well. For many children, especially in cities and towns, schools became
associated with preparation for life, and for work in particular. This is not to say
that education became vocationalized, or focused on training for specific occu-
pations, even if attention to preparation for employment increased a good deal.
Rather, schooling increasingly was directed at cultivating proper “habits” of
industriousness and responsibility, along with basic skills of literacy, numerical
calculation, and knowledge of history, geography, and other subjects. This was
education for citizenship, but it was also preparation for the emerging industrial
order, a society increasingly marked by social and economic distinctions and the
rule of the clock and efficiency. It was only in the latter 19th century that
vocational education became a concern of educators interested in preparing
workers for various industries. Prior to that, industrialization provided a milieu
for educational development, and perhaps some organizational models. If the
19th century was the age of the factory, the school became a parallel institution
concerned with preparation for industrial life (Nasaw, 1979).

It would be wrong to assume, however, that there was a direct and immediate
relationship between the rise of factories and the development of schools. In
many instances, the advent of industrialization meant fewer children attended
school in factory towns. Early industrialists were interested in reducing costs,
and it was not unusual to recruit child labor, especially in the Northeast and
South. In these instances the factory became a school by default, even if the
lessons taught were quite harsh. Although some states had laws requiring factory
owners to provide instruction in reading and other subjects, such measures were
often honored in the breach. When factories did not hire young children they
drew numbers of teenagers and young adults, both male and female. These
youthful workers had the strength and stamina of adults, often with a willingness
to work for lower wages. Work in factories with few skill requirements created
an alluring alternative to school. The immediate and direct effect of industrial
development, consequently, may have been to reduce educational attainment
for children in these settings, typically the offspring of poor industrial workers
who found factory wages suitable (Faler, 1981; Thernstrom, 1964).

In other respects, however, there was a tangible connection between the
growth of the factory as an institution and the evolution of schools. Many 19th-
century leaders were fascinated by industrial development, and viewed it quite
differently from struggling workers. The factory was seen as an engineering
marvel, a wonder of efficiency and practical ingenuity. Some even suggested that
it offered visions of an ideal social order, premised on technological innovation
and an efficient division of labor. Exemplars of enlightened manufacturing
enterprise existed outside the cities, and many believed it possible to build
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factories that were clean and even morally uplifting. The famous textile mills of
Lowell were perhaps the best known case of this, and their workforce of seem-
ingly demure young women seemed to suggest that industrial employment
could be made wholesome. As industry expanded, however, and the demand 
for labor increased, conditions deteriorated. When larger numbers of poor
immigrants came to dominate the labor force, the character of even the most
idealistic experiments changed dramatically (Dawley, 1976; Dublin, 1979; Marx,
1964).

Other reformers rejected the idea of industry altogether, and attempted to
establish ideal agrarian societies in isolated communities, far removed in the
countryside. The best known such communal experiment was Robert Owen’s
socialist cooperative in Indiana, called New Harmony. Established on principles
of shared work and property, and an education system predicated on perform-
ing useful tasks without imposing discipline, New Harmony was a challenge to
the emerging industrial order. Its practice of schooling was equally radical.
Drawing on the work of European educational theorists, Owen and his followers
were sharply critical of existing schools. Unfortunately, Owen’s idealism did 
not insure the success of New Harmony, and the venture ended amid acrimony
and misunderstanding. Although other communal experiments persisted con-
siderably longer, they exerted little influence on the larger process of social
development or the educational system (Kaestle, 1983; Tyler, 1962).

Despite questions raised by Owen and other critics, many educators believed
that industrial development represented the future. As historian David Tyack
(1974) has observed, “the division of labor in the factory, the punctuality of the
railroad, the chain of command and coordination in modern businesses . . .
aroused a sense of wonder and excitement in the men and women seeking to
systematize the schools” (p. 28) With little direct experience in industry, after
all, it was relatively easy to focus on its virtues. To reformers, like other middle-
and upper-class observers, manufacturing was a marvel of rationality, efficacy,
and speed. Workers were required to conform to the demands of production, to
be prompt, to follow orders, and occasionally to solve problems encountered on
the factory floor. In other words, they needed self-discipline and attentiveness,
along with deference for authority. Such expectations appealed to the Protestant
values of early school reformers. They sought similar goals for children, claiming
outright in many instances that the school’s duty was to prepare students for the
demands of the emerging industrial order. Even as some factory owners pulled
children away from schools, many educators emulated the industrial system as
a model for their new organizations. It was a powerful metaphor for the future
social order (Kasson, 1999; Pollard, 1965; Vinovskis, 1970).

As noted in Chapter 1, the industrial revolution was also accompanied by
rapid urbanization. The poet Carl Sandburg once quipped that America grew
up in the country and moved to the city. This was true of most American history,
but it was especially relevant to the 19th century. In 1800 fewer than one in 50

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

66 • The 19th Century

Education-01-c.qxd  14/5/12  10:28  Page 66

T&F rev proofs - 14.05.2012



Americans lived in towns or cities; by the end of the century the number
approached 40%. Industrialization was a major part of this story. Cities had
been established and prospered during colonial times as nodal points of trade
and services, but their growth accelerated with the onset of industrial devel-
opment. Many cities became centers of manufacturing and processing points for
agricultural products, while others became distribution hubs for finished
products. The new urban industrial economy attracted millions of workers from
the countryside and across the Atlantic, prompting unprecedented growth in
major cities. Successive waves of immigration were tied directly to the demand
for industrial labor (Pred, 1966; Sharpless, 1977).

It was in the cities that the social impact of industrialization was most readily
evident. The population of leading cities surged in the 19th century. Starting
with fewer than 50,000 in 1800, New York became the first American city to
surpass a million by 1860. Others such as Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and
Cincinnati grew nearly as fast, along with ports in the South and West. With
immigration, the cities also became increasingly diverse socially and culturally
(Blumin, 1976; Chudacoff, 1975; Ward, 1975).

As cities grew, a host of institutions were established to cope with new social
problems. Poorhouses, asylums, police departments, and jails appeared.
Questions of poverty and destitution, crime and social conflict, along with
greater cultural variety, seemed to call for institutional responses. Education was
also viewed in this light. Although not a new institution, the school did take on
added social functions. In petitioning the city council for public support in 1828,
for instance, a group of New York educational philanthropists declared that
better schools were necessary to forestall the need for more prisons. In their
view, schools were a vital necessity in the campaign to assure social stability.
Similar arguments were made in other cities. For these leaders, schooling was 
a means of collective restraint, preventing youth from embarking on lives of
crime and deviance. In conjunction with such problems as poverty and criminal
behavior, the urban centers gave rise to important changes in American schools.
It is fair to say that the cities, particularly larger ones, were incubators of
innovation in education, but a peculiar form of it: schooling to foster social
order and control (Boyer, 1978; Mohl, 1971; Schultz, 1973).

Among the earliest publicly supported, non-church schools in 19th-century
cities were “charity schools,” specifically designated for poor children. Similar
to the New York African Free School established in the 1780s, these institutions
aimed to impart acceptable norms of behavior along with basic lessons in
literacy, mathematics, and other subjects. Started by civic-minded elites, much
like the Manumission Society, the schools started on a small scale but eventually
were turned over to boards of education or similar public bodies. By the mid-
1800s most large cities possessed the rudiments of a public school system, many
of them having started with privately sponsored charity institutions. With its
New England roots, Boston boasted the most venerable public schools, but New
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York and Philadelphia also developed large-scale systems in the early 19th
century (Boyer, 1978; Kaestle, 1973a). Other cities followed suit.

Given the problems they faced, it is little wonder that urban centers became
incubators of educational change. It was in the larger cities that one of the 
first comprehensive methods of school organization was adopted: Lancastrian
education. Joseph Lancaster was an English schoolmaster who perfected a
system for organizing schools efficiently and inexpensively. Lancaster posited
that a single teacher could oversee large numbers of children by using older
students as “monitors,” or teaching assistants, to oversee the lessons of their
classmates. Because the knowledge of these youth was quite limited, most of the
“instruction” consisted of “dictation,” wherein the monitors pronounced
words, phrases, or numerical problems to be written en masse by students and
inspected for accuracy. Monitors also listened while children recited reading
selections or presented answers to exercises (Kaestle, 1973b).

In employing these methods, the Lancastrian system demanded strict disci-
pline and order among students. Monitors, consequently, often did little more
than insure quiet while recitations and reports were delivered. Students were
given medals or other minor prizes for achievement, and the resulting com-
petition provided motivation and another means of pinpointing errors, as peers
monitored one another. With students divided into “classes” supervised by a
small number of monitors, a single adult was capable of conducting a school
with hundreds of children spanning many ages. It was a system well suited to 
the demands of rapidly growing cities and the low budgets of charity school
sponsors.

Lancastrian education was also well adapted to demands of the industrial 
age. Preoccupied with order and efficiency, highly structured routines and
uniformity of expectations, these schools represented a factory-like approach to
education. This, of course, heightened their appeal among certain reformers,
who believed Lancaster’s approach promised to teach poor children proper
habits of behavior, and respect for order and discipline. Making children famil-
iar with the routine and drill of daily recitations and exercises also promised to
ready them for life in new work settings, where tasks were often repetitive and
demanded tolerance for monotony. These schools also taught punctuality 
and respect for authority, attributes deemed important in an age when fewer
children were likely to become independent artisans or masters in a trade. If the
factory and the industrial city were the heralds of a new era, Lancastrian schools
for the poor were institutions well suited to the future (Hogan, 1989, 1992;
Mohl, 1971).

Lancaster’s system was adopted in many urban school systems, including
New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and other
large cities. Most such schools were not publicly supported at first; instead,
philanthropists interested in improving the poor and addressing problems of
poverty, crime, and disorder sponsored them. The New York Free School
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Society was one such organization, chartered in 1805 and numbering many of
the same men who had formed the Manumission Society two decades earlier.
This group employed Lancaster’s approach in its schools almost from the start,
and helped to promulgate its virtues to education groups elsewhere. About five
years later, the Manumission Society hired an English schoolmaster, Charles
Andrews, to utilize Lancastrian methods in the African Free Schools as well.
Such prompt adaptation of the system to a variety of different schools was
symptomatic of its popularity among urban school leaders (Kaestle, 1973b;
Rury, 1983).

The adoption of Lancastrian schools continued through the first decades of
the 19th century. When Joseph Lancaster came to the United States in 1818 he
was greeted with acclamation and even spoke before Congress. A runaway New
York horse cart killed him during another visit in 1838, just as his method of
school organization approached its peak of popularity. It soon came under
criticism from a number of sources, and by the mid-century it had decidedly
fallen out of favor. Even so, the reform preoccupation with order and routine
remained important in big city schools long after Lancaster’s method of
monitorial instruction was a distant memory. As new generations of poor and
unruly children poured into city classrooms, the basic purposes of urban
education changed little, even if methods of instruction evolved gradually
(Boyer, 1978; Kaestle, 1983).

Charity institutions usually were primary (or elementary) schools, but it was
also in the 19th century that secondary or high schools became commonplace.
These too were a largely urban phenomenon, as a population base was required
to provide students for such advanced instruction. The Boston Latin School was
the first secondary institution in the New World, starting about a decade before
Harvard, even though the modern concept of “secondary education” (between
primary schools and colleges) hardly existed then. Public high schools appeared
much later. Because private tutoring and tuition-based academies prepared
young men for college and few occupations required such instruction, there was
relatively little demand for high schools until well after the Revolution. When
these schools finally appeared, however, they soon became the leading form of
education beyond the primary level. Beginning in 1821, with the first Boston
high school (distinct from a grammar school or academy), American secondary
schools prepared students for a host of commercial and educational purposes.
Although attendance was small at first, high schools eventually became one of
the most significant educational developments of the 19th century (Reese,
1995). The growth of secondary education is discussed in greater detail later.

The most important educational changes of the early 19th century, however,
concerned the common school, the primary or elementary institution that
became a symbol of American education. Urbanization and economic devel-
opment helped to spawn a movement to improve the common schools and
expand their purview. But the rise of urban industrial society also spurred the
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appearance of other institutions to assist in the process of economic growth and
social differentiation. These included public agencies for building and main-
taining the transportation system, for managing natural resources and industrial
waste, and for prisons, asylums, and similar institutions. These all were endorsed
and supported by the modernizing segment of society, middle-class social
reformers (Boyer, 1978).

The spread of school reform beyond the cities was also enhanced by the
growth of political parties, particularly those advocating national development
through enhancing the institutional infrastructure. The early 19th century was
a time of growing electoral participation in the nation’s political system.
Although the vote was still limited to white males, it was liberally extended to
members of virtually all social classes. In light of these changes, politics was
becoming an increasingly important aspect of life. Reformers, consequently,
often worked through the major political parties then taking shape, and the
corresponding state and local organizations. In terms of their general affiliation,
these individuals were usually linked to the Whig Party, or later with the
Republican Party. These groups were a driving force behind the development of
common school reform. They found support in working-men’s parties and early
labor organizations in cities, long-time advocates of free public schools. But
most reformers were middle class in status, and animated by visions of a more
perfect republican social order. It is possible to think of them as modernizers,
helping to build the institutions so familiar today. They faced a daunting task in
the early 1800s, for there was considerable resistance to these efforts. Despite
their lofty goals, the process of building a coherent and uniform system of
schools was marked by much uncertainty (Kaestle, 1983; Kaestle & Vinovskis,
1980).

A Gradual Transformation: Education in the Countryside

Not everyone agreed that schools should change, or that new institutions were
necessary. There was opposition to industrialism and the institution-building
activities of reformers throughout the 19th century. This may seem surprising
today, when modern social institutions appear quite natural, as though they
always existed. But 19th-century society was in a state of transition. Although
industrial development was the engine of change, most people remained rural
and agrarian, remote from the cities and industrial development. Consequently,
many were uncomfortable with the changes that industrialization entailed.
Historian Charles Sellers has described this large segment of 19th-century
America as a “subsistence” society, one largely outside the rapidly growing
national economy and the “market revolution” (Sellers, 1991).

People living in rural social settings were generally self-sufficient, although
they were drawn inexorably into the larger economy as time passed. As a general
proposition, many were suspicious of the urbanite champions of industrial
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development and the institution builders who sought to transform and
“improve” the nation. They wanted to keep taxes low and preserve the way of
life they had established, or that their forefathers had started earlier. While not
opposed to education, these people were hardly champions of a new and
improved system of schooling, and this was a source of discord over reform. In
broad terms, the heart of the matter was this: Would education be an instrument
of social and economic development, or would it remain a prerogative of
individual families and local authorities? For the locals, it served personal tastes
for improvement and literacy, and provided an introduction to Protestant
values. Reformers approved of this, but wanted the schools to do more (Cremin,
1951; Graham, 1974; Sellers, 1991).

The answer to this question was by no means certain at the time, and its terms
of debate were not always clear either. In comparison to today, formal schooling
did not occupy much of people’s lives, and their futures did not depend on
educational credentials. Most made a living, and developed careers, in one line
of work or another without reference to education or prescribed training.
Money spent on education, although high in comparison to other nations, was
well below the levels of today as a portion of the economy (Goldin, 2001;
Solomon, 1970). So it would be wrong to suggest it was an issue that filled
everyday public conversation. Rather, schooling became an object of dispute
when reformers suggested making it a larger, more important and expensive
aspect of the social infrastructure. By and large, the critics of the schools were
intent on expanding and improving popular education, and they met resistance
from people who believed change was unnecessary or undesirable. The changes
being debated were hardly monumental; examples might be a longer school year
or a state exam for teachers. Wholesale reform in the educational system did not
occur overnight. But disagreements occasionally became bitter just the same. In
this way, schools evolved by degrees, with each step in the process marked by
varying levels of resistance, as well as a good deal of apathy, from a public too
preoccupied by the uncertainties of living to worry much about changes pro-
posed in education (Larkin, 1988; Lasch, 1991).

The most controversial issue was taxation of local property to support the
schools. In many districts, long-standing custom dictated that parents con-
tribute to the school fund to support their children’s education, or that all
households offer assistance based on willingness to maintain the schools.
Reformers argued that a tax on property across the districts would provide a
more stable financial foundation for the schools, and allow the poorest children
to attend without having to be labeled as “charity cases,” a proposal often met
by sharp retorts. In 1849 a New York state law calling for such a duty was decried
as allowing individuals “to put their hands into their neighbors’ pockets.”
Another critic declared that the legislation “takes A’s property without his
consent and applies it to the benefit of B, which is unconstitutional, arbitrary
and unjust.” Similar complaints were registered across the country in response
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to other property tax proposals. The New York law was overturned within a
year, demonstrating the pitfalls of educational reform when finding additional
resources for schools was not always a public concern. Educational reformers
decried the poor conditions in rural districts, and inequity in schooling, but it
took considerable time and effort to persuade many people that improving local
institutions was an important priority (Binder, 1974; Kaestle, 1983, p. 150). 

There certainly appeared to be much room for improvement in American
education in the early 1800s. Schools throughout much of the rural countryside
had changed little since colonial times. They were isolated, small, conducted for
short periods of time, and taught by itinerant masters with little formal training.
They also had become quite ubiquitous. By and large, the typical rural district
school served an area of 2 to 4 square miles, accessible by walking, and was
populated by some 20 to 50 families. Thus by the 1830s they literally dotted the
countryside, mainly in the northeast, serving millions of children in small,
intimate settings bound by an immediate community. Levels of enrollment,
attendance for any part of the year, were already quite high early in the century,
over 70% for children aged 9 to 13. Americans clearly valued some form of
formal education, as overall attendance figures were higher than in other major
countries; only Germany had higher rates in 1830, and by 1880 the United States
led the world. Following the Revolution, growing numbers of girls attended
school along with the boys, at least in the northeast and upper Midwest, yet
another unique feature of American education (Fishlow, 1966b; Larkin, 1988;
Vinovskis, 1972).

Large regional disparities marked American education, with enrollments
consistently lowest in the South, where industrialization did not take root until
the late 1800s. Indeed, public schooling was slow to develop as a popular
institution across southern states, especially those dominated by a plantation
economy specializing in cotton or other export crops. By and large, wealthy
planters who controlled much of the region did not favor education for com-
mon folk. Their own sons and daughters were taught by itinerant tutors, or
attended expensive private schools, but they saw little need for educating other
children. Instead, these men wanted to keep wages and taxes low, and to
maintain respect for traditional class distinctions. Above all, they worried about
the possibility of literacy spreading to the slave population, and the attendant
dangers of widespread insurrection. The Nat Turner rebellion in 1831 demon-
strated the possibility of violent revolt by educated slaves, and led to extensive
prohibitions of education for them. Because of these tensions and large differ-
ences in wealth and social status in many southern communities, it was difficult
to reach consensus about the importance of schooling, or to spur interest in
reform. Despite the efforts of a small number of intrepid reformers, investments
in public education remained meager. As a consequence, children across 
the South exhibited low levels of literacy and other school-related skills, with 
the exception of the sons and daughters of planters, who often received an 
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even better education than their Northern counterparts (Kaestle, 1983; Rury,
2006). 

Schools were considerably more popular elsewhere, of course, especially in
the Northern tier of states where attendance by 1840 often exceeded 90% of
school-aged children. Even with high enrollments, however, it was not always
clear just what most students learned in the common district schools. The
circumstances of formal education differed from one state to another, indeed
even from town to town. The residents of some districts took education quite
seriously, while those in other districts did not. The length of school terms varied
a good deal, as did the condition of school-houses, and there was often incon-
sistency in daily attendance. Such variations were vexing to reformers. For them,
the issue was not persuading more Americans to send children to school, but
rather improving the quality of educational arrangements that had long existed
(Rury, 1988b).

The rural common schools probably were not very effectual educational
institutions, at least by today’s standards. Indeed, they often just reinforced and
enhanced lessons children had learned at home and in church, the other two
institutions that dominated the lives of most Americans. No doubt, such schools
helped to impart and improve basic literacy skills, but they built on a foundation
established by Protestant family values. Reading and writing were skills highly
prized in most devout Protestant households, considered essential to piety 
and to basic communication. Consequently, most rural children probably were
introduced to reading at home and in church before they were asked to read in
school. This was an early expression of cultural and social capital at work in
American education. A modicum of reading skill was a behavioral norm
conveyed at home and upheld in most local communities, particularly in the
North. It was reinforced by the local church, a central community institution.
In a similar fashion, schools also conveyed basic mathematical and computa-
tional principles, along with a smattering of history, geography, and “moral
philosophy” (Fuller, 1982; Gilmore-Lehne, 1989; Soltow & Stevens, 1981).

The success of these efforts hinged decisively on the attitudes of parents
regarding the education of their children. The chief instructional technique 
was recitation, requiring students to repeat portions of text memorized through
reading either at school or at home. There were contests and games, such as
spelling bees or multiplication tournaments, which served to break up the
monotony, and to reward study. Friday night gatherings of children and adults
made such competitions exciting community events. Storytelling, both in and
out of school, helped impart memorable history and geography lessons. But
there was scarcely any advanced instruction in particular fields, as most teachers
knew little beyond the basic “three Rs,” the usual school subjects. Additionally,
there was little continuity of instruction, because teachers seldom remained in
a single district longer than a year or two. The schools were generally un graded,
which meant that children of all ages sat in the same room, and they often
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endured the discomforts of poor ventilation and threadbare accommodations.
Added to this, there was a heavy emphasis on discipline, with rules typically
enforced by harsh physical punishments (Finkelstein, 1989; Gulliford, 1991;
Kaestle, 1983).

In short, much of schooling was boring, repetitious, uncomfortable, riddled
with conflict, and held little prospect of sustained intellectual stimulation.
Without a great deal of parental support for the goals and objectives of these
institutions, it is unlikely that anyone would have remained on such a disagree-
able road to learning. Parental interest in schools was generally reinforced by the
attitudes and behavior of other adults in the immediate community, who saw
children at church and other public gatherings. These networks of relationships
supported local education. Thus, the success of rural schools was significantly
dependent on the level of social and cultural capital possessed by students,
imparted by their families and immediate communities. The importance of
learning basic reading and mathematical skills was widely agreed on, and the
need for responsibility was reinforced by a web of association in all aspects of
their lives. The schools undoubtedly did serve important socialization functions,
especially for the children of Midwestern immigrant families, who may have
needed to learn wider norms and expectations. But even this purpose had to be
upheld by parents and other adults who supported schooling on a daily basis.
Given their rudimentary character, the rural schools of the 19th century could
hardly have succeeded without a high level of community support (Rury, 2006;
Brown, 1989; Cohen, 1982; Gilmore-Lehne, 1989).

The process of change in rural schools followed a similar pattern in much of
the country, particularly the North. Reform advocates, most representing the
urban or market sector of 19th-century society, were intent on building insti-
tutions that could deliver consistent levels of instruction and impart a common
understanding of moral principles and standards of behavior. Some historians
have suggested that it was the commercial farmers and local merchants, those
most closely connected to the market economy, who led the process of change
in the rural districts. They could more easily afford the costs associated with the
reform agenda. They were also influenced by educators who articulated a set of
parallel goals concerning new methods of instruction and humane treatment of
children. But even these ideas were ultimately predicated on the expectation that
such measures would improve the outcomes of instruction: producing better
educated and morally superior citizens. This appealed to parents who realized
that their children were unlikely to spend their lives as farmers, and had to make
their way in a rapidly changing society. Some even suggested that investment in
schools could make communities more attractive, and possibly raise property
values. As historian Nancy Beadie (2010) has suggested, education was viewed
a key element of economic development. Such arguments undoubtedly helped
open the door to reform in innumerable local districts, and working together on
institutional improvement helped to build social capital in these communities.
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In this way, school leaders worked assiduously to build a system of educational
institutions that worked efficiently and effectively. Although reformers often
employed idealistic, even messianic language, ultimately their task was a pro-
foundly practical one (Kaestle, 1983; Parkerson & Parkerson, 1998).

The idea of a coherent system of education was important for reformers, to
address disparities from one locality to another. Even in the countryside, many
promulgated a vision of uniformity in schooling that drew parallels to industrial
production. In this respect, their concerns were similar to the charity-school
founders in the cities; both groups shared an interest in greater efficiency and
improving the productivity of schools. But from the standpoint of the time,
there was another issue that made common-school reform different: a concern
with improving the quality of education. Here too, ideas were influenced by the
example of industry. Another virtue of factory production, after all, was uni-
formly high standards of quality. Not only were products manufactured with
greater efficiency, but they were also often better in terms of their appearance,
function, and reliability. This was a result of standardization in multiple phases
of production and the superior technology of industrial enterprises. It was a
logic that reform-minded educators often wanted to apply to systems of educa-
tion (Hogan, 1990). 

It was in this sense that industrialization may have been most influential 
as an example, or perhaps a metaphor, for education. After all, the effects of
manufacturing development were plain for everyone to see, and were hardly
limited to the cities. They became ever more evident with time. Mass-produced
farm tools and a range of other products gradually replaced the clumsy,
makeshift items that served the subsistence economy for generations. This was
true of clothing, eating and cooking utensils, and a vast array of other products.
Consequently, for many people, particularly those most directly connected to
the growing national economy, the image of an integrated system of production
represented by industry was quite alluring. This and the nation’s rapidly devel-
oping transportation network, and improved communications, were symbols of
progress and the superiority of American civilization. Reformers wanted to
depict schools in the same light: They would improve each succeeding gener-
ation, uniting the country in a common set of values and forging a national
identity (Cowan, 1997; Kaestle, 1983).

Given the close association between home and school in the lives of most
rural families, it is little wonder that there was resistance to changing the edu-
cational system. The United States still was largely a pastoral nation, and 
many people felt quite distant from the urban centers of change. From their
standpoint, the existing schools functioned quite adequately, and there was little
need for costly changes, especially those that might threaten local control of
education. In many places, the traditional practice of requiring families to pay
tuition for common schooling persisted for decades. (Beadie, 2008) But the logic
of reform was difficult to oppose. A growing drumbeat of calls for improvement,
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and for eliminating tuition, issued forth from the ranks of reform advocates. In
their minds, education was linked irrevocably to a larger process of social and
institutional change, and free schools were necessary to insure universal partic-
ipation. Even if the outcome of debates over school reform appeared uncertain
at times, in the end resistance to the general logic of reorganization proved
fruitless.

Common-school Reform

The time roughly between 1830 and 1860 is considered the first great period of
school reform in American history. It marked the beginning of efforts to create
a uniform system of mass public education, governed largely by the states,
spanning the nation. It would take more than a century for this to be achieved,
but it was the dream of a generation of reformers who started their work in the
decades preceding the Civil War. Animated by a Protestant commitment to
social perfectibility and the republican spirit of national advancement, along
with the model of the factory system, these men and women offered the school
as a solution to a host of social problems, and as a tool of economic and political
development. As reformers they were hardly unique in this respect. But they did
articulate a number of ideas that might be considered the founding myths of the
modern educational system.

To grasp the motivation of reformers, it is important to consider the prob-
lems they saw. As suggested above, they were troubled by the variability that
existed in the highly localized arrangements of schooling. They also fretted over
the haphazard training of schoolmasters, the short terms in rural schools, often
squeezed between harvest and planting seasons, and the chance provision of
such basic supplies as books and firewood. They dreamed of a system with
consistent standards of teacher preparation, long and uniform terms, and
generous supplies of books and other essential materials. They worried that
without this, the schools would prove inadequate to educating the nation’s
children for the demands of the dawning industrial and urban age. They were
concerned too about the growing diversity of American society, and the pos-
sibility of social conflict in the absence of common values and a shared identity.
For these reasons, school reformers proclaimed the cause of public education
across the land. Consequently, historians refer to the decades preceding the Civil
War as the “age of the common school” (Binder, 1974; Cremin, 1951).

The most famous proponent of common-school reform was Horace 
Mann, an indefatigable lawyer and state legislator who accepted the newly
created Massachusetts post of Secretary of the State Board of Education in 1837.
Working with a modest salary and virtually no budget, Mann crisscrossed 
the state speaking to anyone who would listen about the virtues of common
schools. Mann addressed a range of issues in education, some of them still
controversial today, and lobbied for laws establishing the first elements of a
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modern educational system. His annual reports, published by the state and
distributed widely, became influential statements of educational reform. Other
reformers across the country drew inspiration from his example (Curti, 1959;
Messerli, 1972).

Looking at changes occurring in 19th-century society, Mann was concerned
about the divisions beginning to become evident in the social fabric. Early in his
career he had witnessed an ugly mob attack a Catholic orphanage in an anti-Irish
hysteria in Boston. There were many other instances of bigotry and intolerance
in his time. He felt that religious sectarianism and cultural conflict threatened
American institutions and the principle of democratically elected government.
This made the idea of a common school, attended by children of the different
groups in society and without affiliation with any particular religious viewpoint,
essential to the future of the republic. Mann advocated a nonsectarian form of
Christianity for the public schools, and was roundly attacked by Calvinist
church leaders in Massachusetts, who felt that schools without connection to
churches were Godless and immoral. Catholics also objected to the principle of
nonsectarianism, seeing the religious and moral content of non-Catholic schools
as essentially Protestant. Bedeviled by seemingly endless debate over these issues,
Mann eventually prevailed in separating the public schools from the churches.
In doing so he helped to establish the idea that publicly supported education
should serve children across the full range of religious beliefs and cultural
traditions. This became one of the principal meanings behind the term common
school (Binder, 1974; Messerli, 1972; Welter, 1962).

As suggested earlier, this inclusive vision did not contribute much to increas-
ing the number of children in schools. The common-school movement, led by
Mann and scores of like-minded men and a few women across the northern states,
and by a few intrepid pioneers in the South, did not greatly affect enrollments.
These had crept up in the opening decades of the century, and common-school
attendance was near universal among children aged 7 to 12 by the 1840s, at least
in the North. Instead, Mann and his fellow reformers focused on other problems,
related to issues like those mentioned above. In addition to nonsectarian
instruction, they urged longer school terms, eight- or nine-month sessions instead
of the four- or five-month terms common in rural areas. They pressed for
systematic examinations and minimum training requirements for teachers, to
raise the level of instruction and to help establish a professional identity for
teachers. In particular, Mann succeeded in persuading the Massachusetts legis-
lature to establish the nation’s first publicly supported teacher-training institution,
called a normal school, derived from the French word normale, in Lexington 
in 1838. Other such schools appeared in the wake of common-school reform,
providing modest numbers of professionally trained teachers to help staff the
nation’s schools (Curti, 1959; Herbst, 1989; Kaestle, 1983).

Changes such as these required money, and much of Mann’s time was spent
in convincing various political and social constituency groups that public
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education was worth supporting. Because schools were wholly controlled and
supported by the districts, usually defined by towns and villages and not by the
state, Mann had little alternative to exhortation as a reform strategy. He and
other reformers worked largely in the realm of ideas, shaping the mythology of
modern public schooling. Local school authorities had to be convinced of the
need for longer school terms, trained teachers, more and better supplies and
other facets of reform. Mann could get the legislature to pass laws requiring
lengthier terms and exams for teachers, but even these steps met political
resistance, and without financial support for such measures and sanctions to
enforce them, there was little immediate impact. Mann and other reformers
waged protracted battles against opponents of taxation for schools. As noted
earlier, property taxes proved particularly vexing, as reformers were accused of
undermining the sanctity of private property. Childless adults also objected to
school taxes, claiming to have no direct interest in education. But Mann argued
that schooling was a public responsibility, a stewardship incumbent on all
members of society, regardless of one’s personal circumstances. Reformers also
successfully fought against “rate bills” and other forms of partial tuition occa-
sionally charged by the schools. Public education was to be free to all, and open
to everyone. These were lofty—and expensive—principles, and it took time to
resolve the debates they engendered. Consequently, school reform was a slow
and difficult process (Cremin, 1951; McCluskey, 1958; Welter, 1962).

Horace Mann was an astute reformer, however. He recognized the most
important opponents to reform, and concentrated his efforts on winning 
them to his perspective. In particular, Mann was concerned about the wealthy,
who often failed to send their own children to public schools and may have 
been prone to thinking popular education equivalent to charity schooling.
Consequently, Mann devoted effort to convincing the state’s most affluent
citizens, along with those who did not have school-aged children, that support
for public education was clearly in their interest. Taking a page from the philan-
thropic proponents of urban charity schools, for instance, he argued that moral
education was the most important element of popular schooling, emphasizing
the importance of a nondenominational Christian foundation to instruction.
Such an education, he maintained, would impart norms of proper behavior,
teach respect for property and hard work, and help to prevent irresponsible
behavior (Hogan, 1990; Messerli, 1972).

Beyond morality, however, Mann also argued that educated workers were
more productive, and that schooling could add to the value of industrial output.
In his fifth annual report, published in 1842, Mann quoted industrialists who
preferred educated workers for their reliability and tractability. Elsewhere, Mann
suggested that schooling also could help bridge a widening gulf between the
wealthy and the laboring classes, promoting social harmony in an era of marked
disparities in social status. Using an oft-cited industrial metaphor, he argued
that education could thus serve as the “balance wheels” of society, preventing
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inequality from leading to destructive conflict and helping all social groups
contribute to national progress. This reasoning became a cornerstone of the
common-school tradition (Curti, 1959; Vinovskis, 1970).

Mann did not campaign simply to advance a political cause or an economic
agenda, however. He fervently believed in the power of education to resolve 
a range of social problems and to enhance the perfectibility of civilization. 
He viewed public schools as essential institutions of the emerging republic. 
His annual reports, published in each of his years as the state’s Secretary of
Education, were circulated and reprinted widely by his contemporaries.
Consequently, Mann became the most prominent leader of the common-school
reform movement, even though he rarely left Massachusetts. In the mid-1840s
he visited Europe to inspect the national education systems there, and returned
with reports of schools he observed. In Prussia, he noted a state-run system of
education with uniform standards of instruction, well-trained teachers, and
child-friendly instructional materials and practices. Mann’s description of these
institutions helped generate interest in foreign models of education, and the
Prussian schools in particular. Eventually, this was a further impetus to edu-
cational reform in the United States: Educational competitiveness would
become a source of national pride. Only the Germans had higher enrollment
levels, and eventually even they would be surpassed. American schools had to be
as good as anyone else’s (Binder, 1974; Kaestle, 1983).

Mann was also a great believer in women’s education, and a strong pro-
ponent of the theory of republican motherhood. True to his era, he did not
necessarily think that women’s schooling should be the same as men’s, or that
women ought to aspire to male roles. Rather, he believed that women had a
special role to play in the educational system as teachers. Mann thought women
naturally suited to teach, reasoning that a maternal disposition of patience and
affection helped in working with students—especially small children. Women
teachers also cost less than men, even when professionally trained, so their
employment could also moderate the expense of improved schooling. Thus, the
use of women teachers held benefits in terms of both their quality as instructors
and the financial price of reform (Bernard & Vinvoskis, 1977; Brown, 1996; Rury
& Harper, 1986).

Women had been teaching for decades in Massachusetts when Mann started
his campaign, so these ideas were not a major innovation in practice. In this case,
too, it was Mann’s role as a popularizer and advocate for reform that was most
important. Mann’s vigorous testimonies in support of women teachers helped
make school leaders elsewhere amenable to hiring them, particularly in the
cities. During the latter 19th the nation’s teaching force feminized rapidly,
especially in the northern tier of states, where common-school reform took root
most rapidly. This was a critical aspect of social change, for it altered a major
category of employment at the same time as it opened a new line of work for
women. Some historians even have suggested that the job of teaching came to
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be seen as a uniquely female form of work, and that these views contributed to
the feminization of teaching. In this respect, common-school reform left a
particular stamp on American education; by 1900 the vast majority of teachers
were women. This is a pattern that has changed relatively little in more than 
a century (Perlmann & Margo, 2001; Rury, 1989; Vinovskis & Bernard, 1978).

At the same time that Mann was campaigning for reform in Massachusetts,
a generation of school leaders who shared his vision began their work in other
states and cities. Many were also Protestant New Englanders, committed to
social perfection and concerned about the growing divisions in American soci-
ety. Like others in their generation, they had migrated to newly settled regions
in search of opportunity, and in the years following Mann’s reforms they
conducted similar campaigns elsewhere. They corresponded with each other,
creating a network of earnest leaders who helped fashion a common approach
to public schooling across the country (Kaestle, 1983; Tyack & Hansot, 1982).

Henry Barnard was a famous contemporary of Mann who held similar
appointments in Connecticut and Rhode Island, but did not enjoy Mann’s
success in building state systems. Barnard was an editor and scholar who even-
tually became the first U.S. Commissioner of Education in 1867, but his career
was peripatetic because political support for reform was always subject to
change. Other reform figures had similar experiences. They included men such
as John Pierce in Michigan and Calvin Stowe in Ohio, who struggled to raise the
quality of public schools in their states. There were many others. These reform-
ers did not have a definite career path to follow. Instead, they made exhortation
and inspiration their stock in trade. They were institution builders, but they
were also engaged in a grand crusade to advance a particular vision of American
civilization through education (Curti, 1959; Lannie, 1974; Soltow & Stevens,
1981; Warren, 1974).

Common-school reformers shared a similar set of values and assumptions
about life and learning, and this also contributed continuity and force to the
movement. Historian Carl Kaestle has catalogued this mélange of viewpoints,
describing it as the ideology of common-school reform. Much of this worldview
was derived from the Protestant upbringing of these men and faith in the moral
superiority of their own cultural orientation. For example, Francis Wayland,
whose child-rearing practices were guided by his Protestant convictions about
human nature, also exhibited many of these ideas in his writings and public
utterances. Politically, school leaders shared a common set of concerns about
the future prospects of the American republican form of government, which was
still a recent experiment in the sweep of history. They all believed in the central
importance of individual character as a key element of social progress. Without
virtuous people, in their opinion, society was doomed, so proper moral develop-
ment—through families, churches, schools, and other institutions—was seen as
essential to national survival. Personal industry and self-discipline were deemed
key to moral development, as was private property. This was an ideological
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perspective well suited to the capitalist social order, and the common schools
everywhere trumpeted the virtues of private enterprise as a superior economic
system. There was a widely shared belief that women should occupy a respected
but largely delimited domestic role in the division of labor, although non-White
women were often expected to perform hard labor. And there was widespread
commitment to using education to unify the American people, so that the
nation could realize its manifest destiny of world leadership (Hogan, 1990;
Kaestle, 1983, Chapter 5).

Most of these ideas were widely held during the 19th century, espoused by 
a majority of middle-class, White Protestants—the nation’s cultural center 
of gravity. Those that disagreed with one or more of these propositions—
Catholics, immigrants, Blacks or other racial minorities, and feminist activists—
were widely believed to be aberrant, part of the problem that common schools
were intended to resolve—a fact that eventually led some to form their own
schools. Most of the institutions established under the aegis of common-school
reform, moreover, were for Whites only. This shared set of values and purposes
provided the common-school crusade with a clear direction and a distinctive
goal: the unification of American culture, defined in narrow ideological terms,
through the mechanism of universal schooling (Brown, 1996; Lannie, 1968;
Welter, 1962).

The success of common-school reform did not rest wholly on the shoulders
of crusading reformers, however, nor on their messianic ideology. There was
widespread support for education as a general principle in American culture.
Even if there were sometimes heated debates over specific reforms, such as local
taxation, the resolutions of such conflicts were often quite similar from one state
to another. Historians have noted the effusive language in support of publicly
supported education in most state constitutions, and constitutional conven-
tions, particularly in the North. Most of these foundational documents provided
for some degree of state support for education, along with a measure of super-
vision, making it one of the few areas of public life to receive such attention. As
a consequence, some historians have labeled the schools a “fourth branch of
government” in the 19th century (Tyack, James, & Benevot, 1987).

In certain respects this was a legacy of the enthusiasm over education evident
immediately after the Revolution. In 1797 the federal government introduced
the famous Northwest Ordinance, which called for sale of public (federal) lands
to support education as a condition for admitting new states to the union.
Consequently, education was widely recognized as a legitimate and important
function of government almost from the very beginning of the republic. It was
on this foundation of commitment that common-school advocates built their
campaigns. And it was a critical element of their ultimate success. The repub-
lican ideology of the new nation, holding that citizenship entailed responsibility
and knowledge, dictated that schooling be made universally available, at least for
those groups eligible to be citizens (Meyer, Tyack, Nagel, & Gordon, 1979).
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These sentiments helped advance the cause of reform, despite resistance from
many quarters, and lent it a particular social and cultural orientation. 

By the Civil War, the logic of reform had nearly swept its opposition from the
debate over education, starting in the northern states. There was a great deal of
work to be done, to be sure, but the ideas that schools should be supported by
property taxes, should have greater uniformity, should be nonsectarian, should
last for more than six months, and should be staffed by trained, professional
teachers no longer were sources of widespread controversy. This does not mean,
of course, that all of these goals had been achieved. Great variation on all these
counts existed across the country, even more significantly in the South and the
West than the northeast. But instituting these reforms gradually became a
matter of enforcing standards that had become accepted by the political estab-
lishment. The cause had been aided by the ascendancy of the Republican Party
and presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln, inheritors of the modernizing
mantle of earlier reformers, and by union victory in the Civil War. These historic
developments represented the supremacy of the reform-oriented, institution-
building ethos of the urbanized northeast. Struggles to establish the first
compulsory school laws in the latter 19th century marked the closing stages of
this campaign. By then, the common-school wars had been largely won, even if
some battles remained unsettled; now it was time to turn to other challenges
facing the nascent public school system of the United States (Graham, 1974;
Tyack, 1978).
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FOCAL POINT: REFORMING PEDAGOGY

Horace Mann was an idealistic and tireless advocate for pedagogical
reform; he was also a complex historical figure. Among other things, he
held a compassionate belief in the inherent goodness of children 
and their natural proclivity to learn and grow in the proper environment.
In this respect, his views departed from more conservative educators,
even if he shared many other aspects of the period’s dominant
Protestant ideology. Historians speculate that his own unhappy child-
hood experiences with the strictures of traditional Calvinist beliefs led
him later to reject educational theories that emphasized submission 
to authority as a fundamental principle. No doubt he would have been
a critic of Francis Wayland’s tactics in the case described earlier
(Messerli, 1972).

As seen earlier, beliefs that children needed to learn respect for
authority and obedience were widely held in 19th-century America, but
there was growing debate over how such lessons should be imparted,
and how children should be treated. The controversy aroused by Francis
Wayland’s approach to child-rearing was indicative of public interest in
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these questions. A larger dispute arose during the 1840s over corporal
punishment in the schools. At issue was a basic question about peda-
gogy: Did children require fear to learn properly, or did such emotions
make learning even more difficult (Hogan, 1990; Wishy, 1967)?

On returning from his first tour of Europe, Mann extolled the virtues
of schools in Prussia. Although aristocratic Prussia evoked images of
authority and discipline, Mann found schools there to be quite humane.
Teachers presented lessons rather than demanding that students
memorize and recite texts, and they used a variety of teaching aids to
help stimulate interest and assist learning. Most significantly, Prussian
teachers eschewed any form of physical punishment, arguing that fear
and pain inhibited learning rather than encouraging it. They studied in
special institutes, featuring the ideas of such humanistic thinkers as
Swiss educator Johan Heinrich Pestalozzi and the German philosopher
Friedrich Froebel, originator of the kindergarten. Mann found himself
drawn to this perspective, and suggested in his Seventh Annual Report
that American educators had much to learn from their European coun-
terparts. In contrast to schools in Massachusetts and elsewhere in the
United States, the Prussian educational system was also centralized
and well funded (Cremin, 1980; Messerli, 1972).

Mann’s report was well received in many circles, but drew a negative
reaction from one of the state’s most prestigious and powerful groups
of educators: Boston’s grammar school masters. These 32 men were
the head teachers, equivalent to principals today, in the city’s public
grammar schools, which sent the best students off to high schools or
academies. Most had gained their positions through long experience in
the system, and were widely held to be among its most knowledgeable
and influential educators. Their reaction to Mann’s report represented
a serious challenge to his authority, but it also offered a rare occasion
of public discussion about pedagogical principles and competing views
of children (Binder, 1974; Schultz, 1973).

In a lengthy response to Mann, the masters challenged many
aspects of his work as an educational leader, but especially his
Pestalozzian principles and condemnation of corporal punishment. They
dismissed the idea that children could learn through natural curiosity,
and maintained that physical punishments were necessary to “focus”
and “discipline” student minds. “Duty should come first,” they argued,
“and pleasure should grow out of the discharge of it.” As long-time vet-
erans of the schools, they asserted it foolishly sentimental to believe
that order could be maintained without the use of physical coercion. As
a matter of principle, they believed in “faculty psychology,” which held
the mind to be in need of exercise and training like a muscle. The study
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of dead languages like Latin and Greek, for instance, was considered
a virtue, because it enhanced powers of concentration and disciplined
the will to overcome difficult subject matter. In this spirit, the masters
affirmed the importance of memorization and recitation as techniques
essential to “forming the habit of independent and individual effort.”
To them, upholding the tradition of teachers exercising fearful authority,
forcing students to train the “faculties” of observation and memory
through sheer willpower, was of paramount importance (Katz, 1968;
Messerli, 1972).

The masters may have had tradition on their side, along with
discipline-minded parents, but Mann seized on the opportunity afforded
by their response to advance his reform agenda. He charged them with
base self-interest, and defending their own privileged positions at the
expense of children. He demanded that their regime of unquestioned
authority and fear be replaced by an approach featuring mutual respect,
affection, and the love of knowledge. Mann wanted adult authority in
classrooms, but believed it best achieved by observing courtesy and
compassion. In defense of his office, he listed the steps he and others
had taken to establish a more comprehensive and effective school
system throughout the state, and the positive effects of the fledgling
normal schools, which the masters also had attacked. In particular, he
rejected the suggestion that physical force was necessary for the suc-
cess of students (Hogan, 1990; McCluskey, 1958).

There were volleys of responses and replies over a number of years,
with each side repeating many points without changing the course of
debate. The masters refused to budge on the issue of corporal punish-
ment, declaring “all authority is of God and must be obeyed.” In the
meantime, however, several of Mann’s allies gained seats on the Boston
School Committee, the body charged with inspecting the schools.
Although these events were traditionally just ceremonial, Mann’s friends
turned annual grammar school examinations into real tests of student
learning, and the results were devastating for the masters. It turned out
that students had gained very little through fear and recitation, and the
haughty masters were almost totally dependent on textbooks and time-
worn exercises in their teaching. As a consequence, students performed
poorly on the exams, and those doing the worst were in schools
controlled by the most domineering and abusive masters (Messerli,
1972).

A report issued by the inspectors revealed that some masters had
engaged in various forms of corporal punishment as many as 50 times
per week. This led to a public outcry. It was a decisive turning point in
Mann’s battle to change attitudes about pedagogy. Even though some
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The Rise of Secondary Education

The high school is sometimes said to be an American invention. Designed for
the graduates of the primary and grammar schools, it was virtually unknown
until the early 19th century. Boston’s English Classical High School was the
nation’s first such institution. Founded in 1821 as a more practical and acces-
sible alternative to the famous Boston Latin School, it served youth interested in
acquiring “higher branches” of learning without undertaking a classical (Latin
and Greek) education. It was not long before other large cities in the North and
West established similar schools. These institutions taught a growing number of
primary school graduates seeking a well-rounded but practical education to
prepare them for careers in commerce and government. Consequently, the
popularity of high schools grew. By the end of the century, they existed in one
form or another in most cities or large towns. Even though the high school did
not directly affect most Americans, as enrollments still were somewhat limited,
it nevertheless had become an important element of the nation’s institutional
culture (Brown, 1902; Herbst, 1996; Reese, 1995).

The high school started in urban school systems with large numbers of
students and ready tax support for public education. Popular demand for
instruction in such advanced subjects as history, mathematics (algebra and
geometry), literature and writing, political economy, science (or “natural phi-
losophy”), and geography led to its rapid spread. Most high schools also offered
instruction in some classical subjects, especially Latin, long considered a sign of
accomplishment. From the beginning, however, there was little expectation that
most children would attend these institutions; rather, they were intended for the
best graduates of the primary and grammar schools. The early public high
schools represented something of a contradiction, in that case. They were a part
of the popular education system, yet they were designated to serve social and
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Bostonians continued to defend the masters, the tide of public opinion
started to swing against the traditional pedagogy of fear and authori-
tarianism (Katz, 1968; Schultz, 1973; Wishy, 1967).

As a result of this, four masters were dismissed. Others were trans-
ferred to other duties in the system, a dramatic loss of face. In the
wake of the controversy, a large group of civic leaders in the area raised
thousands of dollars for another normal school, concrete testimony 
of support for Mann’s ideas (Messerli, 1972). Although the weight of
tradition would make corporal punishment, recitation, and authori-
tarianism basic elements of schooling for decades, there were signs 
of change. The pace of reform was slow, but it would begin to gain
momentum as the 19th century drew to a close.
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academic elites. This accounted for both their great attraction and the contro-
versies they engendered (Krug, 1964; Reese, 1995).

Most of the early large public high schools admitted students by examination,
and many prospective entrants were turned away because of low scores. Not
surprisingly, primary school students and teachers often anticipated such tests
with dread. In many respects, these exams represented a 19th-century equivalent
of standardized tests today. It was a rare form of assessment that was extended
across a number of schools, or even across entire communities. In time, high
school admission exams became important indicators of quality in primary or
grammar schools, providing a convenient standard of comparison for families
evaluating schools. In this way, high schools helped to establish and enforce
uniform academic standards throughout urban school systems, simply by virtue
of their position at the pinnacle of student ambitions. Consequently, the
development of the high school did much to help create better-integrated and
more unitary education systems (Beadie, 1999; Labaree, 1988).

The high school, however, was also controversial. It competed with private
or semipublic secondary institutions, mostly academies that had grown in earlier
years, some dating back to the 1700s. High schools eventually eclipsed these
institutions altogether, but the process of change was fraught with conflict. The
academies were rather numerous, especially in the northeast where they repre-
sented dense networks of influential supporters who were often not happy to see
them challenged (Beadie, 2010). Furthermore, the early public high schools were
quite costly, often occupying palatial buildings erected at great expense and with
considerable fanfare. Critics decried the cost, noting that relatively few students
graduated and tuition-based academies provided the same services with little
public funding. High schools turned away many applicants with low exam
scores or poor grades, which did not help matters. They were attacked as “fin-
ishing schools” for the elite, paid for with public monies (Beadie & Tolley, 2002;
Herbst, 1996).

The debate came to head in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where opponents of the
local high school in 1874 unsuccessfully sued to have it abolished, a case widely
cited in later disputes. As a rule, courts did not agree that only the common 
or elementary schools qualified for public support. Beyond legal questions,
however, there was the larger question of popular perceptions. By and large,
educational leaders persuasively argued that the quality of public high schools
was generally higher than most private academies, and that the high schools
helped establish academic standards for the educational system. They also
maintained that high schools conferred economic and social benefits to talented
students, providing reliable credentials, and thereby preparing local leaders. The
institution was depicted as a valuable asset for the entire community, a resource
well worth the cost (Goldin & Katz, 1999a; Reese, 1995).

This argument pointed to the high school’s principal source of success.
Probably more than anything else, the future of the institution hinged on its
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popularity with the relatively small but growing urban middle class. Parents in
this social stratum, perhaps less than a tenth of the population at mid-century,
increasingly were concerned with passing advantages along to their children in
the form of social, cultural, and human capital (although they did not use such
terms). They were the beneficiaries of industrial growth and the market
revolution, but felt great uncertainty about how their offspring would succeed
in the burgeoning commercial culture of the age. Apprenticeship and other
informal modes of training were rapidly disappearing. The establishment of
public high schools with rigorous and exclusionary entrance requirements
provided a clear and legitimate means for such families to provide status to the
next generation. The rhetoric of the high school, free and open to all, gave the
appearance of a meritocratic system of performance-based evaluations, whereby
the talented succeeded. This carried considerable appeal to middle-class
urbanites, who were instinctively drawn to the idea of status based on ability and
accomplishment. It conformed to the ideology of hard work and respect for
authority, but in a setting sheltered from the dangers of the industrial era.
Competitive high schools, sitting atop a growing public system of education,
thus proved attractive to this social group. This accounted for much of the insti-
tution’s initial success and its rapid spread in the latter 19th century (Hogan,
1996; Labaree, 1988).

For most working-class children, on the other hand, high school attendance
simply was not viable, because they started working at age 14 or 15. Unlike the
middle class, poorer families typically could ill afford sending older children to
school if they could add to household income. Thus, although the rhetoric of
equal access made high schools appear meritocratic, they disproportionately
enrolled middle- and upper-class students, even if enough working-class stu-
dents attended to lend the appearance of fairness. In this respect critics were
correct: It was a largely elite institution conducted at public expense. The high
school’s popularity among society’s most influential social classes, however,
usually made such arguments moot (Katz, 1968; Reese, 1995).

There was a great deal of variation in the size and character of high schools
in the 19th century. In big cities, with a ready supply of students and a large
middle-class constituency, high schools could be sizeable, and were often
renowned for academic standards. Philadelphia’s Central High School, for
instance, enrolled hundreds of students and was among the nation’s most
famous; its graduates commanded considerable prestige. Advanced instruction
in this setting imparted cultural capital, and local networks of graduates
provided a potent source of social capital for career advancement. Such urban
high schools had large teaching staffs and attracted the best qualified faculty,
offering high salaries and opportunities to specialize in particular subjects. It is
little wonder that they proved so attractive to the aspiring urban middle class.
Institutions such as these, however, represented less than one in five secondary
schools nationally (Labaree, 1988).
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On the other hand, in smaller towns the high school generally was little 
more than a single class where one or two teachers taught advanced subjects 
to older students. The quality of education was lower in these settings, and the
credentials graduates received may have been questionable. In 1873 the U.S.
Commissioner of Education remarked that many such schools provided
instruction barely above the primary level. But these limited offerings usually
marked the start of much larger and more comprehensive secondary institu-
tions, built in later years as communities grew. In time, high schools came to
reflect local ambitions, and many boosters dreamed of institutions closer in size
and reputation to the highly regarded urban flagship schools. If the high school
was becoming instrumental in conferring middle-class status, after all, it stood
to reason that every growing community would harbor ambitions to have a
good one (Goldin & Katz, 1999a; Reese, 1995; VanOverbeke, 2008).

Yet another important feature of 19th-century high schools was the wide-
spread practice of coeducation. Secondary education traditionally was a largely
male preserve. Almost from the very start, however, high schools in many parts
of the country enrolled male and female students together. For ambitious
educators, this was partly a strategy for finding enough students to fill these
expensive institutions: Admitting girls meant twice as many potential enroll-
ments, and it widened the base of support among middle-class families.
Coeducation also conformed to the logic of meritocracy: If girls could pass 
the exams and receive good grades, how could they be refused admission?
Additionally, female high school graduates constituted an important source of
teachers for the rapidly growing urban school systems of the time. Educators
predicted dire shortages of qualified teachers if women were not encouraged to
enroll in the high schools. As a consequence, most American high schools served
both genders, a practice not observed in other countries. Exceptions occurred
in certain large cities and the South, where separate schools for boys and girls
often prevailed as a policy. But in most localities coeducation was the norm.
Altogether, by the end of the century, female students outnumbered males in the
nation’s high schools, in practically all regions of the country. The growth of
secondary education and the rise of the high school launched an era of (relative)
gender equity in American education (Rury, 1991a; Tyack & Hansot, 1990). This
issue is discussed further in the next chapter.

At the end of the 19th century over a half million students were enrolled in
U.S. secondary institutions, most in public high schools. This meant that the
high school had become a pervasive form of popular education, even though it
served less than a tenth of the teenage population. Despite the populist rhetoric
of high school supporters, it still served a fairly select clientele. And even if most
secondary students were female, almost none were Black or Native American.
Its inherent elitism notwithstanding, however, there was no denying the power
of the high school to attract students. In the decades to follow, high school
enrollments would climb even faster. After years of struggle and debate, the high

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

88 • The 19th Century

Education-01-c.qxd  14/5/12  10:28  Page 88

T&F rev proofs - 14.05.2012



school had finally arrived and there was no turning back. Even though these
institutions served a small fraction of the nation’s school-aged population, they
had come to be seen as an indispensable feature of the educational landscape
(Herbst, 1996; Krug, 1964).

The Age of the College

The 19th century was also a time of rapid expansion among the nation’s higher
education institutions. The period prior to the Civil War, in fact, is sometimes
referred to as the “age of the college,” although only a tiny fraction of the
population attended such institutions. Instead, it was a time when many colleges
were established, most with high hopes for the future but little else in the way of
either students or resources. These institutions generally prepared students for
careers in the ministry or as educators. Other professions usually did not require
higher education, although some students did attend college before studying
medicine or law. Horace Mann, for instance, graduated from Brown University
before standing for the bar, as did many other leaders. It was not until the end
of the century that modern universities began to develop with a focus on science
and research, dedicated to preparing students for a range of careers. Even then,
however, the collegiate sector of the nation’s educational system was tiny,
enrolling less than 5% of the relevant age cohort. Despite their rapid prolifera-
tion, 19th-century colleges were concerned only with a small fraction of the
nation’s students, something of an academic elite, even if not necessarily the best
or brightest students (Ogren, 2008). 

As noted in the previous chapter, the United States had a handful of colle-
giate institutions at the close of the 18th century. In the next 50 years, several
hundred others were established, mostly by religious denominations interested
in training candidates for the ministry. These institutions fought for survival,
competing for students and financial contributions, and some were eventually
forced to close their doors. Many enrolled only a fraction of their students in
college-level courses, with the rest taking “preparatory” classes equivalent to
secondary school courses. Even the early state universities were small and reli-
gious in character, and they too had sizeable preparatory departments. Because
the higher education system was not clearly linked to the changing occupational
structure, and because there were relatively few secondary schools to send them
students, the colleges struggled through much of the century. They proliferated
because of religious zeal and the idealism of their pioneering founders, but few
prospered until well after the Civil War. By then, the fundamental purposes of
higher education had started to change (Burke, 1982; Rudolph, 1962).

Through much of the 19th century, collegiate institutions were dominated
by a classical curriculum and an academic culture with traditions handed 
down from colonial times. English models of higher education influenced these
institutions, particularly Cambridge University, which emphasized classical
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preparation as the foundation of higher learning. Latin and Greek represented
the core of the curriculum, and most classes were conducted by recitation.
Knowledge of these subjects was a source of considerable cultural capital for
students at these institutions, and this was a part of their appeal. Reform ideas
circulated from an early date. There were efforts to offer more scientific,
historical, and literary studies; Francis Wayland, for example, advocated such
innovations at Brown, and they were taken up elsewhere too. But the Yale
Report of 1828, a faculty document defending classical studies, helped to slow
widespread change during the antebellum period. Simply put, tradition held
that a classical emphasis was indispensable; without it no course of study could
be said to uphold collegiate standards. This, of course, insured that most teach-
ing at the colleges would carry little relevance in the job market, or society at
large. It was a powerful means of transmitting “high culture,” but collegiate
education had few immediate or practical uses outside that (Hofstadter, 1955a;
Rudolph, 1978).

Things began to change, however, in the closing decades of the century.
Passage of the first Land Grant College Act in 1862 was a harbinger of this.
Drafted by Vermont congressman Justin Smith Morrill, this legislation set aside
federal lands for the support of institutions devoted to practical and scientific
study, particularly in agriculture and “mechanics,” equivalent to engineering. A
second Morrill act in 1890 provided additional support for “A & M” state uni-
versities, including many that had been founded in earlier decades. Meanwhile,
visionary leaders such as Harvard’s Charles Eliot broke the stranglehold of
tradition in the collegiate curriculum. Eliot introduced an elective system that
allowed students to choose courses, with few requirements—a reform later
modified to feature a required core. Scientific research institutes had opened 
at Harvard, Yale, and other institutions well before Eliot’s reforms, and new
research-oriented universities were established afterward, with Johns Hopkins,
Cornell, and Chicago leading the way. As a matter of principle, the German
model of higher education, which emphasized research-based learning instead
of classical training, influenced the leaders of these institutions. Flagship state
universities, such as Michigan, Wisconsin, and California, also exhibited
German influences, and attracted leading professors dedicated to social and
technological advancement through research. The result was a newfound degree
of social relevance in higher education, and enrollments began to climb sharply
(Eddy, 1957; Hawkins, 1972; Veysey, 1965).

Of course, rising high school graduation also helped to boost collegiate
attendance, but many of the brightest students were drawn to the innovative
institutions. University leaders such as James Angell at Michigan and Eliot at
Harvard campaigned to make the secondary school curriculum compatible with
collegiate entrance requirements. This strengthened links between the high
schools and the emerging universities. Many institutions, especially those with
strong religious ties, were slow to change, and classical studies continued to be
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a staple of collegiate study for decades. Traditions rarely die easily, but the direc-
tion of change would ultimately prove difficult to resist. Colleges were gaining
new currency, and there was excitement in the air. A stronger connection had
been made between collegiate life and the larger social and economic world, and
it would bode well for the future of American higher education (Goldin & Katz,
1999b; Lucas, 1994; Ogren, 2008; VanOverbeke, 2008).

Conclusion: The Shaping of a National System of Education

The 19th century was a time of profound transformation in American life, and
important changes in the nation’s educational system. Industrialization and the
market revolution helped to expand the economy, raising standards of living 
at the same time that work was transfigured for millions. Rapid urbanization
brought a host of new problems to the cities, along with waves of immigrants.
Reformers puzzled over the best ways to respond to these developments, and
devised a host of new institutions to address the emerging urban industrial
order. Not the least of these was the schools, which aimed to inculcate middle-
class values and work habits at the same time they helped to forge a new national
identity. In particular, the common-school reform movement strived to make
education the linchpin of social, political, and economic development. It was a
means of sustaining republican values in an age of considerable ferment. If
society was changing rapidly, schools would help to ease the passage to a brighter
future.

School reform brought many changes to the education system, most of which
reformers would describe as progress. Common schools were improved, and
high schools were established, most of them open to all of society, even if many
still required an entrance exam. Following the Civil War, growing numbers of
schools outside the South conducted annual sessions of 160 days or longer, close
to today’s standards, with urban areas leading the way. Professional expectations
were established for much of the nation’s teaching force, with normal depart-
ments and teacher training classes existing in scores of high schools and colleges,
along with normal schools. Hundreds of colleges and universities beckoned to
students finishing secondary schools, and even if only a small minority were
interested or able to attend, the capacity for higher education to become a
normal step in American education was firmly in place (Cremin, 1980).

Of course the United States remained a largely rural society at the end of the
19th century, and most Americans did not even attend a secondary school,
much less graduate and contemplate college. But the basic elements of a national
system of education had been established. Corporal punishment and traditional
views of childhood and adult authority predominated in most places—although
probably most definitely in the countryside—but there were voices of dissent,
and new perspectives on children and pedagogy were gaining favor. The process
of change, although speedy in certain respects, was also painfully slow in its
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dispersion to all corners of the country. With some 75 million people stretched
across millions of square miles, the United States was a vast land, with great
unevenness in social and economic development, and considerable cultural 
and social diversity. As significant as the reforms of the 19th century were, the
process of shaping the modern educational system had only started.

What about the direction of change—the question posed at the start of the
book? In the 19th century, there can be little doubt that industrialization was a
driving force in transforming the economy and society at large. One can say the
same thing about its impact on education. Clearly, industrial development and
urbanization dictated the general thrust of reform in education. The basic
organizational form of schooling was shaped by the central institution of the
industrial era: the factory. Schools were organized to increase efficiency, to raise
the quality of a standardized product, and to produce more compliant and
dependable workers. This was most plainly evident in reforms such as the
Lancastrian schools, but was apparent in aspects of common-school reform as
well. Industrialization also produced a growing commercial middle class, whose
members clamored for secondary institutions, especially the public high school.
These schools made secondary curricula more practical, bringing education in
line with the requirements of the economy and expectations of businessmen and
professionals in growing cities. The same could be said of higher education,
although it took somewhat longer for these changes to be realized. By the end of
the century, however, a definite hierarchy of educational credentials was emerg-
ing for ambitious youth striving to find a secure niche in the modern social
order.

By and large, changes in the larger economy and society drove the process of
change and development in American education during the 19th century. As in
the colonial period, the schools appear to have responded to the demands of the
rapidly evolving social and economic system. In a certain sense, this is expected:
Schools, after all, must provide society with individuals prepared to address the
ever-changing needs of life. On the other hand, education clearly worked to the
advantage of some people and not to others. Examining the question of how
schools may have helped certain members of society, and effected social change
in new ways, the story next turns to the issue of education for the nation’s
excluded or “outsider” groups in the next chapter.
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