Contests for Control of Urban Schools

THE ONE BEST SYSTEM

They _t~lked ab_o_ut accountability, about cutting red tape, about
orgamzmg coahuons to push educational reform, about the need
~o fac~ rhe realities of class and power in Ameri<;:an society.
They were members of a movement composed moslly of business and pmfessional elites, including universi.ly people and the
new school ma~age_rs. ~t the turn of the twentieth century, they
planned a basiC shtft m the control of urban education which
~ould vest polit~~al powe: in a small committee co~posed of
~uccessf~l men. They wtshed to emulate the process of deciswn-makmg used by men on the board of directors of a modern
b~si~ess ~orporation. They planned to delegate almost total admmtstrauve power to an expert superintendent and his staff so
that they could reshape the schools to fit the new economic and
social con_di?on~ of a~ urban -industrial society. They rejected as
anachromsuc, ~n.effioent: and potemially corrupt the older
methods of d~oston-making and school politics. Effective pol itic=:ai refo~m ,_ sat_d one of their leaders, might require "the imposi~on of lirm~attons upoq the common suffrage." They ridiculed
the excee~mgly democratic idea that all are equal" and urged
that. schooling be adapted to social stratification.'
As we have seen, during the nineteenth century urban school-

men and their lay allies were slowly moving toward the strategy
which would shape the centralization movement during its heyday, the years from 1890 to 1920. From the 1870's forward,
reformers like Philbrick and the patrician businessman Charles
Francis Adams had called for small, "non-political" boards which
would delegate the actual administration of the schools to experts. But until the 1890's in most large cities the school board
remained large, ward boards kept substantial powers, and the
whole mode of lay management was diffuse, frequently self-contradictory, and prone to conflict. Defenders of the ward system
argued that grass-roots interest in the schools and widespread
participation in school politics was healthy, indeed necessary, in
large cities, but centralizers saw in decentralization only corruption, parochialism, and vestiges of an outmoded village mentality. The men and women who sought centralization of control
and social efficiency in urban education at the turn of the century-the people I shall call the "administrative progressives"wished nothing less than a fundamental change in the structure
and process of decision-making. Their social perspective tended
to be cosmopolitan yet paternalistic, self-consciously "modern" in
its deference to the expert and its quest for rational efficiency yet
at times evangelical in its rhetorical tone. 2
As Joseph Cronin and others have shown, the administrative
progressives were notably successful-indeed, their success so
framed the structure of urban education that the subsequent history of these schools has been in large part an unfolding of the
organizational consequences of centralization. In 1893 in the
twenty-eight cities having populations of I 00,000 or more, there
":ere _603 ce_n_tral school board members-an average of 21.5 per
city; m additiOn, there were hundreds of ward board members
in some of the largest cities. By 1913, the number of central
school board members in those cities had dropped to 264, or an
average of 10.2, while the ward boards had all but disappeared
and most central board members were elected at large. By 1923
the numbers had continued to diminish until the median was
seven members. Case studies of centralization in particular cities
as well as large-scale investigations of urban school boards in
general indicate that school boards after centralization were
overwhelmingly composed of business and professional men. 3
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Centralization and the Corporate Model

Blueprint for Reform

As important as the size and social-class membership of school
boards was the change in the procedures of decision-making. Increasingly the model of the corporate board of directors with its
expert manager became the norm . The crucial changes were the
reduction or elimination of administrative subcommittees of the
board and the turning over of the power of initiative and the
agenda largely to the superintendent. 4
The "administrative p-rogressives" (I) were a movement with
identifiable actors and coalitions; (2) had a common ideology and
platform; and (3) gained substantive power over urban education. Their movement and program closely resemble Samuel P.
Hays's interpretation of general municipal "progressive" reform.
The experience of centralization in cities like New York, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and San Francisco indicates that the chief support for reform "did not come from the lower or middle classes,
but from the upper class." Like reforms in public health, city
government, or police and welfare work, urban educational reform followed a familiar pattern of muckrakers' exposure of suffering, corruption, or inefficiency; the formatior. of alliances of
leading citizens and professional experts who proposed structural innovations; and a subsequent campaign for "non-political"
and rational reorganization of services. Public rhetoric might
portray a contest between ''the people" and "the politicians," but
as Hays says, the reformers wished "not simply to replace bad
men with ~ood; they proposed to change the occupational and
class origins of decision-makers." 5
During this period there was a blurring of the lines between
"public" and "private" in businessmen's quest for a stable, predictable, rational social organization. While educational reformers spoke of schools as "quasi-public corporations" and
emulated the business board of directors as a model of "public"
control, liberal industrialists founded Americanization classes
kinder-gartens , and day-care centers in factories, improved work~
ing condilions and health care Ior their workers, and provided a
variety of fringe b.enefus calculated t0 enlist the loyalty and reliability of labor. Public school. manage-rs often catered to the
~ishes ~f their "major stockholders," the business leaders, espec~a!Jy wuh regard to vocational education and citizenship training. Civjc-minded elires such as the Chamber of Commerce of

Cleveland supported programs to build new schools, to improve
public health, and to create playgrounds and vacation schools.
"Progressive" school superintendents found such businessmen
their natural allies in reform. To change the schools, however,
one first needed to concentrate power at the top so that the experts could take over. 6
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AN INTERLOCKING DIRECTORATE AND ITS
BLUEPRINT FOR REFORM

It is time to face the facts, Charles Eliot told the Harvard
Teachers' Association in I908: our society "is divided, and is
going to be divided into layers whose borders blend, whose limits
are easily passed by individuals, but which, nevertheless, have
distinct characteristics and distinct educational needs." Freedom
produces inequalities, and it is foolish to educate each child to be
President of the United States. There are "four layers in civilized
society which are indispensable, and so far as we can see, eternal": a thin upper one which "consists of the managing, leading,
guiding class-the intellectual discoverers, the inventors, the
organizers, and the managers and their chief assistants"; next,
the skilled workers, whose numbers are growing with the application of technology to production; third, "the commercial class,
the layer which is employed in buying, selling and distributing";
and finally the "thick fundamental layer engaged in household
work, agriculture, mining, quarrying, and forest work." By discovering the talented child in the lower layers-"the natural-history 'sport' in the human race"-the school might foster mobility
among the layers, but it should be reorganized to serve each class
"with keen appreciation of the several ends in view"-that is, to
give each layer its own appropriate form of schooling. 7
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I· SUCCESS STORY: THE ADMINISTRATIVE PROGRESSIVES

Looking ?a~k in _1-930 on the previous quarter century in city
school ~dmmJStratlon, George D. Strayer of Teachers College,
C~lumb1a, saw tw~nty-five ~ea~s of steady progress. The keys to
~h1s success :-vere the appl1cauon of the scientific method" and
the pr~fes_s10nal training of school executive.s," he be1ieved. At
the b~rnrung . o~ the century "a relatively p0werful and able
group. of ad~mlstrators had been dubious about the benefits of
educanonal sc1ence, he said, but by 1930 al.most all in AuentiaJ
schoolme_n .. had become. co~vens. The results were everywhere
apparent. beuer organ1zauon of the administrative and superv:sory" emplolees ~~to line and staff categories; the differentiatiOn ~: . the . tra?n.r?nal ~lem~nt~y school and senior high
school Into . m~mutJons like JUTIIor high schools, vocational
schools, and J~mor colleges that "provide unique oppoy;wnities
for b~ys a,nd gJ~.ls who v~y greatly ~n their ability to acquire skill
~nd _knowJed_ge ; groupmg of pupils by scientific tests; the expansiOn of htgh schools \vit~ mulriple tracks umil they enrolled
50 perce~t of students of h1gh school age; extensive revision of
the curnculum; the keeping of detailed records on students
from IQ's to physic<i] history and vocational and recreational in~
terests;. and rapid n pgrading o~
standards of training for all
prof~ss10nal _ ~ersonn_el. !.he pnoc1ple underlying such progress
was recognmon of mdJvJdual differences" and the consequent
attempt "to adjust our schools to the needs and capacities of
those who are registered in them.'' 11
Statistics revealed the magnitude of the transformation and
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suggested the character of the challenges school men faced as education became increasingly universal through the high school
years. The costs of city schools in 1910 were twice as high as in
1900, three times higher than 1890. From 1890 to I 9 I 8 there
was, on the average, more than one new high school built for
every day of the year. Attendance in high schools increased during that period from 202,963 to 1,645,17 I, an increase of 711
percent while the total population increased only 68 percent.
The curve of secondary school enrollment and graduation continued to soar: in 1920, 61.6 percent of those fourteen to seventeen were enrolled, and high school graduates represented 16.8
percent of youths seventeen years old; in 1930, the figures were
73.1 percent and 29 percent; in 1940, 79.4 percent and 50.8
percent. As these statistics suggest, during the first two decades
of the twentieth century compulsory schooling laws were increasingly effective. From I 900 to 1920 educators became less am-
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nmeteenth _century . Gradually school accommodations began to
catch up \nth demand , the size of classes diminished, and the
gospel of social efficiency helped create a commitment to univers~l education as ~n achievable goal. State aid increasingly was
ued tn a verage dar!}· anendance, and thus stimulated the pursuit
o f_truants. School leaders jojned muckraking journalists, foes of
'h!ld la ?or. and eliLe rcl"ormers i.n political campaigns (O transla te .tb e tr concerns into compulsor · schooling and child labor
la w . [n part as a consequence of the new laws, cbool s tems
deveJoped new officials who .e sole purpose was w insure universal attendance (usua.ll y to age fourteen). Member 0.f these
n.e\,. bureaucracies-school census takers, tf\lant officers, sratistioans, and school social workers-became experts in "child accounting." 12
As city syste~s ?rew in size and bureaucratic complexity, the
number of specialized administrative offices and administrators
expanded dramatically. In 1889 the U .S. Commissioner of Education first included data on officers "whose time is devoted

wholly or principally to supervision." The category was new
enough to cause confusion-and indeed statistics on the number
of administrators and their nonteaching staffs are still hard to
determine. That year 484 cities reported an average of only 4
supervisors per city. But from 1890 to 1920 the number of "supervisory officers" jumped from 9 to 144 in Baltimore , 7 to 159
in Boston, 31 to 329 in Detroit, 58 to 155 in St. Louis , 235 to
1,310 in New York, 10 to 159 in Cleveland, and 66 to 268 in
Philadelphia. Robert and Helen Lynd pointed out that in 1890
in Middletown the superintendent was the only person in the
system who did not teach, but by the 1920's there was between
the teacher and superintendent "a whole galaxy of principals, assistant principals, supervisors of special subjects, directors of vocational education and home economics, deans, attendance officers, and clerks, who do no teaching but are concerned in one
way or another with keeping the system going." Problems were
met "not by changes in its foundation but by adding fresh stories
to its superstructure." 13
Schoolmen created special programs for retarded, deaf, blind,
delinquent, gifted, anemic, and other groups of children, and
specialized tracks and schools for vocational and other special
training. With such differentiation came dozens of new job categories programs of professional preparation, and many new
bureaus and officials. Specialists of all sorts formed their own
professional associations: superintendents, secondary school
principals, elementary school principals, counselors, curriculum
directors , vocational education teachers, high school teachers of
art, music, English, social studies, and many others. Together
with the rapidly expanding college and university departments
and schools of education, professional associations helped to persuade state legislatures to pass laws requiring certificates for the
various specializations. Replacing the earlier licenses based on
examinations, the new certificates were based on completion of
professional training and legitimized specialists by lt'vel-kindergarten, elementary school, junior high schooL high school.
and so on- and by }Unction-principal, guidance counselor ,
school librarian, supervisor, or teacher of vocati o nal . uhjects.
and so forth. In 1900 only two states had specialized credentials;
by 1930 almost all states had elaborate certification laws. In the
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b~' alent about coercion than they had often been during the
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decade following 19 I 2, fift ·- six oues created research departments that kept track of the new credentials and bureaus tested
the ''intelligence·· and achievement of pupils, helped to channel
students, and amassed tatis~ic for "child accounting" and business management. 14
In the half centu · fo llowing I 90, ~hen, there was a vast
influx into urban schools of yo uth who previous! might have
gone to work or roamed the streets, pushed i'nto the classroom
by child Ia:bor law and compulsory auendance 01· attracted b
new curricula acri ities, and fac:i lities. At the same time, the
structure of urban schoo ls became enonnously comp lex and differentiated for diverse groups in the population.
bifferemiated educatio n was nor a new phenomen<:m in city
schools, of cour5e. We have een that schoolmen sometimes
treated groups like the Irish poor or black children in a manner
different from the mainstream of children in the common
school. But the goal of uniform education had been an attractive
one in the nineteenth century bolh fo.r practical and ideological
reasons . Many of the innovations designed to offer differentiated schooling in the nineteenth century stemmed nor so much
from career educators as from wealth philanth ropists, merchants, and industdalists. ln.ftuential Jay people, for example,
founded private kindergartens for poor children in cities as far
apart as Boston ·.and San Francisco ; in a number 9f cities they
privately funded the first public trade schools and commercial
high schools, as well as ''industrial schools" for the children of
the poor; they supported the first program of vocational guidance; they created "parental schools" and other institutions for
truants and pre-delinquents; and they sometimes subsidized municipal research bureaus, which were the forerunners of research departments of city school systems. Through these programs the elites sought to reach children bypassed by the public
schools or to provide skills or services absent in the one best system. Thus kindergartens or industrial schools had taken children off the slum streets; commercial or trade schools had
taught skills which industrialists or merchants wanted; vocational
counselors in settlement houses had helped boys and girls find
jobs. Piece by piece such new agencies were added to the public
school structure. 1 "
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But the administrative progressives were not content with
piecemeal reform, however much they might agree with the specific changes pioneered by lay elites. After all, the corporate
model of school governance was predicated on the idea that experts should design and run the system. Education professors
like Strayer, Judd, and Cubberley were training superintendents
at C0Jumbia, Chic<rgo and Stanford. The new "school executives'' were taking control of big cities and the professional associations. T ogeth e r r.hc<: , were 'developing new strategies for pubJic schooling as well as diff~entiated structures. A group of such
educational leaders formed lhe "Cleveland Conference," which
agreed at a meeting in 1918 that the time was ripe for "a radical
re9rgani:zation" of schooling and concluded that changes would
"g9 on in the haphazard fashion which has characterized our
school histo ry u.nless sQme group gets together and undertakes
in a cooperative way to coordin-ate reforms." 1 "
The administrative progressives were convinced that "traditional education"--the old one best system--was profoundly
anach-ronistic and 'Aawed. In the1r journals, they attacked the old
uniform curriculum, the undifferentiated structure, the recitation methods, and the skimpy training of teach:e rs typical in nine.teemh•cem':lry city schools as rigid , unscientific, wasteful , and
inhumane. They were evangelists fo·r ne\v educational goals of
science and sotial efficiency. They still w~nted a one best system ,
but i~ was to be a more· complex, differenfiated organization
adapted ro new social and ecooomic cond:itions. 1·7
Social efficiency demanded a new relatio nship between sc;hool
and society. The adminisrrative progressi. es believed that the
schools should better prepare ·stu.denrs for the tasks they would
faee in life. To them the old idea that a common school grounding in the three R's would suffice for any career and that public
education could train an~, boy to be President of the United
States was clear(. absurdtf'Cubberley wrote that urban schools
should ''give up the exceeding( democratic idea that all are
equal, and that our societ y is devoid of classes," and should
adapt the school tQ th.e existing social structure. "Increasing specialization . . . has divided the people into dozens of more or
less clearly defined classes," he wrote, "and the increasing cencralizatiop of trade and industry has concentrated business in the
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hands of a relatively small number. . . . No longer can a man
save up a thousand dollars and start in business for hi~self with
much chance of success. The employee tends to remam an employee; the wage earner tends to remain a wage ea~ner." It was
clear that "success is higher up the ladder now th~n It was a generation ago, while the crowd about the b~ttom mcreases every
year." Simple realism decreed that the _rubhc sch~ols should prepare some students directly for subordmate ~ol_es ~~ th~ economy
while it screened out those fit for further trammg ~~ htgher education. As we shall see, the "science" of ps~cholo?t_cal me~sur~
ment would enable schoolmen to retain t~e1r t_radttJOnal fanh m
individual opportunity. while in. fact the. mtelhgen~; tests often
were unintentionally biased agamst certam groups.
The vocational education movement clearly expressed the type
of reform Cubberley had in mind. During the _nineteenth ce~
tury some educators regarded industrial education ~ts ap_propnate for low status people, and they experiment~d. wit~ d_Ifferent
versions of skill training in reform schools and _m mstttutJOns ~or
black and Indian youth. 1 !1 But specific vocational preparatio~
spread to other segments of the population, ~specially w~en pnvate donors founded commercial and trade htgh schools m large
cities. In city after city businessmen decided that t~e. regular
school curriculum did not provide skills they ?eeded ~n mdustry
or commerce. They gave large sums to estabhsh speoal schools;
in New York, for example, J.P. Morgan endowed t~e New York
Trades Schools with $500,000. By the early twentieth cen_tury
most such commercial and technical schools founded by phtla~
thropists had been absorbed int~ t~e public syste~, an~ businessmen in the National Assooatwn of Manufacture! s and
Chambers of Commerce were calling for greatly expanded vocational instruction in urban schools. By 1910 the movement had
won broad support, with endorsements from the NEA an_d_ the
American Federation of Labor (which had long been susptoous
of the trade schools as sources of scab labor, b.ut ~h~ch apparently joined the moveme~t in the h?pe of shanng m ns control and improving the earmngs of skilled labor). By 1918 the
advocates of vocational training helped to secure federal funds
through the Smith-Hughes Act. 20
As Norton Grubb and Marvin Lazerson argue, the vocational
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education movement was significant not so much for the
numbers of students who actuaiJy enrolled in industrial curricula
or courses-normally under I 0 percent- but b.e cause it represented an increasing conviction "that the primary goal of schqoling was to prepare youth for the job market" and that the- way to
do this was through vocational guidance and testing, junior high
schools, and differentiated curricula_ Most arguments over the
character of vocational education concerned who should control
it-the existing school boards or new governing groups-and
whether industrial schools were "simply a mechanjsm of social
class stratification offering second-class education.'' By and Large
educators successfully fought separate boards of control, and instead they included vocational schools, tracks, or courses within
the comprehensive system. The question of stratification proved
more complex, as the vocational program often became a deadend side track for lower-class youth. 21
William H. Dooley, principal of Technical High School in Fall
River, Massachusetts, described in I 9 I 6 how industrial education could serve the student he described as the "ne'er-do-well"
(educators have been prolific in names for the "laggard," "slow
learner," "retarded," ''reluctant," "hand-minded," "disadvantaged," child who does not fit the system) . Dooley maintained
that schooling should be mostly adapted to the 85 percent of
pupils who would become workers in industry and commerce
and who were in danger of becoming cogs in the machine. Untrained, such people might become technologically unemployed,
a condition that "breeds discontent that threatens the existence
of our gove rnment. " The old pattern~ of Jearning to work on a
farm or thro ugh ·apprenticeship no longer worked for cit)' children , nor did the older forms of moral socialization operate effective!)'· ow a child might wake up in the morning to find his
parenrs off to the mill, go to school d irty and hungry, and
"sp.e nd the d a and evening on the stTeets, with the resulr th<H
the donnant vicious tendencies are allowed to develop instead of
being stifled by proper parental influence." Schools that teach an
abstract curriculum and promote students on the· basis of a literary test fail the "motor-minded" child. An efficient school, on the
other hand, will measure and account for every child, providing
different opportunities depending on his or her needs.

"Unskilled and socially inefficient" children of new i~mi.grants
constituted a particularly troublesome subset ~f the ne er-d?well" class. It would be unwise to forbid sue~ children to work m
factories between the ages of fourteen and sixteen, thought Dooley, for "they have descended from ancestors who mature early
in life and have intensely practical ideas, and therefore should
develop useful industrial habits during the early part of ~dole~" It is only misguided "groups of social workers m this
cence.
. . ·
.. h
uld
country attempting to tear down our I~sutuuons w o wo
force "unjust legislation on the commum_ty, such as compulsory
full-time education for children up to sixteen y~ars . o~ a~e or
"No what these children need is the industnal disctphne of
over.
'
.
h I H
ver
a job supplemented by a vocational part-urn~ sc oo. owe
harsh Dooley's attitude may appear :oday, hts concern fo; the
millworker's child was genuine and h1s proposal for a contmuation school was at least an advance over a ten-hour day of unbroken drudgery. 22
•
.
•
_
Not all administrative progressives agreed wit~ Dooley s pa:
ticular specifications for the proletarian child or with Cubberley s
open avowal of class-based education, of. course. But the underlying principle of differentiating scho?lmg to meet the ':eeds
of different classes of pupils-as determmed by the education~!
expert in the light of the presumed career of the student--:-a most all would have accepted . This was the heart of the doctnne
of social efficiency. It was partly for this reason that the ~duca
tional sociologist David Snedden so admired the expenments
possible in reform schools, for there the experts had a p~e~
selected population over whom they had virtually total sona
control. 23
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