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Introduction

SCHOOLS IN AMERICA have danced to different drummers
during their long history. Sometimes the drumbeat de-
manded rigidity in all programs; sometimes it wanted
academic learning for only a few. Sometimes it encour-
aged unleashing children's creativity, not teaching them
facts. Sometimes it wanted children to solve the social
problems, such as racial segregation, adults could not
handle. Sometimes it tacitly supported some schools
as warehouses, not instructional facilities. Sometimes it
sought schooling to be the equalizer in a society in which
the gap between rich and poor was growing. Sometimes
the principal purpose of schooling seemed to be teach-
ing citizenship and developing habits of work appro-
priate for a democratic society, while at other times its
purpose seemed to be preparation for employment,
which needed the same habits of work but also some
academic skills. Now, the drumbeat demands that all
children achieve academically at a high level and the
measure of that achievement is tests. The rhythm and
tempo of the drumbeats have shifted relatively frequently,
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but the schools have not adjusted to the new musical
scores with alacrity. They are typically just beginning
to master the previous drummers' music when new
drummers appear. Many, though not all, of the new
beats have been improvements both for the children
and for the nation.

All drummers have sought literacy in English for
American children, though very modest literacy levels
have been acceptable in the past. Drummers have al-
ways sought a few students who attained high levels of
academic achievement, including children from dispar-
ate social, economic, and racial backgrounds. Beyond
that consensus, however, what we have wanted from
schooling has changed dramatically over time. These
expectations for schools typically have been expressed
through criticisms—often virulent—of current school
practices, and the responses that followed inevitably
were slower and less complete than the most ardent
critics demanded. These are the shifting assignments
given to schools.

The following chapters of this book describe these
shifting assignments given to schools and then to col-
leges during the last century: "Assimilation: 1900-
1920"; "Adjustment: 1920-1954"; "Access: 1954-1983";
and "Achievement: 1983-Present." Each goal has been
partially reached, although never as quickly nor as com-
pletely as its proponents wished. Certainly this is true
of the current one, achievement, for we are reminded
daily of the academic inadequacies of our youth. The
fifth chapter, "Autonomy to Accountability," inserts into
this discussion of schooling the experience of Ameri-
can colleges and universities over the last century.
Many Americans believed until the middle of the twen-
tieth century that completing high school sufficed for
schooling. During the last half-century, however, we
have come to believe that schooling is not complete
without college, and a majority of our high school gradu-
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ates now pursue post-secondary education. College is
becoming nearly as universal as high school was in the
mid-years of the twentieth century. Colleges have be-
come the schools for adults and now exhibit much the
same range of accomplishments and difficulties as do
the elementary and secondary schools.

The story begins with the schools' response to the
need to assimilate hordes of European immigrants' chil-
dren at the beginning of the twentieth century and con-
tinues to the present demand to assure the academic
achievement of all students. American schools and col-
leges have valiantly, though sometimes reluctantly,
adapted their institutions to meet the needs expressed
by their critics. In this democratic nation schooling be-
came the core upon which Americans have relied to
assure the continuity and evolution of their government,
their economy, and their social values. Since authority
to maintain the nation resides with the people, not a
monarchy, church, or military, then the people must
be imbued not only with knowledge but also with vir-
tue in order to assume that profound responsibility. As
early as 1816 Thomas Jefferson warned, "If you expect
a nation to be ignorant and free and in a state of civili-
zation, you expect what never was and never will be."

In Jefferson's time few supports existed to eliminate
ignorance and promote freedom and civilization.
Schools seemed the best institutional bet to accomplish
this formidable civic task. By the early twentieth cen-
tury American schools led the world in providing op-
portunities for instruction in both academic subjects
and civic values.

American schools moved gradually and hesitantly in
the first half of the twentieth century away from serv-
ing the nation's needs toward serving children's needs.
Both, of course, are necessary. Early on we sought
through schooling to unify the country's population by
instilling a primary allegiance to the United States and
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by teaching skills to enable prosperity. By the 1920s
we shifted our emphasis to schools that sought prima-
rily to help children grow up. Increasingly these insti-
tutions rejected the excessive rigidity of the formal
curriculum and developed teaching methods that em-
phasized children's interests and social development,
sometimes without ensuring the mastery of traditional
subject matter. For children in families with rich cul-
tural resources of their own the lack of academic em-
phasis in school was not harmful, but for children
without such traditions, it was devastating, depriving
them of access to knowledge.

By the middle years of the twentieth century, crit-
ics, including both the literate public and professors,
assailed the academic weaknesses of much schooling,
designed as it was to foster the "life adjustment" of many
American youth. Unlike in Europe, where all but the
academically inclined left school by adolescence, in
America the majority of students completed secondary
school, so a rigorous academic curriculum was seen by
some American educators as beyond the reach of most
students. Academic critics and hopeful parents de-
manded access to special programs for "gifted and tal-
ented" students. Others demanded access as well,
particularly blacks who sought admission to schools
from which their children had been lawfully excluded
on the basis of their race. Access to enhanced instruc-
tion in schools with many low-income students became
codified with the first major federal education act in
1965. Additional pressure for access to special arrange-
ments intended to equalize opportunity mounted for
bilingual children, for handicapped youth, and, finally,
for girls previously excluded from boys-only sports.

Critics reemerged in the early 1980s, now led by busi-
nessmen who found themselves confounded in compe-
tition with Japanese and European companies and who
attributed some of their difficulties to the academic in-
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adequacy of their workforce. Broad coalitions of busi-
ness leaders, public policy spokespersons, academics,
and educators called for strengthened academic instruc-
tion for all American youth, particularly for those, of-
ten poor and minority, whose test scores trailed affluent
Americans and many Europeans and South Asians.
How universal academic achievement was to occur im-
mediately without substantial changes in the adoles-
cent youth culture, which no one seriously advocated,
or without a fundamental reorientation of school life,
which few successfully defined, became the conundrum
of the times. It remains so today.

The dilemma for school people, thus, has been how
to respond to the public's different and sometimes con-
flicting demands upon the schools. On the whole, the
American people have believed the schools are theirs,
and they, not the teachers or administrators, are the
ones who should establish priorities for the schools.
Public education in America has meant that the public
controlled the schools, and the schools should thus serve
the public's needs. This conviction that the public should
control education stems from Jefferson's observation
that a democracy is dependent upon a knowledgeable
and virtuous public.

Achieving a knowledgeable and virtuous public has
not been easy. Traditionally we have been satisfied with
the excellent academic performance of a few, including
some rich and a few poor, some white and a few of color.
For the remainder we have settled for much more mod-
est academic achievements. Yet for nearly all we have
emphasized the "virtue" dimension of the curriculum,
stressing fair play, honesty, loyalty to the country, re-
spect for others, teamwork, and, occasionally, ingenu-
ity, creativity, and even kindness. For the first half of
the twentieth century this mix served us reasonably
well. America became a world power during World War
II, after all, when only a tiny fraction of our children
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had achieved academic eminence and when the United
States had few leading research universities of inter-
national standing.

But at the beginning of the twenty-first century,
Americans are concentrating their educational energies
on improving the academic achievement of all our youth.
Were that genuinely to happen it would be a wondrous
accomplishment both for the youth and for the society.
Somehow we hope that greater academic achievement
will bring us a more productive society and perhaps
even one that is more just. It is hard to imagine, how-
ever, how higher test scores alone will do that. Schools
that are reorganized to engage and support all chil-
dren in successful learning as well as schools that them-
selves exemplify the virtues that we have sought to
imbue in the young do have such possibilities. Creat-
ing such schools and providing them for all children is
our present challenge. Our democracy demands that
we meet this challenge.

In America we are deeply indebted to our educational
institutions for developing the population that makes
our nation work. Yet, we are ambivalent about their
contribution, unsure how many of our national suc-
cesses and failures are attributable to our children's
schooling. Certainly schooling can be influential, but
even more significant in youths' development is the
education they receive in their homes, their communi-
ties, and through the media. Those influences, while
more important, are much more difficult for a society
to regulate, and thus our attention remains upon the
educational institutions, whose policies we can regu-
late but whose practices are vastly more difficult to
change.
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ONE

Assimilation
1900-1920

A LIVELY, TOWHEADED, EIGHT-YEAR-OLD BOY shivered with
dread and excitement on a cool morning in September
1900 in Ottertail County, Minnesota, as he headed for
his first day of school. His older brother, Mads, and his
older sister, Esther, had already attempted this ven-
ture, and neither had liked it at all. For many, not only
the first day of school but latter days as well were a
harrowing experience. Subsequently his six younger
brothers and sisters would make the same journey, and
most of them would not like it either. His father of-
fered one piece of advice in Danish, the only language
spoken in the family, "When the teacher looks at you,
stand up and say, 'My name is Victor Lincoln Albjerg.'"
That was his preparation for schooling in America. His
parents' concession to his need for Americanization was
his middle name; they offered few others. Victor Lin-
coln Albjerg was my father.

Little Victor followed his father's advice precisely,
and when the teacher turned to him, he rose and re-
plied as his father had instructed. Derisive laughter
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My father, Victor Lincoln Albjerg, 1900.
Courtesy of Patricia Albjerg Graham

from his fellow students and a frown from the teacher
greeted him. Confused and embarrassed, he sat imme-
diately, and understood why Mads and Esther had
sought to avoid school. Obviously the teacher had asked
him something other than his name, but, since she
spoke English and he spoke only Danish, he had no
idea what she had said. The teacher, on the other hand,
recognized that her preeminent task was to teach her
pupils English, and to do so she forbade them from
speaking their family language to each other in the
school or schoolyard. The sharp rap of the birch rod
met such infractions.

S C H O O L I N G A M E R I C A8



Despite his inauspicious beginning, Victor prospered
in the school, more than his father wished. Victor's fa-
ther believed in schooling only within "thrifty limits,"
by which he meant a modicum of English and arith-
metic and perhaps a bit else but not enough to give
students an appetite for further book learning that
might take them away from their local environment.
As his father feared, Victor, unlike his brothers, did
not want to return to the family farm. As he expressed
it, "I wanted to be somebody—a rural schoolteacher."
In 1909 at the age of seventeen he became one, earning
forty dollars per month for the three-month term at a
nearby one-room school.

The nine Albjerg children exemplified what most
Americans then wanted the schools to do: assimilate
youngsters into American life. Fundamentally the cur-
riculum was the same for native-born and immigrant
children, though the latter had the additional obstacle
of learning English as a foreign language rather than
as their native tongue. And there were lots of immi-
grant children eligible for schooling as between 1890
and 1920 more than 18 million people came to the United
States, largely from eastern and southern Europe,
where few had experienced significant schooling. Many,
though not all, saw their children's schooling as the
primary means of success in their new land.

The immigrant youngsters presented an immediate
concern because their families could not be counted upon
to instill either the English language fluency or the val-
ues associated with American patriotism that native-
born, white families were assumed to provide. Thus,
many Americans considered schooling for immigrants
even more important than for others, an expectation seen
most vividly in the South, where schooling for white,
native-born youth was substantially less than that pro-
vided in other parts of the country where immigrants
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settled in much larger numbers. Blacks in the South, of
course, had even fewer educational opportunities.

Most Americans, both native born and newly arrived,
thought that only a few children needed extended edu-
cation, and only one Albjerg, Victor, received it. But all
needed familiarity or, at least, acquaintance with the
English language, with American customs and "patri-
otic lore," some arithmetic, as well as with traditions
of honesty, hard work, and fair play. This was the cur-
riculum of assimilation, promising all children both
virtue and knowledge with greater emphasis on the
former than the latter.

Such schooling then sufficed to provide students
with the skills to participate as citizens and to sup-
port themselves. Seven of the nine Albjerg children
remained in Ottertail County for most of their lives, a
common pattern. Yet despite their lack of extended
schooling, all were self-sufficient, even frugal Esther,
who never married and spent her entire life speaking
Danish, caring first for her parents and then for other
elderly neighbors.

On the whole the system worked well. The schools'
role was to meet the needs of the society by preparing
children for participation in it. The needs of children
were subordinated to the needs of the society. Gener-
ally schools did not consider seriously children's social,
psychological, or even academic development, and ex-
pected them to adapt to the routines established by the
school. That would all change by the 1920s when the
reaction against school rigidity prompted a profound
shift of school focus from the needs of the society to the
needs of children.

The mix of virtue and knowledge seemed about right
for the early twentieth century. To help students at-
tain these goals the schools increasingly engaged in
hidebound instructional practices that many children
found unappealing, as Victor's brothers and sisters did.
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Most left these unappealing institutions after only a
few years of attendance. That was what both Ameri-
canization and assimilation meant, a little schooling
for a lot of children.

A M E R I C A N I Z A T I O N A S A S S I M I L A T I O N

William Torrey Harris, U.S. commissioner of education,
forcefully alerted his fellow citizens to the challenges
that mass immigration brought in 1877: "If we do not
'Americanize' our immigrants by luring them to par-
ticipate in our best civilization . . . they will contribute
to the degeneration of our political body and thus de-
Americanize and destroy our national life." "American-
ization" was a process, much as vulcanization of rubber
was: conversion of a raw product into a tough, durable,
usable, valuable good that benefited the whole society.

Harris's views dominated American expectations for
education well into the twentieth century as a 1912 ar-
ticle in the Wall Street Journal explained:

Our public schools are filled with a conglomerate mass of
foreigners and children of foreigners sprung from genera-
tions of ignorance and untrained intelligence. To make
good citizens of these through a few years of schooling is a
stupendous task. Anything that can be devised to enhanc
mental and physical condition, which as a rule carries wit
it moral tone, should be considered worth trying. What
this country needs at this time more than all else is the
elevation of its citizenship.

Elevating the mental and physical condition of the
young with some additional moral tone became the cur-
riculum of assimilation.

On the assumption, and it was a big one, that the im-
migrants and their children wanted to become "Ameri-
canized," then this curriculum benefited them as well.

A S S I M I L A T I O N : 1900-1920 11



The individuals who made the arduous emigration to
the United States, however, came for a variety of rea-
sons, particularly poverty or political or religious dis-
crimination in their homelands. America for them
offered the opportunity to build a better life, certainly
for their children and possibly for themselves. Such
entirely legitimate reasons for emigrating did not mean,
however, that they wished to give up their native lan-
guage, cuisine, customs, and religion, what we would
call today their culture. That was the tension Victor
Albjerg's father, Niels, expressed when he spoke of
schooling within "thrifty limits." The old Dane wanted
his children to get enough book learning at school in
order to get by in America but not so much that they
would exchange the primacy of their family identity
for a more cosmopolitan American identity. Some other
immigrants sought more educational opportunities for
their children, but Niels was not alone in favoring lim-
ited learning.

Native-born white Americans generally agreed that
assimilating other white immigrants was an urgent na-
tional priority. Distant memories of the difficulty of
melding the thirteen original colonies into one nation
persisted. More recent memories of the fratricidal Civil
War reminded Americans of the importance of gaining
the loyalty of residents and potential citizens to the
United States.

As early as the 1840s, the Massachusetts commis-
sioner of education Horace Mann had argued vigorously
and persuasively that public education in the common
school was desirable both for America and for Ameri-
cans. Many people north of the Mason-Dixon line agreed
with Mann. What Mann and his supporters meant by
"common" was that the schools be universal, enrolling
all children, both those of the "common people" (the
poor) as well as those of the leaders of the community,
and providing a similar curriculum for all. Until Mann's
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time, children of affluent families typically attended
schools that charged tuition while children of the poor
enrolled in "charity schools." Mann wanted the support
of all families for their children to study in "common
schools," subsidized by taxes.

The "common" school being considered at the time
was almost exclusively what we would today call an
elementary school, so the issue of a universal curricu-
lum was not as controversial as it would become when
later educators considered what to teach in high schools.
The thrust of Mann's argument, which he began ar-
ticulating before the massive immigration of the late
nineteenth century, was that publicly supported schools
needed to be improved and needed the support of the
affluent in the community, not just the poor. Mann in-
voked competition with the Prussians, considered the
best-educated people in Europe, to stimulate Ameri-
can interest and compliance. Public education needed
to become the standard for the nation, Mann argued,
not various private schools driven by assorted ideolo-
gies and economic interests. This argument echoed that
of the Founding Fathers, namely that a democracy re-
lying on the will of the people needed to be sure that
the people were both informed and loyal or the nation
itself would suffer.

When massive numbers of Europeans immigrated
from various countries beginning in the 1890s, com-
mon schools, as public schools were often called, were
well established in cities, towns, and in most northern
rural areas. Typically they concentrated on the first
eight grades with most students dropping out before
completion. They did, however, provide the basics of
English literacy for those students who spent some time
in them.

Americans at this time were moving in increasing
numbers from rural areas to towns, where more schools
were available and where many jobs required higher
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levels of literacy and numeracy and the habits of punc-
tuality, teamwork, and accommodation to institutional
structures, each of which was considered a "virtue."
From the nineteenth to the twentieth century, a na-
tion that had been made predominantly of small busi-
ness people, farmers, and people who worked the
natural resources of the land and sea (loggers, fisher-
men, miners) became an urban, industrial society, which
required substantially more skills and attitudes taught
in schools. By 1920 half of the U.S. population lived in
communities of 2,500 or more, and three-quarters of
the immigrant population resided in cities. Administra-
tors of large cities, such as New York, Chicago, Boston,
or Detroit, estimated that two-thirds to three-quarters
of their populations were either foreign born or chil-
dren of foreign born.

Many immigrants remained in rural areas, particu-
larly the Scandinavians and Germans who settled in
the Midwest. These groups were less in the public eye
and, therefore, triggered less nativist concern about
assimilation than did their immigrant brethren from
southern and eastern Europe. The latter were likely to
be Roman Catholic or Jewish and to have come with
limited educational attainments and even less money.
As they were the most numerous, the most different,
the most needy, and, especially, the most visible to jour-
nalists at major newspapers in cities, they were the
focus of the assimilationists' attention. Some programs
existed to help adults adjust to their new home, but
the focus and the hope was for the children.

Political leaders, clergy, journalists, and the public
generally agreed on which institutions of the society
should lead in the effort to assimilate the immigrant
population and which should not. Schools were to ac-
complish this effort while other entities remained bas-
tions of immigrant homogeneity. Neighborhoods
remained constellations of ethnic compatriots. Ethnic,
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